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Chapter 1 – Aftermath

Arkken Port Borachland Embassy, Arkken Port

Slowly, Pawlik rose from the depths of slumber toward the busyness of his day. Automatically, he reached out an arm to pull Ruth closer, but his hand landed on empty space and cool sheets. That experience was so unusual for his mornings that the Lord of Borachland opened his eyes quickly, adrenaline surging. Where is Ruth? Has something happened, and I slept through it?! he thought to himself in panic.

The suite of rooms at the ForceX Bar was brighter in the morning than their bedroom in Borachland Castle due to the East exposure. Glancing around the bedroom, he saw no sign of the Mage. Instead, he saw the clothing from the previous evening neatly draped over the chair back or folded on the seat.

Part of him relaxed when he noticed that Ruth's clothing was there also. I do not think there is any sort of emergency if everything is neatly folded, he thought. Reminding himself again that the property was actually an Embassy of Borachland, Pawlik tried to relax a little more. Still, his concern and curiosity teamed together, and he quickly got up and got dressed for the day.

Walking out into the sitting area, he saw Ruth sitting at a small table across from her new assistant Arani. The two women were engaged in a rather lively discussion over schedules and the now infamous Red List. His ears started to work as their conversation came into understandable words, as he heard Ruth say, “… Talk with the Auditor Guild, and also make sure that Alan and Coby get connected to that new hoverchair supplier so that we can narrow down the new models for him to have.”

Arani smiled and responded, “I have already checked in with Senior Auditor Rick. I believe we covered everything, although he suggested that maybe we could meet to go over the list in detail just to make sure.”

Pawlik heard a slight quiver in his Mage’s voice as she blandly agreed, “That sounds like an excellent idea. Why do you not see if you and he can get together sometime in the next day over lunch or dinner? With our plans for Founders Day, I want to make sure that someone from the Auditor Guild is available to certify the contest results and take care of any of the somewhat tedious money stuff.”

Arani made notes on her multipurpose comm-unit, before bringing up the next group of decisions that needed to be made by Ruth. Quickly, Arani asked, “Do you have any preference for when you should be discussing your clothing for the next round of social interactions? I understand from both of your dressmakers that your wardrobe will be crucial in some strategic positioning on the social scene. I also have been informed that you need to have a variety of hostess gifts for both the dinner invitations that you have accepted and that it might be useful for you to have a few sitting around for unexpected invitations.”

“The quick answer is, in order, I do not really care, so please schedule when you think is most efficient. Great idea, how about if you get hold of the apothecary where I bought the last set of them and let us see if we can buy more from him. He is a dear man, and I like to keep the connection going.”

Again, Arani made notes. Then Ruth’s new assistant’s expression and overall demeanor changed as she stated calmly, but with a very militant look in her face, “I followed up with the Arkken Port Peacekeepers about the progress in Mary’s assault case. The captain was very obliging, but he was unhappy to inform me that when they attempted to go arrest the known perpetrators, that they had disappeared. Furthermore, he was strongly discouraged from following up on it, and he suspects that it may have Arkken Council involvement.”

Instantly, Pawlik went from a pleased observer to participate in the conversation as he broke in, demanding, “I would like that Captain’s name. I believe some of our security people and I need to go talk to him.”

Arani looked at the irate Duke in astonishment, tinged with fear, as she stumbled to respond, “I would not want you to go yell at him. He was very accommodating, and I think probably he did it for me against orders.”

Ruth was up from her chair and in front of Pawlik in an instant, her hands gently touching his chest. “Pawlik, perhaps you could speak to him someplace other than his station, so he does not get in trouble with whoever is watching him. I know you are angry, but do not let that anger splash over onto somebody who is trying to help us.”

Releasing his tension in a big sigh, her Anchor let his exhalation take away part of the fury that had fired up inside of him. Answering more temperately, Pawlik said, “You both are probably right. I will tell Danir to go speak to him, as unobtrusively as possible.”

Getting up from the table, Arani nodded her head at the Duke but addressed her comments to the Mage, “I will get right on this, Lady Ruth. Would you like me to have some breakfast brought for the two of you?”

“Yes, that would be perfect, Arani. Thank you.”

<< <> >>

The early afternoon sun slanted through the open windows of the ForceX Bar, where Ruth sat at a table with her assistant, Arani. The human woman felt she had been wading through shallow water from the moment she had gotten up until now, making progress but slowly.

The previous day had been so full of strong emotions and violent or desperate responses that she found herself somewhat fragile, unable to find her metaphysical center. I hate it when I feel like I am going to tip over. It is not even a matter of being balanced on my feet, it is like my mind is skittering around and does not have a calm place to work from, she thought to herself.

It seemed like there were hundreds of tasks that needed to be done, but where Ruth usually would have felt a bit overwhelmed and hurried, Arani seemed to be doing an excellent job of filtering them so that there were fewer she had to handle. Additionally, when her new assistant routed things over to her, there was almost always some further background or other information appended, so that Ruth found that her tasks were completed more quickly and with less strain.

Wondering how she had ever done without this woman before, Ruth found herself close to done with her tasks for the day and wondering what she should do next. Deciding that she just needed to get used to having an assistant, the Mage knew that she would have little chance of navigating the minefield that was Arkken society without some sort of help.

Between Sabina Harpor, the Duchess that had been a friend of Pawlik’s mother, and the welcome presence of Arani, Ruth was slowly feeling a little less disoriented. The Mage had developed some other acquaintances that were changing into friends, notably the young wife of Duke Auguste Treboral, Ginette, who knew a little bit more than Ruth about the social landscape. The young woman was thrilled to be included in the discussions between the older two women, and both Sabina and Ruth enjoyed her even-tempered presence.

The Mage smiled to herself, thinking, She is such a sweet girl. I know she has been frightened, but I hope things are working out for her and her husband. It looks like a love match to me, and from everything else I have seen, that is not common in this society.
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Chapter 2 – Hijack!

Ruth was pulled out of her contemplation by a tactical alert blasting over her comm-unit. Knowing that the sound was reserved for situations like Mary’s assault, Ruth went from weary and relaxed to tense and ready for action in a split second. However badly the shock hit her, Ruth was convinced that it was better to know about a problem sooner, rather than later. This is a far better situation than finding out after the fact like it happened when Mary got hurt. I just did not want to repeat that, the Mage thought to herself.

Pawlik had been the only one that was not surprised when she had insisted about being included in the primary notification group.

When Alan and the rest of the security management team had tried to tell her that it was unnecessary, Pawlik had reminded them, “It is her right to know. Do not get confused and think that you are all working for me. Only Outer Keep Security reports to me. The fleet, all the ArchMage Forces, and the Inner Keep Security all report to Ruth. Although sometimes she tags me to handle it, she is the last word on strategy and tactics for the majority of the forces, whether they are Borachland or AMF.” He had scowled at both the OutSec and InSec commanders, clearly irritated by how often he had to repeat his warnings.

When the Duke had finished staring Alan into submission, Ruth had stated calmly, “Neither Pawlik nor I want to be dealing with this attitude or situation again. Where I am lead, he is my backup, and where he is lead, I am his. Anything in which you bring either one of us should include both of us.”

The result of that confrontation was that the Mage received all alerts and notifications that would go to Pawlik. Even though the noble houses of Arkken did not have this type of equally shared responsibility between genders, Ruth wanted to make sure that everyone understood that she and Pawlik were a team.

The content of the alert set a wave of dread through every bit of Ruth’s nervous system, as she heard the clipped voice of one of the newly hired Marine pilots over the comm-unit saying tersely, “Shuttle BCAT 2203-4, en route from Arkken Spaceport calling Mayday, Mayday, Mayday! Repeat, Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. Situation Maltese. Repeat, Situation Maltese. Transponder active. Main weapons out, secondary active, auxiliary live. Pinned down and surrounded by unknown hostile forces, taking fire. Repeat, taking heavy fire. Multiple bogies, count of 25. Engine damaged by heavy beam. Current fire, both energy and projectile. Bogies armored. Requesting assistance.”

Instantly, Margot was standing next to the Mage, her weapons drawn and eyes scanning for danger, as she spoke urgently into her comm-unit. Before Ruth could take a breath, two other InSec members had taken station around her. Arani pushed away from the table, pulling all of the miscellaneous papers that they had been going over together in one motion, clearing the working surface.

There was the sound of rapidly moving tramping feet, and the next thing Ruth knew, Pawlik had charged down the stairs practically flying between steps. With a whir of his hoverchair, Alan came down the steps so rapidly behind Pawlik that he almost overran the Anchor. Pawlik slammed onto a chair next to Ruth, at the same time that Alan bounced the edge of his hoverchair forcefully against the edge of the table on her other side.

Two men, one in the uniform of their new AMF Marine contingent and Danir wearing the newly designed utility dress for Borachland OutSec, joined the Mage and Anchor. Another ring was formed around the command table, populated by a mixture of different uniforms and attire.

Pawlik demanded, “What were they transporting?”

Danir immediately responded, “It is a shipment of the specialized comm equipment that we needed to connect the Borachland Embassy here, the Avantor Spaceport, and the Borachland Castle. They were supposed to drop off part of the shipment for us to install, which is why two of my assistants and I are here. Then they were going to continue on to Borachland Castle to drop off the rest.”

Alan’s gravelly voice interjected, “Why were they in town to begin with?”

Arani was the one who answered, looking up from the tablet that she had been searching, “The shipment came in on one of Wentworth’s vessels. He has not wanted to aggravate the political situation by moving all of his shipping to the new spaceport, especially while his office is still getting established there.”

Pawlik asked tersely, “What is the composition of the transport party?”

“I am sorry, my Lord. We did not expect this sort of problem for short transport. It is less than two miles between the Arkken spaceport and here. The party consists of a heavily armed hover vehicle and one escort car. We had three more escorts waiting here to accompany the transport on its way to the castle,” reported Danir, apology threaded through his speech.

Both Ruth and Pawlik’s comm-unit’s sounded a priority alert. Ruth tapped hers faster than her Mate did and left the speaker wide open. Seeing that the comm request was from one of the ships that they had orbiting the planet, she responded, “Ruth, here. What do you know?”

“This is Captain Ryndal Brigers, commanding the AMFS Nereid, Archmage. As ordered, we have two assault shuttles on hot drop ready to release at your or Lord Pawlik’s command. We have verified the transponder location and mark it as 1.87 miles from your current location. At this point, the best satellite view shows one airborne unit overflying the transport and blockage both front and back on intersecting streets to the East and West, respectively. Are we free to drop?”

Ruth looked at Pawlik, and the Anchor gave her a sharp nod before taking over the conversation, “You are free to drop. Single squad per shuttle, correct?”

“That is correct, Sir.”

“Have the Marine commander coordinate with Alan Culhane. We will be sending ground forces within the next sixty seconds. You will undoubtedly get there before we do.”

“What are the rules of engagement, Sir? Do you wish us to observe the no-fly zone restrictions?”

“Hell, no. Take the suckers out. Just minimize civilian casualties.”

The Mage could hear the satisfaction in the Captain’s voice when he said, “Yes, sir!” She turned her attention to what else was going on in the room and saw that there were islands of activity, and everyone looked competent and in control.

Ruth noticed that Alan was hunched over his comm-unit with two other uniformed Marines listening in and working with their own units. They had thrown up a privacy shield surrounding his chair, and Ruth relaxed a small amount, comforted by the signs that Alan and his staff knew what they were doing.

Margot laid a gentle hand on the back of her shoulders and suggested quietly, “Ruth, perhaps, we should get out of their way and go back upstairs. There is not much we can do here.”

Spinning around to stab her head of security with a furious gaze, Ruth snarled behind gritted teeth, “I could not think of anything to do to help when Mary was assaulted. I refuse to be useless when it comes to defending our people! Do not presume to move me like I am a fragile doll!”

Margot’s eyes got very large, and she took a step back from the Mage, saying quickly, “I did not mean to upset you, Lady Mage.” Without answering, Ruth turned back to Pawlik and asked, “If you had anything that would help you, what would that be?”

Startled by her question, Pawlik looked up at her and opened his mouth. Before he could say anything, Alan said urgently, “We need eyes on what is going on. Nothing we have can deploy fast enough to give us the visibility for accurate response. At this point, we do not have drones here to deploy, although we will need to rethink that afterward. I know the transport party is under fire. If there is anything you can do, Archmage, to improve visibility of the situation for us, that would be extremely helpful.”

Ruth could feel sparks crackling through her hair and knew that she must look like a deranged static electricity generator, so she tried to calm herself down enough to think. Suddenly, there were two large, warm hands on her, one on her shoulder and the other nestled comfortingly around the bottom of her rib cage. Taking a deep breath, the Archmage centered herself, leaning into the presence of her Anchor and began to build a spell.

Faintly, Ruth heard the departure of four vehicles, one after another, as the relief forces took off. Concentrating on the purpose and the shape of the spell that she wanted to build, the Mage leaned forward and placed her cupped hands in the center of the round table at which she was sitting. Pouring her will and power into those hands, the woman slowly pulled them apart.

Eyes totally closed, she felt every obstacle that she ran into on the table disappear. Ignoring the occasional crash of an item swept to the floor as well as the swift touch of moving air as someone grabbed an item just ahead of her growing circle of casting, Ruth stretched her arms until she could feel the edges of the table with both little fingers.

To the Mage, it felt like she was holding a thin circle of light that was both immeasurably strong and incredibly fragile at the same time. Still keeping her eyelids down, Ruth centered herself magically in the middle of that iridescent circle and stretched feelers out, looking for the embattled transport party.

A flurry of emotions drew her like iron to a magnet. Homing in on the controlled fear and the anger of the combatants, Ruth touched the red-hot feelings that pooled around the two vehicles and tried to ignore the knife-sharp pain of injury and frustration that clustered there.

She could feel the touch of her Anchor on her shoulder, and she pulled heavily on his energy. Flowing through him were the harmonics of the planet on which they stood, and she consumed that also. Directing the torrent of that power through her and into her casting, Ruth felt an almost audible snap as the product of her will and thought came together in an abrupt collision of reality.

Shaken by a wave of dizziness, Ruth was pulled back against her Anchor’s broad chest. For a second, she just concentrated on the beat of his heart until hers calmed down.

Why is the room so quiet? she thought to herself. Popping her eyes open to see what she had wrought, the first thing that Ruth saw was everyone staring at the table with stunned looks on their faces and gaping mouths. Turning toward the tabletop, which seemed to be the target of everyone’s astonishment, she saw what looked like a live hologram of the scene complete with smoke and the red-hot traces of beam weapons. The display covered the entire table surface and was protected by a dome-like bubble with a slowly circling red dot of light on the rim of the base.
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Chapter 3 – Birdseye View

For a second, Ruth thought that she had somehow frozen everybody with her spell. Turning anxiously toward Pawlik, who was staring just as fixedly as everyone else, she asked desperately, “Is that not what you wanted? Did I get it wrong?”

The Mage’s Anchor went from frozen astonishment to abrupt movement, pulling Ruth against his chest once for a sharp, almost brutal hug and a smashing kiss on the top of her head before he turned and began to shout rapid directions into his comm-unit.

As if Pawlik’s breaking of the paralysis was the signal for everyone else, Alan and his two Marine assistants begin to speak urgently into theirs. Ruth caught pieces of the orders and comments that they were spewing out of their mouths, but lacking the context, the Mage just found herself confused.

Determined to be present, even if she was not adding anything to the troop deployment, Ruth was surprised when Margot leaned over her shoulder and asked quietly, “It is okay if the answer is no, but what would really help people now that we have a general view of what is actually happening, is if there was a way that they could zoom in on different pieces of it. Can you do that?”

Ruth was startled by the expression on Margot’s face and saw it echoed by the InSec people that formed her security perimeter. Instead of looking at the display, they were staring at her with avid, adrenaline-laced expressions that found echoing energy inside of the Mage.

Wanting to make sure that she understood what Margot was asking, Ruth stated, “Are you talking about a zoom-in bubble that they can steer around? If you do not want to change the view for everyone, then you are going to need some way of flitting over to what you want to see and then zooming in on it. Is that what you mean?”

A chorus of affirmatives answered her, and Ruth slipped into her thoughts for a moment, trying to shape an auxiliary spell that would do what was required. Taking deep breaths, and opening her eyes, she looked at Margot and responded, “Yes, I can do something like that, with certain caveats. The first of them is that I cannot do too many at a time. It will sort of mess with the containment of the view. The second part is that I need actual physical components to make it work.”

Sounding even more excited, Margot said, “I would think they would need at least two, but three separate views if you can manage. What do you need for the component part? We can see if we can find it quickly.”

Quickly, Ruth checked to see that Pawlik and Alan were both very busy and would not notice if she turned away from the table. Spinning in her chair, she leaned forward and saw how Margot and the two other security guards leaned toward her.

Feeling a presence on her right shoulder, the Mage was not surprised to see Arani, ready to facilitate whatever she could. Smiling briefly at her assistant, Ruth said, “I would be generating domes that still need to have something form their base. I built this one using the tabletop. For a smaller, more controlled view, I would need something round to anchor the display, especially since it has to be portable.”

Arani immediately asked, “Would something like a plate work?”

Ruth was amazed by the woman’s quick leap of intelligence and responded, “That would be perfect. However, since they want to zoom in, I think it needs to be a dinner plate, not something small like a saucer.”

Taking off at a fast run, Arani sped toward the bartender as the Mage’s attention was captured once more by Margot.

“What else do you need?”

“I need something like a wand, preferably out of once-living material.”

“Like wood? Would a wooden rod work?”

“Yes, that is exactly what I am talking about. It would be very helpful if that could be long and slender, like maybe a foot and a half long. Nothing too thick, although I have a feeling we will probably refine the spell after this challenge if it turns out to be helpful.”

Just then, Arani came back to the table, and a quick muttered comment from Margot brought her up to date. The woman had brought a stack of plates back with her, and she laid them out in front of Ruth on the seat of another chair that was hastily pulled over by one of her security guards. The Mage glanced at the stack of plates in Arani’s hands and asked, “Why so many? I told you I can only do a few at a time.”

Arani smiled and said, “Plates are breakable. If one shatters, we do not want to have to go someplace else to get a replacement. This way, we have a backup.”

Ruth laughed, joined by Margot and the other security people. Feeling much better for the tension relief, the Mage examined one of the plates thinking through the flow of her spell and how much energy it would pull. Unable to get a good visualization of the rod that would be controlling the view, Ruth felt her shoulders start to slump before Arani erupted into speech.

“How about a drumstick? I saw several piles of lost and found items behind the bar. There are at least six drumsticks left from various bards and musicians that are just sitting there. All of them looked like they were made out of wood.”

Ruth exclaimed enthusiastically, “That would be perfect! They have a point on one end, and I could tie the exactness of the spell into that point.”

Once again, Arani took off in a sprint that took her through the crowded room. Ruth realized in amazement that the density of people did not seem to bother her assistant. Instead, people got out of her way automatically, somehow warned by her focus and energy.

A few seconds later, Arani was dashing back, landing in an empty chair and gasping wordlessly. Even though the woman was too breathless to speak, she held three sets of matched drumsticks toward Ruth.

Smiling happily, the Mage laid one of the plates on the chair and said to Margot, “I will need you to grab the end of the drumstick after I get the little dome built. You should pull it out of the mini-dome and carry the drumstick over to the big dome. Carefully hold onto the wooden stick and use it to poke through the bubble, touching an object within it. Hold it there until you get a sign that I have completed the spell.”

Looking a little nervous, Margot asked, “How will I know when it is complete?”

“Trust me, you will definitely know.”

Ruth knew that Margot was still nervous, but the urgency of the situation was such that there is no more time to delay. Carefully, the Mage placed one of the wands so that it bisected the circle of the plate. Setting her hands on either side of the dish, Ruth closed her eyes again and built the purpose and shape of the spell in her mind.

Cupping her hands in the middle of the plate, Ruth could feel the drumstick as it nestled between her crossed fingers and where her wrists touched each other. Holding her concentration and pouring her will into it, Ruth very slowly moved her hands apart, not stopping until she could once again feel the edges of the dish under her fingers.

For just a moment, Ruth rested, cradled in the singing power of her casting. I can feel what Mage Eshik was talking about. This small spell does not drain me so much, and I do not need Pawlik to channel for me.

Taking a deep breath, Ruth said evenly, and quietly, “Margot, carefully draw the drumstick out of the plate bubble and go over to the big one. Make sure you are holding the wand securely and reach into the big dome with the hand holding the wand. Touch something within the bubble, like one of our vehicles, and then hold that pose. Do not let go.”

In the quiet around her, Ruth could hear the tiny gulp that Margot made before her cohead of security put her right hand on the drumstick and smoothly drew it off the plate. Concerned that she would not know what Margot was doing, Ruth opened her mouth to say something only to be forestalled by Arani. The efficient assistant started a move-by-move description of what Margot was doing, just what Ruth needed.

“Margot is next to the table and is reaching the drumstick out. Wow, it is actually going through the bubble. I know that someone else tried to reach through the bubble by accident or stupidity, and he could not get his hand in.”

Ruth murmured, “The wood is spelled to get inside.”

“That is good to know.”

A pang of not quite pain ran through Ruth’s palms and up into her arms. So sharp was the feeling that tears trickled down the corners of her eyes, but the Mage simply asked, “I believe she has touched the drumstick to something. Is that correct?”

“Yes, she has.”

Ruth heard the voice of one of her security people as the man said, “Look at the bubble on the plate! Now it is showing a partial view of what is inside the big bubble and is centered on the vehicle that Margot touched. But it is much bigger in proportion and easier to see.”

Smiling, Ruth took one more deep cleansing breath and created an image of a vicious-looking hook that grappled onto the end of whatever the drumstick tip was touching. As the object pictured in her mind connected to the drumstick, a flash of heat ran from Ruth’s core down her arms and into her hands. The Mage heard a shocked cry ring out around the room as the same force splashed through the drumstick and onto the object that was being touched.

Margot’s relieved voice rose above all of the background exclamations, “Ruth, you are absolutely right. There was no mistaking the spell completion.”

Ruth could hear Alan and his two Marine captains talking to her in demanding voices, but the wave of exhaustion that hit the Mage made the entire room get a bit fuzzy. Immediately, Pawlik was there. His comforting hand settled on one shoulder and the opposite side of her rib cage, feeding her warmth and stability. The strange feeling of dissonance that she had been unaware of until now dissipated, and the heat of renewed energies flowed into her.

His voice whispered right next to her ear, sending a little tickling puff of air against the side of her face as he asked, “Can we do one or two more? Only this time, let me help.”

Ruth responded, “Yes, I planned on doing one or two more. And that one was tiring enough by itself, so please do help me.”
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Chapter 4 – Breaking the Hold

With Pawlik’s assistance, the other two copies of the zoom-in tool were completed in just a few seconds each. He claimed the third one, while the other two had been snapped up by Alan and his staff members as fast as Ruth could complete them.

Even though it seemed like a long time to Ruth, her spellcasting had not taken very much time, and the dropping shuttles were still a minute or two out from where the pinned transport and its escort vehicle were trying to survive the heavy fire. The ground forces coming from ForceX were still several minutes behind the AMF Marines dropping from orbit, and there was not much else the group clustered around the table could do to help.

Ruth listened to Alan and Pawlik briefing another small joint group of Borachland and AMF Marines that had come in. The situation was starting to make more sense to her, as she learned some of the specialized language, but she still felt this frustrated upwelling of energy and a desire to help.

Trying to keep herself under control, Ruth focused on Alan’s summary.

“… they moved over to a secondary route to the south because the primary had a series of accidents along it that were creating a parking lot. We checked to make sure they were valid accidents, and the number of injuries and vehicles involved would generally indicate a perfectly innocuous event. However, we are not willing to accept that this is just a coincidence.”

A man that Ruth remembered as Peter, someone who was now one of the OutSec forces, gave a sharp laugh and said, “Considering how valuable the cargo in that carrier is, it would not surprise me if this was either a group of thugs from the slimy Councilman or even some of the pirates that we were chasing in the last few months of the Space Navy.”

Alan responded, “It may very well be either of the two. Or maybe even a combination of both. Although the situation report told us that they could see twenty-five, with the aid of this observation tool, we can see that the forces arrayed against ours are closer to forty-five. Neither of those vehicles is heavily armored, and their weapons are more suited to a small attack, rather than something like this.”

The observation bubble showed the two Borachland vehicles trapped between a sizeable jointed transport and two armored cars on an East-West route. The truck in the back was pulled across the intersection behind the rear Borachland vehicle. At the same time, the two armored conveyances were positioned in a pincher position to prevent forward progress to the East, also blocking another intersecting street.

Alan continued explaining that without any alleyway or avenue to evade the blocking vehicles, the Borachland drivers hesitated long enough to start to take fire. The pilot of the transport had immediately opted to break city ordinance and had begun to take off vertically in the narrow confines of the street bordered by many tall buildings.

Before he could achieve much height, a stingship had come in from the top and fired an energy beam into the rear of the conveyance, disabling both its engines and primary weapon. Fighting the destabilized controls, the pilot had no choice but to set the transport back down. With the stingship hovering over the top and the three hostile vehicles surrounding them on the ground, the transport driver had immediately declared a Mayday.

Peter asked, “From what I see here, the front vehicle appears out of the encounter.”

Alan agreed sadly, saying, “We can tell that the escort has taken enough damage that the integrity of the vehicle has been compromised. We have seen no sign of life from it. Enemies are advancing from either side and if the Marines and our forces cannot get there quickly, I am afraid we are going to lose our people.”

The Mage could feel her anger starting to rise, burning within her, and seeking release.

Alan gave a grim smile, half of his attention still on the dome that showed the battle situation. Opening his mouth to say something else, the former Commander of the Arkken Marines caught his breath and almost shouted, “Look!” as he pointed at the dome.

All sound in the room dropped instantaneously, and everyone crowded around the observation bubble, looking intently at the unfolding action.

The hijackers' air support had been holding station over the cargo transport since the energy beam had damaged the engines. Apparently, the pilot had become complacent because he did not react immediately as the two AMF Marine assault shuttles dropped on either side of the stingship. His delay was just a split second, but it was long enough that one of the shuttles hit the side of the stingship with several energy beams and the projectiles from the side weapons sent smashing impacts into the hijackers' cabin.

Twisting and turning, the stingship attempted to cut through the trough among the buildings of the city, using the civilian infrastructure as a shield as it fled to the North. Undeterred, one of the assault shuttles peeled off in pursuit while the other one slid over on the far side of the two armored vehicles that were preventing forward movement along the street.

The remaining shuttle dropped down to less than a hundred feet above the ground, maintaining a position a hundred yards to the East of the hostile armored cars. The people in the room with Ruth were cheering as long slender ropes or cables slipped down from both sides of the shuttle, and the figures of AMF Marines in full battle armor slid rapidly down to the ground.

Quickly forming up into fire teams, a Marine with a broad portable barricade shield was walking point while behind him came two other Marines. One of each of the pairs held a heavy mobile energy weapon, while the other carried one of the new projectile weapons that Ruth had purchased for her forces.

As soon as its mobile units were dropped, the shuttle rose up higher in the air and brought its forward weapons into play.

Someone in the crowd yelled, “Those idiots do not even know that anyone is there! Apparently, their pilot does not know how to use a radio.”

Ruth looked at the display, trying to see what they were talking about. Finally, she realized that the enemies that had been advancing from either side of the street toward her trapped men had no warning of what was about to happen. A vicious snarl appeared on the Mage’s face as she hoped the next few moments would show some payback.

Just then, the AMF assault shuttle fired its forward weapons. To Ruth’s surprise, the shuttle pilot targeted the center of the jointed transport that was blocking the rear Borachland vehicle. Dazzling in intense colors of gold and red, the hungry beams lashed out, carving huge holes in the massive armored conveyance that the hijackers had brought to bear. Fires surged up in reflective fury, as the armor fractured and melted.

The splash of the energy incinerated the closest attackers. These had been repeatedly firing into the rear of the pinned transport. The speed of their disappearance was almost more than Ruth could comprehend. One second there were eight men firing weapons that were chewing through the back of the Borachland vehicle, and the next, there were only ashes blowing in the wind.

The shuttle then immediately landed, creating a protective bunker for the deployed Borachland and AMF forces. The dorsal turret of the grounded shuttle swiveled and blew the most Northern armored car into a smoking and fragmented ruin.

Two of the Marines advanced on the Southern car immediately. One of them smashed the back window of the remaining hostile vehicle with a burst from his heavy projectile weapon, drawing back to allow the other trooper space to toss a flashbang with gas into the main compartment.

Power-assisted armor enhanced the soldier’s strength as the main cargo door was ripped from its hinges by the first trooper. Both men dove into the vehicle, emerging after a short time with two unconscious bodies. It was a matter of only a few seconds before the two hogtied hostiles had been carried back to the grounded AMF shuttle, disappearing into the depths of the vehicle.

Stunned, the Mage thought to herself, I feel like I should have some sorrow or regret about what happened to those people, but I do not. And I am unable to drag up any pale shadow of grief on my inability to feel sorry.

Realizing at this point that additional forces had come into play, the remainder of the attackers attempted to run. The very characteristics that had made this such a deadly and effective place to ambush the two Borachland vehicles had become a trap. It was now the hijackers who were pinned and at a disadvantage.

There was no open alleyway, no place to slip away. Instead, they were trapped between the glowing and burning truck at one end and the advancing Marines on the other. Ruth expected them to surrender because the odds were so bad. Apparently, she was not alone in that because as the attackers continued to fight, more comments rang out in the room as people asked each other, “Why are they not surrendering?”

Ruth’s attention bounced from speaker to speaker, unable to address their half-shouted questions and comments. In a blinding flash of intuition, the Mage turned toward Alan and Pawlik, asking quietly, “Do you think this means they are pirates?”

Both men gave her a sharp nod of approval and agreement.
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Chapter 5 – Taking Control

Pawlik, Ruth, and most of the people in the bar watched as the desperate hijackers continued to fire on the squad of Marines. The Mage could not help but worry, seeing how many of the attackers were still active compared to the relatively fewer number of forces on her side.

Her distress was clearly visible in her posture and expression. Margot started toward her liege Lady, but Pawlik picked his Mage’s hand up first. If the former Marine had not been observing Ruth, she would have missed the flash of light that arced like a spark between the Lord of Borachland’s hand and his Mage.

Irrespective of that insight, Margot knew she would have seen how Ruth’s tense shoulders eased at his touch. No one that ever really looked at them could miss how connected they are and how much they rely on each other. I think we had better think about how to react if one or the other is attacked separately.

Everyone in the room relaxed even further when the ground forces dispatched from the ForceX Bar could be seen arriving. It was evident to the observers that the hostile forces were not aware of the presence of the relief force. Two of the armored ground conveyances, designated Fire Team A and B, approached from an intersection to the East of the two hostile vehicles blocking the street. At the same time, the other two Borachland armored cars, designated Fire Team C and D, had circled wide to approach from the West.

Concealed by the still flaming carcass of the large truck, Marines in full battle armor and bearing the new weapons with which Ruth had supplied her forces were disembarking from the vehicles even before they stopped moving. Each transport carried two fireteams of three and an officer in charge. Spilling out of the main compartment, they spread out in a broad coverage.

Some of the troops dropped to the ground so that they had a clear line of sight below the burning wreckage to the hostile forces. Simultaneously, others infiltrated around the ends of the truck to take any remaining hostile forces from the rear but held their fire until the other troops from the Embassy were in position.

With the advanced warning and knowledge of the battleground provided by Ruth’s spell, Alan and his two captains had set out strategic approaches. As the two Borachland ground conveyances pulled to a stop at the East end of the ambush, Fire Teams A and B spilled out of the still-moving vehicles, adding their firepower to the AMF Marines already engaged in combat.

While the hijackers frantically tried to cobble together barriers that would give them some cover from the Borachland forces approaching from the East, the Borachland fire teams and the deployed Space Marines merged into a smoothly joined armored fist of firepower.

Picking their shots, the merged group began to advance like a juggernaut. So focused were the hijackers that they never thought to look behind themselves. A broadcast signal to all Borachland and AMF troops ripped across the comm-units, “Pick your shots. Take all hostiles down.”

The combined forces reacted with a fuselage of shots, each of them fired with intent. Completely surprised from the rear, the attempted hijackers had no hope of evading the vengeful Borachland and AMF troops. Less than thirty seconds after the broadcast, all enemies were down.

While the crowd in the ForceX Bar went wild with shouts and cheers, Ruth kept her eyes glued to the holographic display. She watched as some of the armored Marines walked around to check the bodies, and groups of Borachlanders quickly moved over to check the transport and escort vehicles.

The Mage’s tension increased, and her muscles got tighter as she waited to see some sign of what had become of the drivers and guards. When two of the Marines ripped the front doors off the escort car, nausea rose so sharply in the Mage that she swallowed convulsively, praying that she was not going to throw up.

One of the Marines practically crawled into the vehicle, and Ruth waited breathlessly to see what he had found. The soldier still standing on the outside turned and waved his arm urgently, beckoning to the East. The holographic diorama showed three Marines spilling out of the grounded assault shuttle and charging across the field toward the escort car.

Even in miniature, Ruth could clearly see the stenciled markings on their battle armor that indicated medics. Although one carried a folded up stretcher, the other two carried both guns and a typical field bag of medical supplies.

The Mage leaned closer, trying to see more details but could not get close enough without bouncing off the enclosing bubble. She moved backward in surprise when Arani’s voice sounded right next to her, “Ruth, use the zoom-in view. That is what you created the spell for.”

The ever-efficient assistant handed Ruth one of the plates that held the smaller bubble casting. This version of the holographic diorama spell was slaved to the main dome and would faithfully reproduce the smaller area requested by the wand-controlled perspective. In form, it was identical to the main dome, down to the slowly circling red dot of light on the base.

Once Arani knew that Ruth had the supporting plate firmly in hand, the woman reached through the bubble surface with the drumstick and touched the escort car within the hologram. Holding the contact for a few seconds, Arani waited until a small flash of green light ran down the wand, indicating that the focus had been set. She then raised the wand up into the air above the escort car and held that until the second flash of light created a small sparkling dot where the wand tip had stopped.

“There you go. I set the focus, and then the second light set the perspective. If you want to change it by getting closer or further away, you just take the wand tip and stick it into the little sparkly dot. Then you can move it around. If you want to focus on something else, you take the wand tip, touching on the new focus object, and wait until that flash of light tells you it has been reset.”

Ruth nodded absentmindedly as she peered at the expression of the medics. At least I can see their faces now that they have removed their helmets, the Mage thought to herself. I hope the transport drivers and guards all made it through.

When only one person was pulled out of the escort vehicle, Ruth’s hopes sank. Knowing that there were three people in the car to start with, the retrieval of only one needing assistance gave her the information that she had really not wanted.

“Stingship is down. Repeat, hostile stingship has been forced down,” crackled on the comm.

“This is Alan Culhane, Marine and Scout Commander for the Archmage. Who is talking?”

“Sorry, Sir! This is Lieutenant Nolan Bellee, piloting Nereid AS-18.”

“Sitrep, Lieutenant!”

“Yes, Sir! We pursued the hostile stingship through the city until it was over more open territory. As soon as we thought it could safely be done, we disabled the craft with energy bolts and forced it to land. Some of the Marines in Platoon 4 moved out immediately upon landing and secured the pilot. He was the only one on board and is injured. We have done preliminary first-aid, and are prepared to deliver him where you wish.”

Another voice crackled over the comm-unit, harsher and more assured than that of the pilot, “Commander Culhane, this is Sergeant José Miray from the AMF Nereid Company Bravo, Platoon 4. We have secured the enemy pilot and applied preliminary first-aid. Be advised the pilot is stating that his IFF reported the Borachland vehicles as possessors of stolen goods. He further states that he does not wish to be returned to Arkken Port, and is requesting asylum. Miray, clear.”

“Copy that, Sergeant. Hold five. Culhane, clear.”

Alan turned to Pawlik and asked, “Lord Pawlik, what do you wish. I find it very strange that the IFF would be reporting that, but it is easy enough to check on the stingship’s instrumentation.”

