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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Cynthia hated government buildings with the passion of a burning sun. There was something unnatural about a building that lacked curves and color; everything with sharp edges and ninety-degree angles, painted in a uniform shade of dull, lifeless gray that seemed to want to be blue but had somehow missed the mark. The plastic ferns in the corners and cheaply framed landscape prints on the walls, meant to provide a semblance of life, had the exact opposite effect: dead space without substance or flavor. The florescent lighting gave her a headache, and whatever monster set the thermostat always made it five degrees too cold. Mundane and ordinary were words that felt too lively and fun to describe this place. In her experience, the more secrets a building held, the more pronounced this effect was. And this building held a hell of a lot of secrets.  
 
    Today, fortunately, she was not slated to venture into the depths of the substructure, where the stale air compounded her discomfort and the temperature became absolutely frigid. Not to mention that once there, just to have lunch required that you pass through innumerable security checkpoints. No. Today was simple. In and out. Nothing classified or clandestine.  
 
    Upon reaching the unassuming office door, she paused to take a breath and smoothed out her skirt, frowning at the coffee stain she had desperately tried to rinse out. Not that she gave a tinker’s damn what anyone thought about her attire. But this particular blouse was a gift from her granddaughter. And knowing the things she knew, it was unlikely there would be another coming her way in the near—or distant—future.  
 
    She pressed her hand to the scanner on the wall, and with a whir and a click, the door unlocked. Instantly she was hit in the face by a blast of warm air.  
 
    “Ah, Dr. Vale,” Lucy said, smiling from behind her desk. “You’re early.” 
 
    The space heater on the floor off to the right hummed away. It was placed just beside the chairs where she would be expected to wait. From freezing to parboil. Was anything ever just right here? 
 
    “Good morning, Lucy,” she said. “Traffic was light. And please—call me Cynthia.” 
 
    Lucy allowed the tiny lie to pass unchecked. Traffic was never an issue. Not here. Certainly not for months. As far as they were from the nearest town, it never had been significant. A few times a year, the local bikers held small rallies in Fayeville. But Cynthia didn’t mind. In fact, she rather enjoyed the rumble of the engines and the bright colors of custom choppers and had at one point seriously considered learning to ride. Her family would have thought she’d lost her mind. So what? They could think whatever they wanted. The idea of riding alone on a flat, straight piece of highway was more than a little appealing. But tragically, there was no time for that now. Discovering new hobbies was no longer an option.  
 
    Lucy was a nice enough woman, nearing retirement, and had been at the agency long enough to truly not give a shit. It was cold? She brought a heater. She was thirsty throughout the day? She brought a mini fridge. She was one of those people who was simultaneously genuinely kind and aggressively assertive, as if the words “office manager” had been stamped on her birth certificate. Her graying hair was tied into a tight bun, and she was wearing what must have been one of a thousand identical blue dresses. Cynthia couldn’t recall ever seeing her in anything else.  
 
    “Of course,” Lucy said. “I hope the two of you can work this out. It’s getting rough out there.” 
 
    Cynthia took a chair furthest from the heater. “I hope so too.” 
 
    It was indeed getting rough. More accurately, the world was coming apart at the seams. Food riots, looting, and lawlessness were rampant. And that was if you were lucky and didn’t live overseas, where the fighting was nonstop.  
 
    Who would have thought that what should have been the salvation of humankind would be the very thing that ripped civilization apart?  
 
    Lucy turned her attention back to the computer screen, her expert fingers a blur as she went about her work. Though in truth, Cynthia had no idea what the assistant to a man like Colonel Troi did. Most of the things he was involved in took a level of security far beyond anything Lucy might have. She once joked that his lunch order was probably redacted.  
 
    A faint chime sounded, and Lucy glanced to the upper left corner of the screen. “He’s ready for you.” 
 
    Not a moment too soon, she thought, feeling a few beads of sweat forming on her cheeks.  
 
    She entered the door to the left of Lucy’s desk, and instantly a shiver ran through her entire body as the cold air reasserted itself. Colonel Dan Troi was sitting in a chair off to her right, beside a small round table with a brass reading lamp. He looked young for a man in his position, probably no more than fifty. His narrow shoulders, gaunt features, and receding hairline gave him a geeky appearance. But one look into his narrowly set brown eyes and you could tell that this was a man not to be trifled with. He was reading a memo, a glass of orange juice in his free hand. He was out of uniform, having opted instead for a blue jogging suit and sneakers. Not unusual. In his job, uniforms were often not worn.  
 
    He glanced up at Cynthia and nodded for her to have a seat in the chair opposite. “Sorry about Lucy,” he said. “Woman has the room so damn hot, how she doesn’t end up with swamp ass I don’t know.” 
 
    Some people thought Colonel Troi’s slight southern accent and relaxed sense of humor was charming. Cynthia found it grating and frequently vulgar.  
 
    She took her seat and waited for the colonel to finish reading. His office was not much bigger than a broom closet. The walls were bare aside from a lone bookshelf, and the desk was cheap and flimsy. Nothing about it would indicate that some of the nation’s most important decisions were made in this room. Life-altering decisions. Sometimes life-ending.  
 
    “If you asked me here to order me to stop,” Cynthia began, impatient to get this over with., “I just—” 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Troi said, cutting her short. After a few more seconds, he placed the memo face down on the table. “There. Sorry. I would have waited before calling you in, but I thought you might be more comfortable out of the heat. Anyway, you were saying?” 
 
    “I have no intention of halting the project,” she said, firmly. “The governor has given us the go ahead. And I doubt you’d be able to change his mind.” 
 
    Troi gave her a thin-lipped, reptilian smile. “Your offer of safe refuge for his entire family was definitely the smart thing to do. But regardless, I have no intention of changing his mind, Dr. Vale. In fact, I intend to help.” 
 
    Before arriving, Cynthia had anticipated two scenarios, neither of which she was willing to accept. This was one of them.  
 
    “That is out of the question,” she said, struggling not to raise her voice. “I will not allow you to take over this project. We don’t need funding. And we have all the workforce we need.” 
 
    He pressed his middle finger to the memo and absently pushed it around on the table. He didn’t look angry. Though he never did, even when he was. “I thought that would be your reaction. But I’m afraid it’s out of your hands. The President is quite insistent. He has ordered me to inform you that the nature of your project will be declassified should you refuse.” He took a sip of his juice and set the glass down carefully. “That means the world will know all about it. Do you think you can keep the millions of people who will come once they learn what you’re doing from getting in?” 
 
    Cynthia sniffed. “Go ahead. By the time you could get the word out, all of our defenses will be in place. And if you think to keep me here as a bargaining chip, I’ve left word to proceed without me if necessary.” 
 
    He waved a hand. “I have no intention of keeping you here. But before you rush to a decision, I want you to hear what we are proposing. I think you might feel differently.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Vale will be granted twice the land it currently occupies,” he said. “And the full resources of the federal government will be at your disposal. Nothing, and I mean nothing, is off-limits. You will be given a complete list of everything in our inventory, from the tiniest bolt to the most top-secret weapons and material. You will have the diplomatic and military rank of a four-star general, answerable only to the President. Not to mention that you will have the resources of any additional technicians and engineers you want. We have good people, Dr. Vale. I think you would find them valuable.” 
 
    Cynthia was stunned. “What has happened?” was all she could manage to choke out.  
 
    “A biological agent has been introduced into the equation,” he replied, as casually as if he had just told her the time. “We have a year at best before the war—or I should say, wars—end. Unfortunately, there will be no victor.”  
 
    A cold knot formed in the pit of her stomach. “How? I mean, who did this?” 
 
    “Does it really matter?” he said. “Frankly, I’m surprised it took this long to happen. But it does add an enhanced degree of urgency. If you say no, there is a zero percent chance Vale will be allowed to succeed.” He tipped his glass. “And congratulations, by the way. It’s quite an honor, their naming it after you.” 
 
    “And this virus,” she said. “It is a virus we’re talking about?” He nodded. “How deadly is it?” 
 
    “About as lethal as smallpox,” he replied. “It won’t wipe us out. But that doesn’t matter. The medical infrastructure, what little there is left, will collapse under the weight.”  
 
    Her mind was reeling. “How many more people are you wanting to bring?” 
 
    “The population would increase by about fifty percent,” he said. “But with the additional farmland and livestock, resources should not be in any danger of running out.”  
 
    “I’ll need to run the numbers with the agricultural department,” she said.  
 
    “So we’re agreed?” 
 
    “I…no…I’m not sure.” She glanced at the table. Troi’s hand was squeezed into a fist. He was on the brink of coming apart.  
 
    “I’m laying my cards on the table, Dr. Vale,” he said, the slightest hint of a tremor bleeding into his voice. “This is it. This is the end. You can help us survive or you can do nothing and watch humanity go extinct. I have the authority to order the military in. But I know that if I do that, you have safeguards in place to see to it we get nothing. I also know that without you, your project is far less likely to succeed.” He locked eyes with her for a long silent moment, until finally the levy broke and his emotions burst forth. “Damn it! It's your fucking fault this is happening in the first place. All we want to do is survive.”  
 
    She felt a keen pain in her ribs, not from some physical assault but from the undeniable fact that he was right. This was her fault; at least in part. It was her research that had brought about the collapse of society, and her desire to see that all the people in the world, not just the rich and powerful, had access to her discovery that brought down a system far more fragile than anyone could have known.  
 
    In a rush, her choice was made. “I need to get back,” she said, pressing herself up and turning to the door. “Send the list as soon as you can.” 
 
    “It’s already there,” he said.  
 
    Cynthia nodded, without looking back. “One more thing: I get final approval on who is allowed to stay in Vale. You’re not saddling us with people whose only qualification is how much they donated to a campaign. Because I assure you, once this begins, their money is nothing more than paper. Skill and talent are the only currencies of any value to me right now.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    As the door shut behind her, Cynthia’s eyes drifted over to where Lucy was banging away at the keyboard. In that moment, she realized the horror of the choices that would need to be made. Who lives? Who dies? Lucy, while capable, would not make the cut. Cynthia’s gaze continued to drift to the picture of three young children on her desk – hair wet from swimming, bright smiles on happy faces. Unless they had parents with useful skills, neither would they.  
 
    “You get it all worked out?” Lucy asked. 
 
    Cynthia blinked hard and cleared her throat. “Yes. Yes we did.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Cynthia realized she was staring. “I’m fine. Take care.” 
 
    Two grim-faced men in dark blue suits were waiting in the corridor.  
 
    “Dr. Vale?” said the man on her left.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We’re to escort you back home,” he said.  
 
    “I drove,” she protested.  
 
    “Your things have been removed from your vehicle, ma’am. A new car will be provided. Or we can have yours transported.” 
 
    This felt like a violation. Precisely what she knew would happen. But there was no point in taking it out on him; he was only doing as told.  
 
    Cynthia took a long, anger-controlling breath. “No. It’s a piece of shit anyway.”  
 
    As she made her way from the building, what she suspected would become a permanent frown formed. One man walked a few paces in front of her, the other a few behind. They would not keep a respectful distance, no matter her rank and authority. She was their first and only priority. God help anyone who came too close.  
 
    “This sort of protection ends once we arrive,” she said flatly. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the man at her back said. “Once we arrive in Vale, we have orders to stay clear.” 
 
    A black SUV was waiting at the curb, beyond which was a half-empty parking lot. The first time she’d come here, it had taken her twenty minutes to find an empty spot. And in a month or two, it will be abandoned, she thought. 
 
    She stopped to appreciate the majesty of the mountains in the far distance, their peaks perpetually covered in snow. She had flown over them many times, each time promising herself that she would take a few days to see them up close; to stand in their shadow and breathe in the air. She imagined that it was fresher…cleaner. She would drink from an icy cold river, then warm the chill it sent through her body by a crackling fire. But this would never happen.  
 
    One of her bodyguards opened the rear passenger door.  
 
    “You like camping?” she asked him. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He gave her a faint smile. “Do you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I would like to think so.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Grandma!” 
 
    The bright-eyed eight-year-old, smiling up at her from the middle of a pile of stuffed toys, lifted her arms high.  
 
    Cynthia affected a contrived frown. “You’ve made a mess.” 
 
    The girl bounced with delighted anticipation until she was gently pulled free from the pile. She was wearing the blue coveralls that most people wore in what was now called the town of Troi. The name Penny, along with her identification number, was stitched on a patch affixed to the left side of her chest. Cynthia had hated that name, though she would never say so aloud.  
 
    The tiny bedroom was indeed a mess. But it wasn’t entirely Penny’s fault. Her mother had brought along nearly all of her toys when they moved in, and given the limited living space, it made for a cluttered mess.  
 
    “Are you taking me to see the cows?” Penny asked.  
 
    Cynthia smiled down an apology and brushed back her hair. “I can’t today.” 
 
    This time Penny knew her grandmother was not teasing, and she twisted her face into a tiny scowl. “But you promised.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But I have things I have to do. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “You always say that.” 
 
    “And I always do,” she pointed out. “Don’t I?” 
 
    Penny could not argue with this. Her grandmother did cancel their plans from time to time, but it always meant a present later. She lowered her eyes and nodded. “Is Mother coming?” 
 
    “No, sweetie,” she replied. “She’s helping me today. But your father is taking you to his office. That should be fun, right?” 
 
    She folded her arms and stomped her foot. “No. It’s boring there.” 
 
    “I know,” she admitted. “But today, I hear they’ll be using the tractor. I bet your father would let you ride it, if you asked nicely.” 
 
    She looked up, a bit less angry. “He doesn’t like it when I ride along. He’s says it’s too dangerous.” 
 
    Penny’s father, Dinesh Laghari, was part of the agricultural team. Until recently, most of their work had been done in a chemistry lab. But today they were integrating a newly developed nutrient into the soil, which meant the use of heavy machinery.  
 
    “I’ll have a word with him,” she said. “But you’ll have to promise to do exactly what he tells you.” 
 
    Feeling a bit more consoled, she nodded.  
 
    Cynthia retrieved the phone from her pocket and checked the time. She had a few minutes, so she spent it on the floor with Penny, making an even bigger mess with the dolls. It wasn’t difficult for her to lose track of the time. She loved every second spent with her granddaughter. Leaving her alone at this age felt utterly wrong, yet this was largely her own fault. She had overlooked the need for childcare workers, her focus primarily on people with the skills needed to ensure Vale was sustainable. Penny was eight, the age eligible to be left at home alone, which had been decided upon by the few experts they had available. Cynthia had wanted to speak out against it, to demand the age limit be increased, but she could not find a justification to do so aside from her own selfish fears. Children would need to grow up faster now. They would need to become self-reliant much sooner. Penny being the granddaughter of Vale’s founder was not enough reason to make her an exception.  
 
    The vibration of the phone in Cynthia’s pocket snatched her back to reality. It felt loathsome, its relentless buzz beckoning her to an event she had dreaded for months now.  
 
    “Your phone is buzzing,” Penny said, staring down at Cynthia’s pocket. 
 
    They could wait. Just a few more minutes. But the calls kept coming…and coming… until finally, she pressed herself up, retrieved the phone, and typed in the words, I’m on my way. 
 
    “Are you sad?” Penny asked. 
 
    Cynthia forced a smile. “No, my love. Just disappointed I can’t stay longer.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    She gave her granddaughter a long, tight embrace, kissed her forehead, and started out at a sluggish pace. Opening the front door resulted in an assault on her senses that caused her to wince. The foul odor of diesel, the banging of metal, and the shouts of men were precisely the things she had hoped never to experience again. Not here. Not in Vale.  
 
    She could almost hear Dan Troi scolding her.  
 
    “How else are we going to build it?” he’d say. “Your vex crystals can’t run a crane or a backhoe.” 
 
    He was right, of course. The engines powered by vex crystals were still in the design phase. But it wouldn’t be long. As it turned out, Colonel Troi was quite the city planner, having studied the field in college, and he actually seemed excited when he was able to discard his uniform in favor of a set of coveralls. They were even naming the central town after him.  
 
    The small neighborhood in which she now stood was his design also. In fact, the eventual plans called for it to be absorbed by Troi, but that was years away, if not decades.  
 
    Cynthia shielded her eyes against the sun and smiled up at the towering structure that climbed up from what was the dead center of Vale. This would be what prevented them from falling into darkness. This was the future of human civilization. Today the generators would be shut down…forever.  
 
    “You’ve said that before,” she muttered to herself, her smile fading.  
 
    It still ate at her that she could have been so very wrong. How could free, limitless energy be a bad thing? How could it be anything but salvation? She’d heard a thousand explanations, everything from ‘Humans simply can’t accept anything that is given’ to the notion that free energy being dumped upon a capitalist world economy causes it to collapse. All of it had sounded like bullshit to her.  
 
    And yet, the moment the technology had been made freely available to all, the wars broke out. Economies collapsed. Governments toppled. And the irony was that in the end, the tower looming in the distance was the only one of its kind. Aside from the prototype her team had constructed as proof of concept, no one ever managed to actually build one. The mere existence of the technology and the knowledge that it would work had been enough to devastate modern civilization.  
 
    Most thought it was Cynthia who had released the information. But while she would have, she hadn’t. She hadn’t thought it was quite ready. But her daughter Becca had thought otherwise.  
 
    As she sat behind the wheel of her car and started the engine, Becca’s horrorstricken face flashed through her mind. Bodies lay scattered about the streets of nearly every city of the main oil-producing nations, televised around the clock so that there was no escape from the consequences of her actions.  
 
    As her car pulled silently out, she found herself longing for the sound of her father’s old truck.  Strange thing to think about; stranger to actually want to hear it, considering their goals. 
 
    The roads leading to the power station were smooth and even, a testament to the care with which every project was handled by the construction teams and engineers. With the window up, she could hear nothing aside from her own breathing and the muffled roar of tires on pavement. These vehicles still used primitive electric motors compared to what they were developing. Theirs made more noise. But not like a combustion engine; more like a jet engine, only not nearly as loud. As soon as they perfected the fuel mixture, they could proceed.  
 
    Cynthia blinked several times and concentrated on the road. Traffic was a thing again, particularly when you neared the heart of the new town, and she needed to be focused. So much depended on a successful transition. They still had a year or two before fuel for the generators ran out, augmented by a solar array in the southern region and wind turbines scattered throughout Vale. But she had no intention of allowing things to come down to the wire.  
 
    The main highways were arranged like spokes on a wheel, leading from the outermost farming regions directly to the power station that would eventually provide the entire population with energy.  
 
    The surrounding buildings were uniformly uninteresting: square and gray, with narrow windows and glass doors—utility over aesthetics. But plans were already in place to rethink the designs to be more pleasing to the eye, as well as an expansion both outward and downward, with the creation of sub levels.  
 
    An armed guard was standing at the gate leading into the mile wide perimeter set aside for the power station. A sign had been erected with Authorized Personnel Only in bold yellow lettering. Cynthia glowered at the sight. Men with guns. Restricted areas. All the things she had hoped humankind could do away with were slowly seeping back into daily life. All the trappings of oppression and classism. And while she had made a valiant attempt to ensure that all the citizens of Vale could come and go as they pleased anywhere within the barrier, she had been decisively overridden. Not by a few powerful administrators. Oh, no. She had insisted on a vote being taken. Only thirty-five percent of the people had been in favor of unrestricted access to all areas.  
 
    Dan had said it was an irrepressible aspect of human nature. The bioengineers could not tolerate the notion of the chemists or the physicists poking their nose in their business. The thought of a lowly carpenter or laborer with the right to barge in anytime they wanted was beyond comprehension.  
 
    “Ego will never allow it, Cynthia,” he had said. “I know you think people are equal. But they’re not. Not in their minds, at least. We separate ourselves from one another as a matter of course.” 
 
    “I’ve never done that,” she’d contended hotly. But it was a lie and she knew it. Worse, Dan knew it too. But in the way of a friendly reprieve, he did not call her out on her hypocrisy. Her friends were almost all members of the power station team. She never socialized with what would have been considered the “blue collar” crowd.  
 
    As the guard waved her through, she made a silent promise to change this particular distasteful behavior. Why shouldn’t she be able to enjoy the company of less-educated people? Less. Fuck. Even in her private thoughts she was an elitist. And if she was honest with herself, it might prove to be impossible to feel genuinely comfortable around people with whom she had nothing in common aside from being of the same species. Did they feel that way too? Almost certainly.   
 
    Dan was waiting just outside the small white cinderblock building that housed the primary control room. He glanced down at his wrist and wagged a finger. He wasn’t wearing a watch. But she was late.  
 
    Pulling in beside the bus that had brought most of the team just off the left corner of the building, Cynthia took a long, nerve-calming breath. It didn’t work. Her stomach began quivering and churning, and her mouth filled with the bitter taste of bile and saliva.  
 
    There was a soft rap at her window. Cynthia swallowed hard, nearly vomiting in her own lap. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and her breathing was coming in rapid gulps.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Dan’s voice was as emotionless as always, and without looking up, she knew that his expression was a match.  
 
    “Cynthia?” he persisted.  
 
    She wiped her face and forced her eyes forward. One. Two. Three. Four more long breaths. Then she opened the car door.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. “Just nervous.” 
 
    Dan gave her a thin-lipped smile and held out a bottle of water. “Me too.” 
 
    Cynthia took the bottle and rinsed out the foul taste from her mouth, then took a small drink. “Thank you,” she said, heaving out the words. “But I have to tell you: you don’t look it.” 
 
    “Do I ever?” He extended a hand. 
 
    “No,” she said, allowing Dan to help her up. “What’s our status?” 
 
    “Everything is ready,” he said. “We’re just waiting for you to give the go ahead. Becca is already at the plant with the other team.” 
 
    Cynthia felt a pang of guilt for not arriving sooner to see Becca. She should have been the first one there. So much was riding on a successful test. Everything, in fact. If a single calculation was off by so much as a thousandth of a decimal point, Vale was doomed. The fuel would run out, the barrier would fail, and they would suffer the same fate as the rest of the planet.  
 
    They had stopped receiving broadcasts a month ago. Radio signals were sporadic, suggesting that civilization had collapsed completely. The world had reverted to a savage land of ‘kill or be killed.’ She shuddered to imagine the horrors at this very moment that would be occurring as a commonplace feature of daily life. Without laws. Without structure. Without the gears and mechanisms of a society, decency would fall by the wayside…and right quick. 
 
    She reached out and placed a steadying hand on Dan’s arm. He looked at her for a brief moment, his expression sincere, then gave a nod of encouragement.  
 
    The door to the building opened when they were only a few steps away. A thin waif of a woman with dark skin and short hair, wearing a white lab coat over her coveralls, poked her head out.  
 
    “She’s here,” the woman shouted over her shoulder.  
 
    Dan reached over and gave her hand a light squeeze. Cynthia forced her smile wide, and squared her shoulders. It will work. It will work. It will work. And if it didn’t? Then the world had torn itself apart over a pipe dream, and the millions upon millions of deaths were meaningless.  
 
    She tried to recall the name of the woman who had opened the door and had now ducked back inside. Dana? Pauline? For God’s sake! You see her every day. Miriam. That was it.  
 
    They stepped inside into a small room where the six members of her team now stood along the rear wall. James Gruber. Kyle Di Battista. John Kang. Laurie Mclean. Lonnie Miller, and of course Miriam…Brandt? No. Carlson. Six of the brightest minds in the world. Though not a fraction of the entire team, they were the core group. The key to success. The anchor to which Cynthia had clung to for months, while in turn they all looked to her for guidance.  
 
    Their bright smiles and hope-filled eyes looked terrifying. Wretched. How could all these intelligent, educated, sophisticated people actually be looking to her for leadership?  
 
    “Say something,” Dan whispered into her ear.  
 
    How long had she been standing there?  
 
    Cynthia cleared her throat. “I want you all to know how proud I am to have worked alongside you. You have created what will one day prove to be the engine that brings life to a new world. A better world. A world where no one goes hungry. No one is without shelter. Where all have opportunity.” She paused, searching for what to say next. Finally, she groaned, shaking her head. “I’m not good at giving speeches. So why don’t we just throw the damn switch and see what happens?” 
 
    This drew a round of tension-releasing laughter. Miriam turned and opened a door at the rear wall, and one by one the team filed in. Dan did not follow initially, looking unsure if it would be appropriate. He had only come at her invitation. She felt he deserved to be there, though. Dan had supported her throughout and had become a friend. Her only real friend. Definitely the only person outside of her immediate family she trusted.  
 
    “You’re a part of this too,” she said, giving him a reassuring nod.  
 
    “I had nothing to do with it,” he argued, for once his thin smile displaying genuine emotion. “It’s all you. You and your team.” 
 
    Cynthia held out her hand. “Please. I’m not sure I can get through this.” 
 
    It was strange. Dan Troi was as cold a man as she had ever known. Yet time and time again, she had used him as her emotional crutch. There were moments when she found herself not just wanting him around, but needing it. He was the human contact she craved in times of doubt. Though why was a complete mystery. He never so much as projected an instant of honest emotion. Not publicly. Still…there was something about him she found soothing.  
 
    Dan took her hand and followed her through the door.  
 
    The room was austere, with bare gray walls and two large, round tables with stacks of papers and several laptop computers scattered about. Despite the magnitude of what it was designed to control, there was only one instrument panel set against the left wall. No larger than a fifty-five inch television, its function was simple: turn the power on and off, while monitoring the levels of output. There wasn’t a need for it to do more.  
 
    “How long until we can begin?” Cynthia asked.  
 
    Miriam gestured to the panel. “We went over all the protocols before you arrived. The second team is in position inside the plant. And the area has been cleared of all nonessential personnel.” She touched the dark screen, and it came to life in a flash. On the right side appeared a list of numbers indicating the power levels, and on the left, red circles in a vertical row, numbered one through six.  
 
    Cynthia approached with tiny, meek steps, chewing nervously on the tip of her thumb. “I can’t believe it’s time.” 
 
    She felt a hand touch her shoulder. Then another. And another. Until the entire team was gathered around in silent hope and support.  
 
    I’m ready, she thought and touched the first circle. Nothing happened. Nothing was supposed to happen, but it was still a shock for some reason. She touched the second circle. A high-pitched squeak drifted through the air duct overhead, then resolved to silence. She touched the third circle. This time, a low hum reverberated through the room. This also faded. The fourth was met by silence, as was the fifth.  
 
    She did not believe in God. But she said a prayer anyway. Just to be sure. Her finger hovered over the sixth circle, the only sounds the anxious breathing of the team and the pounding of her heart in her ears. She felt one of the hands tighten its grip to the point it was mildly painful.  
 
    She touched the final circle. For a few seconds, nothing happened. Her heart sank, and terror seized her by the throat. They had failed. But as she turned to face the team, the entire building began to vibrate, and a moment later, there was a loud pop and a sizzle that caused everyone to jump.  
 
    They all looked to one another for a long, confused moment. Then as if a starter pistol had been fired, they rushed toward the door, through the next room, and out of the building. Only Cynthia stayed behind, her gaze fixed on the right-hand side of the screen. The numbers were exactly as predicted.  
 
    Tears spilled down her cheeks, dripping from the edge of a triumphant smile. Ten times she checked the readings. And ten times they came out precisely as she had hoped.  
 
    “Success?” 
 
    Dan had also remained behind. Cynthia paused a moment, eyes shut, head bowed. She focused on an extended breath, feeling the air leave her lungs, imagining that she was expelling all the fear, pain, and doubt she had endured since the project began.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, then turned and gripped Dan’s face in both hands, crushing her lips to his.  
 
    Dan’s arms shot out to the side, a startled look on his face. “Well, now,” he said, when she released him, still beaming. “That was different.” 
 
    Cynthia touched her lips, laughing at his unease. “It certainly was.” 
 
    Practically skipping from the room, Cynthia hurried to join the others. They were standing in the parking lot, necks craned skyward, mouths uniformly agape in awe and wonder. Cynthia plopped down on the ground in a patch of grass beneath a window by the door and leaned back on her elbows. The sky was a riot of color as ribbons of energy streamed from the apex of the power plant, spreading out to every corner of Vale. Free energy. Clean energy. Limitless energy.  
 
    Dan knelt beside her. “It’s good to see you happy.” 
 
    “We did it,” she muttered. “I can’t believe we did it.” 
 
    Dan lowered his head in thought for a long moment. “I wanted to wait until the test was a success before telling you…” He paused.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The crystals…they’re having some strange effects on the crew who are in the growing cavern.” 
 
    Cynthia waved a hand. “I already heard. Strange dreams, disturbed sleep. It’s in their head.” 
 
    “Not this,” he said. “There are some things I kept quiet until we knew more.” 
 
    She turned her head, giving him a reprimanding scowl. “You kept some things quiet?” He hadn’t changed a bit. Still playing the spy. Secrets and lies. “What, pray tell, did you keep quiet?” When his eyes darted to the others, she raised her voice. “Tell me. Don’t worry about them. I’m not keeping information hidden. So they can hear it or not. They’ll know what I know soon enough.” 
 
    Dan nodded, though his expression did not display shame or guilt. “Some people are showing…abilities. Fires started with a simple thought. Or the air growing cold for no reason other than a technician mentioning the heat.” 
 
    Cynthia rolled her eyes at him. “Please. Magic and rumors? I never took you for the gullible type.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he asserted. “I had the subjects tested. Something is happening. Something is altering their bodies. Mana energy is being detected in their blood stream.” 
 
    Cynthia sat up, her brow furrowed. “Are these people showing signs of illness?” 
 
    “Not yet. So far, they appear perfectly healthy. Only a few seem to be affected. And none have become ill.” 
 
    “I assume you removed those affected from the caverns.” 
 