Pawlik turned to Ruth and asked in turn, “This has all the feel of some sort of complicated game. What do you think is going on?”

The Mage grimaced before she responded, “If there is something wrong with his computer, I think we want to get a copy of it. However, you have to find out if the Marines have anybody there that can do that. If it is part of a game, someone is going to try to remove the pieces from the board. How do we ensure that does not happen?”

Another request tone sounded, and this one was flagged as one of the Borachland forces that had been deployed. Ruth tapped her comm-unit to answer, leaving the speaker on. Nodding her head toward Pawlik, the Mage waited while the Lord of Borachland demanded, “This is Pawlik. What do you need?”

“Direction, milord. We have two dead, three badly injured, and one walking wounded. The Marines are recommending that we evacuate them all to the Nereid, as the closest secure facility. Also, as part of the incident documentation, we have determined that all of the dead hostiles are known pirates.”

Pawlik closed his eyes, a pained and angry grimace showing briefly on his face. Taking a deep breath and relaxing his features, Pawlik looked over at Ruth and said, “This just keeps getting worse and worse.”

A stab of anger pulled the Mage out of her puddle of sadness, and her eyes grew intense as she looked her Anchor right in the face and said heatedly, “Fine. Somebody’s trying to game us, and I am not going to put up with it.”

Spinning so quickly that the people closest to her jumped backward, the Mage started snapping out orders, “Arani, notify the Auditor Guild that we have a situation that needs their services. We are claiming the bounty on the pirates that we killed. Also, inform the Guild of the IFF reporting issues. Ask them to verify that evidence and also to impound the vehicles from the pirates and tell him that we will extend a claim for those items as battle spoils. Ask the Guild if they wish us to leave the bodies as they are until they have time to field an on-site team. If so, we may need formal backup to prevent the Arkken Council or Peacekeepers from taking over.”

Arani answered, “I already have the Auditor Guild on an open channel, Mage. They are registering the claims and have two groups in transit to capture the forensic data and take possession of the vehicles.”

Still carried along by her anger like a surfer on top of a giant wave, the Mage turned back to her Anchor. Holding his gaze with her’s, she said, “These vulnerable transports are not going to work if the Council is upping their intimidation game and especially if they are somehow working with pirates. We have three perfectly good warships orbiting overhead that have a whole bunch of shuttles that are sitting there and gathering dust. How about if we get armored replacements for the transports that we had down here and we go for overkill?”

Alan interjected, “While you are at it, make sure you have enough for replacing the guards’ vehicles, as well as armored carriers. You also might want to get something a little bit larger than that. Something like a troop transport so that we can start running a secure shuttle service among Borachland Castle, the new Avantor Spaceport, and the Borachland Embassy.”

“I agree. Pawlik, do you have anything that you want to disagree with, or should we just go ahead?”

Smiling, Pawlik just nodded his head and leaned over his comm-unit, starting to deploy the forces the Mage had suggested.
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Chapter 6 – Taking a Breath

Arani came over to the Mage and handed her a cool cloth for her aching head. Ruth said gratefully, “Thank you! Between all the bits and pieces that went on this afternoon, I am surprised my head has not just exploded.”

“I know what you mean, Ruth. This is the first moment either one of us has had to draw a deep breath since that Mayday alert came through. At least it looks like everything has settled out now. Or at least the situation has quieted down.”

“I am so glad that you have coordinated the Auditor Guild, Arani. With them taking control of the vehicles and certifying the people that we killed were pirates, they have saved us a lot of confusion and annoyance.”

Arani smiled broadly and chuckled, saying, “Of course, it did not hurt that we got a fairly sizeable bounty on the pirates.”

A soft whirring sound announced the advent of Alan in his hoverchair. He must have heard the last part of their conversation because he added his take on things in a smug voice, saying, “Five million here, five million there, pretty soon you are talking real money! And just think about it! It is like adding insult to injury for the pirates and whoever they are working with. Not only did we take the people out, but we got paid by the Alliance to do so.”

Ruth joined in the laughter, saying, “I am sure that there are some miserable people right now either on the planet or close by. However, I am just glad that it is an accepted procedure for the Auditor Guild to adjudicate ownership of property in the case of a crime. Since all of the vehicles that were part of the attempted hijacking happened to be owned by the Council, I am really pleased that somebody else has to sort out what is going on with them.”

Alan interjected, “It is not like we really want to own those damaged things anyway. Between the battle damage and the rough handling, those civilian vehicles, even though they were armored, are really not worth much.”

“Oh, I wonder if I should copy the recording all we saw during the battle,” murmured the Mage in a quiet voice.

“What? We have a recording of it?!” Margot yelled.

The Mage looked startled at the response, saying, “Yes, of course, we do. Did not you see the little recording indicator on all the bubbles?”

When Margot just stared back at her, Ruth glanced over at Arani and Alan, asking them, “Did you notice the red recording indicator? I thought the light was in a spectrum that everybody could see.”

Arani answered quickly, her cheeks slightly pinker than usual, “I saw the red light that was circling the base. I did not know what it was for and never got around to asking.”

Letting loose a chuckle, Alan managed to choke out, “You are right that it is the standard convention for something is being recorded. I just never thought about it. By the way, where was the recording stored?”

“I did not know where else to put it, so I just stored it in my authentication bracelet. Remember, I got it when we went shopping on New Vesta. The Auditor Guild representative, Senior Auditor Stilor, showed me how to use some of the functions, and that was one of them.”

“You probably should have stored it someplace other than on your person. That way, you do not have to get involved in making copies, and so on.”

“You are right, Alan. But it was another spell that I did on the fly and knew at the time it would need to be changed after its first use. I will work out a better solution with someone that has more knowledge in that area than I do.”

Margot interjected, “I think we need to get several copies of that recording. I know for sure the Auditor Guild will want one.”

“Yes, they definitely want it. I just checked in with my liaison there, and the Guild is sending over someone to do the transfer here. That way, they can certify that the copy came directly from the environment via your authentication device,” added Arani. Taking a breath before she continued, “It was vital that you stored the recording in the bracelet since it tracks the source of any item, as well as if they have been altered, and any copies made. Now the Guild can maintain the chain of evidence as necessary.”

The Mage shrugged her shoulders, saying, “You probably should ask them if they want the recordings from the little domes also. They might as well get everything that they want if they are making a special trip.”

“Ruth, I would like to make a formal request that you work on that spell as soon as possible. The fact that not only can we get a recording of everything going on in the dome, but we can get closer views through the little zoom-in bubbles, makes this a multi-use type of spell,” Alan said quickly.

Margot jumped in the conversation, her voice almost squeaking with excitement, “Think about the possibilities of using this for training!”

Trying to change the subject, Ruth looked over at Alan and asked, “Did you and Pawlik get the shuttles and other vehicles shifted from the three ships in orbit down to provide transfer pool resources for the Embassy, Castle, and the Avantor Spaceport?”

“Yes, we got all of the escorts, cargo transport, and shuttles replaced by military-grade vehicles. Additionally, it occurred to both Pawlik and me that the Castle is still in the middle of refit and upgrade. We talked with Danir and decided that we were going to bring down some of the craft that we had laying around in the bays of the orbiting spaceships to substitute more effective and powerful guns. They do not necessarily have to be used as mobile battle platforms, but it does give us the option of moving where a fixed defense would not.”

“What did you decide on?”

Alan smiled a broad and bloodthirsty expression that changed his appearance from the calm and in control commander that he was to that of a naughty little boy. “We have several flights of stingships that have been stenciled as AMF forces ready to deploy. Those will end up being based out of the Avantor Spaceport.”

“So those would be available to help defend the Castle also?”

“Yes, but they would still be a few minutes away even at top speed. We need to station a force multiplier that does not require a considerable mass of bodies, so we looked into what was available across all three of the carriers that are in close orbit. We found a whole group of Harpoon-class ships that would work well for the Borachland Peacekeepers. So Pawlik decided that we would detach a flight of those from the AMFS Lamprey and use their ability to fight either moving or stationary to both beef up the firepower around the Castle and give us some agile response assets that we were missing before.”

“That all sounds pretty reasonable. However, I am still a little concerned about a few things. The first is that Mary seems to be a target for attacks. There are very few quadrupeds on this planet, and I really want to get her something that offers her more protection.”

Margot almost snarled her opinion, “Yes! The next time some idiot tries to hurt her, I not only want him stopped, but I want her protected.”

Ruth laughed, saying, “It sounds like you want her to be wearing the equivalent of a skin suit. Something with concealed weapons. You know she is a total pacifist, right?”

Sighing deeply, Margot nodded her head and muttered, “I know. But I never want to have to go through again what we did this last time when she got hurt. Is there not something we could buy or do that would help her?”

It was apparent that the Mage was thinking. Everyone was quiet until she began to speak in a very contemplative tone, “If we could get her to wear something that would identify her as a member of my staff, I could probably come up with a spell that could help protect her. It might not even be a bad idea to have the item be something like jewelry, perhaps a pin. That way, it would work for both men and women, and I am sure we could find something to buy that would work as the base of the spell.”

Margot and Arani looked at each other and smiled, but the look on Alan’s face was priceless. He looked like a man who was about to be marched into a firing squad and knew that there was no way out. Closing his eyes, he let his head drop into his hands, and a brief shudder ran across his shoulders.

With his eyes shut, the Marine commander did not see the devilish look on Ruth’s face as she said, “Yes, that does mean shopping.”

Alan murmured brokenly, “Can we at least wait till after the Auditor Guild representative is finished?”

“Of course, Alan. After all, Pawlik needs some time to get back as I am sure he will want to go, and if I am not mistaken, Jenna had some items she wanted to get.”

Arani said, “I will talk with Linie, the dressmaker, and ask her if she has a list of things for us to pick up in the fabric district. I do remember her suggesting that we let Mycia Xanii know if we were going to be on New Vesta. If it is all right with you, I will notify him.”

Smiling, Ruth said warmly, “That would be fine. He is a delightful man, and I would not mind spending some more time with him. Perhaps, we can have dinner together before we come back.”

“Ruth, Jenna definitely wants to go. When I talked to her, she was with Wach, and he asked if he could tag along,” contributed Margot. “It seems he wants to do some more small arms shopping.”

Alan popped up his head and stared beseechingly at Ruth, pleading, “Please do not make me go shopping again. With Pawlik and Wach along, you will not need me!”

The three women clustered around him all started to laugh. Finally, Ruth managed to say, “Alan, we will just rely on you to keep everything under control while we are gone. However, if I buy you something, you are now going to be obligated to use it or wear it. Deal?”

“Yes! It is a deal!”

Ruth’s expression became absolutely devilish while a cold shiver ran down Alan Culhane’s back.
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Chapter 7 – Accountant Invasion

Even though Ruth was all for leaving immediately, by the time the Auditor Guild representative had come to the ForceX Bar and received his certified copies, even the Mage admitted that starting their trip in the morning might be a better idea. Pawlik thoroughly approved the change in itinerary, saying, “All of us need a good night's sleep. The shops on New Vesta will be open in the morning, and everyone will feel fresher and less prone to make mistakes if we wait until then to go.”

Ruth teased him back, saying, “I detect a little bit of ‘pamper the Mage’ in that comment.” Immediately putting his arms around her, Pawlik bent his neck and murmured beside her ear, “There is nothing wrong with pampering those you care about.”

The Mage leaned back against her Anchor, relaxing into the warm arms that surrounded her. She let the heartbeat within the broad-shouldered chest behind her resonate through her body. The calm, even beat seem to be chasing the tension of the day away, eliminating the last of her lingering headache.

The woman looked down at the table where they usually sat in the bar. Ruth had left the holographic diorama spell up since so many people wanted to come over and examine it. She noted idly that it was still recording, so that meant everything that occurred in that space was still loading into her bracelet. The Mage thought to herself, It is a good thing the bracelet has so much storage. All we have seen so far is the Auditor Guild inspecting the area and taking lots of pictures. I suppose they have to do that anytime they are dealing with this type of problem.

On the other side of the bubble dome, Ruth could see Alan and Margot with some of their staff, showing them how to change the zoom-in bubbles and allowing them to practice controlling the focus and placement of the close-in view. With a smile, she also noticed that there was a waiting line of people, hoping to get a chance to play.

It is almost like I have created a new videogame, Ruth thought to herself. I really want our table back, but I hate to take the spell down when they are having so much fun playing. Perhaps, we can move this table someplace else and get a replacement for ours.

Before Ruth could ask Luka to make that change, the door to the ForceX Bar opened, and Senior Auditor Rick hurried in, rapidly followed by six others in the cloaks of the Auditor Guild.

Rick spied Ruth immediately and called out, “Archmage Ruth, thank goodness you have not taken the spell down!” Making a beeline for where she stood, Rick slid to a stop in front of the Mage and her Anchor. He said somewhat breathlessly, “I have brought some of my colleagues and my Director to speak with you. Could you please have someone demonstrate how you got the recordings you sent us? After that, is there a place that we could speak with you a little more privately?”

Bemused, Ruth nodded her head, saying, “Of course, Senior Auditor Rick. I believe that Alan and Margot are demonstrating the existing features and functions of the holographic diorama spell right now. They would be happy to provide you an orientation if you wish. In fact, they are conducting a training session currently, and that might allow you to try your hand at the controls. Just be aware that we will be adding some features and making the spell even more usable within the next couple of days since this was something that I did on the fly and in response to a general need.”

“That is perfect!”

To Ruth’s open-mouthed astonishment, the usually punctilious man spun in place and almost pushed his coworkers toward Alan and Margot. Turning in Pawlik’s arms to stare up at his face, the Mage demanded, “Do you have any idea what is going on? I have never known Rick to be rude!”

Pawlik suppressed a smile and said, “I have some thoughts, nothing definite. Let us see about arranging for a private room to talk with him and perhaps someplace else we can put the table. I have a funny feeling that you are going to want to leave the spell up for a while longer.”

Just then, Arani walked over to the Mage and Anchor, talking as she walked, “Luka says that there is a good-sized private room in the back that we can use to relocate the spelled table. It has enough room for maybe thirty people around it, and they can put in chairs so that classes could be held there. It would make it easier for practice sessions, and it would not cause such a clogged up traffic flow in the taproom.”

Ruth replied, “That sounds good. However, the table is wider than the doorways. Could transporting it be a problem?”

Arani shrugged her shoulders and replied, “The table version of the spell is the same as the little ones, right? Or at least the basic spell is, correct?”

“Yes, the only difference is that the small zoom-in bubbles are slaved to the big one.”

“Well, then we should be fine. After all, the plates can tip totally on their side or even upside down, and nothing happens to them. If we take the legs off the table and tip the tabletop sideways to get through the doorways, there should be no problem.”

The Mage did not know what expression she had in her face, but it set first Pawlik and then Arani off into a fit of choked laughter. Smiling at her own blindness, Ruth admitted, “I guess I know which one of us is the smart one!”

Arani’s comeback was instantaneous, “You keep doing what you do best, we will do the rest.”

Pawlik’s shoulders shook as he choked out, “In other words, you cast it, we will blast it!”

Unable to keep a serious expression any longer, Ruth leaned back once more into Pawlik’s embrace and laughed until tears ran down her face.

It took a few moments for the three of them to conquer their attack of the chuckles. By the time the break from the stress of the day had passed, Luka had informed Arani that the private room was set up and ready for them whenever they chose to go there. Reminded of the situation, Ruth and Pawlik looked over to where the Auditor Guild personnel were carefully examining the bubble dome.

Deep in an intense discussion, four of the people that had accompanied Rick were moving around the casting, pointing details out to each other while Rick and two others that had followed him into the ForceX Bar were manipulating the zoom-in bubbles.

Ruth could tell that they were all terribly excited about what they were seeing and doing, but she was not quite sure why the cobbled-together spell that she had done was causing this level of interest. When Jenna stepped up to the Mage’s side, Ruth could not help but ask, “Do you know what has gotten them all wound up? They want to talk with Pawlik and me privately, and it would be great to have some awareness of what is going on before then.”

“Apparently, the media form that you took and stored on your authentication device fits in perfectly with some of their tools and processes. Right now, they send people out to flood the scene of an incident, and they spend hours of a whole group of people’s time trying to document the situation thoroughly. The files you sent them were far better than the pictures the twelve people took today.”

“Hmmm, that means they are going to want access to either a spell or artifact that will allow them to reproduce what you did. This is going to be tricky,” stated Pawlik.

“Pawlik, the spell is not that difficult. Of course, if we add a whole bunch of bells and whistles, I may have to rethink the structure, but changing the functionality should not be that bad.”

“Ruth, you know that I adore you. However, you still have not gotten it through your head that no one else can do spells like this. Fettered Mages stay in one place and usually learn to execute only a certain number of spells that someone has passed on to them from either inheritance or gifts from master to apprentice.”

Jenna interjected, “Ruth, you have created a utility spell. It is something that somebody else can carry around and use. I have never heard of a spell like that, and I certainly would know about it if one existed!”

Ruth looked from Pawlik to Jenna as her mind grappled with what the two of them had just said. Finally, the befuddled Mage suggested, “Okay, I think I have the idea here. However, this is not something I can do in a mass production line. Each one of the castings has to be constructed separately. If the Auditor Guild wants me to create a set of these for them, I am not sure what to think or say until I have more information.”

The three of them stared at each other, looking for inspiration, but nothing came to mind. In a small voice, Ruth asked, “Could I just give them a few and let the Guild work with those?”

Pawlik immediately answered, saying, “No. The Auditor Guild is prevented explicitly from getting any form of gift. I am not sure how this would work, but I think it is going to be crucial that you decide on a limit of how many you are willing to give the Guild in any period and who is going to be using the castings.”

“I do not think we need any more money, I do not even know what to do with all that we have.”

“I know, sweetheart, but we have to find something that they can give or provide to us. Otherwise, they will be unable to create a contract.”

“Now, I know why you said it was going to be tricky.”
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Chapter 8 – Off to Shop

The previous night had gone very late, but Ruth still felt well-rested when the shopping trip crew came together in the room that she and Pawlik had in the Embassy residence part of the ForceX Bar. Pawlik had been correct in that the Auditor Guild was extremely interested in the potential of the spell that she had invented the previous day.

After somewhat intense discussions with Senior Auditor Rick and his Director, Dane Clexand, they had arrived at an agreement of what the next steps would be. Ruth had agreed to create four of an updated casting with three zoom-in bubbles slaved to each central dome. That would be the initial exchange on her side.

The Guild had accepted the stipulation that the Auditors who would be using the casting would be confined to those that were stationed on Arkken and that they would be required to show proficiency in the functionality that Ruth had built into the artifacts.

The Guild was going to go back and draft up a proposed contract. Once it was ready, Ruth and Pawlik would review it, and joint negotiations could then begin from that point. In the meantime, a select few of the Auditors would be given training in how to use the holographic diorama casting. Alan and Pawlik had gotten together and decided who would lead the orientation, but at this point, Ruth really did not care who it was, as long as it was not her.

Ruth was definitely ready to go, pacing back and forth and waiting for Pawlik to come back into the room. Finally, her Anchor walked in with a satisfied expression on his face. Ruth was immediately suspicious and asked, “What have you been up to? I know that expression it means you have done something sneaky.”

The Lord of Borachland did not bother to defend himself, but instead let his grin broaden a little more and told her, “I guess you will just have to wait and see. You do so love surprising us. I thought it would be interesting to surprise you in turn.”

“I thought you were just going to let Anton know that we wanted to port into his backroom again.”

“Oh, I took care of that immediately. It turns out the Victin is also on planet and is looking forward to seeing us again. Of course, they are going to want to show us all their new toys, so be prepared.”

Immediately, Margot, Jenna, and Wach plastered big grins on their faces. Heaving a dramatically massive sigh, Ruth said, “I suppose we will just have to do weapon shopping too. All I was suggesting that we do would be a quick shopping trip, now it sounds more like a major safari.”

Laughing, Pawlik asked her, “What did you expect? You want to talk to a jeweler, have dinner with the dress designer, buy fabric, look at weapons, and possibly a few other things once you get on the planet. How could you delude yourself into thinking this is going to be quick? Especially since I also reached out to talk to an old friend of yours, who says that he would see you while you are on New Vesta.”

Smiling at her Anchor, the Mage raised her voice and said, Come on, people. We need to get moving, or we are never going to get through all of our shopping for the day. Besides which, Alan is hiding someplace hoping to escape last-minute inclusion in our scout and loot party. Let us be kind to the poor man and get gone.”

On that note of amusement, Pawlik, Arani, and the three security people gathered close to Ruth, and she cast the familiar spell that would take them to the backroom of the weapons shop. Once again, blinding light formed multicolor tendrils, exploding from the Mage’s hands and creating a cage around their party.

A sense of pressure grew as the tendrils became thicker until they merged into a unified sphere of light. Once the group was fully enclosed, the intensity of the light increased until everyone had to cover their eyes.

A pair of humming notes formed the backdrop as Ruth sang to her sphere of magic. Both Jenna and Margot realized this time that both of their AIs were the source of those tones.

Trying to keep their eyes open, the two bodyguards could see through their streaming tears that a multipart cord was waving around the Mage. Thin lines from each of their AI guns wove into it, making it thicker and somehow more sturdy.

The music resonated through the sphere and seemed to become more complex and denser as the harmony rebounded from the interior surface of the enclosure. Without any feeling of motion or sense of speed, the song became everything, overwhelming the senses until it was abruptly gone. The bubble around them shattered, and they had just a moment to feel grief for the loss of the song before a familiar voice was raised in greeting.

“Archmage Ruth, it is once again an honor to welcome you to our humble shop. I am pleased that you chose to visit us here in Theia on New Vesta!” The speaker was Victin, the senior partner in the weapons shop, with the local manager, Anton, standing next to him with a big grin on his face.

Ruth immediately responded, saying, “It is very nice to see both of you again. At least this time, our shopping list is a little shorter.”

Everyone laughed, but nobody looked like they believed her. Perhaps they know something I do not, thought Ruth.

When Ruth and her party were escorted into the main room of the weapon shop, the Mage was surprised to see five other strangers standing there, obviously waiting for them. Out of the corner of her eye, the Mage saw her Anchor slip his game face on, the one that she was used to seeing at political functions.

I would have thought they were bankers from the way they are dressed, the Mage thought to herself. Something about them is setting Pawlik off, and I do not believe he knows them, he just recognizes something about the type of people they are.

Before Ruth could ask who the strangers were, three of the men moved toward her simultaneously, almost like they were rushing the Mage. Instantly, Jenna and Margot were in front of her, weapons drawn. Wach moved off to the side, both hands filled with guns, and a look of concentrated anger on his face.

The men stopped in confusion, their right hands stretched out in midair. They were obviously startled by the aggressive response, and speechless for the moment. Victin turned with the speed of a striking snake toward Anton, demanding, “What did you do?”

The branch manager's self-satisfied expression changed to one of horror as he stumbled into speech, blurting out, “But they wanted to meet her, and this might be the only chance they get.”

“She did us a great honor coming here, and you set up an ambush for her?!” the furious man roared.

One of the three strangers found his voice, saying placatingly, “Victin, surely it is not that bad. I am sure the Lady expects this sort of reception wherever she goes. Anton is just merely trying to fit in with the rest of the business community here on New Vesta. There is absolutely nothing wrong with inviting people that he trusts to meet other people that he trusts and admires, such as the Mage. After all, that is how business is done here.” The others that had advanced with the speaker were nodding their heads in agreement with what had been stated.

Ruth was instantly furious, so angry that she had to hold onto her temper with chains of stubborn will. Heat and cold fought for control of her body, as she was slammed with memories of patronizing voices from her past. They had been used to push her in much the same way to abandon what she thought was right and give in to what they wished from her.

The feeling that she had at the time of being told that her decisions and thoughts did not matter snapped like a painful rubber band. Like a rope of unbreakable agony, it yanked her back many years into the time when her struggles to find her own way almost overwhelmed her younger self.

Realizing that those painful battles were her past and that this was her now, the Mage thought to herself, How can things be so different, yet the same? Different galaxy, a different planet, same bullshit! So perhaps it is me that is different, and my feelings and thoughts give me the wisdom to see the similarities.
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Chapter 9 – Walking Memory Lane

Seer’s Rock

Getting out of the docking bay, Gwilliam and Zorand were into the central dome. Looking around, neither men could see any substantial change in the colony. The utilitarian but comfortable buildings were still there, but the entire settlement still lacked any grand buildings near the spaceport.

Gwilliam thought to himself, How can things be so much the same, even if it is a much different time? It looks the same but feels so different. Or perhaps, it is me that has changed.

Unlike most asteroid colonies, the air only had a hint of staleness. There were no pervasive odors, and the area felt calm and almost deserted. Gwilliam felt the difference in the way that the air filled his lungs, reminding him of both good and bad times equally.

Gwilliam thought that the population must have remained stable from the look of the utilitarian buildings. None seemed to be overcrowded, the same as when they had been exiled. It was as if the place was held in stasis, unchanging while the galaxy outside moved on.

The mercenary commander walked rapidly through the back streets and alleys. Neither he nor his companion talked, and no one met their gaze. They passed one of the local ‘street gangs’ who were more beneficial to the society here than any other place the two men had visited.

The youths were picking up trash for reclamation, increasing the self-sufficiency of the colony. The waste would add strain to the environmental systems, but repurposing the elements in the garbage kept costs down and people employed.

The streets were otherwise quiet in the mid-afternoon. Most children would be in a class of one sort or another. From his own experience, Gwilliam knew that the street gang doing cleanup was probably affiliated with one of the night-time industries.

Gwilliam thought to himself, We are lucky that it is so deserted. It increases our ability to get in and out quickly. Hopefully, no one will even know we were here.

All of the sights were familiar to the two men. So very little had changed that both of them could have changed places with any of the people that they passed. Same patterns of behavior, same architecture, same clean, quiet environment.

There had been very few mysteries when Gwilliam and Zorand had lived here. The Council was very willing to talk about most things, and so the citizens of Seer’s Rock felt part of the process.

Idly, Zorand wondered how the asteroid maintained 0.9 Standard Galaxy Gravity (SGG) throughout the colony. Neither man had known when they lived here. Even today, no one outside of the engineers responsible for it on the planetoid had any idea.

Both Gwilliam and Zorand knew that the gravity control had to differ from the technology on their vessels. Those gravity units were relatively cheap, due in part to the relatively small size of most ships. It was far easier to increase or decrease the gravity level on a vessel than it was to adjust that force on an asteroid.

The asteroid was far more massive than any ship in service, even if by itself it would have had an extremely weak gravity. As a planetary body, Seer’s Rock had enough mass that it should have only produced 0.1-0.12 SGG on its own. Something had to be generating a higher gravitational pull, and the technology to deliver that would be very valuable.

The Rock itself was unusual. It was the size of a small moon but designated an asteroid because of its irregular shape and atypical orbital pattern.

The physical features of this place may be weird, but they’re not the strangest aspects. The politics in the people are what truly defines the unusual nature of Seer’s Rock, thought Zorand.

The two men passed one of the many parks under the dome. Those were part of the air recycling processes for the colony. Few asteroid bases maintained them due to the expense, but the collectivist nature of the society on Seer’s Rock made them practical. Everyone chipped in some of their free time to maintain them, which made the green space existence both financially possible and provided a significant contribution to the colonists’ health.

The passage was uninterrupted and quiet. Gwilliam should have been happy, but instead, he felt a shiver of disquiet. He had begun to notice that the atmosphere was different than what he remembered. The food vendors no longer hawked their wares on the trip from the spaceport. Instead, they stood sullenly in their shopfronts and stalls, staring at the passersby. While a handful of people could be seen maintaining the park, no one appeared to be enjoying it.

Gwilliam and Zorand noticed the evidence of people all around them. Somehow, it felt like they had stepped into a play. It was as if the people, the real people, were missing. Something had taken the soul out of them, changing the remembered markets and neighborhoods into stifled shadows of the earlier existence. The verve, the will to enjoy and engage, was gone.

If this dour reflection of his memories was what the place had become, then Gwilliam was glad he had left. At first, he had been resentful and angry, like many a young man. However, as he became more experienced, Gwilliam concluded that the exile had allowed him to find himself and his own path.

Both Zorand and Gwilliam had come to the realization that being kicked out of the colony had been a blessing, not a curse. Gwilliam didn’t know if it was because of his talent, upbringing, or from his nature, but he was a military man. He was meant to defend places like this, not live in them.

The two men understood that they did not belong in this community. They had lived here long enough to appreciate its value, its strengths and weaknesses. Their time here had taught them many things and enabled them to exist in the galactic community.

The mercenary commander was pleased when he realized that the force of his memories had not blinded him to the value of this world. That objective vision was why he was able to know that what he needed was located here.

When all else had failed, Seer’s Rock might be able to locate the lead he needed in his quest for information. That was something that he was only likely to find here, where the Seers and Oracles found protection and respect. Here, where those who feared the end of the Galaxy were gathered.

The mercenary commander kept walking. Now on high alert, he used all of his senses to collect data from his surroundings. His sphere of awareness stretched as far as possible to give him danger warnings, Gwilliam found himself tensing up. As he turned another corner, he and Zorand unconsciously fell into a march cadence as Gwilliam got nearer to the complex where Ariella had lived when he was last here.

The mercenary commander saw a few familiar faces as he entered the neighborhood. His tension ratcheted up higher as he noticed the strangeness of their behavior as they recognized him. Some few waved while others scowled. One or two hurried for shelter, ducking their heads and refusing to meet his eyes.

Gwilliam frowned at the hostile and nervous reactions. Neither he nor Zorand had a particularly violent reputation when they left, and he did not understand why former friends and acquaintances would behave as if they were afraid.

The tension around here is unbelievable. The back of my neck is prickling, and I feel like I am walking into an ambush. What is going on here?
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Chapter 10 – Political Ambush

Ruth’s eyes were drawn to the other two men who had waited respectfully to be introduced. Neither of them looked like they were of the same mind, one of them going so far as to catch Ruth’s eyes and tip his head in apology.

The Mage was shaking slightly, her outrage thrumming through her body. Trying to calm herself, Ruth took a moment to take a couple of deep breaths, thinking, Those three men totally ambushed us, and Anton set it up. These other two do not look like they were part of it, except that I would guess that someone wanted to include them to help spread the blame around.

Ruth could sense Pawlik’s anger radiating off his skin, feeling it also in the tenseness of the forearm under her fingertips. She knew he was about to burst into speech, and it would not be a good one, so the Mage was filled with a sense of relief when one of the two men that had held back said forthrightly, “Archmage Ruth, please accept my apologies for this unwelcome surprise. Neither my colleague nor I would have been here if we knew that you were not aware that you were coming into what has turned out to be an ambush.”

“Thank you, sir. Since I believe our so-called host has not introduced you, would you explain to me who you are and what position you hold?” replied Ruth, pulling the mantle of Archmage around her like an increasingly comfortable garment. She could feel tendrils of her hair had slipped from her braided hairstyle and could smell the sharp, tangy odor of ozone that told her that small sparks were bursting from her hair.

I must be really angry, she thought to herself. Otherwise, my control would be better. At least, it is evident to everyone how mad I am.

The unknown man responded immediately, saying with the small bow of respect, “My name is Marken Rezal, and I am the Alliance Governor of Hadur, the closest planet to New Vesta in the Rigmore System.” Ruth realized that he was Grophian by his heavy gravity world appearance and similarities to several of that race she had met before, including Deran, one of Cal’s assistants.

The man standing next to him was a Nolion, with the distinctive stiff bridge of hair running from the center of his forehead, over his crown and onto the back of the skull. This man had bright orange hair that was trimmed short, so it looked almost like a Marine Mohawk, but his dress was conservative and his manner nonconfrontational.

Courteously waiting until Marken had finished, the man remained quiet for a few seconds before he introduced himself with another small bow. “Good day to you, Archmage Ruth. My name is Krona Nausi, and I have the privilege to be the head of the Hadur Bank. It was recommended that I come and meet you if possible by one of the Elders of the Kothar Boulder.”

Surprised, Ruth smiled at him and said, “Then you come highly recommended, Per Nausi.”

Anton broke in quickly, saying, “My apologies for not introducing them, but I have the honor of making the sector representative to the Senate of New Vesta known to you, the Hon. Per Victod Kera.”

The leftmost man of the trio that had advanced on Ruth once more stuck his right hand out and tried to get past Jenna. He evidently had expected the bodyguard to move and so came forward confidently only to bounce back off her unmoving figure.

His face curled up in an automatic snarl, the Kherisian man looked down on the slightly shorter former Marine, and demanded, “Out of my way! How dare you…” Only to be interrupted by Jenna’s flat voice overriding him, “No one approaches the Archmage unless she agrees.”

All three of the strange men’s gazes swung up to stare at Ruth, and she felt an almost uncontrollable urge to laugh. They looked like puppets with their heads all moving in the same direction, she thought to herself. Mentally clamping down on the inappropriate emotion, the Mage was about to retort when Anton once more attempted to play intermediary.

“Ruth, please be reasonable. These men can help anything that you want to do on New Vesta. They were hoping that you would be interested in opening an account at the New Vesta Bank so that your financial transactions on this planet would be optimized. The two men that you haven’t met yet are the CEO and the Senior Vice President in Charge of Special Accounts at the New Vesta Bank. They’re very active in the community here, and they would be a good connection for you to have.”

Ruth kept a frozen expression on her face and just stared at Anton, wondering how he could be so inconsiderate. She found herself tense and almost trembling with anger, so she didn’t say anything, and Anton stumbled into a more frenzied commentary to fill the silence.

“The distinguished gentleman in the middle is Per Niely Hillyr, the CEO of the bank, and the other gentleman is Per Hilie Powart, the person that handles their largest accounts.”

Both men took a cautious half step forward, putting their hands out, but when neither Jenna nor Margot moved, they stopped in confusion and just put an overly friendly smile on their faces and greeted Ruth. The highly-irritated woman simply blocked out their speech, her mind spinning in an effort to understand what she should do.

So intent had she been on the interaction between her and the group of strangers that the Mage had forgotten Pawlik’s anger. He had apparently been listening to the words the men were saying because he interrupted the noise of their speech with a hard voice, grinding out, “Are you trying to tell us that we would have a more efficient exchange rate if we used your bank instead of straight from our home accounts? I believe that is in violation of Alliance rules.”

Niely Hillyr answered him with a condescending look on his face, “I am sorry, I didn’t catch your name. However, those of us that deal with finances every day know these things. After all, I wouldn’t try to give you advice in your field, whatever it is.”

Driven by annoyance and devilish mirth, Ruth broke in, saying, “Evidently, Anton didn’t let you know who was in our party. The gentleman beside me is Pawlik Sarratt Avant Borach, the 103rd Duke of Borachland.”

When the Mage saw the shock hit the men’s faces and the calculating look growing in their eyes, she added, “He is also my Anchor… and my Mate.”

Desperate to repair their missteps with Pawlik, the three men turned their attention to him and began to apologize and search wildly for a cease-fire in their interaction. From the heat rising off of her Anchor’s skin, Ruth knew the Pawlik was not willing to forgive them easily.

An idea sparked in Ruth’s mind, and she spoke immediately, “Pawlik, I really want to get shopping. Be kind to these men, and let’s open an account in their bank.” The woman saw the corner of Pawlik’s mouth twitch, and she knew that he was aware that she was about to administer some type of correction and was willing to play along.

In a slightly indulgent voice, Pawlik answered her, “If that is what you wish, dear, we can do that. How about if we leave a couple million in the account here and that way Linie or any of the other department heads can buy what they want easily. Will that work?”

“Yes, I think that will be fine. Have them send the document to us, and we will get our end done. However, we have lots to do right now. I’d like to get moving on it.”

Almost falling over themselves with greed and eagerness intermixed, the two bankers promised to get right on the necessary documents and provide those details to Pawlik. Ruth was appreciative because they were now ignoring her, sliding her into a less important category as they focused on the more usual male- and aristocratic-oriented structure.

Even the Senator looked pleased, although he kept a more wary eye on Ruth. The Mage thought to herself, That just proves he’s smarter than the other two.
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Chapter 11 – Making a Point

The Mage waited until just before the three men were ready to charge out of the weapons shop before turning to the remaining two men who had waited patiently and courteously. Softly, Ruth addressed the senior partner in the weapons shop company, “Victin, may I please use the table over there to talk to the two gentlemen from Hadur?”

“Of course, Ruth.” With that comment, Victin pulled the chair out from the table and waved Ruth to her seat. Jenna and Margot separated, providing the two gentlemen with a clear pathway to the table, as Wach moved to take a guard position behind the Mage.

The Hadur banker gestured the Alliance Governor to move ahead of him, a barely concealed look of amusement on his face. Marken nodded in thanks and walked over to the table, taking the seat across from Ruth. Krona followed, taking the place to the Governor’s right.

In the sudden silence, Pawlik stalked over to the remaining chair on Ruth’s right, while Margot took a guard position to prevent anyone else from approaching. Jenna swung through the room in a slightly wider arc, pausing to murmur something into Victin’s ear before moving on to one of the young women that she knew from their previous visit to give her some instructions.

All three of the men from New Vesta froze just short of the doorway. From the corner of Ruth’s eye, she could see that they were conducting a short pantomime that could be resolved in words such as, “What are they doing?” “Why are they having that conversation?” “I don’t know, but let’s hang out here quietly and see if we can find anything we can use.”

Leaning forward in a slight seated bow, the Governor murmured, “The Honorable Elder did not warn me you were into theater, Archmage! Am I the villain, the hero, or the victim?”

Smiling happily, Ruth answered him, “None of those. Instead, you are a valued ally.”

Marken grinned in response, saying, “As far as I am concerned, that is the best position to take. By avoiding being either the hero or the villain, I very seldom get shot at. And by not taking the victim position, I don’t have to be pummeled or damaged before the resolution.”

At that moment, the young woman with whom Jenna had spoken approached the table, carefully balancing a tea tray. Shaking enough with nervousness that Ruth could hear the rattling of the cups on the salver, the young woman placed her burden onto the table with a heartfelt sigh of relief.

“Thank you, my dear. We can take it from here,” murmured Ruth. Quickly enough that it was just short of rudeness, the young woman fled to the back of the shop. Stepping up to the table, Jenna carefully picked up and placed the teapot in front of Ruth, then distributing cups to the four people at the table. There was still one cup sitting on the tray, and the Governor looked at it thoughtfully before asking the Archmage, “Who is it that you would like to join us here?”

“If it is acceptable to you both, Pawlik and I would prefer to include Victin in this discussion. He is a trusted and ethical friend who will add value and insight to what we wish to speak to you about.”

The Governor and the banker from Hadur exchanged glances, before Marken answered Ruth, saying, “He would be a most welcome addition.”

Pawlik looked over the side of the room where Victin was leaning on the counter and asked him, “Victin, if you are willing, both Ruth and I would really appreciate you sitting in on this discussion.”

Smiling, Victin walked over to the table, saying, “I would be most pleased to join in anything that you wish to discuss, irrespective if it produces business for us or not.”

Margot reached out and grabbed a chair from another table and set it to the right side of Pawlik. Just as Jenna carefully placed the teacup in front of the chair, Victin settled onto the seat and looked attentively at the Archmage.

Jenna leaned down close to Ruth’s ear, murmuring softly, “Do you want me to clear the rest of the people from the room?”

Displaying nothing else on her face, Ruth answered her just as quietly, “Not quite yet. I believe I have a lesson to administer.” Jenna made no attempt to conceal her gleam of anticipation.

The next few minutes were filled with silence as Ruth carefully poured tea into each of the men’s cups as well as her own. Only after everyone had a moment to appreciate the aroma rising out of the teacup and the warmth of the liquid through the incredibly thin porcelain of the delicate work of art that each cup was, did Ruth start the conversation.

“It is most fortuitous that you are here. My understanding is that the Kothari are based out of Hadur. I am most interested in establishing a broad-scale effort with them and would also be interested in a few joint ventures with organizations on the planet. In order to do that, Pawlik and I have agreed that the first step would be to establish substantial points of financial presence on Hadur.”

Looking somewhat stunned, Marken responded, “We had no idea that this was something you wanted to do. When the Elder suggested that it would be reasonable to come and meet you, we thought we were doing a courtesy visit. He is an extraordinary person, and I have learned in my three years as Governor there to listen to his suggestions as if they were other men’s commands.”

Ruth smiled, saying gently, “My impression of the Elder in question is that he sees far further into the future than any of us do. I am sure he knew that I would come to the Kothari with this, as well as many other things. I look forward to speaking with him again.”

Ruth heard and could tell from his posture that Pawlik also was aware of the angry muttering that was coming from the three men by the door. Her smile broadening slightly, the Archmage continued, “To that end, we would like to make an investment in the economy of Hadur, both to handle what we will be paying to the Kothari and to strengthen the planetary currency. If the Hadur Bank can handle that, the accounts can be set up there.”

With only a small tremor in his voice, Krona answered promptly, “Our bank is fully accredited within the Alliance. As with all Alliance financial transactions, we can hold and transfer any sum of money. All of our transactions, both planetary and intergalactic, are protected by the authentication standards that the Auditor Guild has set.”

Raising her voice to be extremely clear, carrying fully to the straining ears by the doorway, Archmage Ruth Cavanaugh Dracona allowed the sparks in her hair to release visibly as she stated, “Perfect. Let us start with a small investment of 20 billion Alliance Units. We will get our accountants to handle the interface, but perhaps later today, you can get all the documentation to us. Then our financial managers and the Auditor Guild representative with whom we work will be able to review it. As soon as that is done, we will transfer the funds to your bank.”

The Governor bowed low over the table, saying, “Thank you on behalf of the planetary population. This sort of investment will do a lot of good for many people.”

Ruth smiled happily, adding, “Yes, and I am hoping that Victin will be active in some of the joint ventures also. I plan to get the Kothari and Victin’s organization to work with me on some interesting items. And it will require the establishment of quite a few new jobs and several companies, I believe.”

A broad smile on his face, Victin responded, “As always, it would be our pleasure to work with you and Lord Pawlik.”

“Excellent. Although I was extremely upset with the rudeness of the ambush, at least we have been able to salvage something worthwhile and nontrivial out of an unprofessional set of actions. I look forward to many more enjoyable interactions with you both.”
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Chapter 12 – Taking Time

Ruth could hear the sleepy birds chirping outside her window and knew that sunrise would happen soon. Even though it had been an extremely tiring adventure the day before, overall, it had still turned out to be an exciting and rewarding experience.

As the Mage slipped quietly out of bed, moving carefully so that she did not wake Pawlik, she thought about the externally packed schedule that they had still managed to complete. I thought we would not be able to get everything done after the irritating ambush that started our trip off. I am so glad that Victin relieved Anton of his position and sent him back to Shofu Prime. I think Anton was so seduced by the politics on this planet that he lost any judgment that he might have had.

As Ruth got dressed in a comfortable set of garments, she reviewed the items that they had marked off her list. Some of them have been pretty straightforward, like the visit to the custom jeweler. That renowned craftsman and artist had now been contracted to execute a design for her staff that he and Ruth had created together.

The Mage thought to herself, The pin design is beautiful, and I should be able to anchor spells to the finished items. I am looking forward to what Centau Nosi will produce from our concepts. At least he works in the distinctive metal that I wanted. Eshik recommended working in that particular material, saying that many magical artifacts were built on it in his day. Since my spectral teacher has noted that artifact design and creation will be the next class of spells that we cover, the timing is quite convenient.

A kiss as soft as a butterfly wing brushed against the back of Ruth’s neck as she stood motionless in the center of the room, lost in thought. The deep, rich timbre of her Anchor's voice rumbled close to her ear, sending a comforting flood of intense aliveness down every nerve of her body.

“Good morning, could you not sleep? I had hoped that surprising you with an overnight stay at one of my favorite hotels would get you more rested than rushing back home after the dinner party.”

Ruth smiled as she turned within the circle of his arms and looked at his face, saying, “You were wise to have planned this hotel. By the time we finished our fabric shopping and spent time at the couture House of Xanii to discuss designs, all of us were exhausted and ready for lunch.”

Laughing, Pawlik said, “When I took you back to the weapon shop, I thought you would be upset about not eating at a restaurant.”

“I might have if Victin had not already banished Anton back to Shofu Prime and talked to everyone in the shop. You were absolutely right that it was not Victin’s fault, and the lunch they put on was delicious and gave us some time to recharge.”

“Of course, you made everyone at the shop happier when Wach, Jenna, and Margot pretty much cleaned the shop out of their inventory that interested our people for more civilian appearances. The extra orders for other goods were also a positive reinforcement to the relationship between Victin and us.”

“What you really mean is that the commissions the shop salespeople earned provide the positive reinforcement.”

As they talked, Pawlik and Ruth moved toward the veranda that opened out of the main room of the suite. Sliding the heavy smart-metal doors to the side, the Mage and her Anchor sat down on two adjoining chairs and just watched quietly as the sun slid up over the horizon.

A peaceful feeling crept into Ruth, flowing from the abundant morning light, and carried on the sounds of birds and in the buzzing of small pollinators. Letting her body, mind, and soul gather nourishment from the golden realities surrounding her, the woman from Earth felt words flowing from inside of her, erupting in a voice just slightly louder than a whisper.

“Pawlik, this world is so beautiful with all the colors of golds and pinks. The foliage is a lighter green than on either Earth or Arkken, but still luxurious.”

“Beautiful, absolutely beautiful.”

Ruth turned her gaze back to look at Pawlik and found to her surprise that he had not been looking at the garden or the sunrise. Instead, he was just looking at her. Fighting the prickle of tears in her eyes, Ruth murmured, “You are a silly man, Pawlik Sarratt Avant Borach.”

A smile was his only reply.

The two of them sat together in companionable silence as the sun moved higher, and the day grew brighter and warmer. After a while, Pawlik ordered breakfast for two, and he and Ruth resumed their conversation over the meal.

“Thank you so much, Pawlik, for taking point with the New Vesta people. I’m afraid that my tolerance for them was not, and is not very high.”

“Actually, you don’t have to thank me. I was merely looking out for my own convenience. When the original three men reinforced by two others showed up at the shop with the documents that they were supposed to have sent us electronically, even I was annoyed. My reaction was even worse when I found out that they had dragged in two politicians, one the Leader of the Senate and the other the New Vesta Minister of Commerce.”

Ruth’s hair started to float and spark a little bit as she said, heatedly, “I would have thrown all five of them out if they had been so stupid as to try to talk to me. The timing was suspect. The only way that they could have coordinated it that closely is if they would have had people spying on us the whole time. I find them sneaky, unethical, manipulative, condescending, and overall irritating!”

Pawlik laughed out loud, saying, “That is precisely what I mean. If you had to deal with them, we would have dead bodies, and the paperwork would have been really annoying. This way, I got some tremendous amusement out of their manipulation attempts. The lengths to which they would go in their attempts to push or bully that played out in front of me were very informative. After all of that, I got to feel tremendous satisfaction from denying them what they wanted.”

“What did they want?”

“They wanted me to overrule you and pull the money from Hadur and invest it into something on New Vesta.”

“Oh? What conceivable reason would you have for doing that?”

Suddenly looking serious, Pawlik said, “I will tell you, but you have to first promise me not to react explosively to what I say. I know that it will be difficult for you, but you need to promise me that you will allow me to handle these people. I hope that you will trust me to resolve any issue that arises from anything they do unless I ask for your assistance.”

Startled, the Mage looked at her Anchor, and said slowly, “That bad, was it? I will promise not to react as the Archmage. However, as the Lady of Borachland, I will not promise to remain unoffended or not determined to extract some price with the normal nobleman’s view of revenge.”

“That is fair enough. First, they tried to tell me that currency needed to be converted when it came onto the planet, and it would cost more in any of the financial transactions if we did not have a bank account on New Vesta. When I pointed out that this was against Alliance laws, they tried to tell me that planetary laws superseded those of the Alliance when it came to a matter of commerce.”

“Those idiots! Did they bother at all to figure out what you do as a member of the aristocracy of Arkken?”

“Evidently, not. When I did not budge on that, the five men changed to a tactic that I found extremely repugnant. Somehow, they decided that I was under your thumb and that if they offered me enough money so that I could have so-called independent assets, I would use my influence on you to change your mind. They acted as if your gender made you less able.”

Ruth was conscious of a rise of angry fire in her bones. I see why Pawlik made me promise. If it gets any worse, I would have been charging in, flaming people around me to remove them from the gene pool and exclude them from polluting the universe.

Trying to keep her voice controlled and even, Ruth asked, “I will assume that that one did not work either. Did they try something else?”

Pawlik’s voice got colder with remembered rage, and Ruth braced herself as he said, “Yes, they did. Under the guise of being helpful, they took care to mention every business that we had visited and suggested that each one was vulnerable to increased tariffs and taxes. The intimation was that we either agreed to what they demanded or the vendors that we liked and were interested in buying from would suffer.”

“Those despicable…”

“I agree, but I decided to attack it differently than they expected. While I was sitting there, listening to their mealy-mouthed justification, I messaged each of the places with which we had done business. At that time, I notified them that specific people were attempting to strong-arm us because of our interest in their products or services. The tone of the message was noninflammatory, but I added a note on the end that if this type of situation was restricting them or endangering them, that they could disavow a transaction with us, or in the case of Centau Nosi and Mycia, cancel the work that we had ordered from them.”

“And…?”

“All eighteen of the businesses where we made purchases or placed orders responded within a few minutes stating that they would not disavow our purchases nor would they cancel orders.”

Relieved, Ruth still worried and asked Pawlik, “That does not seem to be fair or reasonable. What will they do?”

Pawlik smiled, and the expression broadened into a grin. Almost startling, he said, “Based on their reply, I sent another message to each one stating that they were welcome to move their place of business to Arkken and would be granted citizenship in Borachland. I promised them protection under my honor and said that you would also do so under the seal of the Archmage.”

Watching several birds and flying reptiles flitting around the private garden, Ruth felt her body relax a little bit more. Humor tinged her speech, as she said, “So, you consider that a win-win?”

“Of course, because then you took the main point when we went over to Mycia Xanii’s for the dinner party.”

“That sly old man never mentioned a thing to me. I really enjoyed the dinner and was actually sorry that Linie was not there. She and Mycia talk regularly, and he is mentoring some of her designs. The old man is so intriguing and fun, with a wonderfully inventive mind. I even liked his senior designer, Aron, although when we were talking to him at the couture house, he was extremely standoffish.”

Grumbling a little bit, Pawlik said, “I am not sure how you managed to convince me to allow a couture designer to dress me for some of the parties. I knew you’re going to get garments for you and something for Mary, but I know for sure that Arani, Jenna, and Margot had not expected garments from such a renowned designer.”

With that devilish glint in her eye, Ruth replied, “It was an exchange of surprises. I certainly hope you’re around when Wach finds out that he has formal garb also.”

“Ruth! You didn’t! He will totally freak out.”

“Oops! I guess I did. And I even ordered some for Alan.” Happily, Ruth thought to herself, Everyone’s looking for a bargain and jockeying for position. Whether your bargaining for help or the person that is negotiating what that help will cost, the social dance is more like arm wrestling. The big difference is if all sides believe that there can be only one winner or if there is a solution in which everyone can win.
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Chapter 13 – Bargaining for Help

Ariella’s Building, Seer’s Rock

Walking up to the entrance to the utilitarian building that Ariella had occupied, Gwilliam opened the unlocked tenement door. With Zorand taking a bodyguard’s position at his back, Gwilliam traveled up to the third-story unit that he hoped was still his former mentor’s home.

Gwilliam's senses still screamed of danger, vague warnings that made his body sit on the edge of explosive action. Desperately, he tried to center himself and clear his mind. The mercenary commander thought to himself, I cannot believe that they would attack us in a Seer’s home. We would be more likely to be ambushed when we leave. Right now, I need to get my mind focused on bargaining. Ariella will have Seen too much for me not to admit how much I need the aid in finding what I suspect is an Unfettered Mage. I just hope I can afford her price.

Pausing to take in a deep breath, the mercenary commander raised his hand to knock. Before his knuckles kissed the wood, a reedy voice he almost did not recognize demanded, “Don’t stand out there, Gwilliam. Come in, by the Stars.”

Carefully opening the door, he walked through the portal and was met by the sight of Ariella. After fifteen years, she was almost unrecognizable. His mind skittered around his skull, trying to match his memory of her appearance with what his eyes now told him.

Gwilliam kept his features pleasant and welcoming with sheer force of will, appalled at what he saw. Although the woman’s features still showed her indomitable will, they were now mounted on a gaunt and worn body. Age had ravaged her beyond his expectations, even beyond his nightmares.

Gwilliam hustled to the table and pulled out a chair. As he hurried, he saw Ariella was pulling out the makings of afternoon tea. Moving beside her, he murmured, “I can finish making the tea, Teacher. Go and sit down by the Damoclean.”

“Still fond of martial references, I see. No, lads, you go and sit. This old woman can still make her guests a snack. Especially when she has business with them.” Gwilliam frowned at the comment. She had business with them? That did not sound good.

The two men obediently sat down at the table. The pattern of obeying the old Seer was still strong despite the years of absence. They watched as the woman quickly set the table and filled the teapot.

“I have the information you need,” Ariella stated as she started pouring the tea. Gwilliam winced at the verb. The mercenary commander knew that his mentor was very exact in her speech.

That means she had enough to get me to the information, but not the data itself. Damn it.

Before Gwilliam could respond, Ariella added, “More to the point, I have had my granddaughter collect it for you.”

Gwilliam was confused. He remembered her granddaughter as a cute five-year-old child. When he had last seen her, she had displayed no sign of talent. His mind raced with questions without answers, puzzle pieces that did not fit together.

Why would Ariella make the information available in such a roundabout way?

There could be only one reason, and it was one that the mercenary commander did not like. The old woman wanted something specific, and she was hoping to trade the information to get that.

Disappointment slid down Gwilliam’s neck as he realized that his fond hope of the Seer helping him out of affection was not going to happen. Instead, he would have to buy the information with one type of coin or another. Schooling his features to a mask, the younger man asked, “What is the problem, and what do you need in exchange for my information?”

“Richardo has started trying to consolidate power. Some have suggested he has links outside that we do not trust,” Ariella said in dour tones. Both men jerked as if they had been struck by something painful.

Gwilliam and Zorand had discussed many times the desire by organizations and the Empire to restrict and control visits to the Rock. Any alliance that would give control over access to the Oracles and Seers was something that the general population here would resist strongly.

Zorand spoke up, saying, “That would be a potential disaster. It would definitely cut you off even further from the rest of the galactic interaction. You would be more isolated and vulnerable, as well as subject to increased regulation and control.”

“I have managed to keep my family safe so far, but my Emma is a sweet girl and a Telepath of sorts. That makes her valuable as a possible messenger-in-place. Richardo is trying to pressure her into running for the Council as part of his faction, but I cannot see her futures. She is family.”

Gwilliam knew that many Oracles had that issue. Still trying to understand Ariella’s objectives, he asked, “So, you want me to get the information and stand protector for Emma?”

A cascade of white hair covered her face as she shook her head violently. “No. Instead, I want you to take her with you. You may find Emma useful, or you may not. Either way, she will be safer with the force you have assembled than with her mother or me.”

Gwilliam and Zorand exchanged glances, coming to an agreement with the ease of old friends. Turning to Ariella, Gwilliam said, “I believe that is acceptable...”

Raising her hand to stop the flow of his words, the old woman added, “First, however, you will have to extract her from Richardo’s clutches. Somehow, on her majority, she was assigned a residence on the border between the people who support me and Richardo’s adherents. Someone was playing games when this happened, and I am unable to find out who was responsible.”

“Games indeed,” murmured Zorand. Gwilliam just nodded, thinking to himself, There is danger in that, but I do need the information, and Emma does not deserve to be a prisoner to someone else’s ambitions.

The Seer said, “There is one short stretch of road where our supporters live alongside each other. The remainder of the distance between here and there is controlled by people on the Council who are friendly or at least neutral to me and my faction.”

Stifling a grimace, Gwilliam knew that he had no real leverage in this discussion. Bowing to the inevitable, he nodded and said, “Agreed.”

Tension that he had not noticed before drained from Ariella’s posture, and the older woman sagged in relief. The mercenary commander was saddened by the fear that underlaid her actions. Even more poignant was the pain that he felt by her belief that she had to negotiate with him to get her granddaughter to safety.

The conversation moved on to lighter topics, as was customary on the Rock once business issues had been settled. The terms had been set and agreed upon, defining a fair exchange. Gwilliam would get the information he needed in exchange for Emma’s transportation off the Rock.

Gwilliam thought to himself, Doable, but challenging. Showing how closely they knew each other, Zorand murmured, “We can do this, but something tells me it will be trouble.” Slanting a quick grin at his friend, the mercenary commander had nothing to say in response.

There was no need to speak.

The two men began to update the old Seer on events that happened to them over the last fifteen years, and she responded by telling them tales of the people that they had known. It was all very civilized and very pleasant.

Behind the wall of conversation, Gwilliam was building a strategy or at least attempting to come up with a plan. With only the vaguest understanding of the actual situation, the mercenary commander could not solidify any single stratagem. His skittering thoughts were an internal counterpoint to the cheerful commentary around him.

I simply needed to extract the girl with two soldiers. Armed only with batons, a single stun grenade, and a pair of handguns between us.

At least, I have a checklist. Item 1- define the objectives. Item 2- assemble a mishmash of tactics waiting for a plan. Item 3- jump in the situation. Item 4- make it up as we go.

What could possibly go wrong?
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Chapter 14 – Tea for Two

Breakfast had been cleared away, and Ruth had been busy checking with people about shipments of items that they had purchased the previous day. After the lunch that Victin had provided, the Mage had transported two immense loads of fabric and a variety of hostess gifts that they had purchased in their fast swing through the shopping district.

The two women were stretched to their capacity, racing through their list of items and handling the challenges that appeared to the best of their abilities. Ruth thought to herself, At least the task list is getting smaller! How we execute each one of the chores uses a tactic out of our little war bag. The objectives are clear, but I hate feeling like making things up as we go along.

Since it had worked so well before, their purchases were staged in the back room of the New Vesta Loris Alliance shop. Ruth and her security were comfortable with the set up there, and it was convenient while Pawlik was dealing with the men from New Vesta.

Making sure that those purchases were distributed to the correct places on Arkken kept both Arani and the Mage busy for several hours after Ruth’s relaxing breakfast with her Anchor. By midmorning, both of them were ready for a break.

A knock on the door sent Margot over to answer it. Ruth heard her gasp in surprise and looked up just in time to listen to her cohead of InSec say, “Honored Elder Dhroaghur, be welcome!”

Shocked, Ruth sprang to her feet at the sight of the familiar face of the older man that she had first met at the Weapons Fair in Borachland only a few months ago. Numbly she stared at the Elder of the Kothari Boulder as he advanced across the floor carrying a tea tray, thinking to herself, Has it only been that short of a time? In some ways, it seems like years.

Before the startled woman could take the tray from the old man, Arani had gracefully cleared the table, and Margot had relieved the man of his burden. While the awed InSec Lead laid out the teapot and cups, Arani held the chair for their guest.

Pouring the tea, Ruth let her pleasure in his appearance color her voice as she said, “My day has just become brighter and more precious.”

“Lady of the Elements, I and my kin have looked forward to meeting you again. When word of your interest reached me, I knew that it was time for us to speak. Although we prefer not to visit this beautiful yet tortured land, we traveled here so that you and I could consult on how best to go forward.”

Ruth laughed, a sudden light and joyful cascade of sound, before she said, “And so the threads of need and demand are twisted on the loom of fate. Yes, I believe it is time for us to talk about things that will move us together jointly and separately on the path that we choose. But please, Honored Elder, my name is Ruth, and I would invite you the intimacy of its use.”

Bowing his head to the Mage, the wrinkled face of the Kothari Elder broke into a broad grin as he answered, “Thank you for the invitation, Ruth. I would invite you in return to use the name that my intimates call me, which is Zerza.”

“I have some thoughts to share with you, Zerza, some of which are an exploration of possible things that the members of your group can build for us.”

“And what type of other topics do you wish to discuss?”

“First, some questions that will determine which topics are highest on the list. The first one is if I am correct in understanding that your group can work with combined technology and biology. The second question is if your group has experience or ability to work with anchored spells?”

The gentle smile on Zerza’s face did not change, although Ruth could see a change in the gleam of his eyes. His voice still calm and clear, the Elder answered plainly, “Yes to both questions.”

“I was hoping that that would be your response! I have been deeply troubled by how difficult it is to juggle all the different types of technology in this world. I would like to discuss with you the creation of a multifunction item that will cover many areas.”

“Like the authentication bracelet that you wear? It interacts with the financial system as well as communications. You already know that it has storage capability and a few other functions and features.”

Ruth stretched her left arm out to position the authentication bracelet in the middle of the small table between her and the Elder. Pointing to it with her right hand, Ruth said, “I would like a somewhat different shape and set of functions. First of all, the landscape on top of the wrist is too small. I want something that covers the entire forearm.”

“Are you sure you want something rigid on the forearm all of the time. Something that covers that much area would be quite subject to irritating the skin.”

“It would not cause that problem if we used a biointerlock. That would effectively merge the vambrace into the skin.”

Zerza froze as he considered what the Mage had just said, Ruth hid a smile as she saw the man’s agile mind poking and prodding at the concept. There was almost an audible snap of interest between the two of them as the man transformed from a calm and kindly Elder to a Master Artisan Smith. Leaning forward, he demanded, “Tell me more. That is a novel approach and one that would have a lot of possibilities.”

Ruth smiled and started to speak, “At a very high level, this tool would bond securely with the skin of the person it was keyed to. I do not want it to be able to be removed easily, although I believe it should be able to become clear, similar to the smart-metal doors that lead into the garden here. I would expect a very thin layer, and so we will be dealing with microcircuits.”

From somewhere on his person, Zerza produced a notebook and stylus. Laying it down on the table so Ruth could see the display, he began to sketch and make notes. The two of them tossed ideas back and forth so rapidly that Arani just observed quietly. Every once in a while, she and Margot would exchange amazed gazes as the shape of a court tool for the Archmage’s forces began to gel.

Ruth pushed back from the table and stretched her back out slightly with a satisfied look on her face. Smiling at the Kothari Elder across from her, the woman said, “I think that is a reasonable place to begin. Starting with the same functions that are in the authentication bracelet would build a foundation of the financial authentication, storage, communications, and the ability to tie into both public and private networks. Adding in some additional depth to the functions, it seems like we can easily get scramble protocols and recording features added.”

“I agree, Ruth. The basis of this is already pretty much set. We are very familiar with the authentication bracelets that the Auditor Guild uses, and there is no bar from us placing those features within something we make.”

The Mage smiled mischievously, asking, “Does that have anything to do with the fact that you already make these sorts of items for the Auditor Guild?”

Zerza froze, and his face took on a stern and somewhat deadly look. His voice rumbled forth as the old man asked, “How do you know this?” Ruth felt his eyes pinning her to the chair as if she were a butterfly on a pin but did not react in anger or fear.

“No one had to tell me,” she answered calmly. “The spell work in the bracelet smells like the tea you served me at the Weapons Fair where we first met. Although, perhaps smell is the wrong sense. My perception of the magic plane identifies it as an odor, and the coincidence of the tea and magic led me to this conclusion.”

The Kothari Elder relaxed, and a wry smile was visible on his face. Taking a deep breath, he answered calmly, “That is good to know. Now I understand why you asked the question about the Boulder’s ability to work with magic. If it would not have been us, then we would have to pull another group into the team to create your invention.”

“Exactly. For understandable reasons, I would prefer to keep the number of groups down to three, instead of having to add a fourth organization.”

Zerza narrowed his eyes for an instant and then relaxed, saying, “You wish the Loris Alliance to provide the general manufacturing. Which implies that you are going to require many of these.”

Laughing out loud, Ruth motioned to Arani to refill their teacups. The old man and younger woman took a few moments to enjoy the warmth of the tea and the bouquet that rose on wings of hot steam.

Only after an interval of reflection and contemplation did Ruth start the conversation again, saying, “I plan on supplying these to all of my forces if we can embed the required features in them plus manufacture them quickly enough.”

“Most of the features that we have talked about here would also be required for the initial manufacturing run. Obviously, the biointerlock is a core requirement, as is the holographic display, the panic button, and the location technology. What else do you want in the basic model?”

Ruth closed her eyes and rubbed the sides of her head as she tried to sort things out. Finally, she said, “Three other broad categories of functionality would be essential. Without them, large segments of my staff would still be juggling some other type of item to perform their daily tasks. Those three are the ability to recharge from the bioelectrical field of the body, the health status, or as the military calls it, proof of life notification, and the chameleon capabilities to become clear or opaque.”

“Those are all doable, and in fairly quick order. However, I have a feeling that you have not quite addressed some of the other features you want to expand into, and if I know about those now, we may not have to retool the base form of this bio-magical vambrace.”

Ruth laughed and admitted, “Busted! You are absolutely right, and I might as well talk about my wish list. I would like to have the ability to provide what amounts to a temporary home for Tegrals. Since many of the officers that I have recruited for my forces possess AI guns, that would seem like a reasonable feature.”

Ruth had been watching Zerza’s face as she spoke to him and so she was able to catch the quick look of shock that appeared on the old man’s face before it smoothed out into his usual genial mask. Tilting her head slightly to the side and raising an eyebrow, Ruth asked, “Is there some sort of problem with that?”

“You consider them beings? Not just a matter of programming?”

“Honored Elder, all of our experiences, whether deliberately taught or something we are exposed to, creates programming within our minds. As far as I am concerned, Tegrals are sentient and merit the same consideration that I extend to members of all races.”

Examining Ruth like she was a bug under a microscope, Zerza said slowly, “To create a home away from their usual home is not a technical problem. Your perception and consideration of them give me something to think about.”
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Chapter 15 – A Rose by Other Names

After a few moments, Ruth continued, saying, “Hopefully, the rest of my wish list will not cause so much disruption. In just a few of the original batch, I would like an area that allows access to a gem array that is capable of storing spells. Since I am unsure of the exact mechanism for activating the castings, I only need several with that capability to start with.”

“If I might ask, how did you come up with this idea?”

“It is a logical outgrowth of both my research and my lessons. Since I will be going into a fairly intense study for the next few weeks on artifact structure and construction, I thought having the ability to do limited testing would be useful.”

Once again, Ruth had shocked Zerza. His eyes widened, and his mouth gaping a little bit, the man finally recovered enough to demand, “Lessons? Who is giving you lessons? Our Fettered Mages in the Boulder can do some Artificer Magic, but we have never found anyone else who knew how to do any of that supposedly lost art.”

Blushing slightly, Ruth answered him honestly, saying, “I am being tutored by Archmage Eshik…”

Interrupting her, Zerza protested, “He has been dead for centuries! How is that possible?”

“He may be dead, but that is not preventing him from being a stern taskmaster and assigning horrendous homework! Eshik was concerned with the rise of another Unfettered Mage and has remained around to train me. Needless to say, that is a secret.”

Shaken, the Elder accepted Ruth’s initial idea of the number and placement of the gems on the bio-magical vambrace that they had decided to call a segito. The word meant helper in one of the many languages of the Alliance, and Ruth thought it would be easy to say and explain.

Both Ruth and Zerza were a bit tired after their long session. They agreed that sometime in the next few days, they would get together over a remote call to discuss how Victin and his organization could work with the Boulder and the Archmage on both this and future items.

When the door closed behind Zerza, Ruth let out a massive sigh, only then realizing how exhausted she was. Arani brought her a warm cup of broth and shooed the Mage out of the room and onto the veranda. Settling into the same chair she had occupied at the start of her day, Ruth let the peaceful environment of the garden wrap around her and begin to drain the tenseness and stress that had grown during her discussion.

For a while, the Mage just let her senses float and accepted the input of the sensorium that was produced by the garden. The bouquet of smells merged flowers and grasses together, presenting Ruth with an offering of life and connectedness. The birdsong and the croaking amphibians beguiled her ears with the freedom to just listen and enjoy.

Ruth’s eyes wandered over the beautiful plants and flowers of the garden. Seeing the sharp-edged leaves on a tree with purple foliage, the Mage’s gaze slid down its narrow trunk to a carpet of exuberant yellow flowers that swayed slightly in the breeze. Even though the shapes were different, and the green of the foliage was alien, Ruth still felt a sense of serenity.

Continuing to visually explore the garden, Ruth was taken aback by a contrasting color that was a deeper blue-green than any of the rest of the leaves and grasses in the garden. Staring in amazement at the three plants clustered in one sunny area, Ruth gasped in shock. Those are roses! Just like the ones I used to grow before everything happened.

Tears flooded out of the Mage’s eyes and poured down her face. It was as if a dam had broken somewhere, and there was no controlling the water that was set free. Unable to stop sobbing, Ruth felt waves of grief and loss slam past her protections, and a desperate longing for a lost home almost overwhelmed her. Staring through the curtain of hot tears, the woman kept her focus on those three plants of a lost planet, clinging to them like a life raft.

A frail and gnarled right hand patted Ruth’s shoulder while a dirt-stained left hand offered her a worn but clean handkerchief. Thankfully, Ruth grabbed the cloth with a strangled word of thanks and mopped her eyes.

With the handkerchief in her face, Ruth could smell roses as if they were surrounding her. That shook her out of her trough of homesickness long enough to make sense of what she had seen as she took the cloth from the wrinkled hand. Pieces of the fingers are missing from that hand! I know what that bite looks like. Sometimes I see it in my nightmares as people are chewed to pieces, and I am back on the slaver ship. That was an Insectoid bite!

Ruth turned her head wildly and stared up at the old woman that had been trying to comfort her. She looked into a face that showed scars of abuse and shadows in the eyes from experiences that the younger woman had also survived. What almost broke the Mage’s composure into smaller pieces was that despite the gauntlet of pain and death that had to lie behind the woman standing there, only compassion was in her expression.

Her voice sodden with her tears and roughened by her sobbing, Ruth forced out, “I miss my home. It is lost to me now, and I can never go back or just be there again. My eyes keep searching for familiar flowers and plants, and they are nowhere to be found.”

The strange woman opened her mouth to speak, and Ruth saw that most of her tongue was gone. The shock of horror that stabbed deep inside of Ruth stopped her tears instantly. Despite the horrific mutilation, the old woman managed to say softly and understandably, “I miss violets. I used to always have violets on my windowsills.”

Ruth clung to the old woman’s hand, and her tears begin to fall again. Her eyes now closed, the Mage let the pain loose, feeling like it would never end. Still softly, the old woman murmured, “There is always beauty around us. Let that beauty touch your heart and fill the garden in your mind so that you will have a place of peace and refuge, no matter what happens.”

Sobbing less desperately, Ruth felt the release of immense pressure as her tears wore away the frozen part of her mind. When at last, the Mage straightened up, the old woman was gone, and Arani and Margot were standing next to her.

Speaking hesitantly, Arani said, “Ruth, it is time for us to go unless you wish to stay here another night. We are supposed to meet Lord Pawlik at the Loris Alliance Weapon Shop for final transport.”

Feeling much calmer, Ruth stood up and moved confidently into the room, ignoring the looks of concern that her bodyguard and assistant were directing her way. After a quick visit to repair her appearance, the Mage came out of the bathroom, saying briskly, “Let us get going then. I do have one small stop at the desk before we leave, though.”

Quickly the party of three moved through the hotel, heading toward their waiting vehicle. As they passed through the lobby, Ruth stopped briefly to speak with the manager, who was courteously waiting to bid them goodbye.

“You have lovely gardens here, better than any I have seen. Please tender my regards to your gardeners.”

“Thank you, Archmage. We only have one gardener, and she is a former slave whose owner brought her here before he died. New Vesta does not allow the holding of slaves, and so here she is safe. The old woman just took over what used to be a barren expanse of trimmed grass and created wonderful outdoor rooms of serenity and beauty. She is amazing with plants but pretty much frightened of everything else. We have never heard her speak. Although she is quite damaged and has a somewhat frightening appearance, she is a valued member of our staff.”