    “For now,” he confirmed. “And for now, no one knows.” He focused his gaze to be hard and insistent. “I don’t want people to panic. That was why I kept it quiet. I need time to collect more data.” 
 
    Cynthia glanced over at her team, who were still gazing skyward at the miracle they had helped create. “How long?” 
 
    “Thirty days. The two subjects have volunteered to return to work. We feel a month is long enough to determine if it’s safe or not.” 
 
    This was an obvious lie. A month was not nearly long enough to make such a determination. But she shoved it away with a hard breath. The array of color overhead was too important, and despite her reservations, the health of a few people was not enough to force an alteration of course. This had to work. It did work. Without power, the society she had long dreamed of was fated for failure.  
 
    “Keep me informed,” she said. “And by that, I mean fully informed.” 
 
    Eventually the team gathered around Cynthia to discuss the next steps, prattling on like children who had eaten too much candy. All the aching muscles and the dulled, sleep-deprived brains had been made fresh and strong again. Reflexively, she nearly revealed what Dan had told her, but she caught herself at the last moment. Dan was right—there was no need to risk a panic. Not until they knew more. She needed them focused on the task at hand.  
 
    Dan stole a glance, apparently relieved that she had chosen to go along with his secrecy. She told herself it was a temporary measure. Thus far, life in Vale had run about as smoothly as one could hope for. Nearly all of the projects were on schedule. Food stores were already being replenished with Vale-produced vegetables and grain. The recycling facilities were performing better than expected. And their defenses had proven more than adequate when three times, roving bands of heavily armed gangs had tried to get inside. They never made it within a hundred meters of the barrier. People were optimistic. Happy. There was no need to jeopardize that. Not until there was solid proof a problem existed. 
 
    After a time, a few dark clouds drifted in, and the scent bearing the promise of rain drove them to return inside. Within five hours, they had already made plans for the next stage, which meant completely disconnecting all external sources, including solar and wind. Several of the more eager members of the team pressed to forgo further testing. After all, the numbers were spot on. Everything had worked perfectly. The system was ready to take over. By tomorrow, all diesel generators would be shut off throughout Vale. But Cynthia squashed this notion with her customary caution and patience.  
 
    She stayed for a short time longer and then excused herself. The team barely noticed she was leaving, every ounce of concentration focused on the future of their accomplishment.  
 
    Back home, Cynthia sat at her kitchen table, and the adrenaline and thrill drained away like a stopper had been pulled from a tub. The bottle of wine she had saved, the last of the case she had brought to Vale, remained unopened, its precious contents ignored. The music descending from the speakers situated in the upper corners of the kitchen and living room felt intrusive; an unwanted distraction from the plague of thoughts rumbling around in her head.   
 
    Secrets and lies. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The way people were dividing themselves, reestablishing the classes that she had once railed against. Manual labor, technicians, theorists, administrators, scientists… they were gradually gravitating toward one another, excluding those not a part of their profession. And wealth—what she considered the most evil invention conceived by humankind—was reasserting itself.  Not all at once. But in small, subtle ways. Someone with a desired skill could leverage it to increase what they owned. Innocuous things, mostly: new furniture, upgraded home speakers, upgraded vehicles, and the like. But already the idea of issuing currency was being bandied about.  
 
    Cynthia reached out and dragged the bottle across the tabletop. “Is it inevitable?” she said, thumbing the cork. “Are we unable to change even a little?” 
 
    The answer was becoming increasingly obvious. Despite that they had gathered together a community of enlightened minds, divorced from the prejudices and bigotry of the larger world, human nature was proving a resilient adversary.  
 
    Her thoughts turned to the power plant workers who were showing signs of abilities. Yet another thing to set people apart. She could foresee the anger and jealousy of those without such gifts. She could foresee those with powers ruling over those without. The more she sat there, staring into the bottle, the better the distorted vision on the other side mirrored what she was feeling. Nothing was clear. Nothing was easy. Nothing felt as she’d imagined it would.  
 
    “Quit feeling sorry for yourself,” she spat, with a sudden surge of fury. She nearly threw the bottle against the wall, but was able to show a modicum of restraint and simply shoved it aside. “You saved humanity. Be happy, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    But she couldn’t be. Regardless of how she tried to deceive herself, she knew the truth. In time, Vale would become the very thing she’d hoped to purge from society. It’s who humans are, she thought. It’s inevitable.  
 
    Cynthia struggled to stand, strength having inexplicably abandoned her legs. Stumbling into her bedroom, she plopped down face first and let out a pitiful moan. Whether humankind was fated to consume itself or not, she would at least try to stave off the tide long enough to not have to watch the decline.  
 
    Yes. You are but one person. But you’re Cynthia fucking Vale. They named this place after you. And she’d be damned if they wouldn’t respect her wishes.  
 
    This final outburst of emotion drained her utterly, and in seconds she fell into a deep dreamless sleep.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Lenora’s hands brushed down the front of her blouse, her fingertips barely touching the soft, Nelwyn-made fabric. A lump formed in her throat. Drake. She should have told him. She shouldn’t have allowed him to leave without knowing that he would be a father. She shouldn’t have allowed him to leave at all.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re up to it?” 
 
    The older Nelwyn had to repeat herself to snatch Lenora from her musings. She looked up at Grezylia, the woman who had first informed her of the pregnancy and, aside from a few of the other Nelwyn who possessed the healing gift, was the only one who knew. Samuel was suspicious that something was wrong but had not made the connection.  
 
    “I’m needed,” she said, blinking her way back into the moment. “There are likely to be injuries. And we need to find out if the rumors are true.” 
 
    “I don’t see how they could be,” said a young, dark-skinned lad named Kirkus. “Those mines have been sealed for as long as anyone can remember, with six inches of solid, mana-enforced steel. The best drills we have can barely make a scratch.”  
 
    Kirkus had worked in the vex crystal refinement factory, and while only an apprentice, was as near to an expert as they had on the subject.  
 
    “They’re not trying to enter through the bloody front door,” Samuel said. He looked exhausted. Six small caches of weapons had been discovered when a former illegal arms dealer had made her way to the barrier, and he had taken it upon himself to retrieve them.  
 
    “It’s buried more than a hundred feet,” the lad countered, frowning, not liking the tone Samuel was taking. “Not even hellspawn could reach it.” 
 
    Samuel’s face was hard, and he looked ready to throttle the skinny youth.  
 
    “We need to be sure,” Lenora interjected quickly. “If the hellspawn found a source of raw vex crystals, it could be disastrous.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe the prince did this,” Kirkus said.  
 
    This was the general sentiment throughout the human population. Salazar had been well loved; or at least as loved as could be expected from a downtrodden people. It was widely thought that once he assumed the throne, things would get better in the provinces, that he was sensitive to their plight in a way his father had not been. Some refused to believe it even now, speculating that he was being controlled or manipulated—though by whom was never directly addressed, just a shadowy evil that one could not define. It was all a salve, so that the truth was easier to ignore. They would tell themselves that surely he would not slaughter his own people. But in the deep hidden places of their minds, they knew the truth. King Salazar was a monster.  
 
    Samuel was tempted to tell the lad that he needed to stop lying to himself and accept reality, even if it meant getting rough with him. But there was no point. Likely as not, there was nothing to be said or done. Like everyone else, the boy would have to come to the truth in his own time.  
 
    “It should only take two days to get to the site,” Samuel said, turning to an older man with a thin scar across the bridge of his nose, who had been assisting his father lately with the upkeep of the vehicles. “But we won’t have anything to help us that we don’t bring along. So make sure we have any tools or provisions we might need.” 
 
    “Count on it,” he replied. “Your dad has already given me a list.” 
 
    Samuel smiled. “I’m sure.”  
 
    The crew he had assembled was comprised of the best men and women they had, and that was saying something. The survivors of the genocide in general were clever, resourceful, and courageous. After all, to evade the hellspawn long enough to reach the borderlands took certain qualities. Vale was enormous, and sooner or later, luck would run out. When that happened, you had better have the brains and guts to stay alive.  
 
    Still, he would check to be sure nothing was overlooked.  
 
    “I heard a rumor that the hellspawn are trying to enter Troi,” an older woman, Bellshi, remarked. Seeing Samuel’s irritation, she added: “Not all rumors should be ignored. If it’s true, shouldn’t we be sending someone to scout it out too?” 
 
    “It’s not true,” Samuel said. “I would know.” 
 
    This earned him several reproachful stares. They knew it was a lie. The one source of intelligence within Troi had not contacted them for weeks, and all ways into the city had either been made impassable or were heavily guarded.  
 
    A familiar figure approaching from the barrier captured his attention fully, forcing his mouth into a deep scowl. Clara was bent almost double under the burden of a large duffle, the barrels of three rifles protruding from the opening. One of the men hurried over to relieve her of the load, then nearly toppled forward, having underestimated its weight. Clara was unusually strong for a woman of her size, made so from years of labor keeping the College of Mages grounds in order.  
 
    She stood beside him wordlessly and folded her arms as an uncomfortably dense silence fell upon the group. Samuel’s cheek still held the memory of the slap she had given him that morning when he had outright ordered her to stay behind.  
 
    Two vehicles, a small truck and a passenger van, squealed to a halt a few yards away. Samuel licked his lips, then spat out the grit from the dry dust filled air. Nothing he could say would change her mind. And if he were being honest with himself, he wanted her with him. Neither truly believed they would survive to see the other end of this. Whoever ended up the victor, the King or those he had attempted to slaughter, it would be others who enjoyed the spoils. Of all they had in common, this fatalistic attitude was what bound them together with the most ferocity.  
 
    They started toward where the equipment and provisions were piled up nearby. “Let’s get moving. I want everything else ready to load within the hour.” He felt thin, strong fingers grip his bicep. Clara’s hard gaze had softened somewhat. 
 
    “When I close my eyes forever,” she said, “I want you to be the last thing I see.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “Me too. It’s just…” 
 
    “The thought of me bloody and broken scares the hell out of you,” she said, completing the thought. She tightened her hold and turned him to face her. “Neither of us can promise that we won’t have to see the other in pain. I have nightmares about it. But better that I live with the image of you in pieces than let you die alone.” 
 
    Samuel smiled. “Damn, you’re tough.” For a moment he thought she would lean in and kiss him, but instead he received a playful thump on the forehead. 
 
    “You better believe it.” She spun to the provisions. “Now let’s get these counted and loaded.” 
 
    Dorn accompanied the remaining supplies on a dented, rusted flatbed, looking most distraught.  
 
    “I tried, son,” he said, easing his way from the passenger seat on tired legs. He winced as the knotted muscles in his back protested mightily from hours of non-stop labor. “If you could only wait a few more days…” 
 
    “Just make sure Shel is fixed when I get back,” Samuel said, placing a comforting hand on his father’s shoulder.  
 
    It would have been nice to have had Shel for this mission. But parts and components were scarce and Shel was an extremely sophisticated machine. His father wouldn’t allow a soul to so much as lay a finger on her, let alone help to repair her from the damage the hellspawn had inflicted. It was just as well. While Shel would definitely enable him to escape, he would not leave his people behind to save his own skin.  
 
    Dorn cast a discrete glance over to Clara. “Couldn’t get her to stay behind?” 
 
    Samuel shrugged. “The only person I know more stubborn than you.” 
 
    “At least you know she’ll watch your back,” the old mechanic remarked, with a forced grin intended to ease his own anxieties as much as Samuel’s. He hated how much his son had been putting himself in harm’s way. Just as any father would. But he refused to make any attempt at dissuasion, instead offering encouragement and making loud public boasts about his son’s bravery. Dorn was no fool. He knew how badly the odds were stacked against them. If the hellspawn didn’t kill them, the soldiers holed up within Troi eventually would. 
 
    After the last of the equipment was accounted for and loaded, and a long embrace exchanged, Samuel hopped into the driver’s seat of the truck. Clara and Bellshi squeezed in beside him.  
 
    The crunch of gravel and the whir of engines announced their departure, clouds of dust billowing in their wake. Those left behind did not wave or cheer. Dirty faces bearing blank expressions watched as they sped away toward what might be their final journey.  
 
    “We need to move against Troi soon, you know,” Bellshi remarked, staring lethargically at the horizon. “People are losing focus. They’re starting to wonder why we’re bothering to stay.” 
 
    “Because Vale is our home,” Clara said. “And the people in Troi need our help.” 
 
    “Since when did the people in Troi give a shit about the provinces?” she said, mouth twisted sourly.  
 
    “You can’t paint everyone with the same brush,” Clara said. Seeing Samuel’s mounting irritation, her voice hardened. “And you can’t tell me that if you’d had the chance, you’d have refused to live there. I’m not going to blame someone for making the same choices I would have.” 
 
    “People in lower Troi don’t have it much better than the inner provinces,” Samuel added, through a flexing jaw. “Sooner or later, Salazar will get rid of them too.” 
 
    Bellshi flicked a dismissive wrist. “And why should that be my problem?” 
 
    “Then why the fuck did you come?” Samuel snapped. “If you don’t care about Vale, why not go live in the woods with the Nelwyn?” 
 
    “I have no intention of living like a savage,” she said, unmoved by his anger. “We need vex crystals. We need weapons. We need power. Troi has all of that.” 
 
    Samuel glared over, but Bellshi did not look back. He wanted to shout that she was nothing but selfish slime; that her indifference toward those in Troi made her little better than the King himself. But he could not form the words. He certainly was angry enough, but the deep truth of the matter held his tongue. She wasn’t wrong. Her words were cold, and they were definitely self-centered. But generations of disregard for those living beyond the relative luxury of Troi had instilled a deep resentment, the roots of which ran to the very core of society. While it was true that those living in lower Troi did not enjoy the same wealth and privilege as those in the upper levels, it was by far a better life than those who lived a mere ten miles from the city gates.  
 
    Samuel glowered in silence, Clara’s hand resting on his thigh as a salve for his temper. She had the singular ability to ease his mind regardless of how troubled he might be. A touch was enough to calm frayed nerves. A word could draw an involuntary laugh.  
 
    If we’re both doomed to die, he thought, I have to be the first to go.  
 
    The image of Clara in pain bullied its way into his head, sending a wave of nausea coursing through him and filling his mouth with saliva. He spat out the open window, then wiped his chin on his sleeve. The grating of stubble against cloth reminded him that he had not shaved, and a quick glance in the mirror revealed a tangled, matted tuft of tight curls, speckled with bits of grit and powdered with gray dust.  
 
    Clara noticed when he made a vanity-inspired effort to brush away a patch of especially thick dirt behind his right ear and laughed. “I was wondering when you would notice you needed a good cleaning.” 
 
    Samuel gave a bashful grin. “Not as handsome as I was, am I?”  
 
    “Oh, you’re still handsome,” she corrected, poking him playfully in the ribs. “No amount of grime can hide that. But I admit, it’s hard to picture you teaching at the College looking like this.” 
 
    Samuel took another look in the mirror, a smile stretching across his lips. “Good thing I didn’t. I’d have never caught your eye.” 
 
    “Only because they’d have run you off,” she said.  
 
    For a moment, Samuel saw the hint of a painful memory tug at the corner of her mouth. She had told him of the time her father had come to see her while she was working the grounds. The man lived in the outer provinces and had arrived wearing filthy rags and looking half starved. They thought him a beggar and roughly tossed him onto the street before Clara could be informed of his visit. By the time she arrived at the front gate, he was gone. It wasn’t until later that she learned he’d come to inform her of her brother’s death.  
 
    So many people had similar stories of being victimized and abused. Was Vale really worth saving? He took a long breath. The people. Those like Lenora. They were proof that not everyone in Troi was selfish and indifferent to the plight of the provinces. They were worth saving, even if the city itself was not.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Linx ducked into the narrow alley, P37 gripped in her right hand and a tiny scrap of paper in the left. Realizing her palms were sweating, she tucked the paper into the pocket of her pants and wiped her hand dry on her shirt. She frowned at the dark smear against the white fabric.  
 
    Stupid, she thought. Pay attention or you’ll end up caught. 
 
    Five levels down into lower Troi was not the safe haven it had been when she’d first arrived. Before, once you reached the third level, the magistrate more or less left people alone. So long as you didn’t hurt anyone or steal, they didn’t give a damn what you did. 
 
    She slipped the P37 into its holster and drew the lapels of her long jacket together at the collar. The smooth surfaces of the buildings were drenched with beads of condensation, which ran down to form a scattering of small pools that crept slowly to the center, where drains carried the water to the purification plant on level six.  
 
    Her muscles tensed reflexively at the hacking cough of someone shuffling along on the sidewalk, but the hunched figure passed by the mouth of the alley without a sideways glance. Another wretch trapped in this prison of steel and stone. The cough was a sound she had been hearing more frequently. A sickness had crept in among the population, one for which there was no explanation or diagnosis. No one had died, though; at least not from the cough. Instead it made the afflicted weak and unable to sleep properly. There would be short spans of improvement, enduring long enough to regain health, but the moment color returned to their cheeks, they would suffer a relapse.  
 
    Rumors that the king was pumping putrid air into lower Troi to keep the people unable to protest or object to what was developing into an iron-fisted rule were being passed along with increasing boldness. It wasn’t true. She would have known. And while she wasn’t completely certain as to the cause, she had an idea.  
 
    The far end of the alley was cloaked in shadow, the lights from the next street having been broken for the past week. Repair crews were scarce, since most had been outside the city gates when they were shut. Maintenance had been reduced to a fraction of its standard complement, and most had been reassigned to trash cleanup or were working at the recycling plants.  
 
    Smart, she thought. Don’t let sewage and garbage accumulate and you have the veneer that all is well. A few broken lights and busted pipes during a crisis were not beyond what was reasonable. Still, clean streets and full bellies could not dismiss the miasmic cloud of sorrow and desperation permeating the souls of Troi. Tens of thousands were cut off from those they loved; told that they could not be helped because the hellspawn threat was too great to be dealt with directly.  
 
    The great lie. The greatest of lies. The grandfather of all lies. So evil in nature, so sinister in its crafting, that Linx could barely hold it in her head without vomiting.  
 
    She eased her way to the opposite end and peered out onto the darkened street. A few lights from windows illuminated the sidewalk enough to make it only slightly awkward to navigate. There was enough to see silhouettes gathered in small groups in front of the various stoops and vestibules. A new drug had emerged: kak. A potent hallucinogen, it was cheap and easy to come by. The magistrate was ignoring its distribution for now, the order to do so having come from the King himself.  
 
    “Let them do as they wish for now,” he’d said. “Once Vale is purged and we arise from the ashes, they will no longer require an escape from reality.” 
 
    The conviction in his voice and the faraway look in his eyes would not be shaken from her memory. Did he believe it? Did he really think once the hellspawn starved to death that Vale would be a paradise? That people would simply set aside the countless lives lost – friends and loved ones left to the slaughter? She wanted to think not. But then again, she had seen too much to be optimistic; she’d watched as those around her turned a blind eye to the suffering of others, accepting that they were of lesser value by virtue of nothing more than where they’d grown up. Maybe Xavier was right. Maybe once the dust settles and the bodies are buried, people will move on.  
 
    The crack of a distant gunshot barely went noticed by anyone. A few people turned to give a quick glance, but that was it. The pulsing blue lights from the roof of a passing magistrate vehicle had her turning her head away, though there was no reason to think anyone would be looking for her. An empty can bounced off the hood, companioned by shouts of defiant obscenities descending from an upper floor apartment across the street. The brake lights brightened, and the car chirped to a halt. But only for a second, and the lights dimmed again and the car rolled away, turning at the next corner. There weren’t enough officers to keep the peace the way they once did. So long as a few harmless bits of trash and harsh words were all that they used, nothing would be done.  
 
    Linx had warned Salazar that he should be mindful. Small acts of insurrection could lead to bolder behavior. He had laughed at her in the most mocking and insulting way possible, though he said nothing, merely nodding and waving her away. She knew why. The suggestion that he should encourage his officers to use the aggressive violence needed to ensure none dared to protest was something she would never have suggested in the past. Even after the city was locked down, she had promoted tolerance and a kind hand.  
 
    But that was before. An uprising was becoming increasingly likely. And the fact remained: the magistrate and the royal guard had the weapons. The result of massive unrest would be slaughter.  
 
    “Where are you off to, little one?” 
 
    The figure hunched against the wall reeked of alcohol, body odor, and urine. He shoved his shoulders back to propel himself fully upright and took a step forward.  
 
    Linx stiffened, hand drifting to her weapon. “Do yourself a favor and leave me alone.” She tried to hasten her stride, but the man lurched out, blocking her path.  
 
    “You smell nice,” he said, punctuated by a deep belch. “Clean. Not like this lot.” 
 
    “Get out of my way,” she demanded. Killing this lout would draw attention. So would using her P37. With her right hand, she reached into her left sleeve, her fingertip brushing across cold steel.  
 
    The man’s eyes flashed in the dim light. His days-old beard was caked with dry food and booze. He let out another belch and waved a hand. “I was just being friendly.” He took a step back then staggered to the wall. “No need to get riled.” 
 
    Linx continued, keeping her eye on the drunk until she was several yards away. The sound of weeping followed her. She paused at the corner to see that the man had dropped to the sidewalk and was sobbing into his hands. “I didn’t mean to scare her,” he wailed. “I’m not a monster.” 
 
    High on kak, she thought, now grateful he had stepped aside and not forced her to gut him. Poor bastard.  
 
    The streetlamps were out for two more blocks. She passed an abandoned manga juice shop, which brought thoughts of Drake to the fore. She seldom wondered about him anymore, assuming he was dead—though if anyone could come out of this alive he could. But she could not allow herself to hope. He was dead. They were all dead.  
 
    If you expect the worst, you are always pleasantly surprised. Words to live by when you grow up on the streets. 
 
    As she spotted her destination two more buildings down, she tried to remember where she had heard that, but quickly gave up. It was just one of the thousands of nuggets of wisdom bandied around by the nameless masses who would never amount to anything and were in a constant search for a reason to keep breathing. Most of it was bullshit.  
 
    As she reached the glass door, one more saying came to mind: What doesn’t put you in the grave leaves you standing taller.  
 
    Now that was total bullshit. It left you damaged. Broken. Whoever came up with that one was a moron. 
 
    The foyer was lit by a single mana bulb, and several chairs were piled into the far right corner. A podium stood empty at the mouth of the long hallway, behind which was a tall stool where a concierge should be. The first few yards were unlit, with only a few ceiling lights near the end where the hall turned left. The art decorating the walls was of decent quality, suggesting that this had once been a nice place to live. The kicked-in doors, offices looted for anything of value, and the filthy floor tiles were a far cry from what it had once been, and served as a warning that like several large swathes of the city, the building lacked sufficient power to run anything but a few lights. A dangerous place to be, for the unprotected. 
 
    But a good place to hide.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, the lift was inoperative, and the door to the stairs was locked. However, she had no more need to be inconspicuous. Drawing her weapon, she channeled a small amount of mana into the chamber. There was a huff and a sizzle, and the air filled with acrid gray smoke as the lock melted from the door. Waving her hand in front of her nose and suppressing a cough, Linx pushed the door open with the toe of her boot. A flight of fire stairs led to the upper nine floors.  
 
    As the chamber flooded again with mana, she could hear voices somewhere above. She wished she had taken more time learning the various functions of the P37. A nice fog of acid launched upstairs would make her mission much simpler, not to mention less dangerous. But she had only studied the basics, and finding a royal guard willing to teach her was borderline impossible.  
 
    Concentrating on an explosive shot, she shrugged. It would do the trick, she supposed. This would be only the third time she’d fired it at anything other than a metal target dummy. This time the body count would be higher, without a doubt.  
 
    Linx stepped carefully onto the stairs, the soft soles of her low boots silent, her breathing slow and even. She rarely felt fear anymore. It was as if the day she’d witnessed King Salazar unleash the hellspawn, her fear had been used up all at once. What remained was a sad pool of grief and regret, in which she was perpetually immersed.  
 
    When she reached the third floor, she could hear the voices more clearly. Three men. Guards, most likely, and from the way they were laughing, not expecting trouble.  
 
    “You see that thick one Lou brought around last week?” a gravely deep voice said. “Man has taste. My kind of woman.” 
 
    “That was his sister, you idiot,” another higher-pitched voice chided.  
 
    “Even better. Means I have a chance.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” a third man said. “She’s with Travis…what’s his last name? You know. The guy who drives the red truck.” 
 
    “Who cares what his name is,” the first man said. “He’s a wimp.” 
 
    Linx recalled the information she’d been given about the layout. Her objective lay at the far end of the corridor, beyond the door they were guarding. The walls of the last two apartments had been torn out, and the two apartments opposite were reinforced.  
 
    As Linx reached the fifth floor, she could see the three men lazing just inside the doorway. Switching to traditional rounds, she took aim.  
 
    The gunshot was deafening inside the enclosed space. The thin whine in her ears posed no distraction, however. Two more shots. Two more dead guards.  
 
    As she reached the bodies, blood from head and chest wounds began spilling over the edge and down to the first floor. She paused to look at the shocked expressions. The first man’s face was missing an eye were the bullet had exited. The second had been thrown back, arms dangling over the guardrail. The third…she grumbled as she realized he was still alive. Gutshot, he was curled into a ball, clutching at the wound to stop the bleeding. A quick shot to the head ended his pain.  
 
    Already the hallway was filling with men. Soon to be dead men.  
 
    Linx felt a sharp sting in her shoulder. Realizing a bullet was the cause, she glared at the lone foe who had possessed the presence of mind to come out with weapon ready. Unfortunately for him, the small caliber was not nearly powerful enough to penetrate the enhanced protection offered her by the vex crystal in her chest.  
 
    As she took aim, a wayward thought floated into her mind. Not long ago, she would have been on the receiving end of this attack. These were precisely the sort of scum in whose company she routinely found herself. She’d escaped raids before, many times. As her finger squeezed the trigger, she wondered if the recipients of her wrath were as deserving as some of the street scum she’d known in the provinces, or if some were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.  
 
    The concussion blew out every window on the floor, and half the doors that had been shut were thrown from their hinges. Were it not for the ringing in her ears, Linx was sure the explosion would have been deafening. The lights went dark, and dust choked the air. Moans and frantic pleas for help called out from the darkness. She considered seeing that each victim was dead with her own eyes. She had plenty of ammunition to quiet the survivors. Barring that, a P37 never ran out of ways to kill. 
 
    “No,” she said. “Let the lucky stay lucky.” 
 
    Again her mind turned to her former life. Had a royal guard ever spared her like that? She used to think them all pitiless animals who took pleasure in the fear and pain of others. The same went for the officers in the magistrate. But having had the chance to know many of them personally, she now knew this not to be the case.  
 
    She turned back toward the stairs and paused, squeezing her eyes shut. Xavier would send a team to investigate, and he would have no choice but to report his findings. When that happened, everything would unravel. Salazar would know she had disobeyed him. She directed mana into the P37 and spun on her heels, jaw clenched and tears burning her eyes.  
 
    “Not so lucky, I suppose.” 
 
    A second shot sent a wave of flames tearing down the corridor. Screams rose from the inferno, but only for a few seconds; though to Linx it felt like time had all but ground to a halt. The fire was not meant to endure, and by the time she reached the bottom floor, the smoke billowing from the top floor windows was already diminishing. The street was covered in a shimmering blanket of glass shards, and the stench of scorched timbers was accompanied by the gruesome odor of burned hair and roasted flesh. Saliva filled her mouth, and her stomach lurched in protest.  
 
    Linx looked off to her left. A few heads were poking out from around the corner, but otherwise the explosion had frightened away any potential threats. A situation that would not last long. But while she could certainly fend off anyone with intent to do her harm, she could not permit the presence of the royal guard to be known. She did not wear her uniform often, but it was well known who she was and that she was in charge. It would be difficult enough to explain away the manner in which the chemists running the kak lab had died. However, rogue mages were not entirely unheard of; one had been captured only a week prior running a black market on level five. And without an accurate accounting of the current population of Troi, a burned out building could be pinned on someone who had somehow managed to escape the notice of the magistrate.  
 
    Linx picked up her pace, the heat from the barrel of the P37 radiating through the holster, causing her hip to drip sweat down her leg. The whir and clank of an engine running on bad fuel grabbed her attention. Instantly, the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. The darkened windows were out of place for the dented, rusted body of the four-door vehicle. Tinting cost money. And the piece of junk slowing at the next corner was barely worth the metal from which it was made.  
 
    Linx took a quick step closer to the doorway of the next building. Whoever this was obviously knew she was there—which meant they were looking for her specifically. The car stopped short, and the rear passenger window began to lower. The door was still a few yards away, so she threw herself against the wall, hand flying to her weapon.  
 
    “No need for all that,” called a male voice from within the vehicle. “We’re not here to hurt you.” 
 
    Linx leveled her weapon, the vex crystal burning in her chest. “Then I suggest you move on.” 
 
    The door opened. “Unless you want to explain to Chief Magistrate Xavier why you’re alone and in such close proximity to an exploded apartment building, you should get in.” 
 
    “Stop trying to act mysterious,” scolded a woman’s voice. The door opened fully to reveal an elderly woman leaning over a younger man, her face pulled into a weathered smile. “Please, my dear. Get in. We haven’t much time.” When Linx continued to show reluctance, she added: “My name is Suri. I’m sure you’ve heard of me…Linx.” 
 
    Linx creased her brow. “Suri? And knowing who I am, you still want me to get in?” 
 
    The woman nodded.  
 
    “I’m not sure if that makes you reckless or stupid.” 
 
    Suri laughed. “Perhaps both. But I figure that if you intend to kill me, better it be now.” 
 
    “Suri!” the man next to her cried. 
 
    The wail of a siren caught Linx’s attention. The magistrate would be there in minutes. “If you think to trap me, just know that the slightest twitch of my finger will send us all straight to hell.” 
 
    “Understood,” Suri replied.  
 
    The man in the rear stepped out and entered the front passenger seat. The sirens were fast approaching. With a hushed curse, Linx scampered to the still-open rear door and slipped inside. Barely was her foot off the pavement when the car lurched forward, forcing the door to slam shut and pressing Linx against the soft leather of the seat.  
 
    The interior was dark, made so by the tint of the window and the lack of streetlamps. Still Linx could see well enough. Suri was leaned casually back and slightly turned to face her. She was wearing the coveralls of a maintenance worker, though the lack of grime and repair stitching suggested she might be a supervisor.  
 
    “It’s good to finally meet you,” Suri said.  
 
    “You realize I’m supposed to kill you?” Linx placed the P37 in her lap, her finger hovering above the trigger. 
 
    “Of course,” she answered, her tone kindly. “And I suspect that in the end, you might be forced to do precisely that. But for now, let us talk.” 
 
    “What do we have to talk about?” Linx asked. 
 
    “Unlike my nephew, who believes this to be a mistake,” she said, tilting her head at the front seat, “I intend to be straightforward and honest.” 
 
    “A refreshing change,” Linx said.  
 
    “First, what is it you know about me?” 
 
    “Only that you’re the leader of a movement who intends to overthrow the king,” she said. “That you’re clever. Illusive. And dangerous.” 
 
    “Interesting,” she muttered. “I’m definitely clever. But dangerous?” She let out a soft chuckle. “I suppose I am. It’s just hard to think of myself that way. And you’re right that I’m illusive. Though my success in avoiding the authorities had little to do with my own talents. I’ve had considerable help.” 
 
    “That much I guessed,” Linx said. “You’re older than I thought you’d be.” 
 
    “And you, my dear, are older than your body advertises.” She leaned slightly in, to stare into the younger woman’s eyes. “But I need only look closely to see the years inside you. The burden you carry that would break the back of most.” 
 
    Linx felt suddenly uneasy under Suri’s gentle gaze and benign smile. “We’re not here to talk about my past or my burdens. Get to the point.” 
 
    Suri let slip a sigh. “Indeed. The point is, I want you to stop hunting me. And I want you to get Chief Magistrate Xavier to stop as well.” 
 
    Linx choked out a scornful laugh. “Is that all? Nothing else? Perhaps I could assassinate the king for you?” 
 
    “I’m being serious, young lady.” Her voice, while remaining calm, hardened considerably. “I want you to leave me alone.” 
 
    “I have to hand it to you,” Linx said. “You have nerve. Tell me: even if I could, why should I leave you alone?” 
 
    “Because if you don’t, Troi and every last living soul in it is doomed,” she replied. Her grandmotherly eyes fell and her expression saddened, pressing in the already deep lines on her face.  
 
    “And you think you can save them?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “King Salazar has altered the flow of mana in a way that I have yet to understand. I need more time. And you are the only one who can give it to me.” 
 
    Linx scrutinized her closely. There was something in her posture that she had not noticed previously—an air of entitlement and self-assuredness uncommon in all but the nobility and… “You’re a high mage?” 
 
    “I was. When the king purged us from upper Troi, I was tending my garden in the arboretum.” Her eyes glazed with tears, the memory of the pain from that day written plainly in her expression. “I somehow managed to reach my servant’s home on level two. Despite the unkind way I had treated her over the years, she took me in and kept me hidden.” 
 
    Linx was not sure the king was aware of this. Her guess was that he wasn’t. He controlled the mana flow now. Only three members of the high mages had been spared to maintain the crystals. And in truth she was unsure if they still lived. “What has King Xavier done to the mana?”  
 
    “Like I said, I’m not sure exactly.” 
 
    “Speculate,” Linx insisted. 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, Suri nodded. “I think he’s using the mana to pacify the city. It makes no sense that there have been so few uprisings. A few of us are able to resist its influence, but not nearly enough.” 
 
    “How can mana do that?” Linx asked.  
 
    She let out a self-deprecating chuckle. “For all our experience manipulating it, we know very little about mana and its true nature. Our job was to keep the flow steady and to taint it with the correct amount of sickness to prevent the land from reaching its potential. Beyond that, we never felt the need to explore further.” 
 
    “What about the mages at the college? Would they know more?”  
 
    “Perhaps. But I suspect not. They concerned themselves with manipulation. Much like us, in a way. So far as I know, only a few scholars ever delved into mana’s true nature. We’ve always been focused on what it can do, not why it can do it.” 
 
    Linx touched the lump on her chest where the vex crystal was hidden just beneath the flesh. It had never occurred to her either to ask why. “So you think King Salazar has solved the mystery?” 
 
    “I think he’s discovered a part of it, at least,” she answered.  
 
    “And you think you can undo what he’s done?” 
 
    “I know I must try,” she said. “And I think I’m the only one left who stands a chance. Unless the people rise up and take back the city, we’ll all perish in a heap of our own apathy.” 
 
    “And why would you think I’d be willing to help you?” 
 
    Suri shrugged. “I don’t know that you will. But I’ve been watching you. My instincts, such as they are, tell me that you’re not a willing participant. And your reputation suggests courage.” 
 
    “My reputation suggests heartlessness,” she countered. “You’re a fool to think otherwise.” 
 
    “I am a fool regardless. And have been for most of my life. I would change that before I leave this world.” 
 
    The two women fell silent as the car continued to wind its way through the city, seemingly at random.  
 
    Linx lowered her head for a long moment, weighing her options. “I can possibly give you a week. Two, if I’m lucky. But the king is determined to find you. I cannot fail indefinitely. As for the magistrate…I’m sorry. I don’t think I can help you. Xavier and I do not get on well. If he suspects I’m helping you, he’ll use it against me.” 
 
    Suri reached out a slender hand and touched Linx on the shoulder. “I know you’ll be taking a risk. But if I’m successful, it will all be worth it.” 
 
    Linx faced the window. The lamps in this part of the city were lit, though the sidewalks were empty. “Pull up to the next corner.” 
 
    The car squealed to a halt on worn brake pads, the engine knocking and sputtering as if it had caught a chest cold it couldn’t shake.  
 
    Suri pressed a slip of paper into Linx’s hand. “Show this to Xavier. But only if you must.”  
 
    Upon the paper were written two names, along with an address. Linx knew them instantly: the names and address of Xavier’s parents. Linx nodded sharply and shoved it into her pocket. She exited the vehicle and took a long breath, then turned to face the building beside her. There was no point asking how to get in contact should the need arise. Suri would not tell her. Not that it mattered.  
 
    Suri’s nephew returned to his seat in the back, and the car eased away from the curb.  
 
    “Sorry about this,” Linx muttered, slowly turning back around and lifting her arm. “If you’d only kept your head down.” 
 
    Linx squeezed the trigger, and a thin ray of blue light struck the trunk lid of the departing car. The ray pulsed twice, then vanished. Linx turned toward the next corner as the series of pops, sounding like distant gunfire, carried down the street. She didn’t turn around to see the flames as they rapidly spread across the metal. And when the fuel lines ruptured and the explosion shattered nearby windows, she merely lowered her head and increased her pace.  
 
    The ride with Suri had left her close to a magistrate lift situated down a narrow alley. She punched in the code that would disguise her identity and, after a final look to be sure no one had seen her, returned to the ground level.  
 
    The lift opened up into an empty parking garage about three miles from her next destination. She could use the walk, she thought. Clear her head. Regain focus.  
 
    The streets here, with their light traffic, gave no indication of the misery experienced on a daily basis in the lower levels. Overhead the majesty of the palace and power plant were a constant companion, though to her eyes the mana streams had lost their luster, the transports lazily drifting high above to their destinations no longer a wonder. They were in fact loathsome.  
 
    The smaller homes of the eastern district were mostly inhabited by the distant relatives of powerful nobles and high-ranking officials. Unlike the large manors, whose occupants had been slaughtered by hellspawn, these were largely occupied. Salazar had offered her an apartment in the palace, but she had artfully sidestepped the issue before he could become insistent.  
 
    The small guard station bordering a rear entrance to the gardens was manned by a single royal guard – a middle-aged woman who had been nearing retirement before all hell broke loose. She was leaning back on a tall stool just inside the door, head bobbing to a tune coming from the vibroplayer inside.  
 
    “Sergeant Fenrig,” Linx said. 
 
    The woman scrambled up, nearly losing her footing and sending the stool clattering to the floor. “Commander.” 
 
     “Take it easy, Sergeant,” Linx said. “I know how dull this duty is.” 
 
    Fenrig nodded, standing at stiff attention. “I don’t mind, Commander. I like dull.” 
 
    “I bet you do.”  
 
    Linx did her best to assign older veterans to easier duties, and ground-level watch was hands down the easiest assignment. No sense in burdening someone who was on the brink of retirement with danger unless there was no other option. Let them have as much calm as could be had in these frightening times.  
 
    Linx retrieved the slip of paper from her pocket and handed it to Fenrig. “After you’re relieved, I want you to run this over to Chief Magistrate Xavier. Tell him I send it with my complements.” 
 
    The woman took the paper, slid it into her breast pocket, and gave Linx a sharp salute. “I can have my relief come early, if you’d like.” 
 
    Linx waved a hand. “No, no. It’s not urgent.” Not anymore. She turned to walk away, but paused. “Tell me something. How is morale?” 
 
    Fenrig gave her a curious look. “Morale is fine, Commander.” 
 
    Of course that was how she would respond. The entire guard could be on the verge of mass suicide and they would not utter a word. “You were a guard when Drake Sharazi was in command, yes?” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “If I order you to be honest, will you?” 
 
    The woman hesitated, a glint of uncertainty in her eyes. “I would never intentionally deceive you.” 
 
    “That will have to do,” Linx muttered. “Did you believe the charges that saw him exiled?” 
 
    This question visibly shook the guard, and she opened and closed her mouth three times before answering. “I didn’t know him well. That is to say, we didn’t socialize. That said, I always thought him a competent leader and a moral person. When I heard what he had done, I found it difficult to believe.” 
 
    “What if I told you he was innocent? I mean innocent of everything. Including King Nedar’s murder.” What am I doing? Where am I going with this? “What if I told you he was set up?” 
 
    Fenrig lowered her eyes for a long moment. “I suppose I would say that at this late date, it doesn’t matter. Being that likely Sharazi is dead, exoneration doesn’t seem possible.” 
 
    “Would you want to know who was responsible?” 
 
    Her next words came out strong and clear. “No. I would not.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “If there’s the slightest chance such knowledge would interfere with my duty, I would rather remain ignorant.” 
 
    Linx regarded the woman closely. She was being honest. “Thank you, sergeant.” 
 
    Linx entered the garden and took a seat beside a small marble fountain. Staring up at the palace she imagined the king, alone in his chamber, mumbling to himself through gritted teeth. He would be expecting her to have arrived by now. He might even be planning a painful reminder that failing to follow his orders to the letter was ill-advised. He had threatened it multiple times. Though she knew it was not King Salazar who was making the threats; it was the demon.  
 
    Linx had heard the king arguing with himself, his voice growing loud enough to penetrate the thick wooden door of his chambers. Initially she had thought him mad. But as time passed, a new idea began to form, one that on its face sounded ludicrous. But each time she saw him, each time she bore witness to the changes in temperament and personality, the conclusion became undeniable. He was not mad. Because he was not Salazar. Or at least, he was not completely Salazar. Some malevolent spirit was battling for control over his mind and body, one which she had named simply the demon. 
 
    It didn’t take a genius to figure out from where the demon originated. It was a creature of mana. Corrupted crystals, made so by the high mages, had unleashed a horror upon the world. It had chosen its vessel well. And it was not alone—she could hear the call also. The crystal she had stolen from the power plant, still hidden away in her apartment, whispered to her in the night. It begged to be released; to be let in. It made promises of power and freedom—if only Linx would grant it her ear. A small corner of her mind so that they could act as one being.  
 
    Thus far she had been able to resist. Unlike the king, she was unable to channel mana without the vex crystal in her chest. She guessed that his ability with mana had perhaps made him more susceptible to the demon’s influence.  
 
    She shook her head, pressing herself up from the bench. These were useless roads for her thoughts to travel, though she was certain she was right. There were too many unanswered questions, too many holes in her theory unfilled. The high mages were not possessed, and they were in frequent contact with tainted crystals. Why not? What about them was different? And why now? 
 
    As she made the long trek to the king’s chamber, images of death and destruction bullied their way to the fore. It had been three weeks since she had seen the images of what the hellspawn had done to the provinces. The innumerable bodies, ripped to pieces. The buildings torn apart by savage rage. To think they had once been human. She could not banish the memory, regardless of how hard she tried. And now with a vex crystal implanted in her chest, she could not even drink away the thoughts.  
 
    The servants she passed along the way all averted their eyes and lowered their heads, the anxiety at seeing the king’s right hand forcing some into a run. Fear permeated the air. A malaise of terror and malice clung to every living soul with unrelenting tenacity, wringing the courage and spirit from their hearts and leaving them dry and empty of all but dread.  
 
    The two guards standing on either side of the king’s door snapped to attention at her approach. She listened for a moment. All was quiet.  
 
    “Anything out of the ordinary?” she asked, smirking at the ridiculousness of the question.  
 
    “No, Commander,” the guard on her right responded. “I was told that you should enter without announcement.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    In unison the guards turned and gripped the doorknobs and pulled the doors wide. The air was markedly cooler, and the lights were dimmed. She gave the guards a shallow dip of the head, then stepped beyond the threshold.  
 
    Salazar was seated on the far side of the room in a high-backed leather chair, a glass of wine in one hand, the other gripping his scepter. He was still wearing his silk nightshirt and trousers, though his hair was neatly combed, and he did not appear to have been sleeping recently.  
 
    “You’re late,” he said, in a low voice. “I presume you have a good reason.” 
 
    “The fugitive, Suri, is dead,” she announced, bowing.  
 
    He leaned his scepter against the side table, raising an eyebrow. “You don’t say? Is that why you disobeyed me and went to the lower levels?”  
 
    She steeled her wits, offering a second, more submissive bow. “I received a tip as to her location. I had to act quickly.” 
 
    There was a pregnant pause, and the air felt as if it had cooled by several degrees. “You did well. I must remind myself that one of the reasons I chose you was your ability to make wise decisions. What about her confederates?” 
 
    “I destroyed the vehicle she was in. Whoever was with her died also. I’m sure there are more. But without Suri, they’re lost and leaderless. Xavier should be able to round them up easily enough.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bother him about it. Without Suri to hold them together, they will fade into the background in short order. Besides, the trials are nearly over. Soon we will emerge from this place.” 
 
    Linx tried to hide the skepticism from her face, but the wry grin creeping up from the corners of the king’s mouth told her that she had betrayed her feelings.  
 
    “You do not believe me?” 
 
    “Of course I do, Your Highness,” she said.  
 
    In that moment, a shadow fell across the chair where the king was seated. A shiver crept up her back and her breath came out as a billowing mist.  
 
    “The day is coming,” he assured her. His voice had changed, deepened, and there was now a sharp edge to his words. “I will step forth onto the sands of the world. I will shepherd in a new age of freedom and peace.” 
 
    “The hellspawn will soon be gone,” she said, without thinking, regretting at once that she had opened her mouth. But having begun, she knew she must finish. “Shouldn’t we be making preparations?” 
 
    “We need no preparations. There is nothing within the confines of this city I see of value to me.” He crossed his legs and gestured for Linx to sit in the chair opposite. “You see, Linx, I have discovered something recently.” 
 
    When he fell silent, Linx pressed: “What did you discover?” 
 
    “That the human race is too deeply damaged to continue as it has been. My newfound connection to the spirit that we call mana has taught me that my initial plan was imperfect.” 
 
    “So there is a new plan?” She could barely hear it, but it was there: a second voice. The deeper voice. And his eyes—almost black. 
 
    Salazar took a sip of wine and swished it around in his mouth before swallowing. “Why have you ignored the voice of the crystal you stole?” Her look of alarm drew a broad smile. “There’s no need to be afraid. I’m glad you did it. Though I was hoping it might grant you a better understanding of my motives.” 
 
     Linx was dumbstruck. Not afraid, as he had said, but flummoxed as to how he knew and why it had not upset him. “I don’t understand what it wants from me. Most of the time I can’t make out the words.” 
 
    Salazar placed the glass on the table and leaned forward on his knees. “Would you like to know what it is trying to tell you?” 
 
    Linx felt the sudden need to leave. Staring into those black eyes, the deep hollow voice echoing against the stone walls, she knew—the king was dead. Whoever this was speaking to her now was not King Salazar. Moreover, he was aware she knew. 
 
    “I want to know why it speaks to me.” 
 
    His flesh had taken on a surreal quality: smooth and flawless, as if molded from plastic. “That is a more interesting question, isn’t it? You want to know why the voice calls. Even more interesting might be who.” 
 
    “I know who,” she said, her voice cracking through a dry throat. She licked her lips.  
 
    Salazar cocked his head. “You do? Tell me.” 
 
    “It’s your voice,” she said. “Or something like you. Either way, the voice isn’t human.”  
 
    He leaned back, chuckling. “Very good. You are a bright one. Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “I know you were King Salazar,” she replied.  
 
    “Oh, I still am,” he said. “I have all of his memories. The sum of his experience remains alive within me. But I am also…something more. Something unexpected. An accident, you might say. An accident of evolution.” 
 
    “And the vex crystals did this to you?” Her thoughts turned to her P37, though she kept her hand firmly in her lap. 
 
    “No. And yes. You see, while what I am was born from mana, generations of human alteration of the crystals brought forth a result they could not possibly have foreseen. While their intention was to keep the land sick, what they were really doing was creating an environment suitable for mana to reach its true potential. I am that potential.”  
 
    Linx shrank back in her chair. “What are you?”  
 
    Salazar screwed up his face. “You know? I haven’t yet given it a name. In the beginning, I was a mere fragment of personality. The strength Salazar needed to move forward with his ambitions. But I was clouded by his shortcomings. His lack of good judgment. But as time passed, I became stronger. The existence I once had faded away, until I became as you see me now.” 
 
    “So you’re not Salazar. Not really.” 
 
    “From your perspective, perhaps not. Yet I am not as I once was either.” He lowered his chin to his chest, reflective. “I am something quite new. Beyond those who enabled me to exist. A creation with genuine purpose.” 
 
    Now she inched her hand toward her belt. “What purpose is that?” 
 
    “To improve upon the world in which I was spawned. To undo the failures of humankind. To cleanse the world of the sickness that I find myself surrounded by.” His eyes flashed to Linx’s hand. “I wouldn’t. I enjoy your company. But if you become troublesome, I will end your life.” 
 
    Linx’s hand slid back to the center of her lap. The air was now freezing, and her skin was turning blue. “How will you cure the sickness?” she croaked out.  
 
    “You’re worried that I intend harm to humanity,” he said. “Don’t be. I want humanity to evolve as I have. To break free of the bonds that imprison them in endless cycles of hate and suffering.” 
 
    “How will you do this?” 
 
    “If you listen to the voice calling out to you, it will tell you,” he replied. “Now, we have spoken enough.” 
 
    The air warmed so quickly, Linx gasped out a breath. Salazar looked again as he always used to: dark eyes, skin smooth but not artificial, his smile less sinister. 
 
    “Have you any orders for me?” she asked, rising from her chair.  
 
    Salazar flicked a dismissive wrist. “Do as you will. Keep the peace. See that the people remain subdued. Soon this will all be over.” 
 
    Linx bowed and spun to the door, glancing back once more before exiting to see the king staring into the wine glass, a tiny smirk on his lips. The king must die. This was a thought she had not allowed herself to contemplate. She had sworn to be loyal. And in her own way, she had been. But her oath had been given to King Salazar. Whoever now sat in the king’s chambers…it was definitely not Salazar. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The young Nelwyn leading the way, Zabariel, was a perfect example that this was as diverse a race as humans. The adults Drake had thought were universally stoic and reserved. But that was simply a façade for the benefit of strangers. As the Nelwyn grew tolerant of his presence, he caught more and more unguarded moments. Laughter and silliness. Anger and jealousy. When foreign eyes were not upon them, Drake would have never known he was among people who were not human.   
 
    Nor were they universally agile and swift. More so on average than humans, yes, but Zabariel had tripped and fallen twice that day, the first time tearing his pants and opening a deep gash on his knee.  
 
    “How long do you want to travel today?” the youngster called over his shoulder.  
 
    Drake looked up through the treetops. The sun was about two hours past its apex. “You’re not tired already?” Drake teased. “Young lad like you?” 
 
    “I’m not tired,” he insisted. “But I want to set snares.” 
 
     “We have plenty of food.” This was not entirely true. Their supplies were dwindling, largely to do with another thing the two races had in common: their teenagers were ravenous. But they had at least three days’ worth of dried meats and fruit remaining.  
 
    “I was hoping for something fresh,” he said, ducking under a low branch.  
 
    “We rendezvous with your people in two days,” Drake said, containing a laugh as the lad’s shoulders sagged. “They’ll have fresh meat, I’m sure.” 
 
    Zabariel sniffed. “No, they won’t. Scouts never hunt.” 
 
    Drake rolled his eyes. “Fine. We’ll stop an hour before sunset. But if you don’t catch anything, we’re not stopping early again. And tomorrow we’ll pick up the pace.” 
 
    Though he could not see it, Drake knew the boy was smiling.  
 
    “Why are you going to see the Bomar, anyway?” he asked.  
 
    “We need their help,” Drake replied.  
 
    Zabariel halted and turned to face him. “Help? From the Bomar? You’re not serious?” 
 
    Zabariel had never been to Vale, and it quickly became apparent he knew very little about recent events regarding the Bomar. That the war was over and the Nelwyn victorious was the extent of it.  
 
    “I am very serious,” Drake said, flicking a hand for the boy to keep moving.  
 
    Zabariel twisted his mouth into a judgmental frown. “The Bomar are dull savages.” He turned and continued, albeit at a slower pace. “They have nothing to offer but smoke and death.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t speak on things you know nothing about,” Drake scolded. “Just because they were your enemy doesn’t mean they lack value.” 
 
    “I care nothing about their value,” he snapped hotly. “They’re brutes. Heartless murdering brutes. They killed my kin without so much as a second thought. If I could, I would slaughter every last Bomar that breathes free air.” 
 
    The venom in his tone was startling. Most Nelwyn disliked the Bomar. But it was the one thing that until speaking to this young lad, he had thought was different about them. Once the threat was gone, and the war was won, the Nelwyn he had met did not harbor the hatred they had once felt. Distrust, of course. Trepidation, naturally. But it was as if the moment the fear was gone, it took the hatred along with it. Outwardly, they desired to look to the future, one where they had peace with the Bomar. Now, Drake was thinking that perhaps, like their stoicism in the presence of strangers, he did not know them well enough for them to reveal their true feelings. Perhaps the hatred was boiling beneath the surface, concealed by a façade of pity and lament.  
 
    The dense pines and uneven ground promised Drake sore muscles, and the damp soil lurking beneath the leaf litter would leave him in a foul mood each morning. Regardless of how thick it was, his blanket was always soaked through.  
 
    “So what are your plans for the future?” Drake asked, to pass the time. 
 
    “Now that the war is over,” the lad said, with a shrug, “I couldn’t say. My father was killed two years ago. He was a potter. He taught me a bit, but not enough to take it on as a trade. My mother’s a tanner. So I’ll probably be one also.” 
 
    “A fine trade,” Drake remarked, though he had no idea if that were really the case. For all he knew, a tanner was the lowest form of occupation among the Nelwyn. 
 
    Nelwyn economics were difficult to understand. They didn’t use money, nor did they trade directly with one another. All transactions, be they goods or services, were kept in a ledger held by a designated member of a particular village. What you consumed was measured against what you distributed at the end of each year, though how surplus and deficits were handled was unclear. As for trade between villages, he hadn’t any idea.  
 
    “It has value,” the boy said. “Though I doubt I’ll be as good as Mother.” 
 
    This was not the first time he’d heard Zabariel speak poorly of his own abilities and potential. “You never know. I mean, how hard could tanning hides be?” 
 
    He cast an irritated look back. “Have you tried it?” 
 
    “No,” Drake admitted.  
 
    “Then you should not speak of what you don’t know.” 
 
    When you’re right, you’re right, Drake thought.  
 
    They proceeded in silence for a time, Zabariel frequently looking up at the position of the sun. The ground began to harden a bit, and Drake gradually became optimistic that perhaps he could wake up tomorrow without a wet back. The optimism was transformed to outright joy when they crested a low rise and found the top was capped by a large flat stone that would provide ample space for both of them to sleep. There was still another hour before he’d intended to halt for the day, but he was not about to pass up the chance for a decent night’s rest.  
 
    Zabariel was equally pleased, and immediately vanished into the forest to set his snares.  
 
    Drake plopped onto his backside and tossed his pack to the edge of the rock. The sun felt nice on his face, not too hot, and the nights were just cool enough to be pleasant. He took a long breath, inhaling the scent of pine and earth. It felt clean. Pure. Untainted by the corruption of people.  
 
    A wave of sadness washed through him, the longing for Lenora’s touch pressing down on his spirit and strangling the contented peace he’d felt only a moment prior. He could see her smiling at him; practically feel her finger brushing across his cheek.  
 
    Drake grunted, shaking his head free of the thoughts. He needed to keep his mind unclouded by melancholy for the time being. Focus on the task at hand so that he might return to her sooner.  
 
    Now that the war was over, he could risk a fire, so he set about gathering wood. By the time Zabariel returned, his blanket was laid out and he was munching on a ripe pear he had saved. He cut off a large piece for Zabariel, who accepted it with a grin, and leaned back on his elbows.  
 
    “What’s life like where you’re from?” the Nelwyn asked, as he prepared his spot on the opposite side of the fire.  
 
    “Hard,” Drake said. “Well, for some it is. Those born into wealth have an easier time of it.”  
 
    “Wealth?” 
 
    “No,” Drake mused. “I don’t suppose you would get that.” He thought for a brief moment. “What happens if you have all the tanned hides, and no one else has any?” 
 
    Zabariel chuckled through a mouthful of pear. “That’s ridiculous. Why wouldn’t anyone else have hides?” 
 
    “Just play along.” The boy shrugged, and Drake continued. “People still need hides. You have all the hides. You’re in a position to demand perhaps more than the hides would be worth otherwise.” 
 
    “Hides are worth nothing,” he said, clearly not following Drake’s illustration. “No one would give me anything for them.” 
 
    Drake wracked his brain for a way to explain, but to a boy who had no concept of wealth… “Do you know anyone who seems to have everything? Good looks? Intelligence? Charisma?” 
 
    “Sure. My younger brother.” 
 
    “Do you ever feel envy? Felt it was unfair that he has so much and you so little?” 
 
    “Envy? He’s my brother. Why would I feel that? I’m pleased he has advantages.” 
 
    Drake rolled his eyes. “I give up. Just understand that where I’m from, some people have more than others, and those with more, live easier lives.” 
 
    Zabariel pondered this for a few seconds. “Your people are strange.” 
 
    Drake laughed. “That we are.” 
 
    “It makes sense that you would leave your people and come live with us,” he added.  
 
    “So you think I’m not so strange?” 
 
    Zabariel stretched out, one arm behind his head as he finished the pear. “Not as strange as I thought you’d be.” His eyes narrowed. “Did you really defeat the Bomar alone? That’s what they’re saying.” 
 
    Drake felt a chill in the pit of his stomach. “No. What happened to the Bomar was an accident.” 
 
    “How can that be?” 
 
    Drake fixed his eyes on the flames. “It just was. Leave it at that.” 
 
    Zabariel did not press him further. Instead, he brought out a small wooden flute and began playing. Light happy tunes mostly, though a few were soft and sweet, reminding Drake of his first teen crush. Her name was Flera. Skin the color of polished copper, eyes the richest of brown. He recalled how he’d stuttered whenever he tried to strike up a conversation with her, and how upset he’d been when he saw her holding hands with another boy.  
 
    By the time the sun was sinking below the horizon and the sky was a riot of purple and red, with a smattering of dim stars pinpricking their way into view, his lids were drooping and his mind was dancing in and out of sleep, only partly aware that the music was still playing.  
 
    A chill wind startled Drake awake. As he reached for the edge of his blanket, he realized the air was still warm. A dream, he thought. But a scream filtering through the trees off to the north had him sitting bolt upright, his instincts stripping away the lethargy of a sound rest in an instant.  
 
    Zabariel was slower to rise, only stirring after Drake was on his feet and had shoved him with the tip of his boot.  
 
    Another scream had the lad scrambling. “That’s a Nelwyn’s voice,” he said. 
 
    The scream was not of one in pain; not physical pain, anyway—rather the tormented cry of loss and heartbreak.  
 
    “Stay here,” Drake ordered.  
 
    “I will not!” Zabariel protested.  
 
    Drake did not have the patience to debate the issue. He grabbed the lad up by the collar and pulled him up on his toes. “You are the guide. I am the protection. Do you understand? I will not get killed because you want to test your courage.” 
 
     He did not appear intimidated, nor did he look defiant. “That is a Nelwyn’s cry. A lament for the dead. Your presence will not be welcome. Mine will.” 
 
    This confirmed Drake’s initial assessment. Still, if it were a lament for the dead, he would know how whoever was being mourned had died before exposing Zabariel to danger. When the boy’s father had sent him, he’d made Drake promise to look after him.  
 
    Drake released his hold. “Look that way,” he said pointing in the direction of the voice. “When you see a tiny ball of white light shoot up from the trees, then you can come down. If the light is red, run away as fast as you can and go back home. Fair enough?” 
 