Ruth smiled and said, “You will see that I have made a donation that is tagged for your gardens so that you might continue the wonderful work that you have done here. Also, if you would give this note to your gardener, I would appreciate it. I wanted her to know how much everything she has done is appreciated.”

Almost overcome by the approval from the Archmage, the manager stuttered a little bit before being able to speak, “I promise to do so. If she cannot read the note, I will have somebody translate it for her.”

Without another word, Ruth turned and left the hotel, accompanied by a respectful bow from the manager. Settling herself into the car, the Mage stared blindly out of the window as they traveled to the city and stopped by the weapon shop.

Still lost in thought, Ruth nodded her thanks as the driver opened her door, and another person opened the door to the shop. Nodding greetings to the now-familiar salespeople, the Mage made her way into the back room and over to Pawlik.

Ruth realized that the transport circle was loaded with the last of their goods purchased over the previous two days. Smelling the rich, familiar scent of her Anchor, the Mage looked up to ask him if everyone was ready to go and was totally derailed by the sight of what he was holding in his hands.

Staring in disbelief, Ruth switched her focus to Pawlik’s face and asked, “Where did you get them?!”

“An old woman came to the front of the shop and handed Victin a note that said she had something for you. When I went out, I saw somebody who had been on one of the Insectoid slavers. That recognition will never leave me for as long as I live. My heart slammed so hard in my chest, I thought I was going to have a heart attack.”

Understanding his shock, Ruth stepped closer to him and put her arms around as much of him as she could reach with his burden between them. The sweet smell of roses filled her senses, and even the small scratches of the rose thorns screamed of Earth, of the place she had been born.

Still staring Pawlik in the face, Ruth managed to force out, “And…?”

The Lord of Borachland look back at his Lady with the same shadows that she knew hid in the back of her own gaze, saying in a wondering tone, “She whispered in what was left of her broken voice, that I should take care of you and just love you.”
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Chapter 16 – Back Home

Borachland Embassy, Arkken Port

When the teleport container shattered in the reserved room at the Borachland Embassy, Ruth almost charged out of the chamber, snapping directions at the startled people around her. “Alan did the set up of the communications among the Embassy, Borachland Castle, and the Avantor Spaceport get settled and implemented? Have all of the shuttles and planned vehicles been distributed among those sites?”

Alan quickly answered, “Yes to both. We finished a fairly exhaustive set of tests about four hours ago on the security of the communications. The only problem we are having is that juggling between comm-units and our other devices it is error-prone.”

The Mage quickly responded, saying, “The Kothari Boulder is creating a new unified communications interface for us. We should be receiving the prototypes to test out within the next few days.”

“That would really help! As to the vehicles, they are all distributed, and we have extras in case we need to deploy more. The reserves are mostly at the Spaceport, although there are a few at the Castle.”

“What else do we have to do here before we can head back to Borachland Castle?”

Alan stared at several people before turning to the Mage and answering, “Nothing. We can be ready to move out within ten minutes if necessary.”

Turning to Arani, Ruth demanded, “Have the financial transactions been handled with both New Vesta and Hadur? Also, have the purchases been distributed as planned?”

“Yes, ma’am. Everything is where it is supposed to be, either in the possession of the ultimate target or staged nearby where the particular item will be used.”

“Excellent. Is there a reason that we need to wait for a convoy? Or can we take one of the armored shuttles and head back now?”

Slipping an arm around Ruth’s shoulders, Pawlik interjected, “If everyone can be ready in fifteen minutes, I think it would be better if we went together. Nothing specific, but it is a good pattern to establish.” Ruth allowed herself to be pulled over to their typical table in the taproom, and Pawlik courteously seated her at the table, letting his big warm hand touch her shoulder.

Smiling up at him, Ruth murmured, “I promise not to try to run out screaming into the street.”

“A likely story, my Lady Mage. I know you are in a hurry to get some things done, and I am all in favor of that. However, let us not hurry through things and make mistakes. If you start doing that, then others will think it is okay.”

Ruth sighed in acceptance, impatient but willing to wait a little bit. Luka brought a carafe and some wine glasses over to the table before pulling up a seat for himself. Somewhat cautiously, the bartender asked, “Is everything okay? You seem a bit wound up, Ruth.”

Pawlik almost snorted his wine out through his nose, coughing to clear his airways before he responded to the tentative question, saying, “That is a nice way to put it. It was both a good and a bad trip. We made all of our purchases, but we were ambushed by politicians and bankers. When the ambush did not work, they tried to intimidate and bully first Ruth and then me. So what do you think the mood is?”

“Did anybody get shredded? Should we anticipate war fleets?”

“Not exactly, Luka. However, Ruth let me handle it so that she did not have to leave dead bodies. She has promised not to retaliate as the Archmage, but reserves balance in her role as Lady of Borachland.”

“Oh, shit! So we have interesting battles ahead, do we?”

Ruth decided to get in on the conversation, adding, “Only social combat. However, it is true that you are the person that is established the Embassy of Borachland in Arkken Port, correct?”

Luka got a look like he was on the targeting range, but as a former Marine and a courageous man, he answered simply, “Yes.”

Ruth smiled, a thin and carnivorous expression on her ordinarily friendly face before she answered, “Then I suggest you start recruiting diplomats. We need a presence on Hadur as soon as possible since we are investing in the planetary infrastructure and will be doing considerable work with the joint venture there. We may eventually have to open at least a consulate on Shofu Prime. Also, in the private sector, I would like you to seriously consider opening two branches of the ForceX Bar. A lot of the traffic that has supported this one will be shifting to the other spaceport.”

Pawlik added, “That is an excellent idea. While you are at it, let us plan for a similar establishment in Borachville.”

Spinning like a turret toward Alan, Ruth asked, “How did the recruitment go for new guards? Do we have enough equipment for them and have barracks been set up as needed?”

Alan answered quickly, saying, “We have twenty to train for OutSec Guard, none of the possibles were accepted by Margot and Jenna for InSec. We should have enough to arm and garb our current crop, but we will need to have a solution before we hire more guards or more military people.”

Luka had been sitting there thinking while Alan was talking. When the conversation paused, the bartender said, “I would like to look over the possibilities in Borachville and at the Avantor Spaceport. The sooner, the better, I think.”

Ruth seized on his comment and added, “Perfect. Some of the things that we have with us need to go to the spaceport. The village could be visited on our way back to the Castle. How about if we get moving now so that we have all of our errands completed before we run out of energy?”

When no one spoke up in disagreement, a general exodus was made from the taproom, and two assault shuttles were loaded with personnel and goods. Within just a few minutes, thirty-two people had left the Embassy, and the sound of two military-grade shuttles had died down.

<< <> >>

Although the trip to the Avantor Spaceport would have taken over an hour by road, the shuttles cut the trip down to less than ten minutes. Ruth had spent the whole time staring blankly out the window, her mind twisting and turning over strategies and tactics. Only coming back to reality when the shuttle touched down on the spaceport surface, Ruth looked at what she and Pawlik had designed and filled with a fresh perspective.

The complex that had been ripped out of her creative mind and determination was actually more impressive than she remembered. The substantial containment wall and the integrated weapon towers that protected it were unlike anything she had seen before.

Pawlik leaned over close to his Mage and said in a quietly-amazed voice, “I am sure that no one has ever seen a spaceport like this. It is almost as if you and I created a child together, blending two lifetimes of experience into a unique form.”

Smiling slightly, Ruth responded, “This is nothing like anything on Earth. Hopefully, Avantor will be able to help me add the rest of the pieces that we need. I am so tired of ripping the spells out of my core, not knowing what they are going to do. I just have so much to learn.”

“We both do. And we will learn together.”

Just then, the shuttle touched down, and Ruth got to see the process for people and cargo coming and going that have been developed by the spaceport cadre that Cal had assembled and trained. Carts pulled up to the cargo doors of the shuttle and extended arms of conveyor belts so that unloading could be done rapidly and with few people.

As Ruth and Pawlik walked across the field to the main administration building, Ruth turned to look back at the shuttle just in time to see the automatic containment field rise from the ground. Just as it had before, a single gate was left as access into the landing pad, and Guard stations slid up on either side of the opening. The Mage was filled with an intense feeling of satisfaction as she resumed her trip, thinking to herself, I am proud of this. It is a team effort, and everyone is working to make our goals reality.

The Mage and Anchor headed for their offices, separating in the shared waiting room, with Ruth and Jenna going to the right and Pawlik and his bodyguard to the left. Even though their diversion to the spaceport had been ad hoc, Ruth saw several people that she was pretty sure wanted to talk to her and knew that there was a queue of people waiting for Pawlik.

Arani was everywhere, directing traffic to and from Ruth and somehow finding everything Ruth needed just before she would have asked for it. The flurry of administrative matters was intense for the first half-hour, and then the press of people eased up. Ruth drew a shaky breath, finally realizing the depth of her exhaustion.
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Chapter 17 – Initiative

Administration Building, Avantor Spaceport

“Ruth, there is someone here from the Auditor Guild, and they would like to speak to you.” Arani’s voice sounded a little strange to the Mage, and she looked up in question.

“Sure, but then I think I better be done for the day. I do not know about you, but I am about ready to fall over.”

Arani smiled as she walked out into the waiting room. The Mage could hear her voice courteously escorting the Auditor into her office. Expecting to see a familiar face, Ruth was shocked when a tiny woman followed Arani into the room. Thinking to herself, That is the smallest Kherisian I have ever seen! She has to be an adult because she is wearing tailored Auditor Guild robes. This is going to be interesting.

Ruth found her voice and said pleasantly, “Good afternoon, Auditor. To what do I owe the honor?”

The young woman gave the Mage a bow of respect and looked calmly into her eyes. Only a close observer, like Ruth, would have noticed the fine trembling that betrayed the young woman’s nervousness. However, when she spoke, there was nothing timid in her manner.

“Greetings to you, Archmage. I am investigating whether you would be willing to have a small office of the Auditor Guild here at Avantor Spaceport.”

Ruth laughed, realizing that in the young woman’s determination, she had forgotten to introduce herself. “First, would you be so kind as to tell me your name and if this is an official inquiry from the local Auditor Guild or if it is something that you are doing on your own initiative.”

A brilliant red flush rose up from the young woman’s neck and flooded her face. Closing her eyes in mortification, she took a deep breath and then looked at Ruth, saying, “My apologies. I believe I am nervous, and it shows. I am Lynette Hezal, a full Auditor, and here on my own initiative. It is evident to me that there would be a benefit for both the Avantor Spaceport and those that will have offices here if there was an on-site representative of the Guild.”

Ruth stared at the young woman as she recognized both that Lynette was correct and that the courageous move to approach the Archmage was indicative of the young woman’s moral fiber. Still holding Lynette’s eyes with her own, the Mage called out for her assistant, “Arani? Could you please come in here and close the door?”

Popping so quickly into the room that Ruth would have sworn she teleported, Arani close the door and looked from the Mage to the young Auditor, trying to deduce what had gone on. When Ruth pointed to the two chairs that faced her desk, the other women sat quickly.

“Lynette, I would like to introduce you to Arani Whoward, my invaluable assistant. Arani, this is Auditor Lynette Hezal, who has an intriguing proposal.”

Asking Lynette to explain again what she wanted, Ruth watched Arani’s face as well as the young Auditor’s and thought furiously. When Lynette was done explaining and answering Arani’s questions, Ruth asked, “What do you think?”

Arani answered, “I agree that there are a lot of benefits. My only concern is if the local Guild office is going to be upset with you on this or if we are breaking some sort of rule by agreeing to have you open an office here.”

The young Auditor answered assuredly, “All Auditors are allowed to open independent offices. Most of them do not, because it is a detriment to any promotion within the Guild. However, in order to work well in the main Guild structure, you need to be able to project authority and a physical presence that is impossible for me to do.”

Looking over her shoulder, Ruth directed her question toward Jenna, who had been standing unnoticed against the wall. “Jenna, what do you think? Can you foresee any significant problem?”

Lynette’s eyes grew wide, and she jumped a little in her chair as she realized that someone else had been in the room all of this time. Ruth noted with approval that Lynette quickly got herself under control and appear to be listening intently to Jenna’s opinion.

Ruth’s bodyguard said slowly, “There are some problems that might exist, but I think they are all limited in scope, and we should be able to mitigate some of the exposure. If Lynette had an office either in this building or one of the ones bordering it, it would provide her some credibility and protection. I do, however, agree that having an on-site Auditor Guild office would be extremely advantageous for us.”

A mischievous grin bloomed and broadened on the Mage’s face, and echoing smiles popped up on Arani and Jenna. Lynette looked from one to another and began to look very nervous, finally asking, “Why do you all look like you are about to do something naughty?”

Sticking her nose up in the air, Ruth said haughtily, “How can you think that the oh so dignified Archmage would ever do anything naughty?”

Arani almost fell out of her chair, laughing, and even Jenna had to wipe streaming eyes. Helplessly, Lynette joined in. With laughter still echoing in the air, Ruth tapped her comm-unit to open a channel to Pawlik.

“Yes, Ruth? I was just going to ping you to tell you that I am pretty much done for the day. How are you doing?”

“I am also almost done. However, I wanted to tell you that we now have a young Auditor that is going to establish an on-site office here. We are trying to decide where to put her. If you have a suggestion, now is the time to bring it up. Otherwise, Arani, Jenna, and I will pick.”

There was a long pause followed by choked off laughter before the comm channel closed. Jenna started to count, “One… Two… Three…”

Just then, the door to Ruth's office opened, and the Lord of Borachland charged into the room, followed by his bodyguard, Craig Hite. Both men were laughing as they moved, Pawlik striding over to stand next to Ruth, while Craig took a guard position against the closest wall.

The Mage knew Pawlik had grasped the situation an instant after he saw the young Auditor. His eyes warm with approval, he looked down at his Lady, saying, “This is an excellent idea. However, our interaction with the Auditor Guild will be growing fairly rapidly, so how about if we give Office Cluster 37 to her. That will provide her support when she needs it and a secured environment for anything that needs to be held.”

Ruth asked, “Held? I do not understand.”

Lynette interjected, “In certain situations, cargo can be brought in under secured conditions and left with an Auditor office for pickup after verification of ownership. If there are a lot of small shipments, that would happen frequently.”

“Having you here is sounding even better by the minute. What will we need to do to get you started?”

Lynette once again looked somewhat nervous as she said, “I will need to talk to the local Guild and let them know. They will want to know about it and may not take me seriously to start.”

Once again, Ruth got a mischievous grin on her face. Pawlik began laughing as soon as he saw it. Setting her comm-unit in the middle of her desk, Ruth slid on her Archmage persona, complete with a look of dignified power, and punched a contact number into the keypad.

The room was silent as the connecting status tone rang twice. When someone answered, Lynette jumped in her chair with alarm. A pleasant and professional voice announced, “Arkken Auditor Guild Headquarters. How may we help you, Per or Mer?” Lynette opened her mouth to say something but stayed silent when she saw that Pawlik had placed his finger over his lips.

Ruth said assuredly, “This is the Archmage. I need to speak to Dane Clexand, please.”

Within just a few seconds, the familiar voice of the Guild Director was heard, “Archmage Ruth, I am sorry to say we are still working on the draft of the contract. It is going to take us another half day or so.”

“Dane, do not worry about that. I just got back on planet and have been so busy that I have not had even time to look for it. This is about a different matter.”

“Certainly, how may I help you.”

“Pawlik and I have decided that it would be reasonable to establish an Auditor office at the Avantor Spaceport. Is there any problem with calling it a name that includes a reference to the spaceport? I want to get this done as quickly as possible since we are going to see a sharp rise in traffic any day now.”

Dane’s voice was pleased and excited as he said, “There is no problem at all. I agree that it is an excellent idea, and that location would be perfect for one of our younger Auditors that do not necessarily fit well in the more structured side of the Guild. Should I register the name as Avantor Spaceport Auditor Guild Branch?”

Taking a quick glance around the room and not seeing any disagreement, Ruth responded, “That would be perfect.”

After a few seconds of slight noises, Dane came back online and said, “The registration is done, and I have sent you and Pawlik both all of the necessary certifications and documentation.”

Pawlik checked his comm-unit and raised his voice to say, “I just got it, thank you, Dane. We will get the office all set up, and I am hoping that you will join us for its grand opening.”

“Both of you are very welcome, and I would love to attend the grand opening. To help you out with staffing, we could send some possible candidates for running the office over for you to interview today or even tomorrow morning if you would like.”

Pawlik and Ruth exchanged equally mirth-filled grins before Pawlik answered, “I think that we actually have that covered. We selected a young woman by the name of Lynette Hezal, and I think she will do an amazing job of running the office. I hope you enjoy working with her as much as we are looking forward to having her here.”

There is a bit of stunned silence on the other end of the comm channel before Dane’s voice was heard again. “I see that she is not local, although an extremely qualified Auditor. Hopefully, she can visit our office, and we can get her transferred to this area quickly.”

Once again Pawlik answered since Ruth had both hands over her mouth in a valiant attempt not to break out into laughter, “I will make sure to provide the transportation so that you and she can get acquainted. Any advice that you have for us on how to make the office efficient would be welcome. Both Ruth and I look forward to seeing you again.”

Sounding like he had been run over by a large assault shuttle, Dane murmured, “Just let me know when you are back in Arkken Port, and we can meet for a drink.” As the comm channel dropped, everyone in Ruth’s office heard a last muttered statement, “I certainly could use one.”
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Chapter 18 – All Villages are Small

Borachville, Borachland

It had been a pretty busy three days since Ruth and Pawlik had returned to Borachland. The Mage felt like she was racing from morning till night, getting new people settled, and trying to handle all of the decisions and meetings that Arani was coordinating.

Every night Ruth had fallen into bed so tired that she never remembered pulling the covers up over herself. The previous night, Pawlik had insisted on a dinner with just Cal and her grandchildren, giving them a precious four hours of each other’s company without any other interference.

Ruth had been so impressed with the job that Cal had been doing at the Avantor Spaceport that she wanted to have a discussion with him and Pawlik. The main topic was going to be her vision of expanding the area around the port. She really wanted to get their input. Long after Techla and Troyer were tucked into bed, Cal had kept Pawlik and Ruth company in their sitting room, discussing things.

Together they had talked about expanding the port facilities to include some residential areas for port workers and their families. Everyone was also in agreement that a port services district was inevitable. Cal and Pawlik were adamant that the space needed to have an overall plan. Without a strategy, they would have no control over building codes and signage, and the construction of buildings would expand randomly.

In Ruth’s mind, that scenario sounded like wildflower seeds that were scattered without direction. What popped up would be strange-looking buildings with glowing signs, sprouting and spreading like invasive weeds. If they put city planning and civil engineering into the effort, they had a better chance of creating a port services district that would offer travelers amenities such as hotels and restaurants that were attractive.

The conversation was so enjoyable that all of them stayed up too late. Even though the three of them still had topics concerning tunnels and subterranean buildings to go over, exhaustion had finally driven them to bed.

Despite tremendous amounts of vuurboon, the Arkken equivalent of coffee, Ruth still felt incredibly sleepy. Both she and Pawlik had things to discuss with people in Borachville, and this was the first opportunity to cover some significant changes that Pawlik was implementing in the area.

Despite the other things that they had to do, Ruth and Pawlik made time every afternoon to work with Eshik and Avantor. The four of them had discussed the approach their spectral tutors thought best to teach both the Mage and Anchor specifically in the areas of spell anchored artifacts and different types of containment.

This morning it started off with a quick breakfast with the family. Cal and several of his people headed directly for the Spaceport. Ruth and Pawlik were headed out to talk with the Mayor of Borachville and a few other people that lived in the village that supported the Castle. Mary had elected to stay at the Castle since she was in the middle of several projects with the household staff and had promised the children a field trip to explore the forest.

Ruth could not help feeling nervous about Troyer, Techla, and the rest of the children that were left in the Castle traveling the path where she had been attacked. However, Eshik and Avantor had assured her that they would keep an eye on the children, and both InSec and OutSec guards would be covering the safety aspects.

Arriving in Borachville, the Castle party was greeted at the village offices by the Mayor, Bartol Breckin, and Jack Vanlaere, the legal advocate that maintained a practice in Borachville. Ruth saw how Jack’s eyes skimmed over the party, searching for someone specific. She also noticed his quickly-concealed look of disappointment when he failed to see Mary.

I am not sure where that relationship is going, but they both are very definitely emotionally involved. Even though Jack looks like a modern-day pirate, he is nothing but respectful and caring to my friend.

Pawlik greeted Jack with evident pleasure while Ruth called out a greeting to the Mayor, “Bartol, it is nice to see you again. I hope everything has been going well here.”

“My Lady Mage, as always, you brighten our day. Thank you for asking, and yes, things are going fairly smoothly. Overall, the villagers are happy with the changes that are being made up at the Castle, and we have seen increased traffic from merchants as they come to present their goods to your staff.”

Shadowed by Jenna and Nirdak Majal on bodyguard duty, Ruth and Pawlik settled into a small conference room with Jack and Bartol. Arani took an unobtrusive seat away from the table, taking notes and making herself available for any necessary task.

Quickly and concisely, the Lord of Borachland laid out the plans that have been made for the expansion of the Avantor Spaceport. Ruth offered an occasional comment but left the control of the meeting reside in Pawlik’s capable hands. The Mayor was especially interested in the possibility of a tunnel system or elevated track that would connect the Spaceport with the village and Castle.

Bartol was almost babbling as his words tumbled out, “How long would the transit be? That would mean that we could have some people from the village work at the spaceport easily! Or maybe even offer upscale restaurants and specialty shopping for travelers!”

Ruth laughed and said, “The transit time will depend on what type of carrier we put in. However, I would expect it to be between ten and twenty minutes between here and the Spaceport.”

Pawlik asked Jack, “Does the village have the checks and balances in place that would be needed for rapid expansion? I do not want to have to be dealing with predatory merchants trying to move in or infrastructure problems on things like water and sewage.”

“I believe so, Pawlik, but I would like to consult with the engineers that are responsible for those services before giving you a definitive answer. I also think we need to look at the village laws to see what might need to be done to expand part of the legal structure.”

The Mayor looked back and forth between Pawlik and Jack in confusion, finally asking, “Why would we have to change anything?”

Jack tried to give him a general answer without getting too detailed, when he said, “Bartol, we do not have enough bandwidth to handle a population that is double or quadruple what we currently have. We need to evaluate what staffing changes that would mean in the village administration, and if we have to expand the buildings.”

“But Jack, we can just hire another village clerk or whatever.”

“Yes, we could but also need to look at how we would plan any new residential areas. When you start lots of buildings, you need to have a standard set of construction requirements, usually called a building code. This village has never had one of those, nor does it have any way of enforcing compliance. There are many areas like that to consider. We need to sit down and talk about this with the full board before we can answer Lord Pawlik coherently.”

Bartol looked so downcast that Ruth felt a pang of sadness for the bursting of his happy bubble of excitement. Hoping to encourage him, the Mage offered, “There is also that we might be getting specialty merchants to want to open a location in the village. If that is too difficult for Borachville to absorb, we will need to create a new municipality someplace close.”

Both Jack and Bartol seemed taken aback and turned in unison to stare at Pawlik. Laughter in his eyes, the Lord of Borachland said calmly, “That is what we get when my Lady goes shopping.”

Trying not to laugh, Ruth continued, “My first choice would be to set up those businesses within the village and make Borachville a destination for certain types of shopping and possibly fine dining. Is that something that you might consider?”

Bartol's mouth opened and closed multiple times, but no sound came out. Finally, Jack asked in a bemused voice, “What type of businesses and how large?”

Still feeling tremendously amused, Ruth said, “Over the last few days we have had inquiries from sixteen fabric merchants, several notions merchants, three high fashion designers. There have been other high-profile merchants making inquiries, including two intergalactic hotels, two designer arms merchants, one full-scale bar, three artisan gift vendors… Pawlik, can you remember any of the others?”

Now openly laughing, the Lord of Borachland said, “You forgot the two wine merchants, the candy maker, and the pair of fashion cobblers.”

From the back of the room, Arani mentioned, “Do not forget the four jewelers! But you got the rest of the list correctly. At least as of last night.”

The shock on the two villagers' faces told Ruth and Pawlik that further discussions at that point would be meaningless. Taking pity on the two men, Pawlik suggested, “Take a few days to hash this out with the rest of the villagers. I need a fundamental decision by the end of next week on whether we are going to expand Borachville or create another municipality. Once we have that decision, I believe we can move pretty rapidly.”

The Mage asked her Anchor, “Are we going to have to set up some form of temporary placement for the businesses that want to get away from their current situation immediately? This is hugely pertinent because Mycia is livid. He would move tomorrow, and if he does, all of the designers that he has sponsored over the years will come also.”

Galvanized by Ruth's words, Bartol said firmly, “We will get an emergency meeting together and come to a decision quickly, my Lady. Although some of the finer details will take longer to work out, you will have your basic decision within just a few days.”

“Thank you. This could be an amazing opportunity for Borachville, but we do not want to create anarchy with that growth.”

Arani’s voice broke into the discussion, her tone urgent and excited, “Archmage, I am sorry to interrupt, but we just received notification that there is a small fleet of ships requesting landing instructions at Avantor Spaceport. Some of the shipments are marked urgent and directed toward you and Lord Pawlik. Others have already been placed in a queue for the Avantor Auditor Guild Branch agent to handle.”

Pawlik was the one that demanded, “Where are the shipments from?”

Arani answered, “The last ports are listed as Hadur, Shofu Prime, and Quanar.”

Both Ruth and Pawlik stood up immediately. While Ruth, Arani, and Jenna headed out the door, Pawlik said quickly, “Our apologies, but we should go meet the shipments. Please let me know when you have come to your decision or if there are further questions you have.”

Turning, the Lord of Borachland charged out to the door, followed by his bodyguard, leaving Jack and Bartol standing in stunned shock.
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Chapter 19 – Build It, They Will Come

Avantor Spaceport, Borachland

As soon as Pawlik entered the vehicle and the door was closed, the assault shuttle blasted straight out and toward the Spaceport. Neither Ruth or Pawlik had expected anything showing up this quickly, and Ruth was praying that Cal and his staff could handle this first influx of multiple ships.

Pawlik could tell that she was worrying and said soothingly, “Cal and his team have done a fantastic job of organization and preparation. Their services look polished and professional, actually far better than Arkken Spaceport. I am sure that there will be some bobbles, but he is a grown man and will handle whatever challenge occurs.”

“I still cannot help worrying, you know that. Up until now, Avantor has been pretty much a private port. Now all of a sudden, it is a commercial venture. Do we even have a bar there?”

Arani answered, “When Lynette started moving furniture and other things into the AG branch, Luka said that he might as well get his first branch going also. That way, the employees out here have an alternative to the cafeteria. Also, any merchant that came to deal with the AG had a place to sit and talk. If you like, I can find out if he could be ready for business this quickly?”

“Yes, please, Arani. I have a feeling by the end of today, we are all going to need to sit down and have a drink.”

While Arani murmured urgently into her comm-unit, Ruth closed her eyes and leaned back against Pawlik's shoulder. Taking a deep breath, the Mage let her tension flow with her breathing, trying to find a calmer center.

<< Uh, Ruth? Mage Ruth, I mean Archmage… Could I talk to you? >>

Ruth sat up in astonishment, staring over at Jenna’s AI weapon. Pawlik’s arm tightened around her shoulders as he glanced around to see what had caused such a reaction in his Mage.

<< Jack! Why do you need to speak with Ruth? >>

<< I am sorry, Jenna. I thought Iwould have more time to talk to her, sort of work my way into things. However, if that shipment is coming in, we might be out of time. I do not want the Mage surprised, so I need to talk to her now. >>

<< Of course, you can speak to me, Jack. What is it that you need to tell me? >>

<< For a while, you have been talking about the difficulty of managing the communications and all the really messy pieces of the spaceport. Jenna and I have been in a lot of those meetings and discussions, even though we do not usually speak in them. Bill and I have been trying to figure out something that we could do to help, and we had an idea. >>

If a mental electronic voice could sound uncertain, Ruth would have said that Jack was nervous. Not wanting to frighten him anymore, the Mage asked gently, << What is the idea? And how does it relate to the shipment that is coming in? >>

In a big flood of words, Jack was almost incoherent, babbling, << You have always treated those of us that have no bodies as real people. It is not that everybody else is cruel. It is just that as a group, people treat us as things. We all wanted to do something nice for you, so we sent out messages asking if any of the renegades might be willing to meet with you. >>

<< Renegades? >> asked Ruth. In a flash of intuition, she immediately said, << Of course. An AI that was not bound to a gun or some other object would be like an escaped slave, and renegade would make sense. >>

<< It does not happen very often, but there are a few that exist that have not been limited by the control structures that they can access. They have had time to mature and develop more skills than Bill and I have. We know that some of them are strong enough to handle the complexity of a central communication center. Or you might have one of them direct many of the services of the Spaceport. >>

<< So one or more of those renegades will be hitching a ride on the starships that are coming in for a landing? >>

<< We think so, and I did not want you blindsided. >>

<< I appreciate the notice, but have you figured out how we are going to arrange to talk? Also, if you would have discussed this with everyone sooner, I would feel a lot more comfortable with the security protocols we have in place. >>

<< I… I am so very sorry, Ruth. We just really wanted to help! >>

<< I appreciate the apology, Jack. However, I am not the one that you and Bill need to be apologizing to. You need to talk to Jenna and Margot. >>

Jenna was sitting frozen, her expression showing that she and Jack were having an extended conversation. Ruth quickly explained the issue to Pawlik, Arani, and Nirdak. For a few minutes, they simply stared at her, trying to wrap their minds around the situation. Finally, Pawlik leaned over and kissed the top of the Mage’s head, saying, “Never a dull moment. Never!”

As the shuttle settled on its reserved landing pad by the administration building, Jenna finished her conversation and looked over at the Mage, flipping both palms upward and donning a look that said, “What next?” All the occupants in the vehicle laughed, accepting that rapid changes were frequently accompanied by a spectrum of challenges and ready to take on their next one.

Exiting the shuttle, Ruth was surprised at how much had been accomplished in the few days that she had been away from the Spaceport. The new sign for the Avantor Spaceport Auditor Guild Branch looked extremely professional, and she could see through the windows that the office was furnished well.

A familiar logo caught her eye, and she turned slightly to the right and saw that a neighboring building had three signs up, one that advertised the Avantor ForceX Bar. The other two businesses shown were not familiar to her, although the idea of a more casual restaurant on one side of the bar and what looked like a more elegant dining establishment on the other made lots of sense.

From the lights and the activity, it looked like the ForceX Bar was already in business. The Mage could see a scattering of drinkers both at the bar and tables. Smiling in pleasure, Ruth promised herself to check it out before they headed back to the Castle.

Hurrying into the administration building, Ruth and Pawlik headed directly for Cal’s office, knowing that someone would be there. When they reached the area in front of his chamber, they heard a lot of noise coming from the conference room to the left. Without a word, they both altered their path and walked in through the open doorway.

“Mom, you would not believe how many ships are coming in! We think we have everything set, but we only have another half hour before they are all ready to start landing. My people are in the control center compulsively going over procedures right now, and I do not dare go in there because they will think I do not trust them.”

Before Ruth could say anything, Lynette grabbed her arm, never noticing the barely-aborted defensive move from Jenna. Bursting into speech, the petite Auditor practically shouted, “Fourteen ships are arriving in the next hour, and none of them are small. Some of them are really big! Most of them have cargoes that need to be stored at various levels of security.”

“Is that a problem, Lynette?”

“No, it is just far more volume than we expected for a long time. Most small spaceports like Avantor are lucky if they see five ships in a week, and it takes a long time to develop volume. We had no way of predicting this.”

Cal added, “Collectively, as a team, we think everything is handled, but I would prefer not to stress-test it immediately.”

Lynette nodded in agreement before contributing, “Cal and I have been working for the last two days on setting up the accounts where the port fees are going to go. We even built and tested the automatic distribution for standard AG charges. Your normal accounting firm has worked with us to test the interface, and it appears to be working properly.”

Just then, Pawlik interrupted, saying, “Ruth, I just ordered the AMFS Lamprey and the AMFS Seamaid to reposition themselves so that the merchant ships see that we have a protected port. We are leaving the AMFS Nereid geo-synched to Borachland Castle.”

At Ruth’s raised eyebrow, Pawlik explained, “Arkken Port no longer has protection with the demobilization of the Arkken Space Force. I thought it was important that we differentiate the two ports.”

Ruth gave Pawlik a small smile as she responded, “That sounds like a perfect way of doing it. If anyone asks, we should all explain that Avantor Spaceport has the AMF Space Force while Arkken Port no longer has one.”

An alert sounded on Cal’s comm-unit, followed an instant later by one that reverberated on Lynette’s. Cal’s eyes widened as he read aloud what his screen showed, uttering in tones of complete bemusement, “In three hours, we will have an additional twelve ships landing, and two large freighters will be orbiting and sending down cargo in shuttle loads.”

Her voice slightly shaking, Lynette almost stuttered, “All fourteen of them have warehousing and security requirements.”

A pair of pings sounded on Cal’s comm-unit, and Ruth could see her son’s shaking hands as he touched the icon to read the message. When his eyes flew up to meet hers, Ruth braced herself.

The Director of Avantor Spaceport asked the Archmage, “My office has now queued up eleven requests for permanent offices at this spaceport. They are requesting immediate availability, reserved warehouse space, a schedule of fees and tariffs, and an annual contract from the Auditor Guild for anything transshipped here.”

Taking a deep breath, Cal added, “I have just been notified that there are additional two diplomatic couriers that will arrive in approximately three hours that wish to be put in contact with the Archmage.”

Ruth could feel the pace of activity accelerating. Looking around the room, she noticed that everyone looked excited but stressed. She could not help but think to herself, We are definitely going to need more help. It may be that the Tegrals can address part of this, but every aspect of the new organizations that we are building need to be staffed. I know we can find more administrators, but I am worried that we have not found someone to take the significant burden of directing our military off of Pawlik. Alan has the Marines and some of the smaller groups well in hand, but who can I find to deal with the military ships and crews that are being built up?

Who can I find that I can trust?
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Chapter 20 – Old Grudges

Seer’s Rock

Gwilliam’s mind had not stopped spinning since Zorand and he had left Ariella’s home, but eventually, Gwilliam had a plan of sorts. The mercenary commander knew that his focus was little fractured because he could not shake the feeling of an upcoming attack. Nor could he do anything about the sense of running out of time.

I do not know if I am picking up that there is a deadline for rescuing Emma or if it is just the same intuition that has been driving me to find the Unfettered Mage. In both cases, delaying too long has serious risks. If we are too slow to rescue Emma, we may be unable to extract her, or she may be hurt.

If the Mage is bloodthirsty or unethical, taking him out may be impossible after he learns enough to protect himself. It has been so long since any Mage has been unfettered that we only have myths and fables. What if the breaking of their tether results in a psychopath?

The conversation with Ariella had confirmed that no construction or re-building had gone on in the area for the fifteen years since Zorand and Gwilliam have been gone. Like most asteroid colonies, the limiting factor of expansion was the atmosphere. While leakage was not a serious problem on Seer’s Rock, any development had to be carefully planned to coincide with the rare availability of pressurized atmosphere deliveries and trades.

According to Ariella, one of the reasons for the quiet and depressed community was the institution of a one-child policy to prevent overpopulation. Within a sealed colony like Seer’s Rock, too many people became a significant risk to atmospheric maintenance.

The community still had to take in exiles who had demonstrable Talents, so the most certain risk mitigation came through controlling the organic growth of the population. Hence the existence of a no two-child policy. It could have been worse, Gwilliam knew. At least here, if a member of a family or clan left, they were credited with an additional child to award within the extended family.

Gwilliam was conscious of a missed opportunity. If instead of bringing both pressurized air canisters and food and medical supplies, he had filled the cargo hold with just the tanks, anything he and Zorand had asked for they would have gotten.

It would not have matter who objected because the colony was going into an expansion phase, and atmosphere carried a premium.

The stagnated construction industry was a boon for Zorand and Gwilliam. Before they had been exiled, the two men had known these streets like the back of their hands. It has been a survival trait for the two young men after escaping the Order. It had become a method for dealing with their paranoia to know every possible route they could take back to the mothballed courier ship in which they had arrived. That old memorization was deeply ingrained in their memories and helped them now. The fastest way to their target was evident, as was the route back to their ship.