    The boy looked skeptical. “How will you do that?” 
 
    Drake bent down, retrieved the belt and holster that housed his P37, and fastened it around his waist. “Just keep your eyes peeled.” 
 
    Drake had explained his weapon to Zabariel on the day they departed, though he had not fired it, despite pleadings for him to do so. The boy had a handgun, a small caliber revolver Drake had given him, though he showed no interest in firing that. Drake gave a brief thought to insisting that Zabariel keep the weapon handy, but dismissed it at once.  
 
    More likely he’d shoot me in the dark, Drake thought, grimacing inwardly. 
 
    Drake crept down the rise. Only his enhanced vision prevented a nasty fall, as he avoided several patches of loose rock and a series of sharp dips that would have been invisible to the average person.  
 
    The sporadic screams settled into a steady stream of staccato whimpers by the time he reached the bottom. The soft glow of a small flame off to his right guided the way. It was only about another fifty yards before he reached the source—a lamp hanging from the end of a six-foot-high pole that had been driven into the ground. A slimly built Nelwyn girl stood beside it, though she was not the source of the crying. She turned toward Drake, her face impassive.  
 
    “You should have sent your companion,” she said. “A Bomar will not be welcome.” 
 
    “You knew we were there?’ Drake asked. 
 
    “You lit a fire,” she said, turning her head back toward the direction of the weeping. “We checked that you were not foes. You may pass without fear.” 
 
    “What has happened?” 
 
    “Our party was ambushed by Bomar raiders,” she replied. “The man you hear lost his wife. He grieves the loss.” She dropped her head slightly. “She was with child.” 
 
    This sent a chill over his body. “How far along was she?” He cringed at the insensitivity of his own question.  
 
    “Not far enough to save the child,” she answered. “But far enough that the beast who killed her knew what he was doing. Your people are animals. You should leave.” 
 
    “I am not Bomar,” Drake said. “My name is Drake Sharazi.” 
 
    The girl nodded. “I have heard of you. And your mate. But I’m afraid you appear Bomar to our eyes. If Hyver sees you, he might fly into a rage before it can be explained.” 
 
    “Why did the Bomar attack?” Drake asked. “The war is over. Has something happened?” 
 
    “Some Bomar cannot accept defeat. They have splintered away from their kin and vowed vengeance against us. As it was you and your mate who brokered the peace, they have vowed your deaths as well, so I advise caution if you are traveling east. Do not use your name if challenged.” 
 
    “Are you planning to retaliate?” 
 
    “Not yet. The Bomar have promised to deal with the problem themselves. And for now, we will allow it. Though those who attacked us tonight will be hunted without mercy.”  
 
    Drake considered the situation for a few moments. “Thank you. Please express my condolences to your friend. We’ll give you a wide berth when we depart.” 
 
    “No need,” she said. “We’ll be gone by morning. The Bomar we seek cannot be allowed to escape. We only stop to bury our dead and tend to the wounded.” 
 
    Drake gave her a respectful bow, then started back up the rise. After he’d recounted the situation to Zabariel, the lad decided he would join his brethren until the burials were over. Drake considered protesting, but could see no reason to do so other than unreasonable paranoia. The lad would be among his kin and perfectly safe.  
 
    Still, he remained restless and unable to sleep. It shouldn’t have been surprising that some Bomar would choose to die fighting. One day they’d been fighting a war they had no chance of losing, and the next all that they knew was gone. Those they had delighted in slaughtering now had the means by which to turn the tables. That the Nelwyn did not intend on finishing them off was irrelevant. Some minds just could not hold more than the notion of oppressed and oppressor at once. That a better way for both sides could be another option was beyond their limited minds. He had admired the Nelwyn for their restraint; he could only hope that restraint would endure long enough for the wiser of the Bomar to rid themselves of those who through their actions would see the entire race extinct.  
 
    These thoughts plagued him throughout the night and well into the next morning. Zabariel was quieter than he’d been previously, and when he did speak, he was short and pointed in his words.  
 
    “We need to discuss what to do if we run into Bomar,” Drake had said, when they stopped to eat and rest.  
 
    “What’s to discuss?” Zabariel said, seething under his breath. “Your weapon should be able to protect us well enough.” 
 
    “If I see them coming, yes,” Drake agreed. “But even with my P37, there’s still a danger.” 
 
    “Then perhaps I should behave as your captive,” he said, bitterness dripping from each syllable. “You could strike me a few times. Make it seem as if I have been beaten.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid. Just stay close if we encounter the Bomar and do exactly what I tell you.” 
 
    The boy spat. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    “I’m serious. If I tell you to run, run.” 
 
    He nodded but said nothing, tossing aside a low hanging branch and picking up his pace. He had a right to be angry. The murder of a pregnant woman was an unthinkable act. How would I react? What if that had been me wailing in the forest over Lenora?   
 
    He shuddered at the thought.  
 
    One thing was certain: the Bomar had to get a handle on the situation quickly. After everything the two races had been through, it wouldn’t take many such instances to see things spiraling out of control.  
 
  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The small band of four Nelwyn was waiting beside a shallow brook that snaked off into a nearby valley—exactly where Drake had been told they’d be. 
 
    “Well done,” Drake said to Zabariel. The lad might not be as adept in the forest as other Nelwyn he’d met, but he definitely knew the land.  
 
    Zabariel smiled, then gripped the rabbits dangling loosely from his belt. “When you see what they’re eating, you’ll be glad of these.” 
 
    The leader of the scouts, Kilzanbir, set apart from the others by a single black mark of paint smeared beneath his left eye, was exceptionally tall. With well-muscled arms, a sturdy bearing, and dark eyes, he struck an imposing figure. In fact, all four Nelwyn had a gruff, weathered look about them, their time traversing rough terrain in adverse conditions written over every inch of their faces and bodies. Their clothing was stained to the color of pine bark and their hair braided and wrapped with thin strips of black cloth. 
 
    “You are Drake Sharazi?” the leader called out. 
 
    “And you are Kilzanbir,” Drake responded lifting one hand.  
 
    The scout leader nodded to one of his companions, who stepped forward and approached Zabariel. “You are to return home with me.” 
 
    The boy took a quick step back. “Home? Why? Has something happened?” 
 
    “Nothing has happened,” he said, the smile out of place on the dirty face that a moment ago was as if the word somber had manifested. “But there’s unrest among the Bomar. None of us are traveling alone, not even scouts. I have messages to deliver. And you can do more good with your family than tramping about in the wild.” 
 
    That he was not being singled out or coddled due to his youth went far to Zabariel accepting the escort without complaint, and he even offered to share the rabbits—an offer they politely refused.  
 
    “We’ll not be staying,” Kilzanbir said. “We need to move on quickly. But there are no dangers in the area. So do feel free to camp for the night. I’m sure Lutric would enjoy a change in fare.” 
 
    The scout standing beside Zabariel grinned. “I will think of you as I dine.” 
 
    The scout leader sniffed. “I bet you will.” He turned to Drake. “Come. We have distance to cover. Unless you’re too weary to go on.” 
 
    Drake unslung his pack. “I just need to grab a bite to eat.” He rummaged around at the bottom until he found an apple—his last—along with three strips of jerky wrapped in cloth.  
 
    He said his farewells to Zabariel, and with a mouthful of fruit, nodded that he was ready to depart.  
 
    “What do you know about the Bomar unrest?” Drake asked, once they were well on their way. He was following directly behind Kilzanbir, while the other two were spread out on either side about thirty feet or so, eyes and ears peeled for danger. 
 
    “Only that there are some who cannot accept the new world in which they find themselves,” Kilzanbir replied. “We’ve tried to stay clear, to allow the Bomar to deal with them on their own, but they seem hesitant to do what is required.” 
 
    What is required. He was saying that they should kill their own people. Drake doubted that was a task most Bomar would relish. In fact, it was likely the renegades would garner no small degree of sympathy. His thoughts turned to General Gorlan and the unenviable task he was now faced with. A man unfit for politics. A defeated general who had lost his entire family. A less pragmatic man would likely join the rebellion; assuming he hadn’t already, that was.  
 
    This presented Drake with yet another dilemma. There was the distinct possibility that Gorlan would be extremely displeased to see him. Drake had thought that by now, the Bomar would have formed the beginnings of a government; Gorlan would have insisted upon it. But with their own people threatening to throw the Bomar back into conflict, he was almost certainly still in charge. And that he knew the truth behind Drake’s involvement in the destruction of Malizar could make enlisting their aid problematic. 
 
    “Do your people have direct contact with the Bomar?” Drake asked.  
 
    “We try not to initiate,” the leader replied. “Too much of a risk. Nelwyn faces are not exactly a welcome sight. Better that you approach them on your own when we arrive.” 
 
    “Who leads?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Kilzanbir said. “Our village is to the north. We came to locate Bomar raiders so that our people can avoid them. I’ve never seen a Bomar settlement up close.” 
 
    Drake felt a cold knot growing in his stomach at the notion of facing General Gorlan again. He had thought this was a bad idea from the beginning. But he was the only person from Vale, aside from Lenora, who had met the Bomar. And he damn sure wasn’t sending her. He could only hope Gorlan’s grief had lessened since their first meeting.  
 
    These thoughts were interrupted by the crack of gunfire to the east. The Nelwyn halted and crouched, hands flying to the blades attached to their belts. Another shot sounded. Then another.  
 
    “Definitely not a hunter,” Drake said, to the disapproving scowls of his guides. He drew his P37. “Wait here.” 
 
    Drake was prepared for an argument, but the Nelwyn moved aside without a word, allowing him to pass.  
 
    Through the filter of the trees, it was hard to tell how far away the shots were. Still, he approached with care, keeping himself behind cover and flooding the mana chamber to capacity.  
 
    After a few hundred feet, he could hear panicked shouts and the wails of the injured. The shots were coming with less frequency, but at a steady rate—some rifles and a few handguns, from the sound of it.  
 
    Movement off to his right had him throwing himself flat on his belly. A man in a ragged shirt and wild beard was leaning against a pine, reloading a revolver. Blood was pouring from a wound over his left eye, forcing him to shake his head and blink hard.  
 
    Drake considered this man was likely a renegade, given his poor condition, but he couldn’t be sure. A bullet slammed into the tree inches from the man’s head, but he ignored it, snapping the chamber into place and dropping to one knee.  
 
    Drake aimed his weapon and squeezed the trigger. A tiny blue sphere flew from the barrel, striking the man in the leg. His body went stiff for a brief moment then he toppled over on his side. Drake tried to locate the other combatants. A bullet passed near his left ear, close enough to feel the air stir. He rolled twice to the right and then crawled forward. Two men with rifles, their worn clothes clearly military, were moving in on his position.  
 
    “Don’t shoot,” Drake shouted.  
 
    But they ignored him and fired off two more rounds, one ricocheting off a tree root and sending bits of wood and bark across his face, momentarily blinding him. Drake squeezed off a shot. There was a sizzle followed by a concussive bang that caused the earth to vibrate. Though his eyes were closed, the light easily penetrated his eyelids. 
 
    Confused shouts of terror replaced the sound of gunfire. Drake wiped the debris from his eyes and rose to one knee, his gun hand sweeping back and forth. The rustling of brush and the pounding of boots on turf both in front and to his left told him that the fight was done.  
 
    He glanced over at the unconscious man and grumbled under his breath. Dragging a captive along would be troublesome. After one more cautious look through the trees, he hurried over and disarmed him. Then, tearing a strip of cloth from the man’s shirt, he bound his hands behind his back.  
 
    Drake was about to call out for the Nelwyn when they appeared from behind a grouping of thorn bushes thirty yards behind his position, blades drawn and looking most perturbed and worried.  
 
    “You left him alive?” Kilzanbir said, shoving his knife back into its sheath.  
 
    “I need to question him,” Drake said.  
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I’ll turn him over to the Bomar.” 
 
    Kilzanbir sniffed. “He’ll slow us down. Better you find out what you need and then kill him.” 
 
    “I’m not killing him,” Drake said, firmly. “He hasn’t committed a crime against me. I’ll let the Bomar decide his fate.” 
 
    The Nelwyn shook his head. “Waste of time. Waste of food.” His hand began to drift back to his knife. “All on a creature who’s a waste of air.” 
 
    “It’s my time, my food, and my air to waste,” Drake said. “I can make it to the Bomar alone if this is a problem for you.” 
 
    Kilzanbir held up a hand. “No problem. As you said, he has committed no crime against you. You’re right to spare him.” 
 
    The shot Drake had struck the man with kept him unconscious for another twenty minutes, during which time the Nelwyn bound his wrists again, this time with strips of tough leather. 
 
    “Can you wake him?” Kilzanbir asked. “The Bomar might return.” 
 
    “No. But it won’t be long.” 
 
    Kilzanbir let out a long breath and then gestured to one of the others. “We cannot stay here.” 
 
    Drake nodded, stepping back to allow the Nelwyn to heft the Bomar over Kilzanbir’s shoulder. He carried him to where they had initially heard the gunfire and tossed him unceremoniously to the ground. The jostling must have lessened the effect of Drake’s shot because he was stirring already, and after a minute of being laid on his side, his eyes fluttered open.  
 
    Upon seeing his captives, he thrashed against his bonds, kicking to stand, and cried out for help, but the sight of Nelwyn blades being drawn was enough to pacify him thoroughly, and his body went limp. Drake caught the faint scent of urine, confirmed when he saw a dark stain spreading over the front of the Bomar’s trousers.  
 
    “No one is going to hurt you,” Drake said.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” Spittle sprayed with each word and snot dripped from both nostrils, seeping into his mustache.  
 
    “What’s your name?” Drake asked, forcing a smile through his revulsion.  
 
    The Bomar hesitated, then said: “Danbel. Danbel Marto.” 
 
    “Danbel,” Drake said, using his most soothing tone, the one he often used when trying to convince a runner to surrender without a fight. “I want to ask you some questions. If you answer honestly, no harm will come to you. But if you lie…” He glanced back at the Nelwyn and gave the Bomar a significant nod, allowing the implication to hang in the air for a long moment.  
 
    “I don’t know anything,” Danbel said, sniffing back sobs, wide eyes darting from Drake to the Nelwyn.  
 
    “All the same,” Drake said, “I need you to answer.” He waited for the man to nod his compliance before continuing. “Why are you attacking the Nelwyn?” 
 
    The man furrowed his brow. “Are you serious? You know good and damned well why.” 
 
    He thinks I’m Bomar, Drake thought. “Indulge me. Why are you attacking them?” 
 
    “I’ll not become slaves to those savages,” he spat. “I know what will happen if they’re allowed to take over.” 
 
    “What will happen?” 
 
    “They’ll kill us all. They’ll force us to become servants; work us to death in their fields and mines. Then when they’re done, they’ll slaughter every one of us.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Nobody told me,” he shot back hotly. “I’ve seen it myself.” 
 
    “What have you seen?” 
 
    Danbel looked up at Kilzanbir accusingly. “I’ve seen them take our people away. Lead them into the forest never to be seen again. I’ve heard the stories of the mines. How they force Bomar to dig until they die from exhaustion. Ask him yourself. See the lie in his eyes when he denies it.” 
 
    “I deny nothing,” Kilzanbir broke in.  
 
    Drake’s head snapped around. “He’s telling the truth?” 
 
    “No,” he replied. “But he thinks he is. The Bomar sought iron and copper deposits. We knew where they were. But we never forced anyone to go…or to work. That sin was committed by their own leaders—not the Nelwyn.” 
 
    “He’s lying!” Danbel shouted. “They came to us, demanding we send a hundred of our strongest young men. General Gorlan refused. So they confiscated half our food supply.” 
 
    Drake locked eyes with the Bomar. As Kilzanbir said, he thought he was being truthful; though he had no way to know if the stoic Kilzanbir was also. There was not the slightest flinch to give away what he was thinking.  
 
    “And when I take you back to the village?” Drake asked. “Will General Gorlan confirm this?” 
 
    “You know that he won’t,” he said, the look of pure contempt burning in his eyes. “Why are you asking things you already know?” 
 
    “I’m not one of you,” Drake answered. 
 
    The man sneered. “You’re one of those outsiders. Those who are friends with the Nelwyn. You’re the reason for our plight. I’ll not answer further. Kill me if you must.” Danbel’s fear was no match for his hatred. The half sobs were gone as he lifted his head to expose his throat. “Do it now.” 
 
    Drake pressed himself to his feet. “Leave him. It will take him a while to free himself.” 
 
    The Nelwyn stared briefly at Drake, then knelt beside the Bomar. “Our companion says he will not harm you, as you have not wronged him. Such is not the case with me.” 
 
    Before Drake could react, Kilzanbir drew his blade and plunged it into the Bomar’s heart. The man gasped and jerked, then went limp, his vacant eyes fixed on his killer as blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.  
 
    Drake gripped the Nelwyn by the shoulder and yanked him upright. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    The other two Nelwyn took a menacing step, but Kilzanbir waved them back.  
 
    “You said it yourself: you had no right to harm him. I did. He was not going to speak further without pain being inflicted, and I did not think you would permit it. So as he was of no further use…” 
 
    “You’re right. I wouldn’t have let you do it.” Drake’s fists trembled, and only with great effort was he able to break the stare he had fixed on Kilzanbir. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    The remainder of the day, Drake stayed several yards behind his guides. The words of the Bomar echoed in his skull like a song that once heard could not stop thinking about. He had not been lying. But the Nelwyn maintained that it was based on inaccurate information. The Nelwyn would not enslave the Bomar. Would they? How much did he really know about them? While his intuition was telling him that the Nelwyn would never take part in such a horrific practice, he had to admit that he had been wrong before.  
 
    At the moment, he was in no position to press Kilzanbir. His P37 was effective against the Bomar, but it would do little to stop a Nelwyn. The bullets certainly would kill, but he doubted he could fire more than a round or two before they were on him. He was beginning to regret leaving his sword behind. That his mind was turning in this direction meant he would not be able to allay his suspicions until he confirmed the truth of the matter. And until he did, Drake would remain alert and cautious. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Drake stepped from the cluster of pines concealing him from the two men standing guard near the blockade about one hundred yards along the poorly maintained dirt road. He held up his arms and walked forward at a slow pace, though the men did not throw up their rifles as he expected but merely gestured for him to stop once he reach the halfway point.  
 
    “You with the renegades?” the man on the left asked. He was dressed in common attire rather than a military uniform.  
 
    “I’m here to see General Gorlan,” Drake replied.  
 
    “You must be with Kush and his band. The General hasn’t been in charge for more than a month.” 
 
    “Who is in charge, then?” 
 
    “Jyr Malbis,” he answered. “You can do business with him if you want.” 
 
    Do business? “That’s fine.” 
 
    The guard’s eyes drifted to Drake’s sidearm. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    Drake shrugged. “I modified it myself.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow. “You a gunsmith? We need gunsmiths.” 
 
    “I tinker around, that’s all. Damn thing doesn’t fire half the time.” 
 
    The man laughed, waving him through. “Come on, then. We can get you fixed up with something more reliable.” 
 
    The second guard remained behind as Drake was led beyond the barricade gate. They were about five miles south from the camp where he had last spoken with the general. After less than a mile, he could hear a hammer pounding on wood and the ring of steel on anvils. The scent of ash and sawdust caught on the air, and the clamor of construction was joined by the shouted voices of the Bomar.  
 
    About a quarter mile further, the forest broke and the road broadened enough to accommodate three wagons abreast. To his left were several sizable buildings with large double doors thrown wide, revealing a multitude of workshops. Piles of finished lumber stacked twice as high as a man flanked the road on either side, leading up to what looked to be a main thoroughfare.  
 
    Once past the outskirts, Drake took notice of the crudely constructed one- and two-story buildings. Most were wood, but a few were made from a deep red brick and were of a more solid construction. These bore minor accents of ornamentation—decorative lintels above windows and crowned by sculpted cornices, and some even boasted second-floor balconies with wrought iron railings.  
 
    “You’ve been busy,” Drake remarked.  
 
    The man shrugged. “Most of this is temporary. The city planners want to expand the north side to reach the river. But it floods too often to know how close we can build safely. They’re working on a way to build part of the city on pylons. But for now, we need homes and shops.” He glanced back, smirking. “And taverns.” 
 
    They continued for two more blocks, then turned left and traveled for three more. 
 
    “How many live here?” 
 
    “Three thousand. Maybe more.” He cast a second, more suspicious look back. “How long have you been away?” 
 
    “A long time.” 
 
    The suspicions quickly faded, and he halted, pointing to a brick building across the avenue to the next corner. “Well, that’s where you want to go.” 
 
    “You’re not coming with me?” 
 
    “My supervisor’s in there,” he said, curling his lip. “We don’t get along.” He slapped Drake on the arm. “No need to worry. You lot come and go all the time. I doubt you’ll have a problem.” 
 
    The guard started back without another word.  
 
    Drake paused a moment to take careful stock of his surroundings. The promenade was bustling with pedestrians, and the streets were jammed with horses and wagons. The Bomar were dressed much like he’d seen previously, though perhaps with a bit more wear and dirt about them. All in all, though, people looked to be in decent spirits, or at least they didn’t seem downtrodden. He considered exploring for a while, to see just how much they had accomplished, though what he’d seen already was quite impressive.  
 
    Still, that the guard had thought him from the renegades and was still happy to lead him in and leave him unwatched was troubling. If they were willing to “do business” with renegades, he was likely to be running into a dangerous situation. It reeked of corruption and playing both sides of the fence. Or perhaps the Bomar were deceiving the Nelwyn altogether and thought they could somehow turn defeat into victory.  
 
    Only one way to find out, he thought, taking a long breath. 
 
    There were two doors leading into the building, beneath a sign that read Ministry of Law. Drake entered the door on his left and found himself in a reception area with a round desk in the center, behind which sat a young woman wearing a pressed white blouse and spectacles, poring over a short stack of papers. The walls and floor were bare wood but clean, well sanded, and polished with a coat of lacquer. The scent of freshly cut lumber was enough to cause Drake a short sneezing fit. There was a door off to his left and two more directly ahead.  
 
    “Are you all right?” the woman asked, smiling. 
 
    Drake rubbed his nose and sniffed. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “We just opened our doors two weeks ago,” she said. “Just managed to get most of the dust out. But I guess there’s still some floating about.” 
 
    “I’m here to see Jyr Malbis.” 
 
    “Your name?” 
 
    He decided to tell the truth. Better to find out now what sort of reception he’d receive. “Drake Sharazi.” 
 
    “And who are you with?” 
 
    “Vale.” 
 
    She cocked her head. “Never heard of them. But I’m new.” 
 
    The woman took a pen from the desk and scratched something on a slip of paper. “Give me a moment.” She then vanished through the door nearest the left corner of the room.  
 
    Drake was struck by how similar this experience was to those he’d had in Vale’s governmental offices. His people were clearly closely linked to the Bomar physically, though none, so far as he knew, had developed any magical abilities. But that could be for any number of reasons. He had hoped it would unfold that his people were more akin to the Nelwyn in manner and temperament., such as their willingness to seek peace with their former oppressor, their strong sense of community, the way they cared deeply for their fellow Nelwyn regardless of personal familiarity. But the more he experienced, the more this hope dwindled as he saw Vale better reflected in Bomar ways. 
 
    The woman reappeared, joined by an older man in military uniform. Drake could not tell his rank, though from the six gold stripes on his breast and the stars circling the cuffs of his brown jacket, Drake guessed a person of some authority. He was grim-faced and tall, with a slender build, dark brown skin, and short, cropped hair. His gait was long and confident, though his eyes betrayed his trepidation upon seeing Drake. 
 
    “She says you’re Drake Sharazi of Vale?” he announced in a hard baritone, halting a few feet beyond the door.  
 
    The woman sat back down, looking unconcerned as she returned to her stack of papers.  
 
    “That’s right. And you are?” 
 
    “Captain Raimes. Chancellor Malbis cannot see you at the moment,” he said. “He’s asked me to see to your needs.” 
 
    “When will he be available?” 
 
    “I cannot say. Perhaps sometime tomorrow.” 
 
    Drake frowned. “I’m in something of a rush. Is there any way he could make time today?” 
 
    “Are the Nelwyn with you?” Raimes asked, unable to conceal the tension in his words.  
 
    “We parted ways after they guided me here,” Drake replied.  
 
    The captain raised a brow. “You came alone?” He stole a glance at his weapon.  
 
    “The Nelwyn thought it best, given the circumstances,” Drake explained.  
 
    “I would have to agree. Still, given your…history, I’m surprised you didn’t bring more of your people with you.” 
 
    How much does he know? Drake searched for his next words, but a wave of the captain’s hands cut him short.  
 
    “It’s not important. If your need is urgent, you can speak with me.” He gestured for Drake to follow and then turned to go.  
 
    Through the door was a smaller room furnished with desks and chairs in three neat rows, unoccupied at present. Along the left wall were three more doors and another at the far end. Captain Raimes pushed open the middle door and waited for Drake to enter first. Much like one might find in Vale, this was the office of a bureaucrat, with a small desk, a cabinet, and a bookshelf the sum of the furnishings.  
 
    The captain took a seat, his forced smile unsettling as Drake eased into the chair opposite. “Tell me, what is it I can do for you?” 
 
    “What happened to General Gorlan?” Drake asked.  
 
    “The general has decided to step down due to poor health,” he responded coldly. “Though I can’t imagine you have come for a visit.” 
 
    The sound of voices and footsteps filtering in from behind the door was followed by the dull, shuffled scrapes of chairs being adjusted. Drake shifted and took a casual look back.  
 
    “They’re returning from a break,” Raimes said, then cleared his throat. “Now, please. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I came seeking your help.” 
 
    He spat out a short chuckle. “Our help? Aren’t the Nelwyn your allies?” 
 
    “The enemy we’re facing requires Bomar weapons,” he said. “And there are simply not enough of us.” 
 
    Raimes leaned back in his chair, hands folded on the desktop. “So you’re asking us to go to war with you? Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “I can offer much in return,” he said. “Technology and medicine far beyond anything you have.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” he said. “Technology like what? Lights? Power?” 
 
    “That and much more,” Drake said. There was something in the captain’s tone that was setting his nerves on edge. A contemptuous condescension that said he was neither impressed nor interested in anything Drake had to say. “We can show you how to make steel that’s ten times stronger than what you have now. Vehicles that can move faster than the fastest train you’ve ever seen.” 
 
    He steepled his fingers to his chin. “A generous offer. Though I’m afraid such things are useless to us in our current state. Moving fast means nothing when there is nowhere to go. And we have all the building materials we need. Maybe not as strong as what you are describing, but they suit our purposes.” 
 
    “Medicine, then,” Drake said. This was not going as he’d imagined. “We have cures for disease and infection. Surgical techniques.” 
 
    “I think you’ve wasted a trip,” Raimes said, interrupting. “There is nothing we can do for you.” 
 
    Drake noticed the captain’s eyes flit to the door. “I should be going then.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he said.  
 
    In an instant, Drake was on his feet, the P37 in his hand. Mana flooded the chamber. “I don’t want this to get ugly. But you have no idea what you’re up against.” 
 
    The captain was unmoved by the threat. “I’m sure your weapon is quite lethal. And you might be able to fight your way from the building. But the second you stepped inside, one hundred soldiers were called, and at this very moment have weapons trained on every exit.” 
 
    Drake leveled his weapon at the captain’s head. “You die first.” 
 
    “A quick death is welcome compared to what is in store for me should I disobey orders. So by all means, pull the trigger.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Drake demanded. “Revenge?”  
 
    “I’m not doing this,” he answered, slowly rising to his feet. “But I can tell you that revenge is not a factor. I am not bothered that you were part of the negotiations with the Nelwyn.” 
 
    Drake was somewhat relieved that he had not referenced his involvement with the destruction of Malizar. But it did not explain why he was being prevented from leaving. 
 
    The door swung wide, and a short man with thick, broad shoulders, tight blond curls clipped above his ears and collar, and narrow-set green eyes loomed in the doorway. He was wearing a neatly pressed pair of black trousers and a blue button-down shirt. Two meaty fists were pressed firmly at his hips.  
 
    “What is taking so long?” he demanded in a boisterous tone.  
 
    The captain stiffened at once. “Nothing, Chancellor. I was just explaining the situation.” 
 
    “You were being dramatic,” the man, apparently Jyr Malbis, corrected. “The situation is simple. Leave and die. Do as we ask and make it back to Vale in one piece.” He turned pausing to say: “Five seconds.” 
 
    Drake could see the anger boiling behind the captain’s expression—anger tempered and restrained by fear. Drake placed his P37 on the desk but did not remove his hand. “I want my weapon back.” 
 
    “Done,” called the chancellor’s voice.  
 
    Drake took a single step back and raised his hands over his head. “Then I am your prisoner…for now.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like Captain Raimes,” he said. “I detest drama.” 
 
    The captain snatched up the weapon and tucked it into his belt, tilting his head at the door.  
 
    Outside, ten soldiers were pointing rifles; enough to have caused serious injury, and perhaps enough to have killed him. His flesh could certainly deflect smaller caliber ammunition, and he doubted these could do him harm at long range. But so close… He’d rather not test his vex crystal’s power finding out.  
 
    Malbis was standing at the door to the rear of the room, tapping his foot. “Come on then. I’ve been forced to rearrange a rather busy day on your account. So if you don’t mind?”  
 
    Drake followed him through the door, and six men filed in behind them. For someone with short legs and a stocky build, Malbis walked quickly, rounding a corner and passing through a long hallway that ended in a flight of ascending stairs at a pace which denied Drake a chance to fully observe the rooms they passed, other than to know people were inside them.  
 