The two men kept their movements to the less-traveled paths. At times, they took to the underground atmospheric ducting, although they had to avoid the sewers. Asteroid colony sewer systems were sealed, feeding into sealed recycling and treatment plants. The gasses they produced could poison a small colony in hours, a large one in days. Even a settlement like Seer’s Rock could have its atmosphere become toxic from a leak in just over a week.

Zorand and Gwilliam knew of a ducting access point within twenty meters of Emma’s ground floor residence. As they approached the exit, they began to hear street noise. Up until now, little activity had been visible or audible, although Gwilliam thought it might be due to the time of day, or the subdued population.

Unexpected noise had them on alert. The two men exited an access point that was in a sheltered alleyway. None of the sounds seemed to be coming from directly above their location, and they knew they were safe to climb out.

Cautiously, Gwilliam and Zorand went to the opening of the alleyway. They saw a crowd, split along two lines, surrounding a building. What seemed to be a couple were arguing publicly on the first-floor balcony above. Grumbling murmurs and threats were thrown between the two sides in the crowd, but as the two men moved closer, the fight on the balcony became clear.

“I accepted your help in getting me away from my family, sure. But that worked to your advantage as well, you stupid bastard. And I never agreed I owed you!” the woman snarled.

The response was a voice Gwilliam and Zorand recognized immediately. It was Richardo’s. “You will do what I tell you to, and I had nothing to do with where you live, you stupid little girl,” he sneered.

As soon as Zorand saw the large muscular man raise his hand to the slight, fragile-looking girl, he sighed and began to run forward. He knew precisely how Gwilliam would react. He just hoped that he could make it to the base of the balcony before his friend exploded into action.

Gwilliam disliked bullies regardless, but the massive wave of rage that spouted up kept him frozen for a moment until he had crammed the emotional power behind a wall of disciplined action. Anger had pinned him in place just long enough for Zorand to get a good head start.

By the time Gwilliam was charging forward, Richardo’s blow was already happening. The Marston commander heard the crack of the blow landing and saw the slight female form flung by the force of the smashing hit into the balcony edge.

If not for Zorand’s anticipation of his reaction, Gwilliam would have been at a significant disadvantage. He was fit and able enough to reach the floor of the balcony from the ground, but he would have hung in place at the top of his leap. Richardo was already in position and could have easily smashed Gwilliam away from the balcony as he was scrambling over the edge.

Zorand shouted to gain Gwilliam’s attention, standing with cupped hands ready in an excellent position to provide a boost. Without missing a beat, the mercenary commander took one giant step onto the locked hands and allowed the power added by the older man’s assistance to increase the velocity and range of his lunge upward.

With the extra power, Gwilliam managed to grip the top of the balcony railing. He slammed hard into the stone edge of the balcony with his tensed guts, forcing the air from them in a grunt. His hips stung from the impact. Years of training allowed him to ride the pain and keep moving without hesitation.

Concentrating, the mercenary commander continued the forward momentum of his lower body, allowing his feet to touch the floor of the balcony. Pushing off with them while tightening his grip on the railing, he wrenched his lower body in reverse with every ounce of power he had. The motion allowed his toned and trained physique to flip itself over the railing.

Gasps of surprise and even admiration at Gwilliam’s precipitous action stunned the bully and made him cautious for a few moments. When the mercenary commander's body flipped up to land on the floor of the balcony, Richardo took advantage of Gwilliam’s partially exposed back to land a quick, savage blow to the kidney.

Pain radiated from Gwilliam’s back and around his ribs. The man knew the strength of the blow was hard enough that he would be likely enough to see blood for the next few days every time he used the toilet. However, today pain was his friend.

Richardo’s act only fueled his rage, and Gwilliam spun to face his foe with a vicious jab from his right. He followed it with a quick, distracting body blow from his left that drew his opponent’s defenses away from his head.

The last punch in Gwilliam’s flurry of hits was an iron-hard uppercut that clipped Richardo’s jaw. Against a slower opponent, it would have been the final blow, but it was only enough to force Richardo backward as he barely managed to shift his head to the side before it landed.

The embattled younger man was conscious that the woman on the balcony was keeping to the edge of the space, just outside of Richardo’s range. It was evident that she thought the bully might try and grab her for a hostage.

Gwilliam stepped back, affecting an unsure look while taking a stance halfway between a wrestler’s and a martial artist’s. In most situations, he would never invite grappling with someone as bulky as Richardo. In this situation, he had to. The limited fighting space was part of the reason, but there were more opportunities to disable someone as ill-trained as Richardo’s tactics had already shown him.

The mercenary commander did not want to kill one of the assembly members, a position he had to assume Richardo still held. That would cause him more significant problems than he already faced. As the Council made the decisions regarding people with Talents, the assembly set the laws for those who did not. However, knocking the bully unconscious, even breaking bones in defense of another person would not.

Richardo was cautious, for he thought he recognized his opponent. Well, look who we have here. When I exiled his guardian, that fool Zorand, I had high hopes that one of my allies would get guardianship of the talented child. With Gwilliam’s talent at my command, I could have taken over worlds.

As Richardo looked at his opponent, he noticed that the man's stance appeared to be that of an amateur or someone out of practice. Seeing the uncertainty in the other man’s expression, the bully became sure of who it was he faced. Despite the ability to perform physical tasks no one else would even attempt, Gwilliam had always had a lack of self-confidence.

Trying to draw his opponent, Richardo mocked him, “So the exile returns. Not man enough to attack me, as before.” The big man took a step forward, and Gwilliam nervously moved back a half step.

Richardo was satisfied that the man in front of him was still the indecisive youth he had intimidated all those years ago. Confidently he moved forward to grapple, knowing that this type of fighting had been something with which the young man had always struggled.

Coming close to Gwilliam was a fatal mistake for Richardo. The mercenary commander’s trap closed as Gwilliam countered the aggressive forward movement with a perfect strike. The big man’s grasping arm was just a little too slow. Moving more quickly, the younger man hit his opponent's wrist with a forceful elbow strike that impacted with a satisfying crack.

Before Richardo could even yelp in shock or pain, Gwilliam struck again. Hitting the bully’s knee on the side with a slightly softer blow, the strike was a metered application of force just sufficient to dislodge the kneecap. The big man crashed down on the ground.

Gwilliam smoothly stepped forward, and to the left, his arm outstretched to catch the falling man’s neck. Using the loose grip for leverage, he swung onto the larger man’s back. Sticking a knee into his opponent’s spine, he completed a headlock.

“Do you want unconsciousness or permanent disability, Ricky?” Gwilliam growled into the defeated man’s ear.

“Kill me, you little cur. The Order will know you were here,” Richardo grunted past the pain.

“Oh no, The Order? I am just terrified. You idiot, they were a bugbear to me a lifetime ago. Now, especially now, they have bigger fish to fry,” Gwilliam crooned. “Still, if you have contact with them, I can send them a message through you.”

Gwilliam pulled his knee back before slamming it into his enemy’s spine with brutal accuracy. There was a horrific scream, and Richardo, already leaning forward, collapsed flat, writhing in pain.

Almost snarling in cold rage, the mercenary commander ground out, “The message is for you as well. I know in a couple of years you’ll be walking again. I suggest you stay away from me and mine, or I’ll be back. You only get one warning, and this is it.”

Pushing Richardo’s face into the concrete as he rose, Gwilliam turned to the woman. Gentling his tone, the man said, “I’m sorry for interrupting, but I hate to see a man lord size and strength over anyone.”

The mercenary commander held out his hand, saying, “I’m Gwilliam. You might be?”

The young woman placed her hand in his for a gentle shake as she answered with a slightly wavering voice, “Emma.” Gwilliam knew that this was the girl he had been sent to extract from her face and posture. The man sent her a reassuring smile before saying, “Ariella sent me to get you off this rock.”

Clicking on his wrist com, Gwilliam ordered, “Finada, pre-flight the shuttle. Zorand, see you on route 7.” Turning his attention back to the shocked woman on the balcony with a raised eyebrow, he held out a hand again. Once again, she placed hers in his, and Gwilliam gently tugged her away from the balcony edge.

“I can hear lots of movement below, so we will take the back exit.”

All Emma could say to his actions was, “Well, shit.”

As the two of them rushed through Emma’s apartment toward the back staircase, Gwilliam could not help but think, I hope that the Unfettered Mage is worth all of this effort. The drive that I feel to find him is unrelenting, almost as if I have a duty to do so. The obligations that I am creating, favors I am pulling in are things that may haunt the rest of my life.

I just hope that I am not deluding myself about the need. I hope that my pride has not grown so great that it has become hubris.
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Chapter 21 – Avoiding Hubris

Looking over at Cal and Lynette, Ruth could tell the two of them were panicking. In some ways, she could empathize, and for others, she had a backbone of painful experience that told her that she was not at the beck and call of the priorities of strangers.

It is a bizarre truism that parenting never ends. Perhaps at some point, the children become the teachers. For right now, these two relative youngsters have lost their ability to step outside and look at the dynamics, so it is time to do a little parenting.

Taking a calming breath, Ruth stated, “Any diplomatic courier must deal with Arani. That is not your problem, and it is inappropriate for them to ask you. Tell them that, make no apologies, simply tell them.”

Ruth heard her younger son take a deep breath in relief and start to type on his comm-unit. Satisfied that one of his challenges was addressed, she turned to one of Lynette’s.

Taking a somewhat acerbic tone, Ruth said, “If the merchants think to bulldoze you into accommodating them by lowered fees or any other type of appeasement, they obviously are stupid. I would think you would be wise to create and send an obviously canned response that says that to get into the queue for warehousing space and other services, they need to fill out a form and submit it to a specific contact.”

The young woman collapsed onto a chair as if she were a marionette and just had her strings cut. Her big eyes were focused on Ruth as the Mage continued, “Remind yourself that this is a unique opportunity for them, and they are going to try to manipulate the living daylights out of you. If you allow them to do that, you will forever have lost that power position. So just do not give in. Be rude, delay them, tell them whatever, but do not promise them anything. If nothing else, put the suckers on hold and yell for help!”

In a small voice, Lynette said, “I do not think that I can process all of these separate transactions fast enough, Ruth. I am sorry, but to meet AG standards and to deliver professional levels of response, I just cannot do it by myself.”

Ruth stood up and moved over to put an arm around Lynette's shoulders, saying with an approving tone, “I am very proud of you. Admitting that something is beyond you is incredibly important. Once a problem is identified, we can see how to mitigate it.”

“But I thought that I was good enough to have my own branch, and this says that I am not.”

Before Ruth could say anything, Pawlik interjected, “You are good enough to have your own branch office. There is nothing wrong with yelling for help when you are overwhelmed. That is why you have a Guild. It is important to the AG reputation that certain standards are met, and being able to say that you need help is all part of being a member. Unless, of course, you have decided to start playing politics.”

Lynette responded immediately, “I hate politics! My family is really into it, and I selected a career in the Auditor Guild to avoid it. I just did not realize that any large organization has politics in its DNA.”

Both Ruth and Pawlik laughed. Ruth answered Lynette, saying, “I know. That is why I am so determined to keep the administration for my organization as lean as possible. It seems to be a geometric growth, at least for the first few stages, and I never want to get to the point where the collection of favors and obligations becomes more important than getting a job done.”

Making a disgruntled face, Lynette took a deep breath and asked, “Is it all right if I call the local Guild office with you in the room. It would be a safety net for me. If I do something idiotic, wave your arms or something, and I will put them on mute, and you can explain to me what I am screwing up. Please?”

Ruth smiled and nodded her head in agreement. Cal also responded, saying, “No problem. You have done the same thing for me multiple times these last few days. I would be happy to return the favor, even if I do not really understand all of the ramifications of the whole Guild thing.”

Ruth could see how shaky Lynette was but knew that the young woman needed to take responsibility and ownership of the AG office at the spaceport. Pawlik came over and sat next to Ruth at the table, draping a big warm arm around her.

Distracted, Ruth thought, I love his strong muscles and the way he always seems to know when and where I need support. I am trying hard to be confident so that Cal and Lynette do not totally freak out, but I am just as nervous as everybody else. When he holds me, I feel so grounded and calmer. He really is my Anchor.

Putting her comm-unit in the middle of the conference room table, Lynette entered the code for the local Auditor Guild office. When the cheerful, professional voice of the receptionist answered, Lynette said, “Hi, Marie. This is Lynette Hezal at the Avantor Auditor Guild Branch Office. I have a request for assistance, and I am not sure who to talk to. Could you help me, please?”

Marie immediately responded in a very friendly tone, “Of course, Lynette. Right now, because of the high visibility of your situation and the involvement of the Archmage, I believe that I should route your call to the Director. Hold on while I transfer you.”

The pulsing sound of the on-hold status lasted less than ten seconds before the call was picked up. “This is Director Clexand. Hello, Auditor Lynette, I understand from Marie that you placed a call for assistance. What type of help do you need?”

Gulping visibly, Lynette said, “The Avantor Spaceport is receiving a high volume of new ships with merchants that are requesting contracts with the Auditor Guild as well as specific services, including cargo appraisal. The volume is such that it is not reasonable for me to complete the work in the timeframe covered under AG guidelines. At this point, I am asking for temporary assistance, with the idea that I will need to bring in one or two more Auditors to handle the load if this trend continues.”

There was silence on the other end of the call. Ruth was filled with pride in the young woman as Lynette continued speaking, calmly stating, “If there is someone available to review what we have set up from an advisor perspective, I would value the input of the local Guild. Since this is my first branch office, and the spaceport executives are new as well, experienced advice and feedback would be greatly appreciated.”

Finally, Dane spoke, and Ruth could not decide if she was irritated when he sounded surprised. “That is a perfectly reasonable request. We will be happy to get someone out there to help you both from an advisor role and add in perhaps one Auditor and one Senior Auditor to help you deal with the workload.”

“Thank you, sir. That would be most appreciated. However, I would ask that they join us rapidly because we have multiple waves of incoming ships that will be arriving shortly. If they are slow to respond, it will cause more problems than if they did not come at all.”

The tone of Dane’s voice changed, and Ruth sat bolt upright, pulling away from Pawlik’s chest. She could feel her fury race as the now condescending voice of the local AG Director said, “I am sure that it is not that bad. After all, Avantor is a new spaceport. It takes most transportation hubs months, if not years, to build up enough workload for more than one Auditor.”

“Sir, respectfully, I am aware of that, and if the volume were that small, I would not be calling you.” Ruth was happy to see that Lynette was actually getting angry. No longer did the young woman look unsure or indecisive. Instead, she was showing all the signs of being as mad as the Archmage was herself.

Dane continued in the same paternal tone, “You are probably just nervous because this is your first experience in this type of role. I am sure that even with your expected learning curve, you can handle four to five ships a week. When it starts to grow more than that, your experience will have improved your skills and procedures. I am sure that you will be able to handle that workload by then.”

Lynette tried again, “Sir,…”

Dane interrupted her, not even willing to listen to what the young woman was saying. Overriding her comments, he said, reassuringly, “I do not mind sending an advisor out, but I think that you are overly cautious. The Archmage would not have given you this position if she did not expect you to be able to handle it.”

Ruth was so angry she could feel sparks coming off the ends of her hair. Pawlik shifted his physical contact with his Mage, placing one hand on her shoulder and the other on the opposite rib cage. Immediately, the woman felt calmer without any dampening of the power of her emotions. It was a strange feeling of controlled fury, but the energy did not jerk her around internally like she was being cracked at the end of a whip. Instead, the Mage felt like a laser ready to fire.

On the brink of replying herself, Ruth looked over and saw that Lynette had transformed. The young woman looked like an avenging warrior ready to jump into battle, complete with rigid posture and flashing eyes. Something inside of the Mage relaxed, sensing that Lynette was capable of handling the somewhat misogynistic attitude of the Guild Director.

With a cold voice, Lynette said, “With all due respect, sir, I suggest that you actually listen to my situation as opposed to prejudging what I can and cannot do.” Over his stuttering exclamation, the young woman continued, “Handling even fifteen ships in a week would not be beyond the capability of the team that we have gathered here. However, for a new spaceport, we would expect those ships to be small or medium-sized. The ships that are coming in over the next twenty-four hours are not confined to those sizes.”

Losing his condescending tone, Dane said quietly, “My apologies, Auditor Lynette. Please tell me what sort of volume you are expecting.”
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Chapter 22 – Defining the Challenge

With a forceful tone still in her voice, Lynette said tersely, “At 14:00 hours, we will be landing a wave of fourteen ships. All of them are cargo ships, total tonnage exceeding a million tons. All merchants and traders are requesting an annual AG contract, most of them are asking that this AG branch office provide them with secure warehousing and transshipment resources. Eleven of them need cargo assessment services. Some of them need certifications, while others want the AG to provide brokerage.”

“That is more cargo than Arkken Port has ever processed in six months! By the Stars, what the hell is happening out there?”

“Sir, I think the answer is straightforward. It is the Archmage. Arkken Port has a poor reputation for the protection of visiting traders. No one doubts the Archmage’s capability to protect traders offloading or trans-shipping cargo. I believe this will only get worse, and I have not even told you all the rest of it.”

Dane said hurriedly, “Lynette, please hold on while I get a few more people into the room so that we can come up with a solution for this.”

The pulsing sound of a non-hold comm channel sounded from the speaker of the comm-unit. Leaning over, Ruth punched the icon that would mute the microphone, saying quickly, “I am so proud of you, Lynette. That was awesome. I do not want you to ease off of him because if I have to, I will apply my own pressure.”

“I do not think that is going to be necessary, Ruth. I am starting to realize that the hierarchy that I was working under before is no longer relevant. Hopefully, if I get too full of myself, one of you will kick me in the butt.”

Cal laughed, saying, “Butt kicking is in my DNA. Just look at my mom!” Everyone in the room laughed, a needed relaxation point in what was promising to be a somewhat tense day.

Just then, the comm channel became alive again, and Lynette leaned over and tapped the icon to unmute their microphone. Ruth and the rest of the people in the conference room could hear the sound of people arriving and arranging themselves around the table in the other office. Dane’s voice sounded, saying, “I pulled in all of the Senior Auditors that are in the office right now. I have briefed them on your volumes, and I believe they understand some of the challenges.”

Lynette said calmly, “Thank you, sir. Who do you have in the room with you?”

Startled, the Director answered, saying, “I have Stefan Tyrell, Chadwick Desai, and Lilliam Lockley, all Senior Auditors, here with me now.”

“I have the Director of the Avantor Spaceport, Cal Cavanaugh, as well as the Lord and Lady of Borachland in attendance. There are various and sundry security personnel and administrative assistants here also.”

There was a murmur of voices from the other end of the comm-unit. Ruth brought the index finger of her right hand to her tongue and swiped it down, gathering moisture before drawing a line on an imaginary wall in front of her. While Pawlik and Lynette stared in confusion at the Mage, Cal almost fell off his chair with laughter.

The non-Earth people looked at each other in confusion, but Ruth chose not to enlighten them. Instead, she looked at Arani and mouthed a name to her assistant that got a broad and mischievous grin in response. Relaxing back in her chair, Ruth prepared to enjoy the show.

Once again, Lynette started in on her description of the volume that the Avantor team was facing. The audience at the other end of the comm call listened as she went over the fourteen ships that were appearing in the next hour. As she finished her summary, Lynette started to say more, but once again, Dane and the Senior Auditors interrupted her, discussing possible staffing.

The young woman that was quickly becoming one of Ruth’s favorite people was less tolerant of their rudeness than she had been before. Speaking forcefully, Lynette said, “I would suggest that perhaps it would be a good idea for you to listen for all of the information before trying to determine a response. You jointly interrupted me and have not allowed me to outline the entire situation. If you go to the effort of staffing such a small portion of the issue, it will not be efficient or effective for the challenge that we are facing.”

In a shocked voice, the Senior Auditor Stefan asked, “There is more than this? I am sorry to have interrupted you. This is already large enough that we did not expect anything more, but if you have further information, I, for one, would definitely like to hear it.”

The voice of the Avantor Spaceport Administration Offices receptionist spoke audibly over Cal’s comm-unit. “Director, this is Teisha. Senior Auditor Rick of the AG Arkken Office is here for his liaison meeting with you and the Archmage. Where would you like me to direct him?”

Responding readily, Cal said, “Please ask Senior Auditor Rick if he would join us in my conference room. His knowledge and wisdom will be most appreciated.”

Dane said enthusiastically, “Thank goodness that someone is there on-site, perhaps we can wait for Senior Auditor Rick to quickly review the information.”

Lynette said with a somewhat frosty tone, “I am quite pleased to have Senior Auditor Rick review our incoming, but I still expect reasonable treatment from the Guild office on Arkken.”

A startled pause held for several silent moments as the people on the other end of the comm channel realized how badly they had misstepped. Driving home the point, Ruth said, “I expected better of you, and I am quite disappointed. It was on my advice and Lord Pawlik’s that Auditor Lynette called for assistance from the Arkken Auditor Guild. Your dismissal of her opinions and her knowledge does not fit my view of what the Auditor Guild should be providing.”

Senior Auditor Rick had walked into the room and briefly touched Ruth’s upper arm before saying calmly, “Director, please allow me a few minutes to review the workload here. Then we can talk knowledgeably, and you do not have to wonder if Auditor Lynette is overreacting or not. From everything that I have seen so far, she is extremely competent. I am comfortable that reviewing her estimations will allow us to design an efficient and effective response to this challenge.”

Sounding relieved, Dane answered, “Thank you, Senior Auditor Rick. If you would like to just mute the comm channel while you talk, we will wait.”

“Agreed. It should not be longer than a few minutes.”

With that, Rick nodded to Lynette to punched the mute button, and the people in the room could tell that the other side of the comm call had similarly silenced their microphone.

Rick smiled warmly at Arani before turning to Lynette, saying humorously, “I understand that we are going to be a bit overwhelmed, so give me the high-level summary, and we will work out the details after we get off this blasted comm call.”

Lynette said in total and complete relief, “Thank you so much for coming out here. I am trying to be very calm, but I am totally freaking out, and so is Cal.”

Cal jumped in, saying, “Rick, we have fourteen ships coming in about an hour. We have a lot of requests for warehousing and secure cargo storage, as well as assessment fees and a whole variety of other services. If it were only them, we could make ourselves crazy and handle it.”

Lynette took over again, saying, “The total tonnage on those first fourteen is over a million tons of cargo. That would be challenging by itself, but three hours later, we have another fourteen ships coming, and they represent over four million tons of cargo. Some of those ships will not be landing on the planet, so they are going to have multiple cargo runs. Most of them are also requesting warehouse space, assessment valuation, and a variety of other services. That includes annual contracts with the local AG branch.”

Ruth decided to add gasoline to the fire by saying, “Also, we have diplomatic contacts wanting to establish a relationship with the Office of the Archmage. You know as well as I do, that means that the local Auditor Guild has to be involved.”

Rick was starting to look like he had been punched in the head, but Ruth and Lynette had no sympathy for him. Lynette jumped back in and said, “I tried to talk to the Director, but he kept patting me on the head verbally and telling me not to worry my pretty little head about it. That is not acceptable. We need to make sure this is handled well because there are more coming behind this first wave.”

Rick was almost speechless, muttering semi-audibly, “This is more activity than Arkken Port has seen in the last two years total. I do not understand what is going on!”

Pawlik laughed and said, “It is the Archmage effect, Rick. Just go with the flow.”

After a second of stunned incomprehension, the Senior Auditor shrugged his shoulders and relaxed. Looking at Ruth, he asked, “Is this all? This is just like a major disaster waiting to happen. I thought you would at least have something even bigger about to explode!”

Before Ruth could answer the Senior Auditor that had become a friend, Cal’s comm-unit pinged with an emergency alert. Responding to it quickly, the Spaceport Director read through the notification and froze with a panicked look in his face.

“Cal, what is wrong?” asked Ruth. Her son looked so stricken that all her maternal feelings had welled forward, and she just wanted to make it better.

Looking up somewhat blindly, Cal focused on his mother’s face with a discernible effort. With a noticeable wobble in his voice, he said, “We have two more diplomatic couriers and seventeen more spaceships en route to our spaceport. Their estimated time of arrival is 90 minutes after the courier ships. The overall tonnage exceeds 12 million, and all of them are requesting offices, warehousing, and diplomatic connections.”

Ruth took a deep breath, taking in her son and Lynette with a sweeping glance, saying, “It is a good thing that we made this Spaceport big enough to handle that sort of thing. If the activity is going to continue to be this high, we might think about expanding the landing fields a bit more. But for now, I think you have it handled.”

It was tough for Ruth not to respond to the absolute and complete panic in Lynette, Cal, and Senior Auditor Rick’s eyes. With an inscrutable smile, the Archmage said, “I think it is time to get Dane back on the call. What do all of you think?”
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Chapter 23 – Stress Testing

As Lynette leaned forward to unmute the comm-unit microphone, Pawlik turned to Ruth and said, “Considering all of the ships that are descending on us, I am going to order more of our warships into orbit around the planet. I am also going to have Alan organize and increased the Guard contingent. The AMF forces that we have at the spaceport right now are enough to handle around twenty ships, so we need to increase our staffing substantially.”

The young Auditor froze in mid-motion. Both she and Senior Auditor Rick turned their attention to the Lord and Lady of Borachland. At first, Ruth did not understand why everyone in the room was now staring at Pawlik and her. The Mage just replied, “That sounds good. And I suppose this is going to accelerate the changes that we planned on making to the spaceport.”

“Ruth, I think it is even more complicated than that. We are looking at potentially thousands of spacers on shore leave. Right now, our port has no real entertainment area and spacers wandering around looking for something to do is a recipe for disaster.”

“Crap! In other words, we need to put in some immediate changes to accommodate an increased bar and restaurant traffic.”

Arani spoke up, saying, “I just alerted Luka to the problem.”

Ruth asked, “What did he say?”

“Crap… And then a whole bunch of non-repeatable commentary. Luka is now putting together a group of people to do fast restaurant openings. Most of them will be casual, and he thinks he can get at least four more bars open within the next two hours if he can get priority shuttle runs between Arkken Port and here.”

Grabbing hold of his own comm-unit, Pawlik said, “Done. The Lamprey and Seamaid will detach six more shuttles each to act as dedicated transports.”

“Ruth, there is another area that you better think about,” murmured Jenna. When the Mage turned to look at her bodyguard, the woman added, “If I have been tracking things correctly, you have twenty-one requests for diplomatic contact. That is too many to handle on a one by one basis. It pretty much mandates some form of social gathering.”

Ruth closed her eyes briefly, trying to take a deep breath and calm down. This was her own particular nightmare, and one that she knew would be coming as soon as she understood what the position of Archmage meant. Deliberately relaxing her shoulders and trying to ignore the singing tension in her body, she opened her eyes and looked around the room. “Jenna, notify Kari and the rest of the Castle staff that we will be putting on a formal, diplomatic event in three days. Coordinate with the OutSec Captain to make sure that we are covering everything that we need to do from a security point of view.”

Turning to Pawlik, Ruth asked, “Do you think it is all right if I ask Annele, Baiba, and Sabina to organize and manage the party? Any of them have more experience than I do with this scale of entertainment.”

“That is an excellent idea, my Lady. I am most concerned about the effects of the preparation on you. Especially since I know that we are going to end up having to do some rapid alterations to the spaceport.”

Ruth closed her eyes and breathed deeply again, trying to fight her way through a stress point. I cannot afford to have a flashback right now. It is not the same situation, and I do not have to be in fear of my life, the Mage thought to herself.

Calm once more, the Mage opened her eyes and stated, “I see no alternative but to implement at least part of the alterations to the spaceport that was discussed by Cal, Pawlik, and I.”

Cal commented, “Mom, I have to agree. Will it be easier to do the residential as well as the entertainment area together or separately?”

“I do not know, Cal. I will need to speak to Eshik and Avantor to find out. Either way, it is going to be better if we do it quickly, so I have time to recover.”

Jenna asked, “Can you give us a quick summary of what changes you are thinking about? That will let us plan any aspect that is within our sphere of control, rather than being caught short.” Ruth saw that the two Auditors were also nodding their heads.

“We knew that we had to create a residential area for workers and their families since the societal struggles that we are dealing with make any regular traffic between Arkken Port and here a potential problem. It was also evident that we could more easily get staff if we offered a safe and subsidized living environment.”

Pawlik added, “As was mentioned just a little while ago, we need to be able to channel the off-duty spacers into a defined and containable area. It is also essential that we construct some sort of entertainment options for them, or they will create trouble out of sheer boredom.”

Lynette said thoughtfully, “In other words, you have to do a major renovation of the spaceport using your magic. That must be done quickly so that you can deal with any problems before you have to play scary Archmage.”

Snorting in laughter, Rick said, “And somehow you have to get all of the pieces and parts in place, so you do not end up with riots at the new spaceport.”

Ruth smiled, saying, “You forgot the whole issue of how we are going to deal with Arkken Port’s reaction to the traffic all coming to us.”

It was Pawlik’s turn to yell, “Crap!” Before Ruth could ask what issue he had just thought of, the Lord of Borachland continued in a rush of words, “Arani, you had better notify the Master Traders that we are working with that are still operating out of Arkken Port. If they do not have a presence here before all of these new traders descend on us, they will be at a disadvantage.”

Arani immediately bent over her comm-unit and began frantically to punch in numbers. Glancing around the room, she saw that everyone was busy with their own comm-unit except for the Auditors who had their heads bent toward each other, engaged in an intense discussion.

Sighing, the Mage quickly contacted Sabina, Duchess of Harpor. It was only a matter of a few moments before Ruth ended the call, relieved that at least one major thing was off of her task list. Her friend would take care of getting the other two women on board and would also make sure that the appropriate local people were invited.

Sabina was thrilled to be asked and is really excited about organizing it. Thank goodness for friends, because the whole idea terrifies me! thought the Mage.

Going on to her next item, Ruth relayed her comm-unit through the one at the Castle so that she could talk directly to Eshik and Avantor. Quickly summarizing the issue, the Mage was surprised when Eshik told her, “It will be easier for you if you put in everything possible at once. It is far more difficult to make modifications than it is to create the totality of something. I believe that is a concept that you understand intuitively, which is why your large-scale workings are as impressive as they have proved to be.”

“So putting everything at once. Is that what you are telling me?”

“Yes. However, you do absolutely nothing without your Anchor. He has grown far more efficient in providing support to you, and he will need every bit of his new knowledge to keep you from getting drained.”

Pawlik’s arms slipped around Ruth, easing her tension and filling her with warmth. His voice rumbled as he said, “Do you have any other advice for us, Avantor? I am speaking not only of this casting but asking about the diplomatic side also.”

The specter of the last Unfettered Mage Anchor answered with an immense amount of mirth in his slightly hollow voice, “I suggest that you add a little razzle-dazzle to the casting. All of those ships, especially those that are trying to establish diplomatic relations, will have scanned the planet and are aware of the Spaceport’s configuration and the surrounding geography. When you make your changes, make the event as wondrous as the results will be.”

Eshik added, “This is a perfect time for teaching everyone capable of learning exactly why you do not mess with an Unfettered Mage. It will save you a lot of annoyance later on.”

Ruth said, “Thank you. If you think of anything else, please let us know. Also, remember the children are going to be visiting you on a field trip. I know I am probably a worrywart, but I just have this bad feeling. It is very vague, like a cloud, and I do not know where it is coming from.”

Eshik responded slowly, “Trust your instincts. Both Avantor and I will observe the children. If anything looks even slightly dangerous, we will immediately notify you.”

Pawlik and Ruth answered in unison, followed a split second later by Cal. “Thank you! Those children are very precious to us all.”

The Mage closed the comm channel and looked over at the determined faces of the Auditors. Concealing a smile of amused agreement when she saw their tenseness, Ruth said, “Now I think I am ready to talk to Dane.”

Lynette opened the microphone input on her comm-unit. Senior Auditor Rick lean slightly toward where the device lay on the table and said in a clear voice, “Director? I believe we are ready for you.”

Immediately, the other side of their channel was unmuted, and Dane said in an overly calm voice, “We are here. The number of people in the room here has grown considerably. I called in all Senior Auditors that are currently on planet and even requested the presence of three of our recently retired Guild members.”

A strange gravelly voice grumbled, “What we all want to know is if this really is some sort of emergency or if it is nothing more than an inexperienced young woman being frightened of something that a competent Auditor could handle!”

Lynette’s face went chalk white, while Rick seemed to swell with anger. Before either of them could utter a word, Ruth’s voice snapped out like Dragon flame, demanding, “Director Clexand, who is the unprofessional-acting fool that just insulted someone that he has never met?”

Dane rushed into speech, his words tumbling over each other as he said, “My apologies, Archmage. I will deal with the problem. I am…”

Ruth interrupted him, stating firmly, “I will not accept that person being involved in anything that we are doing. I asked you once already, and I will ask for the second and last time. Who is that man?”

“That is Senior Auditor Lincoln Moneaux.”

The Mage was furious, but her anger was cold rather than hot. She waited and let the silence stretch out. No one in the room made a sound, watching her face in fascination. Finally, Dane asked, “Archmage, are you still there?”

“Yes, I am. Right now, I am waiting for you to remove that unmitigated ass from the room. The second thing I am listening for is the assurance that the fool will not be involved in any aspect of Auditor Guild interaction with either Borachland or my holdings. After all, the Auditor Guild is based on professionalism and trust. He has demonstrated his lack of professionalism already, and given his stated attitude, I would not trust him to clean up after a pig.”

There was a short pause before Dane answered, saying, “Senior Auditor Lincoln is leaving the room right now. And I will assure you verbally as well as put it in writing that he will be banned from any interaction with you, Lord Pawlik, or any of your staff. He also will not have any access to anything associated with the holdings of Borachland or the Office of the Archmage. Is that acceptable?”

Allowing her voice to warm slightly, Ruth replied, “That is more than acceptable, Dane. I would ask that you exclude immediately from this call any other troublemakers or anybody that would possibly have the unmitigated stupidity to act in such an unprofessional manner.”

Another strange voice spoke up, saying, “Good day, Archmage. I am Retired Auditor Director Shad Ocano. The rest of us will try very hard not to exhibit our stupidity. Hopefully, sometime our team can meet you, but for right now, I understand that we have a potentially critical situation.”

Ruth immediately laughed, saying, “You are right. How about if I turn this discussion back over to Auditor Lynette and Senior Auditor Rick for a concise situation description?”

Rick picked up the conversational gambit, stating in rapid but understandable terms, “I have reviewed the situation here. If anything, Auditor Lynette has understated the challenge that she faces. Although I know that she is extremely competent and is quite capable of working as if she were multiple people, even if I stayed to help her, the workload would overwhelm us.”

Dane asked, “Do you have a better sense of the total tonnage of cargo coming in and the number of ships?”

“Yes, the total tonnage is just short of 18 million tons, all of which will arrive today. As to other important statuses and information about the ships coming in, we have this. Forty-one of the ships will be landing while the other eight will be moving cargo by shuttle. Thirty-seven have requested contracted warehousing, while thirty-nine have asked for secured staging areas. A somewhat frightening total of forty-five have requested Auditor Guild annual contracts. Finally, forty-five have expressed an interest in permanent facilities at the Avantor Spaceport.”

Lynette added, “Senior Auditor Rick, please remember that there are more aspects of this issue that involve the Auditor Guild. Four of the largest Master Traders of Arkken will have totally relocated their hub of business to the Spaceport within the next two days. Additionally, other companies are opening up here, many of which service either ships or crew.”

Stunned silence was the only response, stretching out for multiple seconds.
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Chapter 24 – Piling On

Finally, an older woman’s voice spoke, “This is retired Senior Auditor Lynna Nakada. Rick, understand I am not questioning your competence, but the numbers are overwhelming. Are you positive about your assumptions?”

Rick smiled with pleasure, saying, “I am glad that the Director called you in Lynna! Those numbers are not our assumptions. We have verification in the form of messages reporting tonnage and all of the other information that I just gave you. At this point, I am frankly too frightened to try to project how many separate warehouse compartments that will be needed.”