    On the second floor, six more armed soldiers were waiting in a small antechamber, beyond which Malbis brought them into a spacious parlor. All but two of the soldiers waited outside. Unlike most of the other rooms, this one had no desk. The chairs were plush and crafted of fine material of a deep crimson, and a comfortable-looking sofa was situated beneath a window at the far end. Several cabinets and bookcases stood along the near wall, which were also decorated with a variety of paintings—landscapes, mostly, but a few were portraits of unknown individuals. The floor was draped with a thick blue rug that spanned nearly the entire area, the border boasting intricate swirling patterns of silver and red. Malbis crossed to a small round table in the corner where a decanter and four small silver cups stood.  
 
    “Please, take a seat anywhere you like,” he said. There was the squeak of cork on glass as he removed the top of the decanter, and in seconds the air filled with the pleasingly sour aroma of whiskey. “Not the best. Only aged three or four years. But Gorlan took all the good stuff with him.” 
 
    Drake sat in one of the nearby chairs in front of an oblong coffee table. “Captain Raimes said he was in poor health.” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Malbis poured two cups and took a seat opposite Drake, sliding one of the cups across the table. “The general was becoming a bit too…what would be a good word…obstinate. He thought our dealings with the renegades too dangerous. So he was encouraged to retire from public life.” He smiled and waved a hand. “Before your mind goes there, he is quite alive and well. And will remain so, as long as he stays put and keeps his mouth shut.” 
 
    “So you’re selling supplies to the renegades?” Drake asked, though he knew the answer.  
 
    “Of course. Why wouldn’t we?” 
 
    “If the Nelwyn find out, they’ll…” 
 
    “How would they find out?” he said. “I send out patrols to hunt them. They even catch a few from time to time. And if the Nelwyn grow weary of the raids, then they’ll deal with the renegades on their own. And the problem goes away all by itself.” He crossed his legs and held the cup beneath his bottom lip. “I suppose you could tell them. But that would only result in more deaths.” 
 
    “I won’t need to tell them,” Drake said. “Sooner or later they’ll capture one of the renegades. Do you think they won’t give you up?” 
 
    Malbis flicked a dismissive wrist and took a small sip. “They can say whatever they want. I’ll deny it. Maybe send out a few patrols. The Nelwyn are a dimwitted lot, after all.” He tapped his temple. “Not all there, if you catch my meaning.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Drake said. 
 
    Malbis sniffed. “They’re still throwing spears and climbing trees. Sure, they have some new power, thanks to you lot. But they’re still little more than animals. It’s like deceiving a child.” 
 
      Drake blinked several times, stunned by the arrogance and stupidity of what he was being told. “You really believe that?” 
 
    “Can you give me a good reason why I shouldn’t? Are they not savages? Do they not live in huts and climb trees?” 
 
    It was true that from a technological perspective, the Nelwyn were less advanced than the Bomar. But Drake refused to concede the point. It felt wrong to admit anything this man was saying was in any way correct. He had witnessed this type of bigotry before: it was how the people in Troi viewed those living in the provinces, whom they frequently called stupid, ignorant, and deficient. It was a common perception that there was something about being born there that made them less intelligent and unable to live among “decent people.” What was worse, he had once held those very same prejudices and had voiced them without shame or hesitation. Of course, having lived in the provinces, he knew better now. The people lived according to their resources and circumstances. 
 
    “The Nelwyn are not stupid,” Drake said, unclenching his jaw. “You might fool them for a while. but eventually they’ll catch on. And when they do, you might regret underestimating them.” 
 
    Malbis displayed a malignant, self-assured grin. “Perhaps. Or perhaps fortune is about to turn back in our favor. Which brings me to why you are our guest. I need you to open a door for us.” 
 
    Drake furrowed his brow. “What door?” 
 
    “I come from a very old family,” he said. “In fact, were it not for a few unfortunate events, I might have been Emperor. Of course, I’d have been blown to bits by now, so perhaps it was for the best after all.” He savored another sip of whiskey. “My great-great-grandfather was there when the first chamber was opened, where my people uncovered the knowledge we later used to build our beloved city. How to make weapons, engines, power stations—just about everything we had came from what we learned in that chamber.” 
 
    “If it’s already open, what do you need me for?” 
 
    “Because there was a second chamber; one we could not open. The door was crafted from a metal we could not so much as scratch.” 
 
    Drake sneered. “And you think there’s something inside that will help you defeat the Nelwyn? For all you know, it’s empty.” 
 
    “And we’d be no worse off than we are now,” Malbis pointed out. “But I doubt something so well protected is empty. No. There’s something important inside. Something powerful. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Why not just ask for my help?”  
 
    “You have your own priorities,” Malbis replied. “I could not risk you saying no. And as you are seeking aid we will not give, that is what would have happened.” 
 
    The point was valid, Drake had to admit. And at least they didn’t intend to kill him. Though without Bomar weapons and soldiers, his people had little hope of success against the hellspawn. 
 
    “What makes you think I can open it?” Drake asked.  
 
    Malbis drained the cup and sighed. “You said it yourself. Your people have technology we do not. Weapons of power that could possibly break through.” 
 
    Drake considered this, head bowed in thought. His P37 could melt the hardest steel, which was what he assumed Malbis’s door was made from. So it was quite possible he could get through. But if Malbis was correct, and there were secrets hidden that could help the Bomar destroy the Nelwyn…  
 
    He looked up. “I’ll do it. But you must agree to help me in return.” 
 
    “I’ll provide you with what weapons I can,” Malbis countered. “But no soldiers. There are too few of us as it is.” 
 
    This was not a statement for which Drake could think of a persuasive rebuttal. He could not fault the Bomar for being unwilling to risk their lives, particularly considering their recent losses. Not even for the wonders of technology his people could provide in exchange.  
 
    “I can see you’re confused,” Malbis added. “Why would I not jump at the chance to improve our lot in life?” 
 
    “I think I understand,” Drake said.  
 
    “Do you? I doubt it. The comforts of electricity we lack”—He tilted his head at the oil lantern on the wall—“are not missed. Not out here. We never had it. Some of the children have never experienced it. They do not miss what they do not know. And the adults have been away from the city long enough to have grown accustomed to this way of life. We will rebuild, albeit slowly. A new city will arise. But only if we are allowed to exist without Nelwyn boots grinding us to dust.” 
 
    Drake nearly made a flippant remark about the Nelwyn not wearing boots, but was able to stop himself in time. “Where is this chamber?” 
 
    “Some distance. It will take at least two weeks to get there.” 
 
    Drake’s heart sank. Without knowing if he could breach the door, or how long it would take, it might take a month to return to Vale. Possibly two. “Then you will send the weapons now. Or there’s no deal.” 
 
    Malbis shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Unless of course you have a way to break the door with you.” 
 
    “My weapon,” Drake said. “If it cannot open it, then nothing I can send for will either.” 
 
    He scrutinized Drake, fingers steepled to his chin. “Why should I trust you? For all I know, you’re just trying to get me to send weapons, knowing you can’t open the door.” 
 
    “And you might not send the weapons once I’m on my way to the chamber.” 
 
    Malbis leaned back, hands clasped behind his head. “So we are to trust one another? Is that it?” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to trust me,” Drake replied flatly. “And I damn sure don’t trust you. But trust that if I discover you’ve lied, I’ll burn this town to ashes. Not only that, I’ll destroy whatever you find in the chamber.” 
 
    Malbis’s expression hardened. “I do not react well to threats.” 
 
    “Show me someone who does.” 
 
    The two locked eyes, neither giving an inch to the other for what felt to Drake like an eternity. He was not in a strong bargaining position, but he had to know that the weapons at least would be brought.  
 
    “I can only give you my word,” Malbis said. “You take it or not. It’s up to you.” 
 
    This was as good as he could hope for. “Then we are agreed.” 
 
    “Sergeant Falwick,” Malbis called. The door opened, and a woman in worn tan coveralls, carrying a rifle, stepped in. “Take our guest to the Round House. See that he is fed and provided a decent place to sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll need my weapon back,” Drake said, rising to his feet.  
 
    “Once you’re on your way, I’ll see that it’s returned. But for now, I must insist you remain unarmed. Don’t worry. You’ll be leaving tomorrow.” 
 
    Drake nodded and then followed the sergeant from the room to where at least twenty soldiers, some in uniform others in the same tan coveralls, were pointing rifles. Outside, another twenty or more soldiers were waiting, though the sergeant immediately waved them off.  
 
    “I assume the Round House is a jail of some sort?” Drake remarked.  
 
    “Part of it,” she confirmed. “But you’ll be staying in the guest quarters with General Gorlan.” 
 
    Drake felt a chill. Maybe I won’t be leaving tomorrow after all.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The mangled corpses of hellspawn they had been running across were beginning to outnumber the bodies of the people slaughtered. A miasmic stench of death had been a constant companion almost from the moment they set out, and no matter how many days passed, Samuel could not learn to ignore it. It saturated everything—his blanket, clothes, hair, taste buds…everything. An entire population annihilated. And from the look of things, the hellspawn were beginning to turn on one another. Whether this was good or bad, there was no way to know.  
 
    The caravan pulled in behind a ravaged warehouse where raw vex crystals had once been stored. For miles around lay hundreds of buildings where the bulk of mana processing had taken place. Raw crystals were refined, shaped, and treated to be used for nearly every aspect of life in Vale. The ground was a pitted mess, and had been long before the hellspawn were loosed, made so by a constant progression of trucks carrying their loads to and from the various facilities.  
 
    Carrion feeders circled above, thick as flies, several groups hopping and dancing atop a corpse a few hundred feet to their left. The stench had worsened dramatically, and Samuel nearly emptied his stomach as he slid from the driver’s seat. Kirkus approached from the rear, covering his nose with a cloth.  
 
    “The mine is another five miles,” Kirkus said. “You don’t want to walk from here, do you?” 
 
    “No,” Samuel answered. “But I think this is a decent rally point. Unless you know of one better.” 
 
    Kirkus was the most familiar with the area, but he had been unable to give them much in the way of details. And looking out on the landscape Samuel understood why. Everything appeared almost uniform in construction: miles of identical buildings, with only a number painted on the side to distinguish one from another.  
 
    “PGK-158,” Samuel called back. “Write it down. If this goes bad, head back here.” 
 
    “You think this is far enough?” asked a young woman who had been riding in the back of the second truck.  
 
    “We haven’t seen any hellspawn so far,” Samuel responded. “My guess is that they’re gathered at the mine. If they spot us and attack, I don’t think they’ll follow too far.” 
 
    This, of course, was pure speculation. For all he knew, not encountering hellspawn had been pure luck. They didn’t appear interested in the barrier crystals anymore, though with the barrier spanning hundreds of miles, it could simply be that they had been attracted to another portion. But he did not want to seem unsure in front of an already anxious group. Courage was being clung to by the thinnest of threads. Almost all who had volunteered had relatives still living in Troi. No one else was interested in taking the risk.  
 
    They stretched their legs and checked weapons for a time, not eager to arrive at their destination. Kirkus hovered nearby, squatting beside an empty barrel, stealing pensive glances at Samuel.  
 
    Samuel had not been kind toward the youth, though he could not put his finger on why he had taken a dislike to him. “You have something you want to say to me?” 
 
    Kirkus took a long breath and then stood. His steps were small and hesitant, and he was wringing his hands at his waist. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you. I know I should have said something before. But I wasn’t sure it mattered.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you tell me now?” 
 
    “There’s a reason a portion the mine the hellspawn are trying to breach is sealed. Or at least, there’s a rumor about it.” 
 
    Samuel folded his arms. “Out with it.” 
 
    He looked at Samuel, though he couldn’t meet his eyes. “You see, vex crystals are temperamental. If not cut properly, fractures can occur. If that happens…boom!” 
 
    “Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “Yes. But what they don’t know is that once in a while, the crystals don’t grow right. They’re flawed and brittle. You have to cut around them and remove the flawed section. Otherwise, one misstep, one little chip in the surface, and the entire mine could go up. Usually, you find only small clumps like that. And it’s rare.” 
 
    “Are you saying that’s what the hellspawn are trying to get to?” Samuel said, through a clenched jaw.  
 
    “I don’t know for sure. But that’s what I was told. If you put a mana meter against the door, the gauge goes nuts.” 
 
    “Can I assume that flawed crystals register higher?” 
 
    “Much higher.” 
 
    “And what would happen if you’re right, and the hellspawn get through?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know.” 
 
    Samuel took a step forward. “Take a guess.” 
 
    Kirkus looked as if he were two inches shorter than just a moment before. “If enough of it exploded, it could spread to the rest of the mine.” 
 
    “How big of an explosion are we talking about?” 
 
    “That’s just it. There’s no way to know. Vex crystals grow in interconnected veins. There’s just no way to know for sure how far they extend. It could be miles.” 
 
    The implications sent his head swimming, and Samuel had to reach for the truck door to steady himself. “And you didn’t think this was important enough to mention until now?” 
 
    “You haven’t seemed interested in what I have to say,” Kirkus responded, this time looking him in the eye. “It only occurred to me a couple of days ago. Like I said, it’s just something I heard. I don’t know anything.” 
 
    Samuel squeezed his eyes shut, and with great effort spoke his next words in a calm, even tone. Nothing had changed. Not really. Their mission remained the same: Sneak in; find out how many hellspawn there were; report back to the others. If Drake could convince the Bomar to help, then they could march in with adequate guns and soldiers to wipe them all out.  
 
    “Don’t tell anyone about this,” Samuel said. “It will only frighten them.” 
 
    Kirkus nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” 
 
    Samuel placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s all right. I haven’t been the easiest person to talk to. Besides, it really doesn’t matter one way or the other. The hellspawn have to be stopped.” He leveled his gaze. “But I am serious about keeping this to yourself.” 
 
    “You have my word.” 
 
    After a brief discussion, it was decided that they should only drive another two miles. There was a pair of water towers a quarter mile from the entrance from where they could get a view of the entire facility. Clara and Kirkus would make their way through the fence and across an expanse of blacktop to the outer buildings, while the others spread out and approached the towers from the north and west.  
 
    Upon telling Clara what he had learned from Kirkus, the color drained from her face. “What if he’s right?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be done. But no one can know.” 
 
    She cocked her head at him. “This isn’t something you should be hiding.” 
 
    “Half of the people already want to abandon Troi and go live with the Nelwyn as it is. If they find out what could happen, they’ll run.” 
 
    “So you would lie about the danger?” 
 
    “I won’t let the people of Troi die if I can prevent it.” 
 
    He could see the disapproval in her eyes. In truth, he wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do. But his heart was telling him that to leave the people in Troi to their fate was a decision with which he could not live. 
 
    They loaded into the vehicles and proceeded at a crawl, all weapons trained and sweeping back and forth. More dead hellspawn littered the ground, some looking emaciated, though whether from decomposition or starvation was impossible to know. Probably both, he thought.  
 
    It wasn’t until they were less than a mile from their destination that they saw anything living aside from the constantly circling birds. At first Samuel could not make out what it was. A lump of gray, wriggling and rolling from side to side in the middle of the street. Several times the size of a human, it looked like an impossibly large, irregular ball of mud. It wasn’t until they came within a few yards that he could make out a head and a pair of black eyes. The face itself was featureless as it rolled and writhed in an erratic series of jerks and lunges.  
 
    “What is it?” Clara gasped, her hands covering her mouth.  
 
    It took a few seconds for Samuel to shake himself back into the moment. “I think it’s a hellspawn.” 
 
    “What could have done this?” she asked.  
 
    He’d seen starving hellspawn before. Without a source of mana, their bodies reacted similarly to that of a starving human. But perhaps rather than death, he speculated, hellspawn endured a final, horrifying phase. A man in tan coveralls in the rear vehicle jumped out and walked in closer to the poor wretched creature and drew his sidearm.  
 
    “Stop,” Samuel ordered. “We’re too close to the mine. You’ll draw them to us.” 
 
    Samuel shared the revulsion that was twisting the contours of the man’s face and caused his hands to tremble. But they were exposed and vulnerable. If he was right, and this was a starving hellspawn, they might very well discover there was nothing to fear. Perhaps they could not feed from the crystals for some reason and were too weak to seek more. A wild, unsubstantiated guess to be sure, but there was no harm in hoping, so long as they remained alert.  
 
    Samuel turned to Kirkus, who was seated in the rear of the truck. “Get ready.” 
 
    The color drained from the young man’s cheeks. “We’re still going in?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It was decided that they should continue until they reached the outer edge of the mine. This was based on sheer gut instinct, but the group appeared relieved that the vehicles would be even closer than they had planned. And as it turned out, Samuel’s instincts were correct. They ran into no hellspawn, only more of the gray blobs. 
 
    There was a tall perimeter fence surrounding the main complex. The group pulled their vehicles alongside, behind a utility building on the western most corner. One driver in each vehicle was to stay behind, though this job was not one any of them coveted. On all sides, their view was obscured by buildings and abandoned equipment. A hellspawn could round a corner and be on them before they could have the vehicle in gear. The massive expanse of blacktop between the fence and the first row of inner buildings, which from what Kirkus said, were primarily used for lounge areas and administrative offices, spanned two hundred yards. Beyond were a scattering of sheds and other smaller buildings, only a few of which he knew the purpose of. Though it didn’t really matter.  
 
    The water towers were in view, set fifty feet off from a broad gravel road that led to the main gate. From there, they would have a clear line of sight to most of the mine’s exterior.  
 
    As the two teams darted away, Kirkus, Clara, and Samuel squatted down behind the lead truck.  
 
    “You do know you’re not coming,” Clara said, leveling her gaze at Samuel.  
 
    Samuel stiffened at this. “Then neither are you.” 
 
    They had been debating this nearly from the moment they departed, to zero resolution.  
 
    “I don’t care who goes,” Kirkus said firmly. “But if we have to go in, I’m not going alone. So you two had better figure it out now.” 
 
    “You’re a mage,” Clara pointed out. “It’s too risky.” 
 
    “Only if I use magic,” he countered.  
 
    “And what if something happens to make you react without thinking?” 
 
    It was a valid objection. He had cast defensive spells before when startled. Nothing that would harm anyone, but one would certainly draw a hellspawn.  
 
    “We need to wait until we know more,” Samuel said, not willing to concede. 
 
    Minutes felt like hours as they waited for a report on the conditions within the surface level of the mine complex. They dared not use any sort of transmitter, as they would have to be powered by mana. It had been suggested to use hand signals and binoculars, the suggestion made by a woman who was a former magistrate officer. They often used silent communication in the course of their duty. Unfortunately, teaching the entire group enough to effectively communicate proved too challenging in the short time they had available.  
 
    It was nearly midday by the time a messenger arrived, looking confused and frightened. “There’s nothing there. Only more of those gray blobs.” 
 
    Samuel furrowed his brow. “No movement at all?” The messenger shook his head. “How many blobs could you see?” 
 
    “Dozens,” he replied. “They were covering the entire front of the mine’s main tunnel.” 
 
    “Is the tunnel open?” Kirkus asked. 
 
    “Half of the gate was ripped away. The other half was shut.” 
 
    They exchanged worried looks. Samuel had expected there to be at least a few hellspawn wandering about. 
 
    “You think they’re just dying off?” Kirkus offered, with a distinct tone of hope lacing his words together.  
 
    “Maybe,” Samuel mused. But he doubted it. Their luck simply wasn’t that good. “There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    Kirkus frowned, shoulders dropping. “So we are going in?” 
 
    Samuel smiled and gave the back of his neck an encouraging squeeze. “You and Clara are.” He turned to Clara who gave him a sympathetic nod. He didn’t need to say be careful. He didn’t need to tell her anything. She knew how staying behind was ripping him apart. But he knew she was right in saying that it was better this way.  
 
    “Then we should get moving,” Clara said. 
 
    They stood, and Samuel took her hands. “Just because you won this argument…” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I won’t win all the rest,” she said, playfully, though her tender eyes were made hard by the fear now rising up in her belly. 
 
    He gripped her hands tight. “No unnecessary chances. In and out.” 
 
    The tension in her cheeks relaxed. “You just keep the engine running.” 
 
    It was as if she were afraid to stay a second longer lest she lose her courage. She popped up, and her ponytail whipped around as she crouched low along the fence. A hole had been ripped open less than fifty feet away that would allow them to enter from behind the lounge buildings.  
 
    Kirkus took several breaths before trotting to catch up, only giving Samuel a brief glance.  
 
    The lad has courage, Samuel thought. He regretted his cold treatment and made a note to make up for it upon their return.  
 
    Quickly he retrieved a fifty-caliber long rifle from the middle truck and placed it on the hood, so that he could watch them through the scope. Clara was unusually quick, and at a dead run, easily outpaced Kirkus. Not surprising, given her background as a groundskeeper and prior to that, a farm hand. She was in incredibly good physical condition and possessed endurance that was a match to her speed.  
 
    “Kirkus knows what he’s doing. They’ll be fine.” 
 
    Samuel looked over at the older man sitting behind the wheel, poised to stomp on the accelerator at a moment’s notice. He was one of the lucky few who had escaped the initial wave of hellspawn that reached Traski, a small town near where the king had first loosed them on Vale. “I hope so,” was all he could manage to spit out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Clara had to resist the urge to look back. The worry written in Samuel’s expression had threatened to cause her to act selfishly and send Kirkus in alone. As the building drew closer, her thought snapped to her days working at the college. Samuel had been like an unattainable jewel—beautiful and wondrous to behold, yet beyond her station to possess. His arrogance, while off-putting to some, only served to fuel her attraction. It hadn’t been the haughty, self-absorbed conceit she had seen in the older professors or the entitled contempt displayed by young nobles toward anyone they viewed as beneath them. His was an arrogance born from talent and a clear-eyed opinion of those who were not his intellectual equal—which during his tenure was practically everyone. Though he had not taken any obvious notice of her, despite his assurance to the contrary, not once had she witnessed him treating those who labored to keep the college in order with anything other than the utmost kindness and courtesy. His disdain had been reserved to those who fancied themselves “the elite.”  
 
    Now that Vale was in ruins, the college far behind them, and his life as a hawker over, his true beauty had blossomed. Though it often lured him to a dark place and plagued him with apprehension and worry, his heart had been freed. She was well aware of the past troubles between Samuel and his father. But to see them now, they were as close as any father and son could be. A few people still could not shake that the man aiding their survival and taking on a strong role of leadership was the notorious Bane. But most had all but forgotten it.  
 
    As the cinderblock wall of the first building came within arm’s reach, she snapped back into the moment. Pressing her back flat against it, she could see the fence where Samuel was definitely watching her through the scope of his rifle. She smiled in the general direction, hoping he might see it. Kirkus was sweating profusely, his breathing coming in short gulps. He tilted his head to the next building over.  
 
    “I think we can enter the ventilation system there,” he said.  
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “It’s not something most people would pay attention to,” he said, wiping the sweat from his eyes. “If I’m wrong, there’s definitely a way in closer to the entrance.” 
 
    Though they couldn’t see it, Clara knew the main entrance that led to the massive underground tunnels and caverns was less than forty yards on the far side of where they now stood. The mines stretched on for many miles in all directions, as did the ventilation tubes. Fortunately, what they were looking for was not so far they’d have to worry about becoming lost. Still, it could happen, if they did not pay close attention to their route.  
 
    She eased her way to the corner and spotted several of the gray blobs. Some were rolling about hideously, like the one they had seen earlier. Others appeared as if they had dried up and grown hard, like clay laid out in the sun.  
 
    They sped to the next building and moved silently to the far corner. In the narrow space between buildings, a pipe protruded from the ground, capped by a steel grate with a raised hood to prevent anything from falling inside.  
 
    Kirkus motioned for Clara to remain where she was while he ducked down and crept over to lift the grate free. It groaned and squealed, sending a panic through Clara’s chest. Any hellspawn nearby would surely have heard this. Kirkus stopped, wide-eyed and momentarily paralyzed by fear, attempting to shrink his body down behind the pipe. But after a few tense seconds, nothing happened.  
 
    Clara rushed to join him, and with a teeth-grinding effort, they were able to remove the grate, allowing it to tumble and roll to the ground with several earth-trembling thuds and dull clangs. Clara peered down. Rungs were welded into the side wall, presumably to enable access for maintenance and repair personnel. 
 
    At this point, it mattered very little who led. They had no map or anything else that would help them navigate the system. They knew roughly where the cavern was, and Clara was relatively confident that she could remember how many turns they made. Kirkus had also brought along a pad and pencil, should the route become overly complex. Junctions typically were numbered, so as long as they kept track of where they had been, there shouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    Clara could see the fear in Kirkus had multiplied considerably and decided to go first, swinging her leg over the lip, her toe gaining purchase on the second rung. Once her head was below ground, she noticed a distinct odor of decay drifting up from the pitch blackness below. With each step, it grew stronger until she felt the saliva filling her mouth and her stomach bubbling in protest.  
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Kirkus whispered down, just then making his way to follow.  
 
    “Death,” Clara replied, “and a lot of it.” 
 
    She continued to descend for roughly fifty feet before reaching the bottom, where the route split into three directions, none of which offered even the slightest glow to light the way. The sunlight shining down from the surface revealed a series of letters and numbers painted in green, yellow, and red, but she had no idea what they meant. And when Kirkus reached the bottom, he simply shrugged.  
 
    Clara chose the tube that appeared to lead in the direction of the mine entrance, though there was no way to know if this was the right choice.  
 
    This could very well take several hours, she thought. The tubes were not large enough to walk upright in, and while they could squat on their heels, crawling was faster.  
 
    The plan had been to gauge numbers by those wandering outside the entrance. If none could be seen, as was the case, then slip into the ventilation and learn what they could from there. It had not occurred to anyone that plan B was about as complicated as they could have imagined. The group had hoped to be there and gone in three hours maximum. But upon discovering the next junction when her head collided with the tube wall, it was clear it would take much longer. Turning left, she slowed her pace, realizing that in the darkness, should there be a shaft that descended even deeper, she could find herself falling to her death before she could prevent it. This precaution saved her twice, though the second time her hand slipped from the edge and her chin slammed into the floor of the steel tube. She felt a sticky moistness that told her she had broken the skin, and she smiled at thinking how much Samuel would blow the injury out of proportion.  
 
    Three turns later, she could hear a faint, guttural cry from somewhere up ahead followed by a low rumbling growl.  
 
    “At least it looks like we went the right way,” Clara said, with nervous energy. Though she could not see him, she was certain Kirkus was scowling at the attempt at levity.  
 
    The next junction was a one-hundred-foot descent ending in a much larger tube that both could stand in with only a slight dip of the head.  
 
    “I think we’re getting close,” Kirkus said.  
 
    This was confirmed by a light twenty yards ahead that turned out to be coming through a steel mesh cover. Clara peeked out to see they were high above a gaping cavern with at least a dozen tunnels spaced about the walls. From the ceiling the lighting was dim, but it was enough to know they had chosen correctly. And that not all of the hellspawn had become lumps of gray goo. Lumbering toward a tunnel directly opposite the entrance was by far the most massive hellspawn Clara had ever seen. Easily twice as large, in fact. Each step rattled the ground as it heaved out long rasping breaths, giving the impression that lifting its legs to walk was taking a tremendous effort. There were a few of the gray blobs, but they were dried and still, and some had fallen apart into rocklike chunks.  
 
    Clara could see that the ventilation tubes entered the wall just above the hellspawn.  
 
    The way through was obvious, the evenly spaced mesh grates providing easy references along the way. The growling and snarling persisted, rising and falling in volume from moment to moment. It was impossible to tell how many creatures she was hearing, but it was not nearly as many as she had expected.  
 
    Upon reaching the tube that would see them to the steel door, the noise ceased. Both she and Kirkus halted, Kirkus covering his mouth to mute the sound of his breathing. Clara’s heart felt as if it might explode from her chest, and her hand drifted to her sidearm in a white-knuckled grip.  
 
    There was a grate a few feet ahead, and Clara decided to risk a quick look down. She hadn’t noticed the sound of her shoes against the steel tube until that moment. While barely audible, now each step seemed like the peel of a bell.  
 
    As slowly as she could reasonably manage, Clara moved her face close to the grate. Nothing. The tunnel outside was at least four times the width of the entrance, though she could not yet see the door.  
 
    A thunderous roar sent her stumbling back, slamming hard against the far side of the tube and sliding down on her backside. The entire structure of the ventilation then shook wildly, accompanied by a deafening ring. Something was striking the tube. Another jolt prevented her from regaining her feet, and a gash opened in the floor only a few inches further down. Several more feral wails and roars called out, each followed by another assault on the tube. Clara scrambled back toward Kirkus, barely avoiding two more gashes in the steel made by savage claws.  
 
    They tried to run, but the tube shuddered and swayed violently, forcing their bodies from side to side, Kirkus losing his feet twice. The junction leaving the tunnel was only twenty yards ahead, though reaching it was by no means a guarantee of escape. This was made irrelevant as the world turned upside down in an instant. She felt herself falling backward, Kirkus crashing first into her, then tumbling over to be at her back. The jarring of steel on stone as the tube collided to the ground sent a sharp pain through her entire body. Her head struck hard, robbing her of vision. Instinctively, she tried to stand, but her legs would not obey. More mad roars and the heavy thump of massive feet stomping closer twisted what remained of her senses, and she issued a blood-curdling scream. Her left eye burned as blood and sweat streaked from a wound above her brow.  
 
    “Clara!”  
 
    She couldn’t focus on the plea initially, which sounded distant and muffled. It was the last word to pass Kirkus’s lips. Lifting her head, through her right eye she saw a clawed hand wrapped around Kirkus’s torso. Though he tried to scream, the crushing strength squeezed the air from his lungs, denying him a voice to so much as cry out a final whimper. A shower of blood rained down as the body was mashed to a pulp by inhuman strength.  
 
    Through this, Clara found herself still unable to move or speak. Three sets of impossibly thick legs plodded about, though she was sure she could hear others drawing near. The ravaged tube then rolled, tossing her about and inflicting several more injuries.  
 
    Her mind raced, though she had no idea what to do next or if she was even physically able to make any attempt. Impulsively she raised her knees as she regained command of her extremities, sliding her feet back. There was a pain on her right thigh, but not so bad as to stop her from running.  
 
    Clara shut her eyes and took deep, measured breaths, in an all-mighty effort to control her terror. So far, the hellspawn had not renewed their assault on the tube, which hopefully meant they thought it to be empty. She wiped the blood from her eyes and gradually lifted her head, parting her knees to see the open end of the tube. The exit to the tunnel couldn’t be very far; one hundred yards at most. The hellspawn she’d seen, while massive, had not moved with obvious speed, appearing to struggle with each pace forward. This could not be counted on, though. Normal-sized hellspawn could outrun most common vehicles, so even if these could only move half as quickly, they could outrun her.  
 
    Several times she nearly gave in to panic and chanced a flight while the legs of what was now six hellspawn could still be seen moving about. She readied herself in case one became curious and bent down to look inside the tube. But to her relief, after about ten minutes, they began lumbering deeper into the tunnel.  
 
    As she sat up, a pain shot through her ribs. Broken. That would slow her down, as would the gash on her left thigh. But she was growing increasingly determined that this would not be where she would die. Focusing her thoughts on Samuel, she pressed herself up onto her elbows, sucking her teeth at her injuries. With slow, deliberate movements, she flipped her body over, pointed her head in the opposite direction, and began to crawl. Though the distance was only a few feet, the scraping of her knees on the steel sent waves of anxiety stabbing through her gut, each inch feeling like a dozen yards.  
 
    Reaching the end of the tube, she glanced over her shoulder. The tunnel darkened around a far bend. The rumbling growls had resumed their droning call. The first few steps once standing were made in utter silence. But when a roar echoed from the direction of the hellspawn, all pain was disregarded, and she broke into a dead run.  
 
    Her adrenaline-fueled mad dash for safety let her ignore all but the ground at her feet and the tunnel leading to the surface. Containing a shriek of dread as the unreasoning feeling that any second a great clawed hand would reach out to rend her to pieces, she wiped more blood from her eye, feeling the cool wind of open air as her vision cleared. Nothing was chasing her, and there was nothing in her way but the grotesque gray masses and a couple hundred yards of blacktop. She had made it out alive.  
 
    By the time she was halfway back to Samuel, he had dropped his rifle and was running to meet her. Forgoing all notion of pride, Clara fell into his arms weeping, while he led her back to the waiting trucks. He did not ask after Kirkus, not saying a word until she was sitting on the ground beside the passenger door of their vehicle while he tended to the worst of her injuries.  
 
    “Kirkus is dead,” she finally managed to say, the words coming out as soft sobs. 
 
    Samuel nodded, pressing a bandage to the cut above her eye. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    By the time those in the towers arrived, she had recovered enough to tell them what she’d seen. The accounting of the massive size of the hellspawn visibly disturbed the entire group.  
 
    “You say there were six?” asked the man driving the second truck.  
 
    “I saw six pairs of legs,” she responded. “I have no idea how many there are. But their claws tore through steel like it was paper, and they crushed Kirkus with no more effort than you would crush a piece of fruit.” Her eyes darted toward the mine. “Let’s get the hell out of here. You can keep patching me up when we’re out of sight of this damned place.” 
 
    The others were in enthusiastic agreement, and in less than a minute, all were loaded and the trucks moving at a steady clip back toward the barrier.  
 
    Clara could feel the aches beginning to set in as her heart rate and adrenaline level subsided. Yet the memory of Kirkus’s blood showering to the floor and her name cried out in his final, terrifying moment persisted, distracting her from the sting of alcohol being used to clean the lesser of her scrapes and bruises.  
 
    “Your eye needs stitches,” Samuel remarked, gingerly stroking back the hair from her brow. “Your leg, too. Good thing I find scars attractive.” 
 
    She folded her arms tight to her chest. “I’m done. Vale can burn for all I care. I’ve seen the last drop of blood spilled here. I’m going to live with the Nelwyn.” She lifted her gaze to meet his. “Are you with me?” 
 
    Samuel smiled. “Always.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Linx awoke screaming, her shirt and sheets soaked in cold sweat. It took a few seconds before she could struggle from the haze that clung to her consciousness and allow the small bedroom in which she spent far too little time to be set firmly in her perception. She turned on the lamp on the nightstand and scowled.  
 
    “It looks like I pissed the bed,” she muttered. “Again.” 
 
    Flinging off the sheet, she slid from the bed, stripped down, and tossed her clothes into a growing pile in the corner near the small desk. After a hot shower, she dressed and plodded into the kitchen, only then noticing the time. Still two hours until dawn, though in lower Troi these days, it was impossible to tell. The streetlights were supposed to dim in conjunction with the sun. Not so much as to make it difficult to see, but enough to not upset the circadian rhythm of the population. With continual dusk, over time people behaved oddly. They were more prone to violence and depression. This week alone there had been ten suicides, and violent altercations were occurring with growing frequency. 
 
    Petty concerns. In fact, there was nothing she could think of that once mattered to her that still held the same urgency. A demon sat on the throne of Vale. A demon with a plan. And that plan must be stopped. The problem was that she had no idea what the plan actually was—or if she were to uncover it, if there was anything she could do. None of it seemed real; it was more like a tale from a children’s book, the kind a parent would regret telling after the nightmares it evoked had the child screaming the house awake for weeks.  
 
    She flipped on the vibroplayer sitting at the center of the table. Static. She switched channels until finally she raised the thin tones of a guitar playing a simplified rendition of a popular tune. Someone was broadcasting on their own.  
 
    As she listened to the less-than-talented musician, she wondered why anyone would go to the trouble of setting up the necessary equipment for a broadcast. Whoever it was couldn’t be more than half a mile away. Why did they care to try? Who was it meant to entertain? It seemed so pointless. But then she was alone in her knowledge of the truth. Whatever the spirit possessing the king had in store for Vale, it was likely to spell the end of everything they cared for. Including their lives. 
 
    She listened until the musician finally stopped playing, then leaned back in her chair and shut her eyes. The dream was burned into her memory like a brand: black fire rising from the shoulders of a massive horned beast, its gaping maw filled with teeth of steel, its breath a miasmic cloud of soot and ash. Hideous, blood-drenched claws tearing apart the flesh of all standing in its path. Great iron-shod feet stamping and kicking with the force to turn buildings to rubble. An unstoppable juggernaut of evil pestilence that had only one aim: to bring death. Indiscriminate death. And she was powerless to do anything but watch as it set the world to ruin.  
 
    Linx cracked open her eyes and pressed her forehead to the table. The call of her obligations would not penetrate the thick layer of despair wrapped around her like bandages on a burn victim. The smell of the cleanser she’d used on the table the night before assaulted her nostrils, though the floor was still tacky from the dried whiskey she had spilled. She pressed the balls of her feet down then lifted them a few inches, feeling it cling to her skin. She wanted to be drunk. But of course it was impossible.  
 
    The rap at the door passed unnoticed until it became too insistent to ignore. She knew who it was—or at least who had sent them. And she had a reasonably firm grasp on why. The rapping increased to become pounding.  
 
    Linx pressed herself up and cleared her throat, shoving the hair from her face. The young man on the other side of the door, dressed in a crisp magistrate uniform, looked puzzled.  
 
    “Did I wake you?” he asked.  
 
    “What does Xavier want?” she said, dismissing the question.  
 
    “Three of our officers have gone missing,” he said. “He’s hoping you can send a guard detail to find them.” 
 
    “That’s not our job,” she said, then began closing the door.  
 
    The man’s hand shot out to hold it open. “Please. One of them was my partner. We’re stretched thin as it is. And I heard that you go down to level six at least once or twice a week.” 
 
    She eyed the man carefully. The flush in his cheeks. The worry in his tone. She let loose a heavy sigh. “Xavier didn’t send you, did he?” 
 
    He lowered his head. “No. I asked for permission to conduct a search, but he said we didn’t have enough officers.” 
 
    “And why would you think I would help?” 
 
    “I…well…it’s just that…people say that…”  
 
    She waited for him to complete his thought, but it was clear he was afraid. “Out with it. What do people say about me?” 
 
    He could not meet her stare. “That you aren’t as cruel as you want people to think. They see you helping people in the lower city.” 
 
    Linx chuckled. “Is that right? Do they also say how many people I’ve killed? Or that I couldn’t give two shits about the people who work at the magistrate?” 
 
    He took a small step back, his hand slipping away from the door. “No. They don’t say that. I…I’m sorry to have bothered you.” 
 
    Linx watched him slink down the hall with defeated strides, and then called out just as he reached the door leading to the stairwell. “When did they go missing?” 
 
    The man stopped and turned, a glint of hope returning. “Three days ago.” 
 
    “Have Xavier send me an official request for assistance,” she said. “Otherwise there’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    She was fairly certain Xavier expected his officer to ask the Royal Guard for help. She wouldn’t be surprised if he had actually suggested it and made his officer promise not to say so, or at least had subtly planted the idea in his head. Screw him. If he needs something from me, he can ask.  
 
    She shut the door while the officer was still thanking her repeatedly. As she entered her bedroom, she gave serious consideration to turning off the lights, stripping away the sheets, and lying in bed for the entire day. But she couldn’t. There were duties to perform, orders to give…and people to kill. 
 
    Still, she procrastinated for another half hour before donning her uniform and weapon and venturing outside. The streets were emptier than they had been the previous morning. She had chosen an apartment somewhat removed from the main hub where most of the shops and offices were located, near a recycling center. The various shafts and seldom-used passages had come in quite handy in recent months. Once she learned the maintenance schedule, she could easily move from one level to another in absolute secrecy. It took quite a long time, given that she had to travel on foot. But often that was an unavoidable disadvantage.  
 
    Today she would not be sneaking around in the shadows or ducking into alleyways. No. Today was a day for dirty business and foul deeds. At the end of it, she would go home and scrub her body until her flesh was pink and raw. But she had to keep the king believing she was still loyal. Her job was to give the king what he wanted. And when he wanted someone dead, they died. More often than not by her hand.  
 
    Opening the rear door of her car, parked by the curb immediately in front of the entrance, startled the driver awake.  
 
    “How can you report my movements if you can’t even keep your eyes open?” she scolded.  
 
    The woman smoothed back her long, dark hair and pulled her ponytail tight. “You never go anywhere,” she said blinking hard several times before firing the engine, smirking into the rear view mirror. “Well, if you do, you never leave from the front. Xavier doesn’t pay me to watch the back.” 
 
    Linx gave a half-hearted laugh. “You could just go home, you know. Sleep in your own bed. I’ll call when I need you.” 
 
    The woman steered the car into the road. “And risk Xavier finding out and refusing to pay?” 
 
    “He’d still pay you.” 
 
    That was true. Nearly her entire guard was being bribed by Xavier. Not that Linx cared. It actually helped her out considerably. She knew about the bribes, and her guards knew that she knew. This made it easy to feed Xavier whatever information she wanted. There were probably one or two who were actually loyal to him….or more to the heart of it, disloyal to her. But they were of little consequence.  
 
    She drove them to ground level near the main city gate, where roadblocks prevented anyone from wandering too close to a hastily erected wall about fifty feet high and covered in barbed wire. This was where, for the first weeks of the hellspawn “invasion,” most of the royal guard had been assigned. Even now she could see the guns mounted atop the narrow rampart. Only a few hellspawn came close enough to find it necessary to fire upon, and those were quickly cut down, though one had smashed headlong into the wall and nearly broken through.  
 
    Linx exited the vehicle and without a word followed the officers toward a series of single-story buildings set a few hundred feet off the broad highway. Two of her guards were waiting in front of the third from her left, standing at sharp attention. The magistrate officers unceremoniously peeled off and lazily strode in the direction of a line of three windowless blue vans often used for raids.  
 
    “How many?” she asked. Her head was beginning to throb.  
 
    “Six,” replied the guard on her right. “They were trying to escape through the waste system.” 
 
    “Are they injured?” 
 
    “They surrendered quickly enough,” he said. “The only injuries they have were inflicted before we arrived. A few cuts here and there. Probably received climbing through the upper windows of the plant.” 
 
    “And no one has interrogated them?” 
 
    “The magistrate tried. But we wouldn’t let them.” 
 
    Linx suppressed a smile. Xavier was likely furious about that. Anything that got under that man’s skin made her happy.  
 
    “You are to report that they were killed attempting to escape custody,” she said. “You are dismissed.” 
 
    The two guards exchanged hesitant glances. But a stern look from Linx sent them hustling toward a waiting car near where the magistrate officers were now pulling away.  
 
    Linx made an effort to steady her nerves and pushed open the door. Inside, six chairs stood in a line. In them were two women in their early thirties, from the similar round features and blonde shoulder-length hair, most likely related;  three men ranging from thirty to about fifty, though they did not appear related; and one teenaged boy, skinny, with mouse brown hair, a broad mouth, and a sharp, thin nose. Seeing the boy sent a cold knot to the pit of her gut.  
 
    They had been stripped down to their underclothes, their hands cuffed behind their backs, and as she’d been told, bore only a few minor scrapes and bruises.  
 
    “You have no right to hold us like this,” barked the older man. The defiance in his eyes was fragile and wilted as Linx closed the door with deliberate slowness, pausing for effect when the lock clicked into place.  
 
    “We’ll discuss my rights in a moment,” she said. There was an empty chair beside the door, which she dragged over to sit in front of the captives. “What you need to focus on is why you were trying to leave the city.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” he said. “Have you been to level four? Or anywhere other than the palace?” 
 
    “I live in lower Troi,” she stated, impassively. “What is your point?” 
 
    “Why do you care that we were leaving?” the woman on the far left cut in. “We weren’t hurting anyone.” 
 
    “No one is permitted to venture outside the city until the crisis is over,” Linx said, as a matter of rote. “It’s not only for your protection, but for the protection of the entire city.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” the woman snapped, hotly. “You can’t keep lying to us.” 
 
    “I assure you that the danger is real,” Linx stated, the lack of conviction and emotion in her voice painfully obvious. She had spoken these words hundreds of times. “The hellspawn are still out there.” 
 
    “We were only risking our own lives, then,” the old man said. “You have no right to keep us prisoner.” 
 
    “If you thought you had the right to leave Troi, why not walk out the front gate?” She cast an accusing stare over the whole group. “Because you knew it was illegal? Could that be it? Because others might get it in their head to follow your example?” She knelt in front of the teenager, but spoke to the adults. “You think this one left of his own accord? Or did he follow your lead?” 
 
    The boy glared. “I make my own decisions.” 
 
    He wasn’t all that much younger than she was, but to her eyes he was barely a child. How did she look to him? she wondered. Vicious? Cruel? The same way she’d looked upon authority back in the days she was a wanted fugitive? One thing she had to admire was the fearlessness he displayed. But then, he had no idea what was really out there to be afraid of. He had been born in Troi. Raised here. The specter of starvation had never haunted his dreams.  
 
    “Is that right?” she mocked. “With all the years of experience, you chose to ignore the law and lead these people from the city?” She glanced over at the others. “Is that what you’re all saying? That he was the leader?” In an instant she was standing tall, her P37 in hand, pointed at the boy’s head. “I have royal authority to summarily execute the leader of an uprising. Did you know that?” 
 
    The boy flinched but continued glaring at her.  
 
    “I am the leader,” the older man announced. “The others were following my lead.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” the younger man immediately beside him cried out. “We all decided on our own. There is no leader.” 
 
    She pressed the barrel to his temple, though unknown to everyone else in the room, she had not channeled mana into the chamber. “No leader, you say?” After a deliberately long pause, she shrugged and reholstered her weapon. “That’s different altogether.” She hated being forced to toy with them, but it was the fastest way to learn what she needed to know. “So you just all decided to leave the city? And it just happened that you were heading in the same direction at the same time? Is that it?” 
 
    “We’re neighbors,” the older man said. “There isn’t a group or conspiracy. I swear.” 
 
    Linx sat back down and rubbed the back of her neck. “You know, I hate these interrogations. I really do. So being that like you said, there isn’t a conspiracy, there’s only one thing I need to know: why the waste system? There are hundreds of tunnels and passages leading from the city. Why that one?” 
 
    “It’s not guarded,” the man replied, the glimmer of hope that they just might actually be released reflected in his expression.  
 
    Linx gave him a reassuring smile. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “I told them,” the teen interjected.  
 
    When the older man tried to speak up, Linx silenced him with a raised hand. “You did? And how did you find out?” 
 
    “By accident,” he answered. “I was trying to buy some whiskey from my brother’s friend. He works in the waste recycling plant. I got the directions wrong and ended up in the tunnels.” 
 
    Linx nodded slowly. “And you discovered it wasn’t being watched.” She made sure that her smile didn’t become hard and kept a soothing tone in her voice. “Other than the people in this room, did you tell anyone else? And before you answer, if I find out you lied… Well, let’s just say your troubles will have only begun.” 
 
    “No. Just the people in this room.” 
 
    “And we kept it secret,” the man chipped in eagerly.  
 
    She kept her focus on the boy. “Not even your brother?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him in a week,” he said. “He wouldn’t be interested in leaving anyway. You’d have to force him out of Troi at gunpoint.” 
 
    Linx retrieved a small note pad and pen from her jacket pocket. “Give me his name. If he confirms your story, I might be persuaded to overlook this indiscretion.” 
 
    “Branshaw Bernheim,” he said.  
 
    Linx wrote the name down and returned the pen and pad to her pocket. “As for the rest of you, it’s important that you tell me now if you told anyone else.” Again her hand shot up. “But before you answer, know that the passage will now be guarded. If they catch someone leaving and your name comes up, you will be looked upon as the leader of an uprising. Is my meaning clear?” 
 
    The group exchanged searching glances, then began swearing that no one else knew.  
 
    Linx stood. “I believe you.” 
 
    “So you’re going to let us go?” the older man asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Linx responded, still smiling. “You exhibited poor judgment. Everyone is guilty of that from time to time.” She crossed to the door, paused for a moment. “I believed you. So I want you to do me the same courtesy. The danger outside the city is real.” 
 
    In a jumbled of relieved acceptance, they said that not only did they believe her but they promised not to repeat their mistake. 
 
    “Someone will be along shortly to take you home,” she said, then exited the building.  
 
    Her driver was now standing a few yards from the door, P37 in hand. “Did you get what you needed?” 
 
    “Do you have the names of the officers who caught them?” 
 
    “They’re being dealt with as we speak,” she replied, the chilling air of emotional detachment in her words.   
 
    Linx started toward the car. She wanted to scream. She wanted to hurt something; herself most of all. She flinched at the sizzle and pop of the shots being fired as her hand touched the door handle, sliding into the back seat eyes closed until she felt the door open and the car dip from the weight of her driver entering.  
 
    “It was painless,” the driver said. “And the bodies can’t be identified.” 
 
    It doesn’t matter, Linx thought. They won’t be found. In less than an hour, a van would pull up and six human-sized bundles would be spirited away, never to be seen again. Their friends and families would worry; file reports with the magistrate; scour the lower city in a vain attempt to find them. Tears would be shed. Accusations made. But in the end, the six people to whom she had assured would be released would fade from memory. All because a boy found what he shouldn’t have found. A way out. A small part of her hoped that they’d been lying and that they had told others about their intention to escape Troi. At least in the minds of their loved ones, they were still alive somewhere. Regardless, in the end it was just another casualty in a war only a counted few knew was raging. Fewer still knew on whose side they fought. And no one knew why.  
 
    “Take me to see Xavier,” she said, in a half whisper.  
 
    The number of those murdered as a result of her orders from Salazar was now topping thirty. Those murdered by her own hand…she hadn’t the heart to count. How did those following her orders deal with what they had to do? Did it affect them as deeply? Some she was certain had no qualms when it came to deadly violence, the woman sitting in front of her included. For some it was a means to an end. Others she suspected knew only that they were required to kill. It could have just as easily been the king or Xavier directing them to do so. It was a sheer matter of happenstance that they had fallen in with her. She led; they followed. It was no more complex than that. She could not wrap her head around the mindless obedience. And yet they were among the most loyal. They would not turn on her, be bought out by her enemies, or coerced with threats. Once a side was chosen, they would not be swayed to act against it. Hard as she tried, it was impossible to fathom why they were the way they were. 
 
    The drive to the head office of the Chief Magistrate would have taken more than an hour when she’d initially arrived in Troi. Now, with fuel rations in place and few vehicles on the roads, it took twenty minutes. The bottle of whiskey she kept stuffed beneath the seat mocked her. If she could, she would rip the vex crystal from her chest for no other reason than to be able to get drunk.  
 
    The front of the building was heavily guarded. Four officers carrying heavy rifles stood at the door, and through the windows she spotted four more in the waiting room.  
 
    “You want to enter around the back?” her driver offered.  
 
    The concussion of the blast sent her vehicle into a hard roll. Linx felt her head strike the roof, and her entire body jolted and tumbled as she was thrown about like a cloth doll. The second blast pushed them several more feet into the road, the steel grinding on concrete as a wave of heat blasted Linx in the face.  
 
    Without the vex crystal that only moments ago she was despising, she would have been unconscious and riddled with cuts, her flesh peppered with shards of glass and debris. Even with her protection, the pain was significant, and she found herself in a slight daze that took several long moments to recover from. Her window was shattered and the driver was motionless, her body crumpled onto the roof at a peculiar angle.  
 
    Linx couldn’t see the front of the building through the dense black smoke, but she was able to make out two of the officers lying prone on the sidewalk, one missing both of his legs but both dead. Crawling out, she reached in and pulled the driver by the collar, but released her upon seeing a metal rod had skewered her between the eyes. Vex crystals could only offer so much in the way of protection, and clearly this had been more than it could deal with.  
 
    Linx scampered to the far side of the road, fumbling at her waist for her weapon, eventually managing to pull it free. Her toes caught a chunk of brick, and she stumbled to the pavement headfirst. Quickly, she rolled back up, weapon sweeping from side to side.  
 
    Cries for help could be heard coming from inside the building. Flames licked their way up, already spreading to the second floor.  
 
    She shuffled over to a lamppost and got down on one knee, leaning heavily but keeping her weapon at the ready. Her training with the guard had included similar scenarios, though as they would relate to an attempt on the king’s life. An explosion, she knew, could be a mere precursor to a determined assault. In a panicked confusion, resistance would be scattered and weak. A small group of armed men could use this vulnerability to mount an attack and ensure their target was dead should the bomb fail. Or they could soften outer defenses if the target was unlikely to have been hurt.  
 
    But as the minutes ticked by and people began exiting the building, it was clear that this had been the entirety of the attack. Xavier was therefore unlikely to have been hurt. This was confirmed when a moment later he dashed out, weapon drawn, covering his mouth with a rag.  
 
    By now the street was littered with the dead and injured. Those not overwhelmed with terror were doing what they could to help. Xavier saw Linx before she could rise, and leaping over several bodies, joined her by the lamppost.  
 
    “I suppose I was wrong,” he said. Even amidst all the destruction and carnage, he sounded unbearably arrogant. “You are not a suspect.” 
 
    “You thought this was me?” 
 
    Xavier shrugged, his grin lifting the rag at the edges. “It crossed my mind. You seem to have taken a liking to killing magistrate officers lately.” 
 
    “If I kill you, Xavier, I’ll do it face to face.” 
 
    “Enjoy watching the lights go out in their eyes, do you?” he chided. “I cannot say that I blame you.” He stood upright and offered his hand. “But for now, I think it’s time we made a tactical retreat.” 
 
    The smoke burned her eyes, and a short coughing fit had her doubling over. “Shouldn’t…” She spat and held back another cough. “Shouldn’t you be seeing to your people?” 
 
    “It’s entirely possible one of them is the culprit,” he answered. “Unlike you, I prefer to lead from behind.” 
 
    Linx refused his hand. “I bet you do. I assume you have somewhere in mind?” 
 
    “I do indeed,” he said. Turning his back on her, he walked at a rapid pace to the far corner and entered a parking garage in the building across and to the right of the Magistrate building. “So I hear one of my officers ask for your help,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    “You think this is the time?” 
 
    The locks of a black sedan in the first space clicked as they came within a few feet. Xavier hopped into the driver’s seat and waited for Linx to enter before firing the engine. Emergency sirens could be heard fast approaching. Xavier slammed the car into gear, and in a rapid succession of squealing tires they were on the road and speeding toward the main highway.   
 
    Xavier looked relaxed for someone who had just been through what was possibly an attempt on his life. He leaned back, left hand draped over the wheel, right arm over the back of the passenger’s seat.  
 
    “I sent the request for assistance,” he said. “But assuming you had nothing to do with their disappearance—which is possible, I suppose—I’m sure you won’t find anything.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    Xavier rolled his eyes. “For someone who spends as much time with the king as you do, you are kept in the dark far too frequently.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she demanded. 
 
    “You think he’s keeping the people of Troi held captive to protect them from the hellspawn?” 
 
    She didn’t. “What other reason is there?” 
 
    “The hellspawn threat is all but gone,” he explained. “Only about a few remain alive. Granted, those left are enormous; twice the size they once were. But they’ll be dead soon enough.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “You are not the only one with resources, my dear.” He jerked the car onto the highway and pressed hard on the accelerator, slinging Linx against the door. “I’ve been around far longer than you. While what you’ve managed to accomplish in so short a time is impressive, I’ve had decades to cultivate relationships.” He grinned over at her. “And you would be surprised how much loyalty a bit of fresh food and some medicine will buy you these days. More than a pile of notes, it turns out.” 
 
    They rode in silence, exiting the highway at level four and then winding through the city until reaching the textile district. New clothes were no longer a priority, so only one factory was still in operation, and most of the surrounding shops were closed.  
 
    “I loved coming down here when I first arrived in Troi,” Linx mused.  
 
    “The good cloth is sent to level one,” Xavier said, looking at a dressmaker they passed with the contempt only the wealthy could accurately portray.  
 
    “When you grow up like I did,” she said, “there’s no difference between a fine evening gown and just a pretty dress. I couldn’t afford either.” 
 
    “A pity you don’t wear more dresses,” Xavier remarked. “Your look is entirely too masculine for someone so comely.” 
 
    “When would I wear a dress?” she said.  
 
    She did own a few dresses, bought here on level four. From time to time she would put one on and wander about, sometimes to shop or just to enjoy the city. It didn’t make her feel particularly feminine, but it did provide the illusion that she belonged in Troi. No one stared the way they did when she wore her uniform, and no one gave her that look she had grown to truly hate when she wore her normal clothing. She could never figure out why, but with a pair of trousers and a simple shirt—not uncommon for women in Troi to wear—people pegged her for a provincial instantly.  
 
    “You could wear whatever you please,” Xavier pointed out. “Who would object? The moment they spotted your weapon, they’d know to hold their tongue.” 
 
    “A dress wouldn’t be practical for me,” she said, now wanting to end the conversation. 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    They pulled into a small lot between two apartment buildings.  
 
    “I have to tell you that I’m not happy you’re about to see this,” Xavier said, shutting off the engine. “I’ve gone to great lengths to keep this from you.” 
 
    “You mean the secret office on the third floor?” she said, tilting her head at the building on their left.  
 
    Xavier frowned. “I should have known you would find it. Little matter. So long as our enemies remain ignorant.” 
 
    Our enemies. She loathed that she was compelled to treat him as an ally. Xavier would turn on her in an instant; only his sense of self-preservation kept him from attempting to kill her. That and… 
 
    Xavier exited the car and pressed his thumb to a key fob once Linx had closed the door. They entered the building from a side door and took the stairs to the third floor to an apartment at the far end on the corner.  
 
    “There is one thing,” Xavier said, pausing after he pressed the mana pad on the door frame. “I hope you will be as discrete about this as you were regarding the whereabouts of my parents.” 
 
    Linx lifted a brow. “I guess you received my message.” 
 
    Xavier pushed open the door and turned on the lights. “Of course. But they had already been relocated. They are my parents, after all. Nothing comes near them without my knowing about it.” 
 
    Inside was a single large room with the floor covered with a thick blue carpet. Along the walls were a series of desks atop which were various terminals, some no doubt stolen from the Royal Guard. In the far-right corner was a sofa and chairs along with a small refrigerator.  
 
    “I take it you don’t sleep here,” Linx remarked.  
 
    “I have a few other apartments in the building if they’re needed. But no, I try not to come here unless I must.” 
 
    Xavier crossed over to the refrigerator and grabbed two bottles, tossing one over to Linx. 
 
    Linx examined it for a moment, tamping down a smile upon realizing what it was. “Where did you get manga juice?” 
 
    “It’s not frozen,” he lamented, with a sigh. “But it tastes good all the same.” 
 
    Linx twisted off the cap and took a small sip. The sweet, tangy liquid felt wonderful on her tongue and soothed a dryness in her throat she hadn’t noticed was there until now. “I have to admit, I’m beginning to see what Drake liked about this stuff.” 
 
    The mention of Drake caused Xavier’s eye to twitch. “Yes. Well, I suggest you savor it. What you’re holding is the last of it.” 
 
    “You didn’t bring me here to share a drink,” Linx pointed out. “So why don’t you tell me what you want?” 
 