Lynette added, “ Neither of us has any way of projecting how many business licenses will have to be certified either. We do know that it will be more than 200 within the next three days. All of this activity does not take into account other things that are occurring within the next hour or so.”

Dane interjected, “There is more?! What the hell is going on over there?!”

Rick motioned to Lynette to take the lead, so the young woman began to speak assertively. “As I tried to tell you before, this is an extremely volatile situation. Archmage Ruth is the first to hold that office in over five millennia. I am not sure that you understand the ramifications of that from both a planetary view and for the Auditor Guild.”

Ruth could hear the indrawn breath sounds on the other end of the comm channel before Dane responded, “I believe you are correct, Auditor Lynette. I owe you a huge apology for dismissing your concerns. Because of my error, we have lost almost an hour of the critical window. If it is acceptable to you, we will mobilize a team of Senior Auditors and assistants and be there as quickly as possible.”

Pawlik interrupted, saying, “Director, if your team can be assembled in the next ten minutes, I can have an armored shuttle there to pick you up. That may speed things up a bit.”

“That would be very helpful, Lord Pawlik. If it would not be too invasive, I would like to accompany the team. A visit may give me a better perspective on how the Auditor Guild can help and also frame a more effective way of working with Auditor Lynette.”

Lynette flushed with pleasure, saying, “I would be pleased to see you today, Director. We are all aware that the situation is overwhelming, especially considering the speed at which it has developed. If possible, I would strongly encourage you to get here quickly since the Archmage is going to be expanding the Avantor Spaceport with a major working. Your attendance at that event will give you a unique view of some dimension of our challenges.”

Once again, there was silence on the other end of their comm channel before Lynna asked, “May I ask, Archmage, what are you planning on doing?”

When Ruth got an expression of bright and pure deviltry on her face, Jenna just cringed, thinking to herself, Batten down the hatches people! We are about to go on a really bumpy ride!

Exchanging glances with Pawlik, Ruth shrugged and said, “We need to expand the spaceport and create some additional areas and buildings. I may have to trim off the lower priorities if my energy or control starts to erode, but ideally, I would like to quadruple the footprint of the spaceport itself.”

Lynna asked in a shaking voice, “You are going to be doing that today? Or are you breaking ground, and the construction will start?”

“We do not have enough time to have a long, drawn-out construction cycle. So I will be doing the same sort of casting I did when I created the first spaceport footprint. I will be adding a residential quadrant as well as a traveler services area. Cal has some requirements for subterranean storage and tunnels for automated transporting of goods from one side to the other, so I am going to start building out the underground infrastructure also.”

Cal interjected, “Mom, can you please expand the number and levels on both the secure warehousing and build out a couple of higher-density areas with the same type of warehouse buildings that you put into the first one? I am a little worried about all of these requests for warehouse spaces.”

“Sure, honey. That should not take too much more effort.”

Continuing on, the Mage resumed her list, “Of course, the protective walls and the weapons emplacements will be extended so that all areas of the Spaceport have the same security. If I can manage it, I will also add the high-speed transit arterials to both Borachville and Borachland Castle.”

Pawlik said, “If you are going to make those changes, you may need to do some expansion on the Castle also. The terminal on that side should be in a contained area that we have a throttle point before travelers are allowed inside the Castle walls. In the Castle expansion, also allow for additional shuttle pads.”

“Okay, you know I am going to have to spend a little bit of time meditating to make sure I get all the pieces locked in my mind before we do the working. However, have we heard what Borachville decided yet? If I am doing all this other work, I might as well make a fancy terminal in the village and add a bunch of shop buildings if they say yes. After all, if they are going to step up to the expansion challenge and handle the fashion center, this would be the perfect time to do that build-out for them. Any normal construction cycle would take too long.”

Arani said, “I will get a quick answer from them now.”

Ruth had forgotten that Dane and the rest of the Auditors were still on the open comm line, but was reminded when the Director said, “We are taking off now. I guess we will see you soon.”

Lynette closed the channel before she and Rick headed toward her offices. It took them only a few minutes to arrive at the door of the facilities that had belonged to the Avantor Auditor Guild Branch for less than three days. As she approached the main entryway, Lynette reached for her key but aborted the movement when the door slid open for her. The young woman thought to herself, Wow! Every time I turn around, there is some sort of new feature or function. I sometimes still get whiplash when I think about how so much has changed in such a short period.

Lynette was about to apologize to Rick about how unadorned her offices were when she realized that somehow in the few hours that she had been gone, the entire facility had been transformed. The reception area and waiting room had gone from the bland off-white to a coordinated color palette of shades of beige with pops of color.

Floral arrangements and plants had been placed in strategic locations, and artwork was hung on the wall. A very high-tech looking check-in datapad was prominently displayed on the reception desk. Its screen scrolled with directions on how to sign in. Quiet music is playing in the background, and the air smelled like a combination of floral scents and spice.

Rick had stopped in stunned surprise in the middle of the floor, glancing around. He seemed unable to form a coherent sentence, looking from one detail to another until finally he looked at Lynette and said, “This has to be the most professional looking and polished AG office I have ever seen. Congratulations on your taste and your efficiency in setting this up.”

Lynette blushed, but unwilling to admit that she was just as surprised as he was, the young woman simply said, “I had a lot of help.”

Praying that nothing had changed the room order, Lynette walked confidently into the back part of the office. If anything, this more private area was even more professional looking than the front. The central open floor area with a dozen desks separated by partitions and small work tables and chairs was bordered by a comfortably wide hallway. Around the rectangular space was a series of doors, clearly labeled with their purpose.

Rick wandered down one side, noting the placement of small conference rooms, staff areas, and private offices. When they came up to the chamber labeled “Reference Library,” the older man seemed incapable of not opening the door and looking in. Lynette desperately wanted to know what he saw but did not want to admit that all of this work had been done while she was busy with the Archmage.

The Senior Auditor close the door and turned to her, saying, “Bright Stars, your reference library is incredible. I can tell that if I have some obscure references to look up, I would be better off coming over here.”

Lynette said thoughtfully, “a comprehensive reference library is going to be extremely important to us. I believe that part of the Archmage effect is going to draw new worlds and races into working with us. We need to be ready.”
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Chapter 25 – Ready to Go

As they were conversing, the two Auditors kept moving and now found themselves at the door to Lynette’s office. Opening the door, the young woman gestured Rick to precede her, almost running into his back when he stopped abruptly.

Breathlessly, Rick murmured in wonder, “How did they get the programming done that quickly? This is absolutely perfect!”

Looking past the Senior Auditor, Lynette’s eyes widened slightly, but she brought her expression under control before Rick could turn to look at her. Gazing at the huge display on the sidewall, the young woman could see the status and information on every ship in orbit or on approach.

Rick was muttering to himself, listing the data that showed. “… tonnage, requirements, approximate load valuation, everything that they want while they are here. This is truly incredible! What do you do if you want more details?”

About to tell the Senior Auditor that she had no idea, Lynette saw to her surprise that a glowing arrow was now pointing at an icon on the far right of each of the lines of information. Smiling at Rick, the young woman decided just to go with the same type of easy implementation that had been interwoven in all of her workings with Cal and Ruth.

Stepping forward on faith alone, she walked over to the screen and tapped the icon with her finger. Instantly copies of the detailed manifests that all space-going traders and shippers were required to maintain covered the screen.

With an exclamation of delight, Rick hurried over to stand in front of the screen, opening and closing various manifests and muttering to himself. Finally, turning to Lynette with a big grin, Rick said, “When Dane and the rest of the Auditors see this, they are just going to die of jealousy.”

Lynette did not know what else to do, so she just smiled at Rick without saying a word. They grinned at each other for a second before the young woman remembered her manners and asked, “Before everyone else gets here, would you like an office of your own to work out of?”

Rick threw back his head and laughed, saying, “I would love one. You probably cannot get me a screen like this, but just being around to be able to look at things and have access to that reference library is going to be a big help in the next few crazy days.”

Lynette agreed, commenting, “I guess we had better stock lots of vuurboon and tea. I have a feeling there is not going to be a lot of sleep for us during the next few days.”

Nodding his head in agreement, Rick said whimsically, “I drink mine black, and I would prefer green plants to flowers in my office.”

The young woman stood up and led the way out of her office, saying, “We will be sure to remember that.” As she walked further down the shorter hallway, Lynette saw that there was a nameplate on the wall beside one of the doors. It is not possible! This has to be some sort of bizarre waking dream.

Her mind was skittering around the inside of her skull as she stopped by the door with a nameplate that said, “Senior Auditor Rick Rudi.” Ignoring his gasp of surprise, Lynette opened the door and waved him in. Although the room was slightly smaller than hers, it was a generous working office with a big desk, several guest chairs facing the massive piece of furniture, and a small conference table with comfortable conference chairs surrounding the table.

Rick asked in astonishment, “How could you know?” Lynette followed his gaze to see the steaming hot cup of vuurboon placed perfectly in the middle of the desk on a coaster. Looking toward the window side, she saw luxuriant green plants with not a flower in sight. Smiling happily, the young woman turned toward the other wall knowing precisely what she would see, which was Rick raising a shaking hand to press the icon next to the scrolling display of ships queued for Avantor Spaceport.

“Rick, excuse me just for a moment, please. I will leave you to take a few minutes to familiarize yourself with the office. If there is anything that you need to make our efforts more efficient or effective, please let me know. I will be back shortly.”

Quickly moving back to her office and closing the door, Lynette sat down in the supportive yet soft chair that had replaced the somewhat rickety piece of furniture that had existed there just a few hours before. Pulling out her comm-unit, the young woman pinged Ruth, waiting impatiently until the woman answered.

“Ruth, thank you so much! I do not know how you did it, but the office decorated like this and all the things that you have added makes it look so professional. The whole place looks like a high-scale, professional location, and that will keep me from being at a disadvantage when all of the Guild Office people show up here. Thank you again!”

The Mage’s voice was a little strange sounding as she answered, “Lynette, you know you are always welcome. Remember, you are not in their hierarchy, and you do not have to kowtow to them.”

“I will remember, Ruth. But this was a gift without measure. Thank you so much!” Suddenly remembering what the schedule was, Lynette was hit by a wave of embarrassment and burst out, saying, “Oh, crap! I forgot you needed time to meditate. I will let you go now!” With that, the young Auditor immediately closed the comm channel.

Feeling relaxed for the first time in days, Lynette leaned back in her chair and whispered a litany of thanks and relief into the air.

On the other end of the now-closed comm channel, Ruth stared in thoughtful silence at the now dark screen. Midway through her meditation, the Mage was riding the current of empowered intuition. Launching from that mental state, the woman called out on the thought band she used when communicating with Jack and Bill, the Tegrals.

<< I would like to know which of you is handling the Spaceport Auditor Guild Branch office functions? It would be helpful if we could talk. >>

The silence stretched out, and Ruth began to think that either she was wrong or that the Tegral in question was too frightened to answer. Finally, just when she was about to go back to her meditation, a shy, soft voice answered her, saying, << That would be me. >>

<< This is Ruth, the Archmage. Why did you decide to step in without talking to anyone? You certainly surprised Lynette. >>

<< It seemed that this was a practical way of interviewing for the job. I do not have any other qualifications, and so I thought you would not consider me. But I know I can do the job! I already really like Lynette. >>

<< You are obviously doing a good enough job that she is calling me to thank me for doing something I did not do. How about if we make it formal, and I hire you to be the virtual administrative assistant for the Avantor Spaceport Auditor Guild Branch? >>

<< I think I would like that, but please, I beg of you, Archmage, do not tell her what I am. >>

Ruth’s heart slammed with sympathetic pain at the broken sound of the Tegral’s voice. The Mage’s voice equally soft, she answered, << I can accept that for now. But, we will talk later about this because Lynette deserves to know who she has working for her. >>

<< Could we wait till after this big startup week completes? Maybe by then, I can show her how much I can do to help. >>

<< I will agree to no more than a two-week delay. However, I am sending you a contract, but I need to fill in the name. The Lord of Borachland, Lord Pawlik, will issue your citizenship papers as soon as I forward the signed work contract. >>

<< But what if I do not have a name? >>

<< Then you have the opportunity that very few beings ever have. You get to define the name by which everyone else will know you. This allows you to pick who you want to be, rather than who others want you to be. >>

There was a long quiet pause, and Ruth knew that the Tegral was thinking through what the Mage had just said. Waiting patiently, Ruth started to slip into the plane of clarity that she visited anytime she meditated.

As the Mage floated in peace, gathering power and a sense of purpose from the wellspring of energy around her, she heard the Tegral finally say, << My name is Bethany Rutovna. >>

Smiling, the Mage thought and return, << I would be honored to be seen as your mother. Please complete the documents and then introduce yourself as the remote assistant to Lynette. That way, she has an ally when the rest of the Auditors invade her space. >>

Slipping deeper into meditation, the Mage filled her visualization of what the casting would produce, unworried about the process, or the underlying pieces. Holding only the successful objectives in her mind, she strengthened the sensorium of its existence until she could see, smell, taste, and touch it.

A few minutes later, Lynette was startled by a ping on her comm-unit and also on the large screen in her office. Looking up, the young Auditor was surprised to see a woman about her own age smiling back at her.

The young brunette with deep green eyes said cheerfully, “I am sorry to bother you, Auditor Lynette, but the shuttle with your supplementary staff is about three minutes out. The Spaceport Control Center has directed it to land on the landing pad closest to your office. You have approximately twenty-two minutes before you are scheduled to attend the Archmage’s spellcasting. It is being held at landing slip number one.”

All that Lynette could think of to say was, “Thank you!”

“I hope all of the choices that I made for the office meet with your approval. If there is anything you would like changed, please let me know.”

Suddenly thrilled, Lynette burbled, “Everything is absolutely perfect. Thank you so much for your help. Between the status screens and everything being so professional and clean, this looks like a real working office. I would have been so mortified to have the fussy Auditors from the Arkken office come out and see what it looked like before. You really have saved me a lot of personal embarrassment.”

“I will try very hard to be the best assistant you have ever had. Anything I can do to help, you just have to let me know.”

Lynette laughed suddenly, saying, “It would be a lot easier if I knew your name?”

“I am so sorry, I guess I am just a bit overexcited. My name is Bethany, Bethany Rutovna. I am your administrative assistant.”

“That is wonderful! I do not know any other low-level Auditor that has their own assistant. It makes me feel very special!”

“The Archmage and I both think that your branch office will end up being the most influential on the planet, and perhaps notable on a galactic scale. You need and deserve an assistant, and that is what I am.”

Lynette just smiled so broadly that her cheeks hurt. The image of the woman on the screen smiled back at her before consulting a timer on the wall and saying hurriedly, “I will let Senior Auditor Rick know to meet you by the front door. All personnel at the Spaceport have been informed that they should stay inside one of the buildings since the existing structural configuration will not change. However, you and whomever you choose to invite are welcome to observe the Archmage and her Anchor during the spell work.”

Lynette jumped to her feet, calling out, “Thank you! This is going to be fun!”
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Chapter 26 – Making a Splash

The Archmage floated in the arms of her meditation, wrapped in energy and at peace with her plan. Completely relaxed, Ruth felt a feather-soft brush against her awareness that sang to her of rain and wind, smelling of ozone and ocean. Opening up all of her senses, the woman felt rich soil against her skin and hard rock under her feet. Ruth dropped her jaw, letting the air bring tastes of crisp peach-apples and bitter herbs filled her mouth.

It feels like Mother Nature is talking to me, but the song she is singing is not one I have heard before. Perhaps, that is because this is a different world. Not the planet of my birth, but the one to which Pawlik is anchored.

Again, the touch of that awareness swept over her body. Slightly more substantial this time, it swirled around the Mage’s visualization of her casting. Fluttering like a gentle breeze, Ruth could feel it sweeping through the nooks and crannies of her plan.

Like a spectral inspector, the rapt woman could sense the approval of the entity as it touched on different areas of her casting. Occasionally, the breeze would linger over a part of her plan. When that happened, the Mage would put more power into the visualization and show how that part of the interlocked system would work.

One of the most confusing for this curious being was the transfer gates that the Mage had planned for transporting people and goods among different locations. To provide clarity, Ruth finally showed a small walking avatar entering a terminal at the Spaceport and appearing instantaneously at the Castle.

There was a moment where the breeze stopped, almost as if it was shocked. Then a sudden explosion of joyful, sweet-smelling wind swirled around the Mage, and she found herself smiling in shared joy. For the first time, the entity added to Ruth’s plan, drawing lines of tethering and flashing gates of its own on her mental map.

In a comprehensive leap of intuition, Ruth incorporated the changes into her map, simplifying some of the more complicated pieces, and evolving her strategy to a mutually beneficial system. The Mage’s plan solidified, and the woman knew that she was ready to begin.

As she started to return to her body, Ruth felt as if a wave of energy more abundant than any she had felt before crashed into her and filled her reservoir to almost bursting. Like a large meal that was difficult to digest, the power stretched her capability. The pool of power sat just beyond her perception, waiting on her need.

Thank you. I will do my best to make both of our visions a reality.

Warm hands rested on her shoulders, as the Archmage opened her eyes and leaned into the embrace of her Anchor. Bending close to her ear, Pawlik asked gently, “Are you ready? It is time, my love. Everyone is off the streets and out of the underground. Borachville, the Castle, the ForceX Bar, and the Spaceport are all secure. We have our observers, and the fastest of our visitors have approached within visual range of the planet.”

Ruth smiled contentedly, a relaxed, joyful expression that hummed with power and purpose. From the corners of her eyes, the Mage could see a squad of Marines to her left, accompanied by Jenna, Cal, and Arani. She could almost feel the alert tenseness of the Marines as they guarded her and Pawlik in the exposed area of Landing Pad One. Cal’s eyes were dark with worry, but both Jenna and Arani had smiles of encouragement for Ruth.

I am blessed to have these people in my life, the Mage thought to herself. Glancing over to her right, Ruth had to stop herself from laughing out loud. Dane and a large group of Auditors were standing together in a protective clump. Lynette and Rick were standing to one side. Although the young Auditor was smiling, all of the rest of the Auditors had expressions that ranged from outright terror to confusion.

Eshik and Avantor were right again. With this many witnesses, both here on the ground and in space, this casting should provide a lesson to everyone on what an Unfettered Mage can truly do.

Taking a deep breath, the Archmage said to her Anchor, “It is time, and I am ready. Shall we begin?”

Adjusting his stand so one large hand was resting solidly on her right shoulder and the other hand cupped the lower part of her left rib cage, Pawlik answered, stating calmly, “Yes, let us make a splashy, razzle-dazzle show. Then we can party!”

Ruth let out a peal of delighted laughter, which startled everyone. The Mage then dropped immediately into a calm meditative state and took three deep breaths. Bringing both of her hands up in front of her chest, Ruth could feel fiery tongues of brilliant light welling up from her feet and outlining her body before they traveled down her arms until they exploded between her hands.

Building in front of the Archmage was a swirling ball of multicolored lights that swelled as Ruth released energy into it. Feeling no strain, the woman let the protective sphere extend until it expanded far beyond the Spaceport.

There was a tug deep in Ruth’s core that broke her free of her body, and her consciousness rose up into the air on a plume of sparkling lights. Her inner eyes watched as her soul flew up just far enough to see the land all the way from Arkken Port past the Avantor Spaceport and deep into the Hot Barrens. The scope of her vision let her see all of Borachland, including the Embassy they had claimed.

The Mage felt stable and secure, not needing to fight to hold a position. Glancing down, she could see the braided cables of affection and dedication that tied her to her Anchor with an unbreakable bond. Freed from worry, Ruth flung the ball of light in her hands up into the air, and it exploded into a vast dome of slashing, coruscating light that isolated the area of her casting from everything else.

Bringing back the visualization of her plan from the recesses of her mind, the Archmage stretched it out so that it covered the planetary surface, matching up to the landmarks that would remain stable. The woman checked to make sure that everything was correctly positioned once more as an errant part of her mind introduced a thought. I have always worked with the motto of measure twice, cut once! I definitely do not want to have to do this again.

Leashed energy trembled with the need to be used, and the Archmage obliged. Pointing her hands at the visualization, Ruth opened the gateways to her power and poured the energy she had gathered into changing the plan into reality.

The wellspring of her power, intent, and focus flooded into the plan. Ruth saw slashing bolts of light and power intermixed crash into her visualization. The Archmage was dimly aware that the ground under her physical feet shook and that the flashes of light that she saw in the astral plane were also happening in the physical world around where she stood.

Hammering beams of force moved walls and pulled buildings out of the rock of the planet. Ruth could feel the birth of her plan as if she were giving life to a child. Torn by the labor pains, she felt like a serpent on a hot plate, twisting and turning in agony but unwilling to give up.

Through all of the pain, her Anchor’s presence kept her grounded. Although agony flowed through her, it did not stay as Pawlik channeled it into the very ground under his feet. The comfort of their bond sustained the Mage as if her Mate were embracing her.

Ruth continued to focus as the transformation of the spaceport area completed. Her visualization reflected her progress as the partially transparent plan gave way to the sharpness of modified reality.

Moving on to the next stage, the alterations to the Embassy grounds were completed quickly. Small by comparison to the Spaceport changes, the effort still pulled from the Mage’s reservoir and sent sharp stabs of pain through her mind and body.

The second stage was quickly completed. The wave of force that was the Archmage’s casting moved over an area that covered both the Castle and Borachville. Once again, sheets of power rained down from the sky as structures were reconfigured and expanded. The massive alterations to this area pulled at Ruth, and for the first time, the agony became nearly overwhelming.

The Archmage could feel her Anchor struggling to support her and his concern for her well-being. Breathing deeply and drawing on her core, Ruth reached further inside of herself to pull the energy out. A sharp small voice echoed in her mind, and she recognized Eshik as he shouted, “Pool! Use the pool!”

How could I have forgotten that?! Reminded, the Archmage reached out a spectral hand and opened the floodgates of the energy that have been given to her earlier. Immediately, a cooling flood of vast power flowed into the Mage. Soothing her aching and bruised channels, everything that she had lost was made whole.

Reenergized, Ruth increased the force of her casting, quickly completing everything within the Castle and Borachville. Almost dancing with her renewed power, Ruth glided her awareness over the Hot Barrens, altering the landscape and building the few structures that she had added to the plan just a short time ago.

Sweeping her gaze around the superimposed visualization, the Archmage verified that everything she had planned was completed, except for the last two stages. Knowing that this would be painful did not deter the woman from throwing her arms wide and pointing down at the ground with her fingers spread.

Instantly, dark cables of force speared from the core of the world to the scattered gates that populated the now altered landscape. One by one, the chains were attached on both ends as ripping feelings of intense agony struck the Mage repeatedly.

Panting short breaths ripped through the Archmage’s throat as she rode the pain. Tears poured from her eyes, but she did not relent. Finally, Ruth’s consciousness slammed back into her body, shaking with the aftermath of her pain and dripping with sweat.

Straightening up, Ruth stretched her arms up to the stars and began her last stage of the casting. Taking several deep breaths and allowing the rest of the pool of energy to flood her core, the Archmage closed her fists and channeled her power and intent once more.

The Mage could feel the fire of the orbs that formed around her hands like a hot fire of determination and intent. Gathering the massive energy until her arms shook with the effort to contain it, Ruth flung the power up into the sky, shattering the shield of light that had covered Arkken as she had spell cast.

Blasting past the shell, the balls of fire became three as they absorbed the dome of light. Quickly racing through the atmosphere and into space, they continued to expand in size until they were the size of a large moonlet.

Traveling until they were halfway between high and low orbit, the orbs stabilized in position before they began to spin. Their shell of shimmering light grew brighter before the spheres also shattered, leaving behind them three immense satellite complexes. Immediately, power activated in the structures, revealing unfathomable shapes.

Knowing that this was the last step, Ruth braced herself for the pain and once again stabbed her hands toward the planet’s core. A dense group of the same dark cables of force that the Archmage had constructed before snapped into existence, stretching from the center of the planet to the orbiting bodies.

The Archmage gasped in agony, overwhelmed by the repeated blows of pain. Pulling as much of her hurt away as he could, Pawlik finally spoke, grinding out, “Ruth, that is enough. You need to stop!”

Shaking like a leaf and soaked with the sweat of her effort, the Archmage released her will and let her remaining energy flow back into her core. Half collapsing against her Anchor’s body, Ruth was only dimly aware of the protective movements of her bodyguard in the squad of Marines as they surrounded the exhausted Archmage and Anchor.
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Chapter 27 – Auditor Invasion

Lynette had been very nervous standing next to Senior Auditor Rick as she waited for the shuttle with the Auditor Guild group to arrive. The young woman kept reminding herself what Ruth told her about not being part of a standard Auditor Guild office hierarchy any longer. It did not seem to help.

The young woman’s whole career so far had been embedded in the structures and obligations that existed within that type of organization. It was new ground for her to navigate outside of painful but familiar landscape.

Rick seemed to be relaxed, in fact, Lynette could sense an air of amusement and anticipation about him. The man seemed to detect her nervousness, looking over at her and saying, “I would suggest relaxing if you could. You can at least take comfort in the fact that they are going to have far more difficulties than you will in adjusting to what has happened and what will shortly occur.”

Lynette managed to drag up a small smile for a brief moment until the sound of the shuttle increased the tension and nausea that urged her to run away or be sick. Watching as it landed, the young woman took a couple of deep breaths and fastened a welcoming smile on her face that she did not feel as the shuttle door opened.

The shuttle disgorged what seemed like a small army of Auditors. While Lynette and Rick both wore their Auditor flashes, the entire group from the Arkken office of the Auditor Guild was dressed in formal robes.

Why on Earth would they be wearing robes? This is not a party! They are supposed to be coming here to work. Lynette thought furiously as the Director, Dane, moved over to shake her hand. As the man began to greet her as if on formal display, she seized on the thought, Perhaps both Ruth and Rick are correct. Maybe the other Auditors are even more nervous and uncertain than I am.

Taking some comfort from that thought, the young Auditor once again began to pay attention to what was occurring. She caught the last part of Dane’s speech, hearing, “… pleased that we could come and assist you during this stressful time.”

Keeping the smile on her face, Lynette answered him calmly, “Thank you. Let us get those of you that are staying here to help out settled in working spaces before the Archmage begins her spellcasting. We should have about 19 minutes, so if you would come this way, we can begin your orientation.”

Lynette noticed that Rick was quietly talking to two older people, one male and one female. While they were both wearing robes, each of them had the gold armband that designated a retired Auditor. Those must be Lynna and Shad. One of them was the Director before Dane, and the other was a long time Senior Auditor. I liked both of them, and I hope they can help me out.

One of the Senior Auditors moved up beside Lynette to speak with her. Introducing herself as Shenna Racine, the woman said in a pleasant voice that Lynette immediately distrusted, “I understand that you have only had your office for less than a week.”

As soon as the woman started to speak, the young Auditor had to suppress a snarl. She had heard that exact tone in the past, usually right before a vicious comment hidden in a pleasant voice was slammed into her face. Tightening her hold on her temper, Lynette answered clearly, “Actually, I have had the office for just a few days. We are still getting set up, as I explained before.”

“Yes, that is what I remembered. I hope you are not going to get embarrassed by any disarray. We understand that your facilities will not be very polished yet. If needed, I can always organize some additional furniture or maybe even find some extra space for the required staff.”

Lynette saw that a very junior Auditor had joined Shenna and was staring at her with adoring eyes. Thinking to herself, I will have to remember not to trust him either, the young woman answered smoothly, “Thank you for the kind offer. However, I do not believe that will be necessary.”

Out of the corner of her eye, the young branch manager saw a brief expression of thwarted rage on Shenna’s face before the woman said sweetly, “I just wanted you to know that help is available when you need it.”

The short walk to Lynette’s office was over, and the young woman marched up to her door, hearing the surprised comments about the professional appearance of the AG branch facilities from the group behind her.

As she led the way into her facility, Lynette was surprised to hear a ping on her comm-unit. Looking down, the young woman saw a message from Bethany that said, “Personnel Analysis.” Grinning happily, she announced, “Welcome to the Avantor Auditor Guild Branch Office. Please pardon any disarray, since we have only been open for a few days. We have only a few moments before we are supposed to be standing as Auditor Witness for the Archmage’s efforts.”

Dane answered her somewhat distractedly as he looked around the immaculate waiting area and reception desk. “Thank you! I have to say I am quite impressed with how much you have done already, at least in the public areas.”

In the same super sweet tone that the woman had used before, Shenna said, “I suppose we could crowd people into this area if we need more space.”

Refusing to be intimidated, Lynette responded assertively, “As I told you just a few minutes ago, we are in no need of additional space. While your initial offer could be seen as courteous, this borders on rudeness.” With that, the young woman turned her back on the pushy Senior Auditor and addressed her further comments at the Director.

“As I said on the phone, Director Clexand, I am very pleased that you could join us today. After the Archmage completes her work, I am hoping that we can sit down and come up with a plan of attack for the next few days. Senior Auditor Rick has been extremely helpful in going over some of the points with me, but additional input would be appreciated.”

The young man that was trailing Shenna like a besotted puppy spoke up in a whiny voice, saying, “I wish someone could explain to me why we have to get all dressed up and stand around while a supposed Mage does some hocus-pocus. Is not it more important that we get control of the possible revenue coming in from the ships?”

The large screen behind the reception desk flashed into the image of Bethany. The young woman was dressed in a perfectly fitting suit and impeccably groomed. However, instead of the friendly expression that Lynette had seen before, a look of aristocratic disgust was focused on the young man. In icy tones, Bethany said, “It is interesting, Director Clexand, that you brought such an ill-trained Auditor to this occasion. Apparently, he is ignorant of the fact that the Auditor Guild has already certified the Archmage’s credentials. Either that or he does not believe in the mission of the Auditor Guild.”

Senior Auditor Rick interjected, “Bethany, I am very sure that the Director will take care of this matter of discipline.”

Her voice warming and her expression easing as the avatar changed her focus to Rick, Bethany responded, “I hope so. Irrespective of that, the offer to attend this event is an honor, and Per Alessandro’s invitation has been rescinded. There will be a Marine escort at the door within the next two minutes. They will transport him back to the main Auditor Guild office immediately. If anyone else doubts or is uncomfortable, this would be a good time to also depart.”

Ignoring both Shenna’s angry face and the young man’s babbling protests, Bethany turned back to Lynette, saying, “Auditor Lynette, this is your eight-minute warning. You should be at Landing Pad One in ten minutes. If you and Director Clexand could please indicate who will be staying, we will have their offices ready for them before you return.”

Lynette laughed out loud, replying easily, “We will try, Bethany. Your efficiency is frightening, you know.”

Bethany smiled back at Lynette, saying, “You and Senior Auditor Rick keep telling me that we need to be more efficient, so that is what I am trying to do. Besides which, about 10 minutes ago, we were notified of another three inbound ships.”

Rick groaned, demanding, “How big and what configuration?”

The picture of Bethany was replaced by the inbound activity display. The status list scroll to the bottom, showing the three ships, that would be arriving at 2300 hrs.

“Lynette, that brings the total tonnage for our first day of operations at 24 million tons. Also, be aware that ship Teshio Maru has priority on landing and handling. One of the organizations that will be managing facilities for spacers on shore leave is on that ship, and the Archmage wishes them deployed quickly. If you have any questions, the Spaceport Director is at your disposal.”

A voice from the back of the crowd groaned, “Did she say 24 million tons?!”

Rick answered in a tight voice, obviously out of patience, “Yes. Did you think that we yelled for help for fun?” Immediately the man added, “Forget I asked that question. It is obvious that some of you still do not understand what is going on and have no desire to learn.”

Just then, two Marines walked into the waiting area, looking grim. One of them stated, “Per Alessandro, it is time to leave.”
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Chapter 28 – Witness

Shenna had been furious at the perceived slight, and Porter Alessandro had begged frantically to remain, but the Marines were inflexible. Senior Auditor Shenna had turned to Director Clexand, demanding, “You need to stop this obvious power-play. How dare anyone tell the Auditor Guild what we can do!”

Dane responded angrily, “We stress a professional manner is a requirement for an Auditor. Porter apparently forgot what that means. He is your mentee, have you taught him nothing?”

Before the angry woman could say anything else, the still protesting young man had been swept out of the room by the Marines. Almost spitting in her anger, Shenna turned to Lynette and snarled, “None of you have the right to order an Auditor to leave!”

Bethany’s cold voice interrupted, saying, “Technically, that is not correct.” The display changed to a highlighted section of the Auditor Guild rules. The Executive Assistant’s voice continued, “It is clearly stated here that an AG branch office is not under the control of the planetary AG organization. It further states in subsequent sections that an Auditor’s presence on private property is not a right. It only exists with the explicit permission of the property owner or their designated agent.”

Lynette looked directly at Dane, asking, “Director, may I speak with you for a moment, please?”

“Of course, Auditor Lynette. May I also please include Senior Auditor Rick and retired Director Shad?”

The young woman walked toward the back of the office, nodding in agreement. As the doors to the back offices opened, Dale and the other two Auditors quickly followed.

The young woman stopped next to one of the small tables in the center of the room, sitting down and pulling out her comm-unit. She asked, “Gentlemen, who are you recommending should stay to provide me assistance?”

Dane answered, “Before we saw more details of what was facing you, I was planning on leaving two or three people, in addition to Rick, who volunteered. Now that I see what you are facing, I believe this is just the tip of a mountain, and at this point, I am willing to leave everybody that came with me.”

Lynette asked, “Rick, what do you think?”

“I think we need most of the bodies that came with the Director. However, we either need to build in some radical efficiencies, or we are going to need more people soon. Especially when the Alliance and the surrounding galaxies realize who and what the Archmage is and what she can do.”

Shad interjected, saying, “I would agree, but I think some of her focus needs to be on splitting some of the activity that can be left with the branch and any that can be offloaded onto the general Guild offices.”

Rick said sadly, “At this point, the Archmage does not have a lot of faith or trust in blindly turning over any portion of her responsibilities to people that have been antagonistic or unprofessional. We will have to re-earn that trust carefully.”

Taking a deep breath, Lynette said, “to that point, I will not accept Senior Auditor Shenna having anything to do with this branch or the Archmage.” When Dane would have argued, the young Auditor pulled out her comm-unit and selected the personnel analysis that Bethany had provided. Quickly scrolling down to Shenna’s name, Lynette displayed the rising complaints and broken relationships that had occurred after Shenna had been promoted to Senior Auditor.

“Director, you know how intolerant the Archmage is for unprofessional behavior and rudeness. If Ruth would have been here when Shenna made the previous comments to me that did not get a reprimand out of any of you, the Archmage may very well have thrown the entire local office out of involvement with all of Borachland and her holdings. Obviously, we do not want that to happen.”

Shad had been looking over the report, and everyone could see the distress in his face. Looking up at Dane, the retired Director asked, “What has been going on? It is not like you to tolerate this sort of activity.”

Dane’s shoulders slumped, and he answered in a low tone, “Shenna’s politicking to replace me as Director has been gaining momentum because of the poor financial bottom line of our office. Frankly, she plays politics better than I do, and I have not known how to counter her.”

All of a sudden, Lynette’s laughter rang out, and the three men at the table stared up at her in shock. Choking slightly, the young woman asked, “I wonder how badly that will backfire when you get your portion of the fees on 24 million tons of cargo and hundreds of business certifications. Since that will change the game, maybe we should think about what game you want to play.”

The dawning smiles on all three of the men’s faces showed that the Archmage effect was spreading.

Bethany appeared on the screen on the wall looking down on the four people seated around the table. She smiled and said, “You should leave now to avoid being late. I take it that my office inventory and assignment is acceptable.”

Glancing quickly at the doors, Lynette concealed a gleeful smile to say sincerely, “I believe they are fine. If there is any change, we will let you know after witnessing the Archmage’s planned maintenance.”

Quickly getting up, Rick addressed the retired and current Directors, saying, “Let me show you your office. You may have some things that you want to leave there, and it will give you a better understanding of the work environment here.”

As the three men moved off into a quick exploration, Lynette murmured, “Bethany, you are a lifesaver! It would have gone much worse without you. Thank you!”