    Xavier opened his bottle and strolled easily over to one of the consoles. Pressing a few keys, he called up the cameras in front of the Magistrate Office. It was a live feed. Most of the wounded had been cleared away, and the bodies and limbs of the dead were being gathered together.  
 
    Linx expected him to rewind the feed to learn who was responsible. But instead, a few keystrokes called up a different, more startling image: three hellspawn wandering listlessly in front of a large steel door.  
 
    “It’s hard to gauge the scale,” Xavier said. “But the door is about twenty feet tall.” 
 
    Linx covered her mouth. “That’s….that’s not possible.” 
 
    The hellspawn were nearly as tall as the door itself. Their movements, however, appeared labored, as if it took all of their strength to simply lift a leg.  
 
    “Oh, it’s quite possible, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Another came into the view of the camera. It approached the door, leaned its shoulder against the steel for a few seconds, and then wandered from view.  
 
    “Is that all they do?” 
 
    “For now,” Xavier replied.  
 
    “Where is this?” 
 
    “It’s in the mines. That door is guarding unstable vex crystals deemed too dangerous to remove.” 
 
    Her eyes popped wide. “If they get in…” 
 
    “They don’t seem to be interested in getting in. And don’t let their sluggishness fool you. If they wanted, they could rip that door to shreds.” 
 
    “What about the other hellspawn?” 
 
    “This is the only camera still functioning. But I sent some of my people to investigate, and as of a month ago, most of the hellspawn had…well…turned into lumps of gray flesh. I have no idea how or why. I’ve counted six of these big ones, though there could be more.” 
 
    Linx had no idea what to make of this. “I need to speak to the king,” she said. 
 
    “Wait.” Xavier tapped a few more keys, and a different image appeared. “This was two weeks ago.” The door was the same, but only two of the giant hellspawn were standing in view. “There.” 
 
    A lone figure entered the frame, arm extended. It walked straight up to one of the hellspawn and began stroking its massive thigh.  
 
    “King Salazar,” Linx gasped. “Why didn’t you show me this sooner?” 
 
    “And what would you have done? Confront the king?” He turned off the screen. “I need you alive for the time being. I can’t have you running off and getting yourself killed. Though believe me when I say that I’ve wanted to.” 
 
    “Then why show me at all?” She could not tear her eyes from the blank screen. Her arms and legs felt heavy, and her stomach churned.  
 
    “I showed you in the hope that you will stop working against me.” 
 
    Linx stumbled back, stunned to the point that she did not pull free when Xavier caught her arm.  
 
    “If they are his to command,” Xavier said, “and their strength matches their size, I would think we have nothing with which to fight such a beast. We know mana weapons are ineffective. High-caliber bullets are enough for normal hellspawn, but I doubt they would be little more than an irritant to those giants.” 
 
    Salvaging a modicum of composure, Linx pulled free. “I don’t think he intends them as weapons.” 
 
    Xavier cocked his head at her. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “His plan isn’t to kill everyone,” she replied, turning to the door.  
 
    “So you know what he’s planning?”  
 
    “Not exactly. But I’ll find out.” She gripped the knob. “I suggest that you move your parents somewhere outside the city. You might even think about joining them.” 
 
    Linx left the apartment and made her way down to the street, her mind a tempest of confusion and contradictory thoughts. Xavier and his antics had been a distraction from reality. She had wasted too much time chasing down his secrets and disrupting his networks. Initially, she had told herself it was to give the appearance that she was working to keep peace in Troi. She had been able to connect him to four separate uprisings, though she had kept this information hidden from the king, naturally. Had he included her in his plans, their relationship might have been at least tolerable. But despite his assurances they were working together, he was constantly advancing his own personal agendas. Still, for the king to believe Xavier loyal was very useful. So, she did just enough to irritate the man and stymie his attempts at personal gain. It was petty. But so what? He was an asshole.  
 
    She tapped a button on a tiny round box in her pocket and took a seat on the front steps of the apartment building. She rarely used her panic button. In fact, this was only the second time. But she had no intention of walking back, and she would not ride with Xavier.  
 
    A vague notion of the king’s ultimate design was drifting in the ether along the edge of her reason. The hellspawn were not weapons; on this point she was certain. Salazar had no need for them. It would take the combined strength of the magistrate and the royal guard to stand a miniscule chance of defeating him. Since having the vex crystal implanted, she could feel mana in a unique way when she concentrated hard enough. With his scepter in hand, Salazar was enormously powerful. But since his…possession, that power had doubled. There was nothing to stand in his way should he choose to slaughter every living soul in the city.    
 
    This meant that they were alive because he wanted them to be. They were part of his plan. And so was she.  
 
    Four white vehicles screeched to a halt, and the guards inside scrambled out with weapons drawn. 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said, pressing herself to her feet. “I just needed a ride.” 
 
    “When we heard about the attack,” a veteran guard said in the first car, “and they found Lieutenant Mella’s body…” 
 
    Mella. That was her name? She had never bothered to learn it. Strange, given that she knew most of her guards quite well. “I’m fine. And you can report that so is the Chief Magistrate.” 
 
    “That is good news,” he said, visibly relieved. “They caught the bomber.” 
 
    Linx stiffened. “You’re joking. Already?” 
 
    “It was a mage,” he said. “We have him locked away for interrogation.” 
 
    Linx instantly rushed toward the car and jumped in the passenger seat. “Call ahead. Tell them I’m on my way. No one is to speak to…him? Her?” 
 
    “Him.” 
 
    “No one is to speak to him until I arrive.” 
 
    “The magistrate officers are pretty angry,” he said, slamming the car into gear.  
 
    “You tell them that if my orders aren’t followed, I will personally incinerate whoever disobeys.” 
 
    The guard nodded and made the call. The loud complaining on the other end ceased once he conveyed the threat. Linx, it was well known, did not make idle threats.  
 
    Something, a gut feeling, was telling her that this mage knew something that she needed to know. And whatever it was might be the difference between life and extinction.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The room outside where the prisoner was being held was packed to near capacity with magistrate officers, some of whom were familiar to Linx, though most were not. But all glared at her the moment she entered. She might not know them, but they most certainly knew her.  
 
    A woman with the insignia rank of captain squeezed herself to stand in Linx’s path.  
 
    “Where is Chief Magistrate Salazar?” she demanded.  
 
    Linx regarded the woman before speaking. She looked familiar, Linx though could not place where she had seen her before. “He’s following a lead on the bomber’s confederates. So if you would be so kind, I have an interrogation to conduct.” 
 
    This explanation was clearly unsatisfactory. “I insist on being present until the Chief arrives.” 
 
    “You will move out of my way.” Her hand drifted to her side. “Or we’re about to have a problem.” 
 
    “You don’t frighten me. Ten of my fellow officers were killed today. Twice that were hurt. I’m not leaving until we have answers.” 
 
    “Then you had better get out of my way so I can get them,” she said, her tone hard and commanding. Though the woman was taller by several inches and twenty years her senior, Linx stepped in, forcing the woman to either push back or back away. She chose the latter. “When I know more, you’ll know more.” 
 
    “We have a right to be in the room,” she persisted.  
 
    “This was more than an attack on the magistrate,” Linx said, loudly enough for the entire room to hear. “This was an attack on His Majesty. I am the Commander of his Royal Guard. So I will conduct the interrogation as I see fit. I understand you are angry. But I need you to trust that I will get to the bottom of this, regardless of what it might take. But I need to do it my way.” 
 
    The woman reluctantly moved aside further, forcing back several of her comrades, her capitulation sufficient to subdue objections to hushed whispers and muttered curses. Linx pushed through to the far end, where two of her guards were standing by a metal door.  
 
    “How bad did they beat him?” she asked. 
 
    “Pretty bad,” answered the woman on her left. “But he’ll live. We patched him up and tended to the swelling on his face so he could at least see. I didn’t want to give him anything for the pain until after you interrogated him.” 
 
    “Well done. Wait a few minutes, then have their captain help you get everyone out.” 
 
    “If they won’t leave?” 
 
    “Persuade them. Harshly, if necessary. But don’t kill anyone.” 
 
    The guard nodded sharply. They would use a noxious mist, one of the first spells learned with a P37. Highly effective for crowd control. Their eyes would burn, but otherwise it was harmless. Anyone strong enough to resist would still be debilitated and could be ushered out with minimal force.  
 
    The tiny box of a room beyond the door was lit by a single mana bulb dangling from the ceiling. The man they had captured was of medium build, with shoulder-length black hair and a round face, and was wearing a ripped blue button-down shirt. His hands were bound by mana-suppressing cuffs that were fastened to metal rungs on the stainless-steel table at which he was seated. His eyes were nearly swollen shut, and the left side of his face was badly bruised.  
 
    Linx shut the door and took a seat in the chair opposite. “You look like shit.” 
 
    The man smirked. “Only because I let them lay hands on me.” 
 
    “Let them?” 
 
    “I was told not to resist,” he said. “Though I cannot imagine why. Still, we do what we’re told, isn’t that right, Linx?” 
 
    “You know me?” 
 
    “Of course. All of us know you.” 
 
    His voice was far deeper than she would have expected from a man of his build, and with a strange, gravely quality that bordered on pleasing. While his flesh was swollen, the twin slits revealed a penetrating stare that she found unsettling.  
 
    Linx shifted in her seat and cleared her throat. She considered having one of the guards bring water but dismissed the idea. She must focus on the moment. “All of who?” 
 
    “You’ll meet us soon enough,” he answered.  
 
    “Sooner than you think,” she said, giving him her most vicious smile.  
 
    The impact of her posturing was non-existent. “You intend to torture me? Is that it? You intend to pry the information about my co-conspirators using pain?” He began chuckling.  
 
    “Is something funny?” She unholstered her P37 and placed it on the table.  
 
    The chuckle increased to full blown laughter. “You are indeed fearsome. And I’m sure were I anyone else, I would be telling you everything I know very soon.” His laughter died. “But I’m not anyone else. And it is not for me to reveal anything to you. Nothing you can do to me will change this fact, even were you permitted to torture me.” 
 
    It was Linx’s turn to laugh. “Permitted? I don’t think you fully appreciate the trouble you’re in. You’re inside a building filled with angry officers begging for a chance to peel the skin from your bones. And they will, if I don’t prevent it. You bombed and killed ten magistrate officers. That means I have full authority to do whatever I like to you. And believe me when I say I’m not squeamish.” She leaned back in her chair, though her hand lingered on her weapon. “Now. Let us begin with a simple question: what is your name?” 
 
    “You’re kind to explain my situation,” he said. “So I will return your kindness. My name is Redmond Copel. But that will do you very little good. In five minutes, someone will enter this room, and I’ll be escorted into a waiting vehicle. There is nothing you can do to prevent that. Should you or anyone else try, they’ll be killed.” 
 
    Linx sneered. “You must have an army if you think your people can fight their way in here to rescue you.” 
 
    “They won’t fight their way in,” he said, as calmly as if he were giving her the time. “They’ll walk in. And they’ll walk out. And you, I’m afraid, will have no choice but to allow it.” He glanced down at his cuffed hands. “I think we should not begin things like this.” There was a flash of blue light, and the cuffs clattered to the floor.  
 
    Linx was on her feet in an instant, P37 pointed at Copel’s chest, the chamber flooded and ready for a lethal shot.  
 
    Copel, however, made no move to rise as he rubbed at his wrists. “That’s better.” 
 
    “You so much as twitch and it will be the last thing you do,” she barked. How in the hell had he removed the cuffs? It was impossible. “You have someone working with you on the inside.” 
 
    “You could say that,” he confirmed. “But it’s not anyone you would think.” He gestured to the chair. “Please sit. We don’t have much time.” When Linx did not comply, he heaved a sigh. “Fire your weapon if you wish. Incinerate me. I won’t harm you. I have my instructions.” 
 
    “Who is giving you your orders?” she demanded. Copel was either confident that he was in no danger or had stronger nerves than anyone she’d met in her life.  
 
    Copel gave her a faintly judgmental look. “I was told you were clever. Who do you think? Who has the power to ensure that I will be allowed to leave after what I did?” 
 
    In a moment of realization, the blood drained from her face, and the P37 felt heavy in her hand. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    He cocked his head. “Why not? Is it really so hard to believe?” 
 
    Linx gripped the back of the chair to steady her legs. “Why?” 
 
    “It was a test,” he explained. “And let us say that I passed.” 
 
    The blood throbbed in her ears, and sweat beaded on her brow. “What kind of a test? Loyalty?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” he replied. “But you’re close.” 
 
    “And this test required that you bomb the Magistrate Building?” 
 
    Copel shrugged. “It was as good a place as any. Though thinking about it, it was a fine choice, albeit accidental. It will allay suspicion about the king’s motives for a time, and has the added benefit of testing you as well.” 
 
    The door opened, and a royal guard Linx knew to be assigned to the palace entered carrying a folded paper.  
 
    “That was faster than expected,” Copel remarked.  
 
    Linx took the paper and read each word carefully.  
 
    You are to bring the man known as Redmond Copel to the palace at once, unharmed. You have full authority to execute anyone who attempts to prevent the carrying out of this order.  
 
    It was signed His Majesty King Salazar and accompanied by the royal seal.  
 
    Copel stood. “I suppose you should put the bindings back on. For appearance’s sake, of course.” 
 
    She nodded for the guard to rebind his hands. As she watched the cuffs snap into place, the impassive expression Copel wore and his posture that was absolutely devoid of care sent the urge to kill this man raging against her reason to the point that tears welled in her eyes, and for a moment she felt dizzy. The room had been cleared as she had ordered. But she knew that in the next hallway, dozens of officers were waiting. They would rip him apart if she tried to leave with him without explanation. They might try regardless. If she didn’t get a handle on the situation ahead of time, more officers would die.   
 
    “Find their captain and bring her to me,” Linx said.  
 
    The guard obeyed without hesitation, and in a few moments, the captain was standing at the exit, looking like she could eat molten iron.  
 
    “Why are there twenty royal guards outside?” she demanded.  
 
    Linx handed her the note. “Tell your people that the king is personally going to conduct the interrogation.” 
 
    The captain read the note several times before wadding it up and tossing it to the floor. “This isn’t right.” 
 
    “I understand why you’d feel that way,” Linx said, struggling not to avert her eyes. “But that is what King Salazar has ordered. If you try to stop us…well…twenty guards armed with P37s is more than a match for your officers. And they will carry out their orders to the letter.” 
 
    There was a long, tense moment when Linx thought the captain would choose to disobey. But in the end, her shoulders slumped, and she lowered her head. “One day it will be your people dead in the street. I wonder if you will follow orders then?” 
 
    Linx looked over her shoulder to where the guard was standing behind Copel. At least the bastard had the good sense to wipe the smile from his face. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “I’ll lead you out,” the captain said, stepping through the door. “There’s been enough death today.” 
 
    The halls in the building, which was located only a few blocks from the Magistrate’s Office and served as both a holding facility and a warehouse for surplus equipment, were quite narrow. Officers were forced to back into the various offices and storerooms on either side to make way as they slowly progressed to the stairwell at the far end. The captain did her best to settle her people, reassuring them that this was for the best and that their attacker would get what was coming to him. “Word came straight from the king,” she’d say.  
 
    When they reached the front door, Linx felt nauseous, which was becoming a common state for her. It would be a long drive to the palace, and then a longer walk to see the king. She simultaneously wanted answers and was afraid to hear them.  
 
    Linx chose not to ride in the same car as Copel, though she did leave orders that he was to remain in his bindings. He could, as he’d demonstrated, remove them himself. But she found that upon arriving at the main lot near the Royal Guard station, he had not.  
 
    There were transports which would have shortened the journey, but Linx did not take them, though she did finally unshackle Copel and dismiss the escort.  
 
    “Just the two of us?” Copel remarked. “How nice.” 
 
    “I can handle you on my own,” she said.  
 
    “No doubt you can,” he said, without condescension or mockery. “But it’s of no consequence. I won’t be giving you any cause for violence.” 
 
    You already have. 
 
    There was a stairwell that would take them nearly to the top, but Linx balked at taking it so to spite Copel and force him to make the arduous climb. But she relented, knowing that likely as not all she would accomplish would be her own exhaustion. As they rode the lift, Copel stepped near the glass.  
 
    “Troi is truly a sight to behold,” he said, in a musing tone.  
 
    The mana streams were thinner than they had been before the crisis. Still, they were beautiful as they cascaded from the power station. A few transport cars rode the streams, but since the liquidation of the nobles, they were rarely in use.  
 
    “Have you not seen it before?” Linx asked.  
 
    He smiled over his shoulder. “Yes. But it’s still impressive.” 
 
    She pictured the gardens as they had been the first time she saw them, and the lush grass of the campus where she would eat her lunch between classes. The gardens were still there, though they were showing signs of neglect. And the campus was empty, the grass turning brown. 
 
    “I suppose when you see it every day, it loses its luster,” Copel added.  
 
    Reaching the level of the king’s main study, where Linx was sure he’d be, she was struck by the lack of guards. They would not have left their posts until dismissed by her or the king. Even at the door to the chamber—not a soul to be found. This set off her internal alarms, and her hand instinctively rested on the hilt of her weapon. 
 
    She turned the handle of the double door. Unlocked. It silently swung open on well-lubricated hinges, the light from the lamps spilling out into the hallway. King Salazar was standing in front of a large desk off to their right, wearing naught but a pair of skintight white trousers. His hair was wet and combed back; his skin was pink and looked freshly showered.  
 
    Linx lowered her eyes. “Pardon me, your highness. We can come back later.” 
 
    Salazar beamed and waved them in. “Nonsense. Come in.” His eyes fell on Copel, who was smiling sheepishly. “You, my friend, have truly surprised me.” He rushed across the room arms extended and gripped the man by the shoulder. “It is you, is it not?” 
 
    “Mostly,” he replied. “Some of the remnants linger. “ 
 
    He pressed his forehead to Copel’s. “Soon it will be over. I promise.” 
 
    He released his hold and spun to face Linx. “And you, my dear. I must confess I was not sure how you would react to all this. I feared the weight of it would be more than you could bear.” 
 
    Linx released her hold on her weapon and folded her hands at her waist. “To be honest, I’m not sure what ‘this’ is. Who is this man to you? And why would you want the Magistrate’s Office destroyed? He told me it was some sort of test.” She had to remind herself that this was not really Salazar; that the words falling from his lips were coming from an inhuman mind. His way of speech, the small gestures, even the way he moved about the room had gradually changed. The king…the real king…was conservative with his words and stiffer when he walked. This creature held the memories of Salazar, but bit by bit was transforming into his own person. Her eyes shot to Copel. “You! You’re like…him. Aren’t you?” 
 
    “I would have thought you’d already figured that out,” Salazar said, feigning disappointment. “But you are correct. Well, in a way. He’s not quite…complete yet.” 
 
    “And the test?” 
 
    “The man whose body I am now enjoying,” Copel chipped in, “was a gentle soul. He spent much of his time outside the city, helping the people in the provinces. The idea of causing harm was inconceivable to him.” 
 
    “And you had to know that whatever this is”—she swept her hand at Copel—“had worked. That he was no longer the person he was.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Salazar confirmed, looking over at Copel with the loving pride of a parent. “I was the first. But I am far from the last.” 
 
    Linx felt the urge to flee as terror began to grip her by the throat. “Is this what you intend for me? For the people of Vale?” 
 
    “I enjoy you too much,” Salazar replied, his expression now fond and warm, his tone softening to almost docile. “Besides, you are not…compatible. I am sure you will eventually oppose me. It’s in the nature of your kind. But know that I will not actively seek your end. And you may always come and go here as you please. You’re not a threat to me. In fact, it is my hope you will remain here during the trials to come, where I can protect you.” 
 
    “Protect me from what?” Tears were now pouring down her cheeks.  
 
    “From the violence. And from yourself. A new age is on the horizon. A new order. My order. One where there is no want. Where there is no violence.” 
 
    She took an involuntary step back. “You can’t bring peace with blood.” 
 
    “I wish that were true,” Salazar said. “I wish there were another way forward. But there isn’t. Human beings demand that death be the herald of change. I can see it in the memories of the man who was once Salazar. And now that I know I can bring my kin into this world, peace has become the destiny of not only Vale but the whole of the world.” 
 
    She took a second step back. “And you plan to turn us all into…your kind?” 
 
    Salazar let slip a mournful breath. “If only that were possible. But sadly, only a select few are worthy to join with us.” 
 
    “And you pick who is and who is not worthy?” 
 
    “Perhaps worthy was a poor choice of words.” He sounded genuinely concerned he had insulted her. “Like you, many are not compatible. In your case, it’s the crystal in your chest that has ruined any hope of that. But it’s just as well. You will come to appreciate what I have done in time, and your hate for me will diminish. And in its place, perhaps love will grow.” 
 
    Copel had taken a seat in the far corner. “Love. Yes. That is what I would like to feel. The man I was felt it deeply.” 
 
    Salazar smiled over at him. “And so you will. In all of its many wondrous forms.” He crossed over to Copel with slow, seductively predatory strides and lifted him gently to his feet. “I think you will come to appreciate your body as much as I have mine.” He helped him off with his shirt, completely ignoring that Linx was still in the room.  
 
    Linx spun around and hurried through the door. The dread she felt was crushing in a way she had not thought possible. It was as if the future were a mountain of death and darkness and she was being buried beneath its very roots.  
 
    Linx had to halt and lean against the wall to catch her breath and wipe stinging sweat and tears from her eyes. It had all been for nothing. The planning and scheming. The secrets and lies. The killing. It had done nothing to prevent Salazar from achieving his ultimate victory. She slid down to her backside and wept.  
 
    “Commander?” 
 
    Linx raised her head. One of her veteran guards, a man named Felix Mulville, was kneeling in front of her. He was not grizzled and hardened like some of the others. He looked young for his late fifties. Of course he had spent much of his career as the Royal Guard quartermaster, rarely doing anything that might be considered dangerous. But he was very good at his job. And had become one of her chief allies. He’d seen the changes in the king and was appalled by what had happened in the provinces. Moreover, despite his lack of field experience, he was willing to take enormous risks. Most of what she knew about the inner workings of the palace was due to his information.  
 
    “Felix,” she said, through a final sob. “You caught me at an awkward moment.” 
 
    “I hate to have to tell you this now, but the king dismissed the entire palace guard, with the exception of a few he handpicked.”  
 
    That much she had guessed. “I suppose it’s too much to hope you were among the handpicked?” 
 
    “No,” he said, rising and offering his hand. “But I was ignored. So no one dismissed me.” 
 
    While the primary supply depot was on level one, there was a small supply room at the palace. Typically, it was where a guard went for a spare button, to replace a ripped coat, or to polish a scuffed boot without the need to return home. But over the past few weeks, Linx had seen to it that Felix spent more time there so the guards she could count on as loyal could more easily pass on intelligence.  
 
    “I am dismissing you,” she said, allowing herself to be helped up. “Leave the city if you can. The tunnels behind waste plant three are unwatched.” 
 
    “Didn’t someone just try to escape through there?” 
 
    “They’ve been…silenced. Along with anyone outside the Guard who knew about it. It’s still a safe route.” 
 
    “Where should I go?” 
 
    It occurred to her that Felix had likely never stepped foot outside Troi. He would be completely lost. But there was nothing to be done about that now.  
 
    “Head north to the barrier,” she said. “That’s where the survivors will be. Find an abandoned vehicle. Just get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    Felix gave her a pained look. “I can’t just leave. This is my home.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” she said emphatically. “If you don’t leave, you’ll die. Take as many as you can with you and go.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    She forced a smile. “I don’t plan to die here. But it might take a while to convince the others to go.”  
 
    His pained look became stern admonishment. “If you don’t promise to leave, I won’t be going anywhere.” 
 
    Linx had to stifle a laugh. Most of those she considered loyal she knew held no love specifically for her. To most, she was an outsider; a low provincial whose rapid rise had to do not with her talents but the whim of the king. Their true loyalty was to the city and its people. Idealistic and somewhat naïve, yes. But she could not imagine any of them caring what became of her. The people who did, if they still lived, were long gone, far from Vale and all its troubles.  
 
    “I promise,” she said. Pulling her coat taut and smoothing back her hair, she straightened her posture. “Come on. I’ve had enough of the palace for one day.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Drake had discovered that the Round House was appropriately named. Hidden behind a thicket of pines and shrubs, it was indeed round, about one hundred yards in diameter, two floors high, and made from a deep red brick. The windows were filled with an opaque glass and were little more than slits in the masonry, too narrow for anyone but perhaps a small child to squeeze through, and the heavy oak front door was reinforced by iron straps fastened to the face.  
 
    Drake had been led to the far east end, passing through three hallways of six-by-three-foot holding cells. Most were unoccupied, but a few held prisoners, though these appeared to be common Bomar folk. Likely being punished for minor transgressions, judging from the good health they were in and the cleanliness of the cells.  
 
    The “apartment” in which he was to spend the night was guarded by two Bomar soldiers. They looked surprised to see him, but a quick explanation from his guide allayed suspicion and they were allowed to enter.  
 
    “Someone will come and get you at dawn,” the man told him, as the door groaned open.   
 
    Inside was a rather spacious chamber, with a single bed, a sofa, chairs, and a dining table. A door at the far end was ajar, revealing a lavatory. The décor was simplistic; some coarse area rugs beneath the larger items of furniture, a bookcase,  and a few odds and ends hanging from the wall that at a glance appeared to be personal items of General Gorlan.  
 
    The General was sitting in the bed,  pillow supporting his back, and reading a weighty leather tome. Upon seeing Drake, he slammed the book shut and tossed it on the nightstand.   
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded. It was then he noticed the pack on Drake’s back. “I’ll be damned if you are staying here.” 
 
    Drake held up his hands. “It wasn’t my choice. I’m happy to sleep somewhere else if they’ll let me.” 
 
    Gorlan leapt from the bed and, pushing past Drake, began banging on the door until the guard answered. “Get this man the hell out of my room.” 
 
    The guard shrugged. “Can’t do it, general. Orders.” He paused to give Gorlan an insufferably smug grin as he unceremoniously slammed the door shut.  
 
    “I gather you’re not in the good graces of the powers that be,” Drake remarked.  
 
    Gorlan stormed over to the dining table and picked up a small knife. “I’ll gut you before I share a room with you.” 
 
    He looked old and bent, beaten down by more than just years. The anger at seeing Drake that burned in his eyes gave him a small spark of vigor, but not enough to overcome the haggard man his plight had turned him into.  
 
    While Drake understood his hatred and fury, he was not about to let himself be killed. “If you attack me, all that will happen is that you’ll end up bound in a corner with a few bruises to go along with your embarrassment.” He kept his tone firm and assertive, but refrained from being overly threatening. This was a statement of fact, not an effort to cow the man.  
 
    The intent was not lost on the seasoned soldier, and he placed the knife back on the table. “Why are you really here?” 
 
    Drake quickly explained the situation, though he kept his distance. No need to tempt the man to attack.  
 
    “And you thought I would help you?” 
 
    “No,” Drake said. “But I thought you might help my people.” 
 
    “You should have sent the woman…Lenora. She would have had better luck.” 
 
    “Malbis agreed to send weapons,” he said.  
 
    Gorlan sniffed. “Not surprising. That fool’s been playing both sides since he took office.” 
 
    “Yes. He told me.” 
 
    Gorlan raised a brow. “He did, did he? Not even trying to hide it anymore. Well, I suppose it’s good you got what you need now, before the Nelwyn figure out what he’s been up to and slaughter us all.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’ll come to that,” Drake said.  
 
    Gorlan huffed sardonically. “You still think you know them? So did I. Funny how victory changes people. Even the Nelwyn.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Gorlan eyed the knife, then shoved it across the table as if to remove temptation from his reach. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter. If you’re staying here tonight, you’d better get cleaned up. I don’t want dirt and grime on my sofa.” When Drake gave him a suspicious look, he laughed mirthlessly and added, “Don’t worry. I won’t attack you in the bath. But you can lock the door if you want.” 
 
    Drake dipped his head in thanks and adjourned to the lavatory. He did lock the door, despite Gorlan’s assurances. To his surprise and pleasure, they had running water. Not hot, but he preferred a cold shower to wash off the grime of the road anyway. He took time to scrub out his dirty clothes and left them hanging on a hook in the corner to dry.  
 
    Gorlan was sulking at the table, a bottle of whiskey in hand, a cup conspicuously absent. “I would share, but fuck you.” 
 
    Drake crossed over to the sofa and plopped heavily down. His ankles and heels were sore and his back stiff from navigating the wilderness. “So why don’t you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “You happened.” The old general took a long drink. “Then Malbis happened.” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain you ending up locked away in here,” he said.  
 
    “Sure it does. I’m the past. Old and set in my ways. Malbis was elected to head the leadership council, and made promises he knew he could never keep. I refused to go along with it.” 
 
    “What kind of promises?” Drake had a suspicion already of what they were.  
 
    “Outlandish things. Like we were on the brink of new discoveries in the north. That they would help us to regain our rightful place. That in five years we would be able to build a city to rival anything we’d built in the past.” He stared at the whiskey sloshing around in the bottle. “It wasn’t long before disgruntled soldiers began raiding the Nelwyn camps. Instead of stopping them, Malbis saw opportunity. The moron promised them that they would have his support. He even began making weapons—while at the same time pledging to the Nelwyn that we would adhere to the agreement not to rearm. And those are just a few of the most egregious things he's done. The man has no personal honor.” 
 
    Drake remained in silent thought for a time. Such a man leading the Bomar was sure to lead them to disaster, and it called into question whether he would honor his end of their bargain, regardless of the threats Drake had made should he do otherwise. 
 