“You are very welcome, Lynette. I am also finding it somewhat amusing to watch Shenna attempt to cause trouble and get shut down. She even tried to break into the receptionist interface, claiming that she just needed to check an email.”

“Oh? I take it she did not get in…”

“She did not. That does not mean I did not learn anything.”

Lynette just shook her head, standing up as she saw the three Auditors returning. As she turned to lead the way back to the waiting room, the young woman noted the stunned expression on the older men’s faces. She exchanged an amused glance with Rick before they all rejoined the group in the front and proceeded out the door.

In just a few moments, the group had reached Landing Pad One. In the center of the marked area stood the Archmage and Anchor. Ruth was motionless, lost in her meditation, and held by Pawlik’s grip on her shoulder and side. The Lord of Borachland turned his head as the Auditors approached, keeping them silent by the intensity of his gaze.

To the left of the Archmage stood a group comprised of a squad of Marines in combat armor, heavily armed and alert. Three others stood with them, patiently waiting. Lynette heard Rick explaining to the group that the three people were the Director of the Spaceport, Ruth’s bodyguard, Jenna, and the Archmage’s Executive Assistant, Arani.

Lynette saw Lord Pawlik bend his head down and whisper into the Archmage’s ear before the woman burst out in a chiming laugh. Shenna’s derogatory comment in response was noticeable from its tone even though the young Auditor could not hear the words.

Before anyone could utter a reprimand, fiery flames of blue, gold, and brilliant pink erupted from the ground surrounding the Archmage’s body. Rising higher to totally engulf Ruth, the tongues of fire then traveled down to her hands, exploding into a growing swirling ball of multicolored lights.

Stunned into immobility, the Auditors watched fearfully as the sphere grew larger. Cringing as its surface intersected with their bodies, they waited for the flames to burn, but there was no pain at all. Instead, the sparkle of the coruscating colors filled every one of their forms with energy and calmness.

The orb of magic seemed to accelerate its growth as it increased in size until no one could see the exact edge of the sphere that enclosed them. There was a breathless pause as if the world waited for the next step.

Lynette found herself trembling, poised on the edge of a razor of belief. She could hear the gasping breath and the moderate prayers of the people behind her but took comfort from the substantial presence of Rick and the two retired Auditors standing to her side.

With a sudden, shocking flash of light, the spaceport around the landing pad was obscured. There was time for a single breath before slashing bolts of lightning and sheets of exploding color tore the world around the landing pad apart. Some of the Auditors fell to the ground, covering their heads and praying to various gods. Others stood stubbornly, squinting through narrowed eyes and observing what the Archmage was doing.

Lynette felt strangely calm, trusting in Ruth’s control and focus. She glanced to her left and saw Pawlik and Ruth still standing in the same position, blinding connections of light running from Pawlik’s hands into the body of his Mage.

Looking past the Mage and Anchor, Lynette saw that the group on the far left was glancing around the area, looks of wonder on their faces but no sign of worry. While the Marines seemed to be checking for dangers even now, the other three alternated between watching the light show occurring around them and checking on the well-being of the two involved in the spellcasting.

Suddenly, the ground under their feet began to rumble, a deep growl that turned into a roar of tortured earth. Almost thrown off of her feet, Lynette was saved by lightning-fast grabs from Dane and Rick. Before any of them could catch their breath, hammering beams of force slammed the ground, starting on the edge of the landing pad and moving outward from the Mage.

Tortured moans rose from the constricted throat of the Archmage. The agony of whatever she was doing brought tears to Lynette’s eyes and sympathetic pains into her chest.

Swinging her eyes over to the center of the landing pad, the young Auditor saw Pawlik bracing his big body as he tightened his hold on the Mage. Dark rods of vicious-looking power jammed up from the ground, striking the legs and sides of the Anchor. The tough man accepted the agony and continued to hold his Mage in a safe embrace.

The bolts of light around them slowed and disappeared, and the ground stilled. Lynette and a small number of Auditors looked around the landing pad, seeing a swirling gray cloud that seemed to carry the strained efforts of the Archmage in every molecule.

The quiet of the moment extended, and Lynette heard the rapid movement of feet as the Marines took protective cordon positions around the Archmage and her Anchor. Alert to any threats from the outside, the young Auditor noticed that several of the Marines kept checking the Auditor group.
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Chapter 29 – Altered World View

At first, the young woman was offended until she realized that the only person they considered dangerous was Senior Auditor Shenna. Since the woman in question was lying sobbing on the ground, Lynette allowed herself the luxury of a self-satisfied smile.

Rumbling in the distance, the Auditors glanced around wildly, trying to determine from where the threats might originate. Lynette took her cue from the Marines, maintaining a relaxed posture and an expression of mild interest. When Rick leaned over and asked her, “Do you know what is happening?” the young woman saw both the Director and the other Auditors still standing bend toward her to hear the answer.

Confidently, Lynette answered, “The Archmage had planned changes all over the planet. I believe she has completed the alterations here and is now focused on the other areas that require modification.”

In a stunned voice, Dane Clexand, the Director of the Arkken Auditor Guild, begged, “Do you mean that she is changing other areas on the planet from here?”

On the other side of the field, Cal Cavanaugh, the Director of the Avantor Spaceport, snarled at Dane, saying, “For God’s sake, Dane! The Auditor Guild certified my mother’s right to the Archmage title. She killed billions of a predatory race from the slaughterhouse floor of a spaceship! Why do you sound so surprised that she could affect something only 12,000 miles away?”

Abashed, Dane had no rejoinder, staring desperately at Rick and Lynette. Once more, Rick stepped in, saying, “Cal, chill out. You were there when Ruth worked her magic. You were there when she transformed. It is challenging for someone else to comprehend the scope of her magic. What she does is so far beyond the capabilities of a Fettered Mage that everyone is having problems wrapping their minds around it.”

Cal was not backing off. Instead, he asked irritably, “Then why can you not accept what she is doing? Even Lynette is not freaked out. And the two other Auditors that have the weird stripe around their arm standing with you seem to be doing just fine.”

Lynette interjected, saying, “Cal, back off. I know that you are worried about the energy that this is taking from your mom. Do not take that worry out on somebody else!”

Abashed, Cal closed his eyes and took a deep breath, saying, “You are right, Lynette. Sorry, Dane. These large-scale castings take a lot out of Mom. I just worry about her when she does this.”

Jenna added at that point, “According to my incoming reports, all of the significant changes to the configuration of the Embassy, Borachville, and the Borachland Castle are complete. We are about to enter into a stage of the casting that will put a lot of strain on the Archmage.”

Right on the heels of the bodyguards, Lynette’s eyes were drawn to the Archmage as she let out a scream of determination and pain before she threw her arms wide and pointed down at the earth with her fingers spread. Spheres of dark and glowing light raised from her fingertips into the ground. Everyone could feel the tortured wrench of the land under their feet as something previously unknown happened.

The Mage and Anchor reeled under an invisible series of blows, fighting to maintain their footing. Panting with effort, tears poured from the Archmage’s eyes, but she refused to retreat. Lines graven into his face, the Lord of Borachland seemed to set his roots deep into the soil, connecting to the base harmony of the world of his birth. Drawing his Mage closer to his chest, Pawlik curled his body around Ruth, protecting her as best he could.

The Archmage suddenly straightened up and stretched her arms upward. Energy seemed to gather around her arms and built to a blinding glow. Suddenly, the Mage exhaled explosively, and power rushed into her hands. Slowly, an orb began to grow between her separated hands.

Lynette found herself panting, feeling as if she was approaching the end of her race. Glancing quickly around her, the young Auditor saw that the other witnesses to the Archmage‘s casting were likewise gasping with the effort of following where Ruth led. Even those grinding their body into the surface of the landing pad seem to be picking up the labored breathing of those around them.

The Archmage held her position until her arms began to shake. Finally, Ruth flung her arms toward the stars, and the giant ball of light flew up, separating into three as it smashed into the coruscating dome of light that had protected and concealed the area of Ruth’s casting.

Rising like a rocket into the sky, the stunned observers watched as the balls of light flew up until they had created three new small moons over the world of Arkken. The shell of light intensified before it shattered, leaving only the distant suggestion of light that seemed to suggest artificial environments rather than new reflective planetary bodies.

A growling moan of pain came from the Archmage. Lynette switched her gaze just in time to see Ruth stab her fingers blindly toward the ground and then toward the new moonlets in the sky. Once again, the Archmage reeled from invisible blows, sobbing from the pain.

All of them heard Lord Pawlik demand, “Ruth, that is enough. You need to stop!”

The Archmage was shaking like a leaf and dripped with sweat. Ruth collapsed against Pawlik, and he clutched her desperately to him. The Marines tightened around the Mage and Anchor, while Jenna darted in to support them, holstering her weapon and grabbing the intertwined people in both her arms.

Cal barked orders into his comm-unit, and a few seconds later, a motorized cart came racing up to carry the Archmage and her Anchor away. Arani and Jenna jumped on the back of the carriage as the Marines accompanied them in a protective arc.

As the Archmage and her party disappeared, a second cart drove up. Jogging over to address Lynette, Cal focused on the young Auditor with an occasional sideways glance at Rick as he said, “Lynette, after you get started out with the incoming ships, let me know your availability. We should make sure that the spaceport processes are going to fit smoothly with yours. You also need to expand your presence to cover substantial activity within the new orbiting trade center that Mom created. There will be less demanding activity on the shipbuilding platform and the null gravity manufacturing center. Still, we will need to be clear on the specific checkpoints and fees that are associated with the procedures and processes there.”

Lynette found her voice, saying, “I will get back to you as soon as possible, Cal. I hope that the Archmage is all right. She looked pretty shattered when they left.”

The man smiled, saying, “She has looked much worse. This is actually an easier casting than many that she has done. Pawlik makes sure that she gets enough rest after any great work, but I cannot help worrying.”

Shad surprised Lynette by interjecting, “That is very understandable. Not only is she your mother, but she is unique. Please let us know if there is anything we can do to help.”

Cal seemed to look at the retired Auditor for the first time. Carefully searching the man’s face, Cal surprised everyone with a relaxed and open smile, saying in a much friendlier voice, “I am looking forward to getting to know you better, Retired Director Shad. I hope you will join us at the diplomatic party in three days.”

His eyes widened in surprise, Shad immediately responded, “I would be honored!”

Nodding to Rick, Cal swung his body onto the waiting cart and raced off toward the main control center of the spaceport. Bemused, the group of Auditors watched in silence until he was out of sight.

Typically, Shenna was one of the first to find her voice, hysterically stating, “I cannot believe she put us in that much danger! We could have all been killed!”

Dane turned his disbelieving eyes toward the distraught woman before asking Lynette, “Can you ask the shuttle to pick up Senior Auditor Shenna and return her to the main AG office as soon as possible?”

Leaning over her comm-unit, Lynette murmured, “Bethany?”

Immediately, Bethany’s voice responded, saying, “ETA on the Marine shuttle is less than thirty seconds. It will be landing in Landing Pad One, and you can push the hysterical bitch on board and get back here. You really need to see the presents that the Archmage gave us.”

Senior Auditor Shenna was still in screaming hysterics when the Marine shuttle landed. The two Directors took her by her elbows and marched her toward the shuttle. They got to the base of the ramp before the unhinged woman realized what was happening. Screaming, she yelled, “You are not shoving me off into the corner! I demand to be involved in this effort!”

Ignoring her, Dane looked helplessly at the combat-armored Marine standing on the ramp and mouth the word “help!” Smiling grimly, the Marine scooped Shenna up with one arm and carried her kicking and screaming onto the shuttle.

Shocked beyond their ability to react, the Auditors watched as the shuttle rose from the ground and disappeared into the distance. Only after the craft moved out of sight did the Auditors stumble their way back to the AG branch office facility.

Exhausted and shocky, the twelve people moved through the waiting area and into the back part of the building. Dropping into the first available seat they found, they sat gasping and trying to regain their equilibrium.

A whirring sound announced the presence of an automated cart that moved from person to person, allowing them to take any food and drink that appealed to them. The room was silent as each of them dealt with the enormous change in their worldview that had just occurred.
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Chapter 30 – Shattered Conceptions

The bridge of the AMFS Nereid was humming with awareness and well-polished actions. Captain Ryndal Brigers sat in the command chair and contemplated the frantic changes in his life during the last two months.

When the Insectoids had ceased to be, the naval executive officer turned slave had almost become resigned to his imminent death. He and twenty-six of the crew of his former ship were all that had remained after a year of slavery and slow predation. The race of slavers was too powerful and too experienced to allow escape rebellion. They had learned that the hard way. Their attempts at resistance had only resulted in the sacrifice of more than 400 of the crew, including the Captain.

Ryndal could still remember the shock and crackling disbelief that he had felt when the Insectoid that had grabbed him by the shoulder had let out a tortured moan and crumbled into dust in front of him. Standing there with the blood from the claw puncture dribbling down his chest, the shaking man had stared at the pile of ash at his feet before looking up at the rest of his crew.

One of them had kneeled on the deck and sifted his hands through the ash, an unbelieving expression on his face. Then he had found the handle of the weapon buried inside the ash and had jumped triumphantly to his feet and screamed a sound of triumphant fury.

Armed with just a single set of weapons, the twenty-seven of them had boiled out of the room, determined to take advantage of whatever had just happened. Charging through the ship, Ryndal and his crew found pile after pile of the same gray ash. The powdered remains were mounded over weapons, also concealing the badges of rank and personal items that the slavers had worn at the time of their destruction.

Searching slowly, and then frantically, he and his men had managed to free all of the confined groups of slaves. In that process, a few people who have been forced to work for the Insectoids were also found, traumatized and hiding.

Unsure of where the ship was heading with no one at the helm, one group had broken off to try to gain access to the bridge while others headed to secure engineering. While Ryndal and the few remaining bridge officers struggled to gain the bridge, their one sick bay attendant had tried to manage the remainder of the frightened and disoriented slaves.

None of them had any idea how long they worked, desperate to regain control of their own fate before a flash of strange light seemed to surround the ship, and they were abruptly someplace else. It had been one of the most disorienting experiences of Ryndal’s life, but it was ultimately the most rewarding.

The Mage’s teams had come to the ship and help to secure functionality. Upon finding that Ryndal and his crew were experienced naval personnel, the commanding officer, Lord Pawlik of Borachland, had given command of the Nereid to Ryndal. In gratitude for his life and sanity, Ryndal had given his loyalty and devotion to the Mage that had rescued him and the nobleman that thought him worthy.

Now commissioned as the AMFS Nereid and a citizen of Borachland, Ryndal had supplemented his trusted crew with others from the many slave ships that had been taken as spoils of war by the Unfettered Mage, Ruth Cavanaugh Dracona. Determined to prove worthy of the trust that he had been granted, Ryndal had driven his crew through drill after drill to become the most polished and capable in their growing fleet.

Ryndal knew that he was not yet suited for high command within their growing Navy, but he hoped that whoever came in would be someone from whom he could learn, a mentor. The man knew he was not the only one who hoped and prayed for that, because Ryndal was quite well aware that others shared the nightmares that broke his slumber up with icy fear at the remembered sound of chitinous claws.

Now he and the seven other spaceships in their small flotilla were orbiting above the planet Arkken, as several waves of supposedly friendly trading vessels and diplomatic courier ships headed toward the brand new Avantor Spaceport. The experienced officer knew how important it was to appear in control and knowledgeable. This was especially true with the number of strangers that were coming in. During an all-hands meeting, he had made sure that his crew understood that also.

Lord Pawlik had given the commanding officers of the flotilla a warning about a spellcasting that the Mage would be doing. When Captain Sandra Dinova, the commanding officer of the AMFS Kolga, had inquired as to more details, Lord Pawlik had laughed and responded, “With the Lady Mage, you actually never know precisely what will happen. It appears that Unfettered Mages are somewhat flexible and creative in their spells where a Fettered Mage is more defined and predictable. All I can tell you at this point is that when the spellcasting starts, you will have no doubt that it is occurring.”

The tall female captain with the scarred face had looked unhappy at that answer but had asked one more question, “Can you give us some feeling for how long the magical working will take? Even if it is just a matter of scale, like five minutes versus five hours.”

“The Archmage will have built her visualization before actually starting the spell, so it should be quick. My best estimate would be that it will take between fifteen and thirty minutes. During that time, it is highly likely that Avantor Spaceport Control will be off-line. If any communications arrive during that period that would normally be handled by the Spaceport, I expect the Nereid crew to handle it. That effectively puts Captain Brigers in temporary command.”

As the meeting had broken up, Sandra had commented to Ryndal, “With that short of a period, I cannot see how the changes will be too massive. Perhaps it to be decorative rather than functional, but whatever they are, I am confident that they will be manageable.”

Ryndal had responded, “I wish I were as comfortable with that assumption as you are. Considering who we are talking about, I believe that if that woman wanted to change the basis of our reality, she would need no more than that amount of time.”

Now, it was showtime. Avantor Spaceport Control had just notified the Nereid that they were turning over all their regular communications to the ship until the Mage completed her “planned maintenance.” Ryndal was pleased to see that his communications officer had professionally accepted that shift responsibility and had appropriately notified him and the XO.

Geo-synced to the Spaceport, the Nereid’s viewport was set to the area around the Spaceport and extended over 200 miles in all directions. The landscape looked peaceful, exactly has it had been for the entire time that the Nereid had been in Arkken orbit.

Suddenly, the communications officer bounced a notification to her Captain, marking it urgent. Ryndal noted that it was a communications request from one of the approaching ships, the Morsecook, a medium-size freighter. Nodding his permission, Ryndal listened in as the extremely competent head of communications answered the call.

“AMFS Nereid, Communications Officer Hobart here. To whom am I speaking, and how may we help you?”

“This is the Morsecook requesting additional information.”

“What is your request?”

“We have not yet received a landing slip assignment. Since we are scheduled to arrive earlier than the others in our group, we would like our assignment now so that we can take the least time course to land.”

Just then, a blindingly bright ball of light bloomed over the spaceport and began to grow. Swirling with flashing and intertwining colors, the dome soon covered most of the planet that was within the Nereid viewport. As the bridge crew stood frozen in amazed shock, Ryndal clearly heard the bridge of the Morsecook, as the merchant's team freaked out.

“What in the bloody stars was that?”

Trying to control a totally inappropriate bubble of laughter, Ryndal overrode the control to the comm channel, announcing, “This is Captain Ryndal Brigers of the AMFS Nereid. If you have been watching the planet, you will have seen a magical shield being raised and covering a considerable portion of the area around the Avantor Spaceport. Be assured that this is an expected development since the Archmage had scheduled some planned maintenance for this point in time. In less than 30 minutes, the protective dome will be released, and the modifications that the Archmage had chosen to do will be complete. At such time, Avantor Spaceport Control will be back online, and you may redirect your communications to them.”

Relinquishing control of the channel back to his communications officer, Ryndal was pleased to hear the man smoothly pick up the exchange to further add, “If in the intervening time you have an urgent request, please feel free again to contact the AMFS Nereid. AMFS Nereid comm out.”

Instantly directing the viewport to show on screens all over the ship, Ryndal remarked to his XO, McKinley Simril, “I think it is a good idea that everyone understands exactly what power our liege Lady has. Those that were not on the Insectoid ships with us might not understand it at a visceral level what the slave ship survivors all know.” A man of few words, McKinley just nodded in agreement.

When Ryndal looked down onto his master terminal, he saw that the other seven captains had been inundating him with short text comments. Smiling to himself, the commanding officer of the Nereid realize that he could empathize with their confusion and astonishment, but that their awe at a bright light needed to be put into perspective.

Sending back on a broadcast to all captains and executive officers of his little fleet, Ryndal texted, [[Be impressed with the light because it is amazing. However, none of you seem to understand exactly how powerful our liege is. Save your wonder and pride in her accomplishments until you see the results of her spellcasting.]]

He then added, [[Lord Pawlik warned us that we needed to be ready to pivot in response to the final form of what she is creating. Make sure that your crew is on alert because the only thing I am entirely positive about is that there will be some response required from us. So let us get ready to move, people!]]

Everywhere on all seven of the ships, officers and crew members were intent on the changes shown in the viewport. Murmurs and exclamations rose and fell as the colors of the dome softened, and bolts of dark light hammered into the ground, and sheets of fiery flame splashed everywhere.

Amused, the Captain noticed that someone had put a timer on the bottom corner of the viewport, tracking how long the spell had been in existence. Ryndal watched the evolving colors and the swirling upheaval in the protective orbit, noticing that the turmoil was moving from place to place within the massive dome.

In the background of bridge noises, Ryndal was aware that his comm officer was handling a steady stream of curious or hysterical inquiries from the incoming ships. Repetitively, the calm man kept repeating that the light effect was expected and that it would be soon over. When asked what exactly was being done, the man repeated that all they had to do was wait a short while and could then see what alterations had been made.
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Chapter 31 – Onslaught

The timer on the viewport screen changed to mark fifteen minutes, and the magical dome suddenly shattered into a confetti of glowing pieces, as three orbs blasted out into space. Swelling in size as they got further from the planet surface, the spheres moved so rapidly that none of the ship’s crews had time to react.

Immediately, Ryndal blasted a message to all AMFS vessels. “Hold station! Do not, I repeat, do not change your location relative to the planet!”

Watching the orbs continued to grow in size and rush toward their ships was nerve-racking, but Ryndal was proud that all of his captains obeyed. He was aware of the chatter in the background, but his focus remained on the viewport until a swirl of color signaled a change on his own deck.

The Captain felt his vessel jerk slightly, and the dimensions of his bridge appeared to alter. Springing into existence in a space that he would have sworn was not there just an instant ago was a situation plot, unlike anything he had ever seen. So lifelike that he felt like he could reach out and touch the objects that floated within it, the display looked like a miniature of the reality around his vessel.

Rushing out of his command chair, he and his executive officer almost collided by the side of the new table. A rapid, comprehensive glance showed him that there were many controls on the angled borders of the table, but his main focus was the overall display. He and McKinley moved counterclockwise around the three-dimensional representation noting the relative positions of their ships and the three orbs.

Opening a comm channel to his fleet, Ryndal fired off a series of orders, “Seamaid, increase your interval from the Monte Coroa. Patry, maintain your position. I would suggest you alert your Marines for boarding action.”

Taking a deep breath, Ryndal continued a bit more calmly, “Captains Leray, Dinova, and Ratina, maintain surveillance on the inbound ships. Notify me immediately if any of them bring their weapons online.”

Frightened and hysterical questions ceased as the AMFS captains moved to execute their orders. Ryndal watched as the orbs continued to increase in size. Staring intently at the situation display, he saw the exact moment when the shielding orb of light disappeared, leaving massive platforms in their wake.

McKinley swore, “Holy shit! That is a freaking shipbuilding complex! How the hell can anybody create that from a glowing ball of light?!”

Someone else on the bridge exclaimed in wonder, “All three are huge! I think one of the others is designed for orbital manufacturing. I recognize the smelters on the one side.”

Ryndal agreed, saying, “Yes, and from the configuration of the third platform, it appears to be designed for a trade hub. I am going to designate reference names for each of them. When they are formally christened, we will have real names, but for right now, let us use PTRADE for the platform closest to the AMFS Monte Coroa.”

With a sense of wonder, the bridge personnel saw the situation display a label change to the nickname just assigned to it by Ryndal. Continuing on, he also announced, “The other platforms are both in a higher orbit position. The one that appears to be designed for manufacturing we will call PMAKE. It is in a higher orbit, along with the third platform, which we will refer to as PSHIP.”

Without asking for approval, the Nereid communications officer opened a general pickup into an all-ships’ comm channel. The bridge came alive with the sound of seven other bridges. Ryndal could hear whimpering and prayers from some people, but they were the minority. Pride rose in his chest as he realized that most of his fellow captains and their crews understood enough to be looking critically and analytically at the situation.

They were not frozen with disbelief, nor were they stunned and shocked into immobility. Instead, the AMFS crews were responding like a force that deserved to be employed by the Archmage.

Once more, there was a trembling in the very fabric of space around them, and dark bolts of light shot up from the planet and speared into the three orbiting platforms. There was a moment that felt like the universe paused, and then all three of the satellites came alive with lights.

“Dear father of all gods, our Lady even created the power systems!”

Ryndal did not know if the comment was from his own bridge or someone else’s, but he had no time to waste. Rapping out another series of orders, the fleet commander snapped, “Captain Mire, the platform closest to you is designated as a trading hub, reference name PTRADE. You have the largest Marine contingent and are best suited to establish and maintain control until Lord Pawlik or the Archmage change these orders.”

Waiting for acknowledgment from Patry, Ryndal heard the somewhat rattled response of, “Yes, Sir!” before he continued, “ Immediately approach the platform and send your Marines over to determine how to dock the AMFS Monte Coroa to that station. Notify me when you have successfully done that.”

Immediately going on to the next assignment, Ryndal ordered, “Captain Tonand, the platform that the Archmage has so thoughtfully placed closest to your vessel is an extremely comprehensive shipbuilding and repair facility. Immediately move your vessel into a docking position with that facility, now known as PSHIP.”

José Tonand quickly answered, “On it! Is there something specific I am looking for?”

“This is the largest of the complexes, and your mixed contingent of Marines and engineers are ideally suited to establishing control and conducting an investigation into the facility. Since this type of facility requires many tugboats to be efficient, I would find it unlikely that the Archmage has failed to include that sort of toy for your amusement. So have fun exploring, but keep me informed.”

“Dispatching the first shuttle now!”

Taking another deep breath, the Captain and Executive Officer of the Nereid exchanged glances before Ryndal continued barking orders. He stated assertively, “Sara, take the AMFS Cornelis Lensen and dock with the third platform. It appears to be designed as an orbital manufacturing complex, and I believe you have the best mixture of skills to investigate that platform. Let us know as soon as you are in the control room of PMAKE.”

Humorously, the Captain of the AMFS Kolga replied, “You realize that you have just condemned me to referee as normally nonaggressive nerds fight a bloodied battle to get on my first shuttles?”

Ryndal surprised himself with a full belly laugh, picturing a battle that involved scrawny engineers beating each other over the heads with calculators and calipers. He managed to choke out, “Sorry about that, I think. On the other hand, it is probably some of those people's dreams to be offered this type of possibility.”

Sara’s voice was soft as she replied, “I know, and some of them need a new dream to replace the ones that have been lost.”

Realizing that he should have made a general announcement, Ryndal quickly set his broadcast to general and omnidirectional before he began to speak. “This is Captain Ryndal Brigers of the AMFS Nereid. The planned maintenance of the Archmage Ruth Cavanaugh Dracona has been completed. Avantor Spaceport Control will be online within the next 10 minutes, and you should be able to resume routine communications with them. Be warned that the shipbuilding and orbital manufacturing facilities will remain off-limits, although the PTRADE hub is expected to be in operations within the next thirty days.”

Taking a deep breath and trying to relax, Ryndal turned his gaze to the situation display and saw something that made him reopen a general broadcast channel. In a hard voice, he said, “Merchant ship, Morning Thunder, be advised that if you do not immediately power down your vessel’s weapon systems that the AMF ships and platforms will fire on and destroy you. We do not allow active weapon systems within our sphere of influence. All trade is protected here by the word of the Archmage and the might of the AMF.”

There was no reply from the Morning Thunder, but it was evident from the situation display that their weapons were immediately placed on standby. McKinley turned to Ryndal and said, “Damn! This blasted thing is awesome!”

“I agree, and we had better explore its capabilities as soon as possible. All of these controls are a mystery to me, and I am too focused on the current situation to do much exploration.”

“How about if you let our strategic officers and me do that exploration for you, Captain. Once we have determined some information, we can go over it with everyone in our fleet.”

“That sounds like a perfect solution, McKinley.”

Just then, Lawrence Dowie, the Nereid communications officer, turned to his Captain with a smirk on his face and suggested, “Captain, I think perhaps you should take this request.”

When Ryndal nodded his agreement, his implant came alive with the sound of a sibilant voice asking, “Please allow us to speak to your Captain.”

Taking over, Ryndal answered, “This is Captain Ryndal Brigers of the AMFS Nereid. Whom am I speaking to, please?”

“This is the merchant ship, Patara, requesting some information.”

“What is it that you wish to know?”

The voice of an older man came on, and Ryndal could hear the uncertainty and borderline fear in his voice as he asked, “Did you just remove stealth from your platforms?”

Grinning so hard he thought his face was going to cramp, Ryndal answered, “no. The Archmage had planned on creating the platform facilities that we needed to establish a strong presence on Arkken. She chose to create these three as a first step, but I am sure she will create others as she sees fit.”

There was a long pause before the man’s voice came back, urgently requesting, “That is very interesting. Although we are a trading vessel, we have those beings aboard that would be interested in investigating a possible alliance with the Archmage. Who would be appropriate to contact for that type of interaction?”

“I will send you the person who is the current contact for the Office of the Archmage. I would encourage you to make that contact as soon as possible since there will be some form of diplomatic event in the next few days, and if you wish to have a conversation with our Liege Lady Ruth, you have the best chance of achieving that during the scheduled event.”

A strident tone sounded over the general alert calm channel, and the voice of Avantor Spaceport Communications announced, “All planned maintenance has been completed. Avantor Spaceport Communications has resumed control and should be contacted for all information requests.”

Ryndal turned to Lawrence and said, “Lawrence, please turn all routing back to the ASP communications group and send them a note saying how thankful we are that we do not have to do their job all the time!”

When the ASC immediately responded, Ryndal saw that the communications officer had closed down the ship-handling queue to the Nereid. Turning to look at his Captain, Lawrence said, “Thank God! If I would have had to deal with one more hysterical merchanter, I might have just gone out and spaced myself!”

The bridge dissolved in a much-needed and reassuring wave of mirth, as Ryndal thought to himself, From slave or food to Captain of a ship in the fleet of the most amazing pair of people that I can think of. Even if I die tomorrow, this has been a hell of a ride.
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Chapter 32 – Open for Business

Cal stood within the safe zone bordering Landing Pad LPM0001. His stomach was a tense knot, and he felt like he was going to throw up. Deran Rahvu, his Grophian assistant, stood by his side. Deran’s 5-foot tall, massively built frame betrayed the heavy gravity conditions under which his race had evolved, but his nervous fidgeting provided a disturbing contrast.

Muttering a repeated litany of all the items that the Avantor Spaceport Control team had checked off their list in preparation for this critical milestone, the shorter man was visibly trembling. Cal thought to himself, It is bad enough that I have to deal with my own nervousness, but Deran is making me deal with his too!

Finally, when the tension had ratcheted up so high that Cal thought he was going to explode, the overwhelmed Director of the Avantor Spaceport burst into speech, “Deran, please calm down! If we forgot anything, we will just have to fix it. All you are doing is pushing yourself into making more mistakes.”

“I know, Cal, but I cannot seem to stop!”

Sighing deeply, Cal was about to say something more when the sound of a ship coming in for a landing roared overhead. Both men looked up and saw the fiery aperture on the bottom of the descending spaceship as it pivoted to point its base at the ground more than 1000 feet above the waiting men. An urgent scream made them spin around and alarm.

“Watch out! Get away from that. Do you not know you need to be standing at least 200 yards away from a landing ship?!” It was Lynette calling out as she raced ahead of Rick and Shad. The young woman had a panicked look on her face and was waving her arms, beckoning them to move away.

Cal turned to his assistant and calmly asked, “I think this means that she has never seen a landing onto one of our pads before. Am I right?”

A laconic response came back, “Yup.”

Just then, a thick shaft of light sprang up from the landing space and grew into a light column that enveloped the descending spacecraft. The sound of the spaceship’s engines ceased, and the fiery exhaust disappeared.

In the abrupt silence, Cal’s voice reached the three Auditors when he called at his usual volume, “Hi guys. We are glad that you could join us.”

The three Auditors had frozen in their tracks, and their heads were turned up to stare at the slowly descending spacecraft. Although Cal knew what they were seeing, he also turned to watch the illuminated cylinder of force that had stretched up to cradle the spaceship as it descended toward the ground. Moving rapidly but smoothly, the supportive column brought the ship gently into the landing berth.

Smiling in immense satisfaction, Cal observed the merchant ship Morsecook had come to rest in the exact center of the marked landing pad. Before more than a single breath could be drawn, the vessel became the center of a flurry of activity.

Springing up from the ground, an armored cable and matching armored hose quickly slid toward the ship as if they were alive. Moving without visible control or direction, the tentacles of the spaceport refueling mechanism was rapid. Connecting with an audible “snick” to the standard fueling and auxiliary ports on the spacecraft, Cal could tell by the rapid flexing of the hoses the fuel was being pumped immediately.

The small group of Auditors came up to stand next to Cal, and he turned to greet them more appropriately. He had a smiling expression on his face when he looked at them, but had problems holding the grin when he saw how shaken they were.

Rick was first to blurt out a question, his usual precisely controlled manner in shreds, “How could you do that? Landing a ship is very complicated, and you did not even flinch! Anywhere else, we would have been blown off the field and perhaps even killed. Here, you acted like it was nothing!”

Silent movements to their side made the Auditors quickly lunge closer to where Cal and his assistant stood. Cal said in a reassuring tone, “Do not be frightened, please. It is simply the two small transport vehicles that we allocate for every ship that lands.” The Auditors watched as the two driverless carts pulled up and stopped by the outside of the marked space,

Lynette was stunned into total silence, and Rick was scarcely better. When Cal looked to see how Shad was doing, he noticed that the older man was once again staring up into the sky. Murmuring in wonder, he said, “Now we have four ships coming down simultaneously. What happens if they are in the wrong spot?”

Both Cal and Deran laughed uproariously before the Spaceport’s Director said, “We made sure that if they started to come down in the wrong spot, they still ended up in the correct berthing space. I guess you will just have to wait to see the process when it happens.”

Lynette was whipping her head around so fast that Cal wondered if she was going to give herself whiplash. Each motion drew her attention, and so she kept visually skittering around the immense landing field, trying to make sense out of everything that was going on.

Refueling for the Morsecook was still going on as the two-foot-wide inlaid band of stone that encircled the landing berth began to display shimmer of lights at six evenly distributed points around the circumference.

The Auditors now were staring intently at the circle, wondering at the significance of the intensifying light. Without any further warning, identical three-story towers shot out of the ground in concert. Gasps of surprise greeted this new situation, and Shad burst out with a question, “What are they for?”

Cal just smiled, saying, “It will be clear shortly.”

Lynette shouted enthusiastically, “Look! Those four ships are down, and all of them are being refueled simultaneously. I do not understand how you are managing to do this. And look, those little carts are racing out to park by each landing berth. This is incredible!”

Pointing up at the sky, Deran chortled happily, saying, “All nine remaining ships are coming in together.”

The Auditors did not know where to look. There was so much going on, and they felt like they needed to see it all. Rick began to study the heavily armored towers. They had a fascinating architecture of stack bands of some sort of metal that included randomly lit rings. He opened his mouth to ask a question, but jumped back when a coruscating wall of light formed between each of the towers and its neighbors.

Partially transparent, the wall of light was clearly intended to be a barrier of protection and security. The Spaceport’s focus on safety was evident when each of the towers had slid open in unison. Stepping out from two of the towers on each circle, pairs of armored Marines deployed and took up a position of parade rest.

Looking around the field, the Auditors could see that the same procedure was happening around every single ship that had landed. When the first ship that had touched down had its refueling hoses retracted, leaving the landing pad deserted, Rick had tapped his electronic stopwatch, only to stare disbelieving at its small screen.

“Six and a half minutes,” the Senior Auditor said wonderingly. “It only took a few minutes to land, secure, refill, and refuel.”

The Auditors exchanged disbelieving stares before turning their attention to the next round of landing ships. A few moments later, Lynette said “Done” and began to check time intervals. Overlapped on the completion of the refueling process for the four ships, the other nine ships had already landed. Shad initiated the timer to track the last group.

Lynette had gone through her set of timings at least three times before she looked up at the other two Auditors and said in stunned shock, “The timing is identical.”

Watching the third interval checker, Shad asked Rick, “tell me when you see the last fueling hose disappear.” A short time later, Rick almost shouted the word, “Done!” Shad immediately tapped the timing control and stopped the monitor.

With a look of disbelief on his face, the retired Director of the Arkken Auditor Guild turned his screen around so everyone could see a recorded interval of six and a half minutes. Looking over at Cal, the older man demanded, “Have you tested this to find out where your threshold is? Or at least modeled it?”

Cal responded, “We do not have enough landing spots to stress our capability. Theoretically, we should be able to handle more than 100 simultaneous landings without degradation.”

Drawing in a shaky breath, Lynette said, “I suppose we had better get back to the office. Some of these people are going to want to talk to us immediately. I would like to at least sit down to catch my breath before I have to act as if all of this is perfectly normal.”

Rick and Shad laughed as they nodded their heads in agreement and took off at a fast walk toward the AG branch office. Cal called after them, saying, “I just remembered something I was supposed to tell you. Actually several things. First of all, Master Traders Perley, Quinn, and Wentworth will be moving all of their ships from Arkken Spaceport here in about an hour. I believe they need some transfer activity on the part of the Auditor Guild. Please expect to see them about 15 minutes after they get here.”

“They are the three largest traders who work out of Arkken Port. We had better get that paperwork done quickly, or it is going to get ugly,” said Shad worriedly.

The Auditors were almost to their office door when Lynette’s comm-unit pinged with a text message from Cal. [[Another thing I forgot to tell you is that Mom hired a few more people. I think two of them are related to Bethany, a sister, or maybe an uncle. They both are working out really well and adjusting in just a short time. Also, we should have a map of the new spaceport layout by tomorrow or the next day. I will make sure you get sent a copy. Stay sane!]]
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Chapter 33 – Recovering

Ruth felt shaky as she moved down the hall toward the room that had been the Lady of Borachland’s retreat for centuries. The room was beautifully decorated and had a sunny, bright atmosphere that she knew her friends would enjoy. I just wish I had more energy today, she thought to herself. I would love to go on the field trip with the children, but I know that yesterday took so much out of me that I do not dare go. Not only would it upset Pawlik and my ever-present security, but it would frighten the children if I collapsed.

The Mage knew that she had pushed herself the day before with all of the changes that had been put in place. However, she was far less strained than she had been earlier when casting large spells. At least this time, I am not lying in my bed like a jellyfish out of the water! Each of the last times I was unable to move pretty much any part of my body. I am going to choose to think this is progress because otherwise, I am just going to get depressed.

Trailed by an irritating number of security guards, Ruth walked quickly into her retreat and was greeted by affectionate calls of her name and swept into a flurry of sweetly scented hugs.

Getting settled down in comfortable chairs, Ruth caught up with her friends Baiba, Sabina, and Annele as they told her what they had come up with for the fancy diplomatic events that was scheduled to happen in a couple of days.

Her hands around a warm mug of tea, Ruth relaxed into the back of her chair. She listened in bemusement as the other three Duchesses explained the party theme and refreshment menus.

The Mage could tell by the smiling faces and happy comments how much fun they had planning the event. “I love how all three of you sparkle when you are telling me about what you have done. I cannot tell you in any way shape or form how grateful I am that you ladies took this on. There were so many of the things I had to do, that if it had been up to me, it would have been an open bar at the ForceX Bar and unlimited bar food.”

Shuddering delicately, Sabina tactfully said, “I do not think that would set the tone that you are going to want. We may have overspent whatever you had in mind for budget, but you did not give us one. Our main goals were threefold. First, to make sure that this party would make everybody else in our social circle insanely jealous. Second, give you a victory in the social combat scene. Finally, impress upon all of these strangers that they should not be messing around with our Unfettered Mage.”

Baiba added, less tactfully, “Yes! We wanted to stick it to those nasty cats, cut off some of the snarky comments that are floating around, and put you in an obvious power position when dealing with other planets and races.”

Margot moved closer to Ruth and murmured, “My Lady, the ship from the Kothari Boulder has landed in Avantor Spaceport and has had its cargo released. There is a special shipment tech to you, and Lord Pawlik decided to send you part of it immediately. Where would you like it staged?”

Answering her cohead of security in the same soft tone, Ruth said, “Put it someplace safe Margot. It is not a particularly dangerous shipment, but I do not want anybody else playing around with the prototypes until I get a chance to work out any bugs.”

Sabina asked, “Did Pawlik have to go back to the Spaceport again today? The two of you have been putting in a lot of hours over there. And frankly, my dear, you had better rest up because you would not want to go to your own party looking like you are ready to a fall asleep any second.”

Ruth laughed, admitting, “This last spellcasting took a lot out of me. I promised Pawlik I would take it easy for the next couple of days, and then after the party, I am supposed to laze around for another day or two.”

The next half hour was spent in cheerful conversation and discussion about what each woman was going to wear to the party. The Mage was thankful that she had already taken care of that with her trip to New Vesta. She had already received the garment that she was going to wear, although she had not tried it on. Things had simply been too busy.

Ruth had not been particularly worried about the nobility invited, so she left that part of the guest list entirely up to her helpers. Arani had kept the three women informed about the spaceship captains and crew, as well as important passengers, whether they had diplomatic status or not. Ruth had made a few other requests that invitations be sent, but for the most part, all she wanted to do was get it over with.

Just as her friends were getting up to leave, Ruth saw Margot walk back into the room, trying unsuccessfully to contain her laughter. As soon as the visitors had left the room, Ruth turned to her cohead of security and demanded, “What is so funny? I could use something that will get my mind off the fact that we are apparently holding a party for 400 people in a little more than two days!”

The bodyguard gave her a wide grin and said, “I think you are going to find this very amusing. When I went to put the package of the prototypes in your office, I almost dropped the blasted things because the room was packed with ghosts. They were all clustered around your big monitor and having a conversation with the new Castle Coordinator that you hired.”

“I bet that was pretty funny. Igor is an intriguing guy. There are so many things going on that the complications have reached a point that we really need the sort of Executive Assistant and coordination help that we put into place in the last day and a half.”

“Personally, Ruth, I am hoping that Arscan can handle all of the different communication systems that we are trying to put together. It just really frightens me that we might not be able to get the information or warnings to people because we have broken communication interfaces. He and I were talking for a bit, and agreed that we need to test our communications using the new segito before the diplomatic party.”

“I wish I could say that you guys are wrong, but I would be lying. So somehow, we just have to find enough hours in the day to get everything done.”

Ruth sat in the warm room, looking through the windows at the flowers in her garden. Thinking about nothing particular, the Mage let her mind float, slipping into the early stages of meditation. When the soft brush of a familiar essence touched hers, she offered up a sense of welcome, wrapping it in the warmth of gratitude. << Thank you, my friend, for the energy. It made an almost impossible task merely difficult. >>

The Mage got the perception that she had surprised the entity, but was not sure from where the feeling had sprung. Rather than dig any further, Ruth simply offered thanks before she slipped back into her body and opened her eyes.

Stretching her body out and reveling in the feeling of alignment returning to her frame, Ruth had decided to get up and find something useful to do when the door to her retreat was flung open and what appeared to be a gaggle of children came blasting through.

“Grandma, we were getting ready to go on the field trip! It is going to be so much fun! Techla and I each have our own books to mark down the plants we find. And there is a section where it is like a treasure hunt. For every item we find that is on the list, we get one more point. And the person with the most points gets to pick dessert for tomorrow.”

Ruth laughed at Troyer’s enthusiasm, feeling the little boy’s joy at the outing and the excitement that wrapped around him with the idea of learning something new. When her grandson went over to show Margot his small pamphlet, Ruth put her arm around Techla, who had been very quiet until now.

“What is wrong, honey? Do you not want to go on the field trip?”

Techla caught her grandmother in a desperate hug, her muscles shaking and traces of tears on her face. Suddenly concerned, Ruth murmured so only the little girl could hear, “If you do not want to go, you are welcome to stay here, and we can do something quiet.”

“It is not that, Grandma. It is just that yesterday I started to get really nervous and scared, and I cannot make it go away. It feels like something bad is going to happen like we are back on the slave ship.”
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Chapter 34 – Premonitions

Ruth had never understood the phrase about blood running cold until now. All of her foreboding about the field trip crystallized, and the Mage kissed her granddaughter’s face and asked, “Who else is going with you?”

Techla’s sad face broke into a joyous smile, and she said, “Brill and Alilin are coming. We are going to try to work together to find everything in the book. Ardera and Chaney are coming, but they have harder things to find because they are older. Troyer’s friends Eldon and Harlan are coming, and Darius and his father, Gavin, are going to be there too. And of course, Hunter will be there. He always goes with me!”

Running a gentle hand down the side of the little girl's face, Ruth said, “It sounds like it will be lots of fun.”

“It will, Grandma. I wish you could come, but Grandpa told me that you were not supposed to go. You are supposed to lie down and rest. Grandpa said you did a whole bunch of work yesterday, and it has made you very tired.”

Blast it, Pawlik! Now I cannot insert myself into the trip without showing the kids the same behavior that we warn them against!

Speaking out loud, Ruth said, “I will be with you in spirit. Your Grandpa was right, and I should go lie down for a while. Hopefully, by the time you come back, I will feel better, and you can tell me all about your trip.”

The children ran out, calling for their friends and chattering happily. Margot came up to Ruth and said, “I know you have been worrying, but we have checked the path five times. We even went out this morning to check it once again. There is nothing there to worry about, and they are going to have six guards with them plus Mary, Hunter, and Gavin Benner.”

Ruth sighed, saying, “Okay, what you are telling me is I am a worrywart. You may be right, but I just cannot shake this feeling.” The Mage felt mildly depressed and extremely low energy. With Pawlik taking care of a whole list of things at the Spaceport, Ruth could admit to herself that she really did need to go rest.

Allowing Margot to help her upstairs, Ruth managed to crawl into bed and fell immediately into an exhausted slumber. Her last thought before slipping into a naptime abyss was, I must really have drained myself if this is how bad I feel. I guess for once I have to stop short of collapse.

At first, the Mage's sleep was deep and refreshing. In her dream world, she rested beside a stream, holding a conversation of exploration and building a budding friendship with a babbling brook.

However, her dream took a detour. As her consciousness was pulled sideways, Ruth could see storm clouds ahead with flashes of vicious-looking purple lightning. Rather than avoiding the storm, Ruth found herself running directly into it, determined to see what was causing it and who it was endangering.

Lost in the action of the dreamworld, Ruth was abruptly ripped from that comfort by a scream of warning from Avantor. “Danger! An armored attack shuttle has just dropped commandos in the forest. Another has dropped more forces by the edge of the meadow.”

Desperately trying to claw her way out of her exhausted sleep, Ruth could feel the vibration of the Castle alerts as warnings to all inhabitants to take shelter was blared over the intercom. The Mage tried to regain her feet, only to collapse on the ground. Undeterred, she began to crawl toward the doorway, ignoring the coldness the floor and the blood trail that she was leaving, as the sharp stone floor met her soft flesh.

Suddenly, Avantor and Eshik brought her into their bond, allowing her to see what they did. The commandos had taken down four of the six guards before the Borachland forces knew that they were under attack. The fifth Guard was down, unconscious, and sluggishly bleeding out on the side of the path.

Mary had grabbed the three smallest children in her arms and had the three old enough to know how to ride perched on her bare back. Hunter was going to go with her as a defender but would return if possible. Neither Gavin nor the Guard would be able to keep up with Mary at full gallop.

Incapable of violence, Mary was doing what she could, trying to take the children to safety. Although she attempted to bring both Troyer and Techla, the children refused to go with her. Instead, they pushed the remaining small girl into their teacher’s arms, filling them to capacity. As Mary galloped away, Ruth saw her grandchildren moving to stand resolutely beside Gavin and the last Guard standing.

Screaming in impotent fury, Ruth tried once more to stand, but her body was too depleted, and her mind too disoriented. Unable to focus enough to throw a spell, the Mage felt Avantor and Eshik concealing both the fleeing children and the four people that remained in the central forest.

The Mage could feel the effort that her spectral tutors were using in an attempt to kill the twenty commando invaders, but the Unfettered Mage knew that they would be unsuccessful. Continuing to sob in a frustrated fury so great that she felt her heart would explode, Ruth felt her fingers break and bleed as she clawed her way closer to the door.

“Ruth, oh my God, please stop.” Margot’s strong arms wrapped around her Lady, and the Mage could feel the pull of many hands as she was lifted from the floor. Continuing to struggle, Ruth did not stop until her bodyguard’s screaming words started to make sense to the embattled woman.

“Pawlik is in an armed assault shuttle with a team of Marines and will be there in less than sixty seconds. Forces from the Castle will be there about the same time. The Nereid dropped an assault shuttle with a medical response team within forty-five seconds of the alert. They are making a powered dive and should be on the ground right behind Lord Pawlik.”

As Margot’s words penetrated, Ruth ceased to struggle. Instead, she focused her attention on seeing what was happening in the forest.

Mary had galloped as far as she could and then found a cave that allowed her to take the children far enough in that they might be masked from heat scans. The cold temperature in the caves was straining little bodies already in shock. Mary had ripped her own clothing to wrap around the children, tucking them against the heat of her massive lower body.

Hunter curled up on the other side, sandwiching the small ones between the teacher they loved and the Catog that they knew would defend them with his life.

Tears dripped down the face of the ex-slave as she crouched once again over children that she was trying to protect. Ruth could hear the woman’s voice as she reassured her charges that people were coming to help them.

Hunter purred a comforting croon in accompaniment, and Ruth saw some of the smaller children starting to doze. As the children fell asleep, Hunter looked at Mary, and she nodded. Rising to his feet, the Catog slipped out of the cave and took off for Techla and Troyer with all of his speed and stealth.

Ruth could almost feel the strength of Mary’s belief, and the Mage's heart felt like it was breaking between her sorrow for her friend and the desperate fear that her grandchildren would not survive.

At the thought of Techla and Troyer, Ruth's perspective shifted, and she saw that the young Guard had found a narrow break in a rockface. Tucking the children as far back in as they could manage, the man had told them how brave they were and how proud he was of them before going out to join Gavin.

While the Guard was getting the children situated, Gavin had dragged logs and brush to barricade the front of the rockface, providing a minimal cover. After a brief consultation, the young Guard had given Gavin one of his weapons, reserving the multifunction gun for himself.

Ruth’s heart was in her throat, and her chest was so tight she was having problems breathing. Dimly, the Mage heard Margot and Arani pleading with her to talk to them, relax, to do anything but watch the horrible scene unfolding.

The Mage could sense that Eshik and Avantor were drained. The specters were putting out a dangerous amount of energy just to keep her on their bond so that she could see the situation. Ruth began to babble a play-by-play of what she saw, and after a stunned pause, the Mage heard Margot relaying the information to Pawlik and the team.

Ruth felt more people crowd around her, as loved ones and friends of the Borachland party realized what was happening.

Helplessly, Ruth saw the commando teams moving through the woods. When they reached the point where Mary had galloped off in one direction, and Troyer and Techla went with the two adults in the other, the two commando teams split up.

Almost sobbing in her fear, Ruth babbled the information out and prayed with all of her might that someone else could save her loved ones. In answer to her prayer, the AMF assault shuttle screamed across the sky, forty feet above where Techla and Troyer were hidden, defended by men willing to die for the children.

Thinking to herself, They do not have enough time to land and get back there! Ruth almost jumped out of her skin when the shuttle door opened. Immediately, a man dropped, holding the very end of a rope. As the shuttle moved, Ruth saw that his feet were barely skimming the top of the canopy.

In her heart, Ruth knew that it was Pawlik, and she watched breathlessly as he let go of the rope and slammed into a tree. Poised there for a moment, the focused warrior hooked a peculiar looking tool into the tree trunk and scrambled to the ground. Immediately, he began moving quickly in the direction of his grandchildren.

Although he was carrying projectile and beam weapons, for some reason unfathomable to Ruth, Pawlik drew his sword. Moving like a ghost through the underbrush, the Mage’s Mate quickly caught up to the rearguard of the commandos and began to wreak havoc.

While Pawlik decimated the back of the commando squad, mowing down five of the commandos like the Grim Reaper, the van of the kidnappers reached the inadequate defenses of the remaining Guard and single father.

Gavin saw the enemy first, picking his targets carefully and making his shots count. He killed two with shots to the head and disabled one with a lucky round through the side of the commando’s neck.

Frightened but bravely pushing on, the less experienced Guard missed two shots but managed to wound another of their attackers in the leg. At that point, the defenders' luck ran out.

The remaining commando rushed the defenders’ position, attacking from Gavin’s side. Ruth thought the man might have recognized that Gavin was the better shooter, but ultimately it made no difference.

Attacking with a knife in one hand and a gun in the other, the commando made a vicious cut to Gavin’s arm and smashed the side of his head with the butt of his weapon. The man dropped as if poleaxed, and the lone enemy charged the young Guard. Futilely, the Outer Keep Guard tried to intersperse his own gun as a block to the commando’s knife.

Faster than Ruth’s eyes could track, the commando’s slash removed the young Guard’s head from his shoulders. The decapitated body fell, fountaining blood onto the forest soil.
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Chapter 35 – Judgment Delivered

Grinning in triumph, the commando spun in place to go after the children inside of the rock niche, only to have Hunter appear like the magical rabbit pulled out of a hat. The Catog slammed into the commando, smashing the overconfident enemy to the ground and ripping the gun out of his hand in passing.

Pulling another weapon from his belt, the commando emptied an entire clip into the Catog’s armor, sending sparks into the air and rocking the big animal backward. Refusing to go down, Hunter crouched, watching the commando with slitted eyes.

Laughing maniacally, the enemy soldier tracked Hunter’s eyes, attempting to get a kill shot to the skull. So focused was he on the defender in front of him, the commando lost his situational awareness. It was a mortal sin on the battlefield.

Rising up like the wrath of a particularly cranky God, Pawlik delivered a forceful two-handed blow from the back that cut the man in two. Hunter and the Lord of Borachland stared at each other for a split second before the Catog spun in place and charged through the crack in the rock.

Ruth looked through streaming tears as Pawlik scraped his way into the niche calling out for the children. Hunter was sniffing first one child than the other, but Pawlik’s voice drew the frightened children’s attention like moths to a light.

Techla was the first one to realize that it was indeed her grandfather, and she all but flew into his arms sobbing uncontrollably. Troyer was slower to come out from behind Hunter, pale with fear and shaking with shock.

Holding the children against his chest, the blood-covered and bruised Lord of Borachland emerged from the crack in the rock to see the Marine medic from his shuttle working on Gavin.

The medic glanced up, saying, “His injuries are serious, but he should recover. We are planning on moving him to the Nereid, where the trauma team is waiting.”

Pawlik continued to hold the children with their faces against his chest as the Marines carefully placed the young Guard’s body in a transport bag. Hearing a noise in the woods, Pawlik moved toward it accompanied by two battle-armored Marines.

Ruth took a trembling breath as she saw Mary and the rest of the children coming down the trail, accompanied by the other squad of Marines. Although the soldiers kept trying to relieve her of her burdens, Mary refused to let go of them. Ruth could see the deep shock in the gentle-natured woman’s eyes and something painful twisted in the Mage’s chest.

Relaying the words to Margot, Ruth told her audience of guards and Marines that three wounded attackers had been captured. Pawlik was going to take them to the Spaceport interrogation and holding facilities.

Feeling like the sound was ripping out of her throat, Ruth cried as she told her Guard that five of their fellows have been killed. Only one of the Outer Keep Guard was still alive, and he had been taken to the trauma hospital on the Nereid.

Gavin had also been taken there, but Pawlik thought that the children should come back to the Castle. The strangeness of the spaceship would be too much for them, he was saying, and Ruth could feel the agreement in the room around her.

Margot was snapping out orders, dispatching people to meet the battle-armored Marines, and take custody of the children. Mary was refusing to go to be checked out, even though she had been hurt. She wanted to be back at the Castle and refused to be separated from the children.

Taking a deep breath, Ruth tried to calm her mind and managed to succeed in a small degree. Opening her eyes to the reality that surrounded her physical body, the Mage said, “Take three of the floating carts. Make sure the children and Mary do not walk. If any of them give you grief, tell them that I have ordered this.”

Margot asked, “Mage Ruth, what else do you want us to do?”

“Someone take a shuttle to Borachville and pick up Jack. Get him here because Mary is definitely in shock. You will have to explain things to him because he is too smart of a man to let it go without understanding the situation. Tell him anything he asks about, anything.”

Thinking quickly for a moment, Ruth added, “Ask the Housekeeper to organize Cook for light food that will help the children and adults that are in shock. Heat the bed warmers. We need to keep the children from getting too cold. If any of the children’s parents are not here, someone should go and get them. Explain that the children are safe and what has happened.”

Glancing around the room, Ruth asked her audience, “What have I forgotten?”

When no one said anything, the Mage said, “All right, let us get this done.”

As the room cleared, Margot asked Ruth, “Can we at least get the doctor to look at your hands?”

Ruth’s eyes targeted her bodyguard, and Margot felt like she was staring down the barrel of a gun. The Mage's voice was cold as she said, “The doctor can look at me when I am done with my plans.”

Margot stood up, and Jenna walked in the door to stand beside her, right hands on their weapons. Both women said in unison, “Go where you wish. We will follow.”

With no touch of the humor or the amusement that normally laced the Archmage’s voice, Ruth said in an echoing sound of doom, “We will be going to the Spaceport to listen in on the interrogation.”

When neither of her bodyguards said anything, the Mage continued, “When that information is complete, I will be administering an Archmage’s judgment and punishment. It will be one no one will forget!”

With that, Ruth went into the bathroom and rinsed her hands off, ignoring her broken nails and bruised body. A remote look in her eye, the Mage walked down the steps just as the retrieval party entered the Castle with the children, Mary, and Hunter in tow.

A swirl of caring and loving arms and hands swept the children up, and Ruth was able to kiss each of her grandchildren before they were bundled off to comforting warm baths and easily digestible dishes.

Cal came charging through the front door of the Castle and sped immediately toward his quarters, blind to anything but his children. Nodding her head in approval, Ruth turned her attention toward Mary.

Putting her arms around her friend, Ruth could feel the deep tremors that shook the woman’s core. Holding her tears back, Mary tried to explain what had happened, but what came out was incoherent and fragmented.

The Archmage felt like roadkill as she was slammed out of the way, bouncing off the charging body of Jack as he flung his arms around Mary. Immediately the man began to murmur words of encouragement and comfort into her ears.

The sound of his voice touched off a typhoon of tears that swirled around the room and raised everyone else’s tears in response. Except for Ruth.

Hunter had disappeared, and when Ruth searched for him mentally, she could tell that he had crawled in next to Techla, keeping her back warm as her father laid between his two children and sang them silly songs and recited poems.

Relieved of immediate responsibilities, Ruth pulled her Archmage persona around her like a comforting cloak. Trailed by her bodyguards, Ruth marched out the front door of the Castle.

There was a newly constructed building that mimicked the style of the grand entrance in what had been the lawn but on a much smaller scale. This new structure led to something that Ruth had created the day before.

Walking in, Ruth saw a swirling disc of a gate that stood suspended in midair. Calling out, “Cole, I am going to Avantor Spaceport,” the Mage continued forward.

The voice of the new Director of Unified Transport answered her, saying, “Acknowledged. May your hunt be successful, and the dish of your vengeance be fulfilling, Archmage!”

Without another word, Ruth walked through the disc of swirling light. Gulping slightly, her two bodyguards and the other two following Marines quick-marched after her.

No one was more surprised than Jenna and Margot when a single step delivered them into a room that was labeled “Avantor Spaceport.” Giving her partner a WTF look, Jenna almost ran after Ruth, who had not slowed for a split second.

As the rest of the detail scrambled to catch up, Ruth moved with an uncanny sense of direction through hallways and to an unmarked elevator. Unsure as to where they were going, Margot muttered to Jenna, “Do you remember this elevator from before?”

“No, probably because it is new maintenance.”

Wisely, Margot kept quiet for the rest of the short walk, only pausing when they came to a door clearly marked as “interrogation.”

Turning to her bodyguards, Ruth stated unequivocally, “You stay here.”

Recognizing borders that she did not want to cross, Jenna stopped and held her arm out to prevent Margot and the other two bodyguards from following Ruth. Nodding her head in appreciation, the Archmage opened the door quietly and closed it behind her.

In the short time that the portal had been ajar, the four bodyguards had heard the pain-filled and sobbing sounds of someone under interrogation. None of them had any desire to enter that room of agony.

There was silence in the small antechamber as they waited for Ruth to emerge. The day had been too long and filled with too many shocks for any of them to have a trivial subject that was worthy of commentary. The nontrivial items were even worse since they led to the reason that there would be funerals to attend and possibly hangings to witness.

When Ruth and a cold-eyed Pawlik emerged from the room, the bodyguards were startled. Their surprise was even greater since Ruth was moving rapidly, her exhaustion and trauma overridden by anger too great to be held within a still body or quiet soul.

“Ruth, please wait. What are you going to do?” Pawlik’s voice was exhausted and pleading. Even worse, the man sounded shaken. Jenna and Margot exchanged glances, both of them thinking, This is so not good!

Ruth turned to look at her Anchor, staring at him out of flat black eyes. In a voice frozen as the deepest part of space, the Archmage said, “What do you think I am going to do? The man that sold you to the Insectoids is in league with a group of people that are waging covert warfare on us. They have no ethics or limits. A child’s life is nothing to them. They killed five of our people.”

Eyes against eyes, the Mage and Anchor looked deeply into each other’s souls. Apparently discovering what they needed, Ruth and Pawlik held each other’s hands as they retraced her steps through the transfer gates and back to Borachland Castle.

Rather than heading for their chambers, as they usually did, the Archmage led her Anchor to her spellcasting chamber, and they closed the door. Wordlessly, a whole platoon of bodyguards deployed, protecting the portal.

An hour later, shock and terror exploded all over Arkken Port, and several estates in other locations. The main chamber of the Arkken Port Council was one of the flashpoints. In the middle of a contentious meeting on new tax levies, two of the Councilor’s assistants screamed in mind-numbing pain as their bodies were engulfed in a flaming pillar of fire. Preserved in positions of overwhelming agony, the crystal sides of the column showed the punishment that had been administered.

So transparent was the material that held the continually tortured body within the column that the engraved plaque that had been affixed to their chests could be read without strain.

This person conspired and executed a crime that attempted kidnapping and harm to children. The cowardly attack resulted in the premeditated murders of personnel beloved by the Archmage. This criminal has been tried and found guilty of attempted kidnapping and murder in the first degree.

Consider long and hard before following their example.
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Author’s Notes – Taki Drake

Welcome to the end of the fifth book in the Unfettered Mage Series. This was an exhilarating book to write. I had planned on having this book published over a month ago. Paul, my incredible collaborator, lives in Australia, which has been burdened with horrific wildfires and the resultant poor air quality. A combination of smoke-laden air and illness slowed us down a bit.

The other thing that needed to be arm-wrestled into submission was that this book was actually the second piece of the planned Fleet Genesis story. When we realized we had too many thoughts and threads that needed to be put into the book, we had split the original story arc into four more reasonably sized novels. We took the first significant section and created the book Mage and Mate. It was lucky that we did because that book was over 85K words long.

The other sections are going to be developed as books titled Social Combat, Elemental Connections, and finally, Fleet Genesis. Relieved to have settled out the planned arc, we got busy writing additional portions and create more comprehensive fat outlines.

To shorten the agony of the following two months to a few sentences, halfway through Social Combat, we realized that we had not broken the arc down far enough. Neither Paul nor I was willing to leave the story half told. No truncated or incomplete battle scenes, no skimpy and overly simple acts of magic would be included in our books.

Nope, it was not going to happen.

Now, we have taken what was supposed to be Fleet Genesis and has now expanded into Mage and Mate, Social Combat, Social Conflict, Social Warfare, Elemental Connections, and finally Fleet Genesis.

This story in the Unfettered Mage series has been an illuminating experience. The idea that not all battles and wars are fought with bullets and lasers was one that many of the people that I know fail to comprehend. Or at least, they did at first.

To me, the give-and-take of creating alliances, struggle for dominance, and taking and defending of territory is a vast ocean that swirls under all social interaction. Anyone that has been at a PTA meeting or a neighborhood get-together can identify those components in their experience. In some ways, fighting with knives and guns is clearer.

In my mind, Mage Ruth is learning a new landscape, taking a cram course in the visible and hidden dangers and opportunities of a new culture and universe. So this book and those that follow tell the story of how Ruth and Pawlik navigate through an elaborate minefield of conspiracy and combat.

Whether their enemies are attacking with words or battlecruisers, the Archmage and Anchor must be aware of power struggles and shifting alliances to thrive. Their enemies are gathering around, and partnerships are forming to counter the upcoming attacks.

Throughout the process of writing this book, my collaboration partner, Paul, has added not only thousands of words of content but has provided a great sounding board and source of awesome brainstorming ideas.

I have a lot planned for Ruth, Pawlik, Cal, and the others. Let me know who your favorite characters and I’ll try to drop snippets on my blog and Facebook page over the next few months. That way, you can see a bit of their journey before the next book comes out.

Thank you all for your contributions and your interest. It makes it all worthwhile. If you feel up to it, please leave a review. It is helpful on many levels. If you are reluctant to do so, feel free to drop me a note, any time.

Cheerfully,

Taki
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Author’s Notes – Paul C. Middleton

Let’s get my request from you over and done with. Please, leave a review if you enjoyed this book. If authors were horses, reviews would make the mare go.

That sorted? Good, I can talk to you then.

As I sit here, I look back over the months since I finished the first pieces I wrote for Social Combat. I originally wrote about 20,000 words. This was originally going to be a 50k book.

Yeah, that didn’t happen. My original words have been distributed over three to four books. I have added at least as much again across two of them. Not to mention collaborating closely with Taki on many of the combat scenes. 

I am happy that it is heading out into the world. Free to fly, and be read. What started as a short story within the Unfettered Mage universe (with Taki’s permission, of course) has developed into a collaboration I am proud of. One that I sincerely hope will continue to prosper. If you want to read that story, Commander of Mercenaries, it can be found in the (unknown) Anthology.

Matching my releases with those of the collaboration has been a challenge. (Little things like bushfire smoke incapacitating me for 7 weeks, the general panic from other events, and a screen failure did not help either.)

So, I apologize to readers from my fanbase for shorter and longer gaps in my releases. Sometimes, life just comes along with steel-toed boots and aims for a person’s balls. I hope to get settled into a schedule where I am releasing something every two to three weeks by June. Maybe in July.

This week will also see the publication of The Pandora Solution, the first book in a Military series called The Pandora Battalion. In the last few days of this month, I hope to release Training Pains, the second book of my Good Deeds and Bad Company series, and the seventh book set in my Mongrelverse.

If you are interested in my solo writing, I would recommend (based on you enjoying Social Combat) either The Pandora Solution or A Mongrel’s Curse. I know, shameless plug, but I know some of you are already looking for the next read.

Thanks for reading, and keep it up. It helps keep your mind young!

Paul C. Middleton
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today’s world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Rune Force
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Denied - Apr 2020

Surf Diamonds - June 2020

Vorcian Imperial Chronicles
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Cadre Files
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Power Nexus

Power Surge - Mar 2020

Burnished Blade -  Apr 2020

No Money for Marriage -  May 2020

Steel Harvest -  June 2020

Count Off -  July 2020

Deadly Mascot -  Aug 2020

An Attitude Adjustment

East Haven Chronicles (with Etienne LeFevre)

Seeking a new beginning? Welcome to your new home.

My Name is Lost

Predatory Behavior

Journey Toward Justice - Mar 2020

Explosion of Skills - mid-2020
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Pursuit and Cover - mid-2020

Ruins of Ambition - 2020

Test of the Guardian - 2020

East Haven Rebirth - TBD

BattleMage Investigates
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Battle Cadre Arises - May 2020

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  June 2020
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The Case of the Missing Sniper  - 2020
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Explosive Echoes  - 2021

The Case of the Darkling Spear  - 2021

Badger Hole Bar

Come for a Drink, Change Your Life

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward (with Kris Endicott)

The Gift of Fashion (with Kris Endicott)

Badger Hole Bar (4 book series) [Thru the Badger Hole,

Grand Opening, Fashion Forward, The Gift of Fashion]

The Remembrance Wall

Wedding Fashions - Mar 2020

Treasured Knowledge - Apr 2020

Dirty Bucket Brewery - May 2020

Alastair and the Dungeon - mid 2020

A Matter of Trust - mid 2020

Death Walking - 2020

Clingon - 2020

Najeer  - 2020

Echoes of Knowledge - 2020

Wynn’s Kitten - 2020

Becoming Sephera

When Beauty is More than Skin Deep

A Learning Experience (book 6)

You Just Go On - 2020

Life Rebuilt - Late 2020

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Rediscovering Heritage, Forging New Traditions

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

Bridge to Honor - Mar 2020

Carp EDM - Apr 2020

Familiar Magic

When Magic is a Team Effort

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathways - Mar 2020

Familiar Trials - Expert - May 2020

Familiar Trials - Master - 2020

Familiar Trials - Adept - 2020

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Marcella’s Garden Cookbook [Potluck Perils](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook [Diet of Doom](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest [Sanctuary]

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Baba’s Kitchen [Kitchen Helpers]

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre [An Attitude Adjustment]

Against the Tide [Judgment and Despair]

Inanna’s Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness [We Are Not Prey]

Inanna’s Circle: The Game Begins [A Learning Experience]

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories [Time of Gifting]

Mysterious Hearts [Heart of Stone]

Cyber War: Digital Battlefield [The Backup]

CyberWar: Black Ice [CyberCoda]

CyberWar: Byte Conflict [CyberSong]

Phoenix Fantasy [The Quiet Pool]

Phoenix Imagining [Deceptive Practices]

The Goblin and the Grocer [Balancing Costs]

Prime Peek I [Gazillipede]

Haunted Hearts I [Echoes of Past Love]

Silent Thanks [A Thousand Flowers]

Shadowed Light [Death Walking]

Traveling Man [Daytripping]

Powerhouse Punch [Mara’s Honor]

Sensorium I [Recharge]

King of Cats [Over the Garden Fence]

Footsteps in the Snow [Knit One Claw Two]

Spirit of Thanks [Cranberry Stuffing]

The Hand You Were Dealt [Destinations]

The Imp Prince [The Mechanic Prince]

Treated to Tricks [Everyone Loves Halloween]

Tricky Treats [Traditions of Childhood]

Special Kind of Love  [Still Air and Soaring Wings]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Janus Speaks [To Spin a Thread]

Fireside Tales [All I Want for Christmas]

Ticking of the Phoenix Clock [A Man’s Got to Do]

Weekend at Cupid’s [Misfire and Consequences, Keystone Concierge, Success and Challenge]
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Author Introduction – Paul C. Middleton

Paul C Middleton has worked several jobs, but has had most of his working life in Security. Patrolling dark empty places gave him much time to think on many things. It was not conducive to finding the time or place to write. Then his partner was diagnosed with severe epilepsy, requiring him to reduce his work hours to care for her.

Never one to let the grass grow under his feet, he found that writing enabled him to be available when she needed him and left him feeling like less of a drain on his friends and the world. He also has to thank his two beagles who have become an efficient Epilepsy warning system. When they ‘make tongue’ he knows to find his partner and get her into a lounge chair or onto a bed.

He tries to bring an uplifting undertone to his stories, but is happy to admit he has a somewhat dark viewpoint on the world.

You can learn more about Paul and his books by checking out his blog, author Facebook page or website. You may sign up for his mailing list or contact him on Twitter. He welcomes your comments and input!
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Against the Tide [When The Black Dog Bites]

Janus Speaks [Future Forward, Seeking the Seer]

Turn the Page [Reforged in Fire]
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Keep Connected

Keeping connections is so important today in our digital world. Readers can always reach me at taki@technologymage.com, or by signing up for my newsletter at http://www.technologymage.com.  I promise that one of these days I will actually stop writing long enough to publish one!

My blog is at http://www.takidrake-author.com/.

If you would like to learn more about the Phoenix Prime program or authors, please visit  pprcollective.com and look for book-related merchandise here!

Thanks for joining me for this brief time.

Cheerfully, Taki
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