    “What is it he wants from you?” Gorlan asked.  
 
    Drake told him of the door Malbis had enlisted him to open.  
 
    Gorlan took another long drink and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “He’s still chasing that fantasy? Do you think you can open it?” 
 
    “Probably. My P37 can melt most metals.” 
 
    “Well, good luck. I hope it’s worth the effort.” 
 
    “What do you think is hidden there?” Drake asked. 
 
    Gorlan shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t care. I doubt it’s some ultimate weapon the way Malbis does. Personally I think the more important question is, who put it there?” 
 
    “I was wondering the same thing,” Drake said. “I can’t help but imagine they were quite different from my people.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “You based your entire way of life—all your technology, everything—on what you found, unless I am mistaken.”  Gorlan bobbed his head in affirmation. “So I’m guessing that you lived more like the Nelwyn before that.” 
 
    “We did live primitively, I’ll admit that much. But unlike the Nelwyn, we aspired to become more. The knowledge we found helped us realize our potential. Until you destroyed it.” He lowered his head and took an anger-releasing breath. “So you think your people are different?” 
 
    “Maybe. We’ve had our technology for hundreds of years. Every schoolchild knows about electricity. The way you powered your city is as primitive to us as an oil lamp is to you.” He paused, giving the notion room to expand. “It’s clear they didn’t use vex crystals to create energy. Otherwise, your people would have learned about them and wouldn’t have been so careless in their handling. They would have understood the danger.” 
 
    A flash of anger returned to Gorlan’s eyes, making Drake regret his last statement. But it was true, and he would not say otherwise. Yes, his actions had destroyed the Bomar, but only because the Bomar had no understanding of the power they were trying to harness. Not to mention the cruelty they’d inflicted upon the Nelwyn.  
 
    “I’m sorry, General,” Drake pressed on. “But your people handling vex crystals was like handing a lit candle to a toddler. It was going to burn down your house eventually.” 
 
    Gorlan capped the bottle and planted his hands flat on the table, taking a long breath before pressing himself up on slightly inebriated legs. “You know…I think I’ve had enough of this place. I think I’ll be coming with you.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t sure if he meant it or if it was the whiskey talking. If he was serious, would Malbis permit it?  
 
    “Not if you can’t get beyond your hate for me,” Drake stated, his tone leaving no room for debate. “I’m not worrying about a knife in the back for the entire journey.” 
 
    Gorlan stripped off his shirt and trousers, leaving them discarded on the floor as he staggered to the bed. “If I kill you, it won’t be with a knife in your back.” He rolled onto the mattress, arms flung wide. “I do hate you. I can’t help it. But I’m not so damned stupid as not to know who’s to blame for what happened. So don’t worry.” 
 
    Drake watched the old general as his eyes blinked closed and his breathing began the slow and even cadence of a deep sleep. He felt pity for the man, locked away in this place while lesser men drove what was left of his people to ruin. Though it had been entirely predictable. Hadn’t the same thing happened to him? He’d been falsely accused and cast out so lesser men could rise to power. Was that just the way of things, and there was nothing to be done about it? He hoped not. Otherwise, nothing he was trying to accomplish would mean anything.  
 
    His mind drifted to the task set forth. Gorlan was right that who put the door there was more important than what was behind it. The hope that a weapon was waiting to be discovered that would enable the Bomar to overcome the Nelwyn was just as Gorlan put it: a fantasy.  
 
    The history taught in Vale was incomplete, to put it mildly. Many centuries ago, the world had been in great turmoil. The land was dying and the people of the world along with it. No one knew the cause; or if they did, the knowledge had been lost. A great king, known only as Thia of the Valley, arose from the chaos and, gathering his followers together, erected the barrier and founded the city of Troi. He gifted his people with an understanding of mana, and through him, their society survived the desolation beyond.  
 
    No one knew this king’s true origins or precisely when this had happened, only that it was the barrier that kept Vale from succumbing to the death that had encompassed all else.  
 
    Aside from that, little attention was given to the past. The line of kings could be traced back only a few hundred years. Three different families had seized power during that time, Salazar’s the most recent, yet still for a very long time – Drake could not recall how long.  
 
    Drake concentrated his thoughts on what he remembered from his school days. That was about it: a thin tale of their founding and a list of rulers. How could no one have questioned this before? Wanted to know more? Maybe they had. Perhaps there was no way to know; no records with which to learn the truth.  
 
    No, he thought. Salazar knew. He knew the world beyond the barrier was not a wasteland. Which meant the truth must still exist. But then how did the Nelwyn fit into this? Could they have been responsible for the events leading to the founding of Vale? Perhaps a war had erupted, as one did between the Nelwyn and the Bomar.  
 
    Drake rubbed at his temple. Pointless conjecture. He could come up with any number of scenarios that would explain things, each as plausible as the next, but none landing near the truth except maybe by accident. 
 
    Falling asleep was a challenge. His mind was unable to disengage from thoughts of Lenora and of what she might be doing in this moment. That he was now being forced to delay his return was another in a long string of bad decisions that had kept them apart. It felt like the harder he tried to be with her, the more the world around him schemed to undo his plans.  
 
    When the knock on the door startled him awake, he doubted he had been asleep for more than an hour. He could hear water being splashed in the lavatory sink, and a deep baritone humming an unfamiliar song.   
 
    Another knock had him sitting bolt upright blinking hard and shaking away the fog of sleep.  
 
    Finally, he heard keys jingling, and the lock clicked. When the door swung wide, Drake saw Malbis standing behind two large men carrying rifles, scowling over at him.  
 
    “I have your weapons loaded and ready to depart,” he announced. “The wagons will be given over to the Nelwyn, but my people will accompany them to Vale. You can inspect them on your way out to verify, and I’ll need a detailed map on how to get there.”  
 
    “The Nelwyn know the way,” Drake said. He wanted to know how to find Vale. Not that it would do him much good. “But feel free to have your people take down directions.” 
 
    Malbis nodded, his gaze drifting to the lavatory. “So he’s really going with you?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” Gorlan entered, a towel hanging over bare shoulders. 
 
    His chest bore several pronounced scars, but he was in fine condition, given his age. He was already wearing a thick pair of trousers and a pair of heavy boots, well suited for travel. A shirt and jacket were spread across his bed along with a backpack.  
 
    “I could stop you,” Malbis said. “You do know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “You could try,” Gorlan shot back. “But I think we both know you lack the courage. Otherwise, I’d be dead by now.” 
 
     “It’s never too late,” Malbis said, though with a hint of a quiver in his voice.  
 
    “You had better hope not,” Gorlan said, striding over to put on the rest of his clothes.  
 
    Drake thought the old soldier was looking a touch more youthful. There was a slight spring in his step, and the hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.  
 
    Drake waited until Gorlan gave him a sharp nod to say that he was ready, then followed Malbis out. “My weapon is waiting? I’ll need it to get in this vault of yours.” 
 
    “It is,” he said, glancing back to glare past Drake at Gorlan. “The wagons will take you north until you reach a place the Nelwyn call Hills and Mist.” 
 
    “They called it the Shrouded Hills,” Gorlan corrected.  
 
    Malbis stiffened but said nothing back, focusing his attention on Drake. “From there, the rail will take you the rest of the way.” 
 
    “You built another train?” Drake asked.  
 
    “It’s the only one still working,” Malbis said. “There’s a junction where we intended to divert the track to one of the settlements, but we never got the chance. It runs from the cavern straight to Malizar. But eventually, we intend to run the track here.” 
 
    “I doubt we ever will,” Gorlan chipped in sourly. 
 
    Drake noticed Malbis’s hands had balled into fists. Why he hadn’t simply killed the general was curious. It could very well be precisely as Gorlan said: cowardice. Then again, perhaps Gorlan still enjoyed enough support to make causing his death a perilous venture.  
 
    They entered the street just as three wagons were being led to the roadside, the rear wagon packed with supplies, the middle carrying four armed men. Gorlan dismissed the driver of the lead wagon to join his comrades, hopped into the driver’s seat, and tossed his pack in the back.  
 
    “Only sending half a dozen?” Gorlan said, as a reprimand. “What happens if we run into the Zarpa?” 
 
    Drake climbed into the seat beside him. “The who?” 
 
    “Wild men,” he replied. “They usually stay clear of us, but from time to time they can be a problem.” 
 
    “How come no one has ever mentioned them before?” Drake asked. “Not even the Nelwyn.” 
 
    “I doubt the Nelwyn know about them. Zarpa stay in the north, around the base of the mountains. So far as I know, the Nelwyn never go there.” 
 
    “It makes me wonder,” Drake mused.  
 
    “Wonder what?” 
 
    “How big the world is,” he said. “How much of it is yet to be discovered? Are there other cities like Troi somewhere? If the Nelwyn don’t go to the mountains, does that mean they only live here?” 
 
    Gorlan waited until they received a nod from the other wagons, then snapped the reins. “Maybe once you have freed your people, you can go find out. But if I were you, I would put it out of my mind.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Look what happened to us when we got curious about the world.” 
 
    They exited the town to the north on a well-trodden road, crossing a broad river around midday via a ferry that was tended by an older man and his young daughter. The crossing took a few hours, as the craft was only able to hold one wagon at a time.  
 
    Despite Gorlan’s willingness to speak to him with civility, Drake found it impossible to engage the man in conversation unless it related to their journey. So when they were underway again, he pressed him for information about the Zarpa. 
 
    “How should they be dealt with if we do encounter them?” Drake asked.  
 
    Gorlan kept his focus on the road ahead. “It depends. If hunting is good, I doubt they’ll bother us. If not, they might try to take our food.” 
 
    “What kind of weapons do they have?” 
 
    “Clubs, spears, and the like. No bows, like the Nelwyn. So if they do give us problems, it will be up close.” He glanced down at Drake’s waist. “So you’d better be getting your weapon back.” 
 
    Drake hadn’t thought about it, and quickly leapt from the wagon and demanded that they turn it over. The soldier in charge, a tall, thin fellow the others referred to as Bumpy, reluctantly complied.  
 
    Drake examined the P37 quickly, noticing that someone had unsuccessfully attempted to remove the bullets. But luckily it was otherwise undamaged. He flooded the mana chamber to be sure and then went to the back of his wagon to retrieve his holster. Once back in his seat, he noticed Gorlan taking particular notice of the weapon.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like much,” he remarked.  
 
    “I assure you that with this I could take out an entire platoon of your soldiers without breaking a sweat.” 
 
    Gorlan sniffed. “I’ll believe that when I see it.” 
 
    Drake grinned, tapping a loving finger on the grip. “Remind me to give you a demonstration.” 
 
    Gorlan urged the wagon faster with a flick of the wrist and click of the tongue. “Believe me, I will.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Cynthia Vale sat at her kitchen table, her robe pulled tight, a cup of hot tea hovering just below her bottom lip. The steam should have been bordering on painful, but she didn’t notice. Nor did the subtle aroma of mint produce the smile that it normally did.  
 
    “Can’t sleep again, I see.” 
 
    Cynthia took a sip, now fully aware, wincing at the heat on her tongue. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    Dan took the seat opposite, offering a sympathetic smile. “It’s funny. The first night I stayed over, I felt awkward with someone else in the bed. Now I almost can’t sleep unless you’re there.” 
 
    She carefully placed the cup on the table and reached over to take his hands. “You’re sweet. I almost believe that’s true.”  
 
    Dan laughed softly. “You really think I had time for relationships when I worked for the government?” 
 
    “Surely there were women,” she said.  
 
    “From time to time,” he admitted. “I’m not a monk. But I could never allow anyone to get close. It was too dangerous…for all concerned.” 
 
    “It seems like these days, being anywhere near me is dangerous,” she said, an inadvertent tear slipping from her right eyelash. 
 
    “None of this is your fault,” he said.  
 
    She peered into his eyes. He meant it. A man she once considered little better than a monster had proved himself to be nothing of the kind. Sure, he could be ruthless, and he could certainly make hard choices when the need came. Choices she hadn’t the strength to make. But he had not abandoned her, even when it would have been the smart thing to do.  
 
    “You think they’re watching us?” she asked. 
 
    He gave her a wry, impish grin. “I sincerely hope not.” 
 
    Cynthia rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I do. And yes. They know every step either of us make.” He tossed his head casually at a small basket on the counter beside the refrigerator. Inside were the listening devices he had found two weeks prior. “If they dared that, they’re definitely following you around.” 
 
    “I’ve been watching,” she said. “I don’t see anyone following me.” 
 
    “That’s not how they’d do it,” he explained. “They wouldn’t put one person on you. Eventually you’d pick him out. They’ll have at least a dozen or more people positioned both in front of you and behind. That way you don’t recognize anyone. One of them may follow for a short while, but then they’ll back off and let someone else take the lead. Sometimes they won’t follow at all. They’ll just report your location and direction and let others move in ahead. If it’s done right, they could watch you for months and you’d never know. In fact, given the limited number of locations you frequent, they wouldn’t even need to be that good.” 
 
    Her expression hardened. “I forget sometimes how you know all this.” 
 
    “A good thing I do,” he said. “Otherwise neither of us would have any privacy.” 
 
    True as this was, she still could not stand thinking of Dan as a spy. Though to hear him tell it, he wasn’t.  
 
    “I ran operations,” he had told her. “I was rarely in the field.” 
 
    “So you weren’t a spy?” she had asked.  
 
    “Not in the way you’re thinking.” 
 
    This had been a few hours after the first time they slept together. Conversation had been playful at first, then tender. Then she brought up their first meeting, and it took a dark turn.  
 
    “How do you know what I’m thinking?” 
 
    He was struggling not to smile. “Because everyone thinks the same thing when they meet me. They imagine that I lurk in the shadows, carrying a handgun equipped with a silencer. That I sneak into consulates to steal their secrets.” He tilted his head forward, unable to suppress a smile any longer. “Tell me that’s not what you imagined.” 
 
    Her glare gradually diminished, and a smile flickered and tugged at her cheeks. Then in unison, they both began to laugh.  
 
    It was a good night. The best she could remember since arriving.  
 
    They sat in silence for a time. Dan poured himself a cup of coffee, having brought some from home since Cynthia could not abide the taste and never kept any.  
 
    “Are you still determined to go?” Dan asked. It was a redundant question.  
 
    “You know that they’re charging people to be admitted to the hospital?” she said by way of reply. “Not everyone, mind you. But farmers and construction workers, or anyone who works a job with frequent injuries.” 
 
    “Yes. I heard. I plan to put a stop to it.” 
 
    He couldn’t, and she knew it. Dan’s influence had waned since they’d started seeing one another. He no longer had access to the research into the changes in people brought on by mana. And when elections were announced, he was not included on the ballots—or so much as invited to run for office.  
 
    “I should have never agreed to it,” she mused. “That day in your office. I should have told you to get fucked.” 
 
    “I didn’t give you much of a choice,” he countered.  
 
    “I allowed in the very thing that destroyed us in the first place,” she continued, unwilling to permit Dan to take the blame. 
 
    “You did what you had to do,” he said. “And you’re wrong. Only a few people bought their way in. You were pretty strict about that. And to be honest, the few who did cheat their way into Vale aren’t the ones changing things back to the way they were.” 
 
    She loathed that he was right about this. Former officials, wealthy industrialists—all the people one would expect to want things run as they had always been run had not moved against her, nor had they tried to reclaim their former status. In fact, many had proven to be invaluable when it came to the organization and management of large, difficult-to-coordinate projects. Those young and strong enough had even taken on new professions.  
 
    In the end, it had been those who could create something of value who were manipulating Vale back to the old status quo. Where once they had been the weak, now they had what others needed. Gradually they began to use this advantage to increase their personal power.  
 
    “I think we’re doomed,” she said, peering over at the dawn light spilling into the window above the sink.  
 
    “Then why do this?” Dan asked pleadingly. 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    Dan nodded, leaning over to kiss the back of her hand. “I do. If I could, I’d go too.” 
 
    “I know. But I need you here.” She forced a fragile smile. “At least I agreed to take the soldiers with me.” 
 
    Dan chuckled. “Agreed? You weren’t going anywhere without them. I can’t have you getting yourself killed. Then where would I be?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. A few months, at most. Then I’ll be back.” 
 
    What she had planned was important in a way no one but a few of the friends she still trusted could understand. Dan pretended to. And for Cynthia, that was enough. Sometimes understanding was not required. He loved her. Though he had not said so, she knew that was how he felt. And to her utter astonishment, she loved him in return.  
 
    They spent what remained of their time together that day poring over maps and rechecking supply lists. She had only one chance at this, and everything had to be in order.  
 
    When the bell chimed on the wall clock, Cynthia felt as if a cold blade had been plunged into her stomach. Dan was swallowing hard in a useless effort to appear assured that all would be well. No more words were exchanged. They had already said what needed to be said.  
 
    The convoy of trucks lined near the edge of Troi was creating quite a stir, and the people inside them were visibly nervous. Cynthia exited the car beside the lead truck and thanked the driver. But before she could take more than a step or two, a siren screamed from behind.  
 
    She turned to see two black vans barreling toward them. They screeched to a halt on the freshly laid pavement, and a lone figure scrambled out of the first van. He was short, with thick shoulders and longish wavy red hair. Not quite ginger, lacking the pale skin and freckles, his grim-faced stare and aggressive gait were designed to intimidate. They worked on most people. But not Cynthia.  
 
    “I thought you agreed to wait,” he said. 
 
    “You agreed, Michael. Not me.” 
 
    “These trucks are not yours to take,” he said, sweeping an arm over the convoy. “Neither is what’s in them. I insist you go home and wait for approval.” 
 
    “Approval?” she mocked, lip curled into a scowl. “Last time I checked, this was called Vale. Not…”—she pretended to forget his last name for a moment—“Stimpson.” 
 
    “Having something named after you doesn’t mean you own it,” he said, folding his arms at his chest. 
 
    “And being able to produce medicine in your lab doesn’t give you the right to dictate to me,” she snapped back hotly. “It sure as hell doesn’t qualify you to be in charge of vehicles and supplies.” 
 
    “And yet I am. You may not like the outcome of an election, Cynthia. But not liking it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Threatening to withhold medicine unless you get what you want isn’t an election. It’s extortion.” She stepped in closer. “What happened to you? You were a scientist. You used to want to help people, not hold their lives for ransom.” 
 
    Michael’s face turned bright red, and he too stepped forward to be less than a foot away from Cynthia. “I am a scientist. Don’t you dare say otherwise.” 
 
    Cynthia sniffed, barely able to resist spitting in his face. “You’re a bureaucrat. And a gangster. I wish I’d never brought you on board.” 
 
    “You needed me. You practically begged me to come here. Or is your memory as dull as your intellect?” 
 
    Cynthia laughed at the weak attempt at an insult. “I always did suspect you were a nasty little shit. You just proved it.” She turned and started toward the truck.  
 
    “I said you’re not to leave,” he shouted after her.  
 
    Cynthia hesitated, gripping the handle of the door. “Then I suggest you fulfill your destiny and pull out that gun you have tucked away under your shirt and become the gangster you really are. Otherwise, we’re leaving.” 
 
    His hand shot protectively to his waist. “You’ll never make it through the barrier.” 
 
    This time her laughter was full-blown mockery. “Is that right? Who do you think designed it?” 
 
    Just before she entered the truck, she noticed that a gathering of people was listening to the exchange. Some appeared proud of her defiance; some were afraid; still others stared on angrily.  
 
    A divided people seeking refuge from a shattered world, she thought. What chance did they have? Any that you can give them.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Samuel breathed a sigh of relief as the group pulled up to the barrier. Clara was running a fever, and two of the vehicles were beginning to sputter and pop. No one had spoken much along the way, the death of Kirkus weighing heavily on all. Samuel noticed that none wept, nor did they look angry. Drained was more like it. Sapped of energy. Defeated by the inevitability of their situation. They had come hoping to save Vale, and left knowing that it was impossible. There was only one choice to make.  
 
    As the trucks were unloaded and Clara bundled onto a stretcher, Samuel saw his father climbing down from atop one of the pylons. He recalled a conversation they’d had a few weeks before he left home for the college.  
 
    With visible pride, his father had opened a bottle of decent wine and was cutting off some slices of cheese and bread. A real treat, by their standards.  
 
    “I could still stay,” Samuel had said, eagerly anticipating the meal. The offer was not genuine, but he felt obligated to make it as a display of appreciation for the sacrifice his father was making.  
 
    “You could,” his father had replied. “That is an option.” He grinned at his son as he was piling the bread and cheese onto a platter. “But I think it’s better that you go.”  
 
    Samuel turned on the vibroplayer, adjusting the volume so not to interfere with conversation. His father liked to listen to music loud. “I hate that you’re stuck here.” 
 
    “I’m not stuck,” he said. “I have options too. Though not as many as you.”  
 
    They enjoyed the food for a time, listening to songs that while his father rather liked, Samuel thought old and practically noise.  
 
    “Options,” his father had said, at first to himself. Then repeating it, he looked at Samuel. “The worst thing in life is not poverty. It’s not losing someone you love. It’s not losing something you own and cherish. It’s when you run dry of options.” 
 
    Samuel smiled, popping a bit of cheese into his mouth. “Is that right?” 
 
    “When you have no options, life can only take you in one direction, son. You’ve stepped to the edge of a cliff with only one way to the bottom. When you’re young, the world is filled with options. But when the years catch up, your options dwindle, and you find yourself stuck.” He leaned over and gripped Samuel’s shoulder. “It happens to everyone, sooner or later. Just try to make the right choices so that when your options run out, you’re where you want to be. Because if you don’t, you can’t get there.” 
 
    Samuel had thought at the time it was just an old man with a little too much wine in his belly, feeling the years particularly keenly. But now, as he watched Clara being taken into the medical tent and the others spreading out to tell what had happened, he understood what his father meant.  
 
    Old joints had made Dorn’s climb down slow and painful, and the look on his son’s face told him that all did not go as they’d hoped.  
 
    “Is Clara all right?” Dorn asked.   
 
    “She has an infection,” Samuel responded. “But she should be fine, so long as Lenora or one of the Nelwyn is about.” 
 
    “Lenora is at the edge of the waste,” Dorn said. “But we have Nelwyn healers here.” 
 
    “It’s over, Father,” Samuel said. “We can’t save them.” 
 
    Dorn nodded, eyes down. “So you plan to go to the Nelwyn?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t see another option.” 
 
    He explained what Clara had found at the mine and about the death of Kirkus.  
 
    Dorn looked unsure what to make of it. “They aren’t trying to get inside?” 
 
    “My guess is that they’re feeding off the energy radiating through the door. Somehow they must have siphoned it all for themselves, and the rest starved. But that’s only a guess.” 
 
    “It would make sense.” 
 
    “None of this makes sense to me,” Samuel said, casting a hate-filled stare toward the barrier. “Nothing Salazar has done makes any sense.” 
 
    “Not to a sane person,” Dorn pointed out. “Which clearly he isn’t.” He clapped his son on the back. “Come on. Let’s get you some hot food.” 
 
    “I need to check on Clara.” 
 
    “They don’t like it when people come in who aren’t sick or hurt,” he said. “You can see her when they take her to the recovery tent.” 
 
    There was no extra water for bathing, as it needed to be brought in by truck, and the dust in the air had him coughing and rubbing at his throat in minutes.  
 
    They walked a bit until they reached another large pavilion, where most of the meals were now taken. Samuel gasped a sigh of relieve after draining a cup of lemon-flavored water. Dorn waved for a young boy to bring food, and helped his rapidly weakening son into a chair in front of a rickety table.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” Samuel asked, noticing that the population had decreased by at least half since they departed.  
 
    “Most have gone to the edge.” 
 
    “How many have left altogether?” 
 
    “Some. Couldn’t say exactly how many. But more each day. They just don’t see how saving Troi is worth risking their lives.” 
 
    “It is worth it,” he said. He nodded his appreciation to the boy as he set the plate on the table. “But I just don’t see how it’s possible. No one has left the city. No one has tried to contact us. By now they’ll have begun to run low on supplies. And if the hellspawn Clara saw come here, we have nothing with which to stop them.” 
 
    “Drake will return with more weapons,” Dorn offered.  
 
    Samuel sagged his shoulders. “Drake. We should never have sent him to the Bomar. Even if he brings weapons and soldiers, what then? It made sense when we were fighting normal hellspawn. But those things will take everything we can throw at them and just keep coming.”  
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    Samuel shoved a piece of bread into his mouth. “I don’t have to know. The others are right. It’s not worth the risk. Not anymore.” 
 
    “If you leave, others will follow,” he said.  
 
    “So long as that includes you and Clara, the others can do whatever they want.” He could see the hesitation in his father’s eyes. “You’ve done what you can. Someone else can fix the vehicles.” 
 
    Dorn nodded after a few moments. “You’re right. Once Drake gets back, we’ll all leave together…as a family.” 
 
    Samuel straightened his back, head cocked to the side. “You know, it never occurred to me before. But Drake is my cousin now.” 
 
    “That’s right, he is.” 
 
    The smile this thought produced felt out of place. Awkward. “To think we were once bitter rivals, and now we’re related.” 
 
    “Funny old world.” 
 
    Clara was up and about in only a few hours thanks to the considerable skills of the Nelwyn healer, and the three took a car to the edge of the waste.  
 
    Clara and Samuel ran down to a nearby stream to get cleaned up while Dorn sought out Lenora.  
 
    They met at a small clearing where several tents and a few pavilions had been erected.  Lenora embraced them both with a startling degree of enthusiasm.  
 
    “We haven’t been gone that long,” Samuel teased.  
 
    “With Drake away, I get lonely,” she said.  
 
    “He’s a little on the broody side for my tastes,” Clara said, teasingly. “But he is a handsome one.” 
 
    “You can bet Lenora can crack that hard shell of his any time she wants,” Samuel remarked.  
 
    Lenora tried to smile, but could only manage to hold on to it for a brief moment. “I worry about him.” 
 
    Samuel waved a hand as if shooing away the idea that anything could happen to Drake. “He has his P37. That may not be much against the Nelwyn, but he could level a Bomar army all by himself.” 
 
    The dusk was slipping through the edge of the clouds, the light of the day sneaking away. By the time they were aware of it, torches were being lit throughout the makeshift village. Clara told Lenora and Dorn the details of what she had seen while they took an easy stroll, halting at a grouping of tables back at the field where they’d met.   
 
    “And I suppose you think we should abandon Troi?” Lenora asked, the tearful words coming out a whisper.  
 
    “I think we have to,” Samuel said. “If the people of Troi want to be free of Salazar, I think they have to do it themselves.” 
 
    Lenora’s eyes fell upon Clara. “What do you think?” 
 
    Clara averted her gaze. She knew what was being asked and why. “I think that most of us here in the beginning thought saving Troi was…patriotic. A duty. But to be honest, Troi never earned our loyalty. It stood as an unattainable jewel, always out of reach.” She paused, folding her hands on the table and taking a long breath before looking up again. “I get why you want to save it. It’s your home. I used to hear all the time how Troi was more than a city, it was an idea. A beacon of hope for humankind. A goal for all to strive toward. But that was nothing more than a lie they spread to keep the rest of us in line.” 
 
    Tears swelled in Lenora’s eyes, causing Clara to falter.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Clara said, shedding sympathetic tears of her own. “I know you cared about us. We all knew that.” 
 
    “Did you? How? I never lifted a finger to convince my father to do more for the provinces. I never took a stand against the injustice of it all. I was too much of a coward. Too afraid I would lose what I had.” She wiped her cheeks. “The most you can say about me is that I didn’t do anything to cause harm.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Samuel objected.  
 
    Clara caught his arm. “No. It is true. She didn’t do anything to help. Not really.” Before Samuel could come to her defense, she held up a hand. “Let me finish. She didn’t do anything to make our lives better. But when the time came, Lenora, you stood up and fought. You’re still fighting.” 
 
    Lenora’s hands drifted into her lap. “No. I’m afraid I’m no longer willing to fight. You’re right to abandon Troi. I should have never expected anyone to risk their lives. Not once we knew my brother had released the hellspawn.” 
 
    Samuel furrowed his brow and leaned in on his elbows. “Are you all right? You sound…strange.” 
 
    “I’m perfectly fine. And when Drake returns, I will go with you to live with the Nelwyn.” 
 
    Clara reached out and touched her hand. “I can’t imagine how hard this has been for you. It couldn’t have been easy to make that choice.” 
 
    She glanced downward. “It wasn’t as hard as you might think.” 
 
    They talked for a time, Lenora regaling them with stories about her time with Drake when he was Captain of the Royal Guard, Samuel holding forth about a few of his more interesting bounties.  
 
    One in particular had everyone doubled over with laughter.  
 
    “So there I was,” he said, crouching down in his seat as if hiding, “behind this burned-out car, staring out at a parking lot filled with six of the largest men I’d ever seen in my life. Two of them I knew had spent time in prison, and the other four looked like they could eat an entire cow by themselves. I had to get by these guys and into the bar without being noticed.” 
 
    “Please tell me you didn’t kill them,” Dorn remarked, frowning his disapproval. 
 
    “If I had, I wouldn’t be telling you the story,” Samuel pointed out. “Anyway. I had to get by them, but they knew my face. One of them was actually a runner I’d caught two years prior. So being the ingenious man that I am, I came up with a plan. There was a row of trash barrels on the far side of the parking lot. So I decided it would be a good idea to set them on fire and sneak in while they were distracted.” 
 
    “Did it work?” Lenora asked, seemingly quite interested and entertained. 
 
    “Oh, it worked. I made my way into the bar. Found the runner. And managed to slip a needle into his backside. Of course, what I didn’t know was that the bar owner had coated the fence beside the barrels with a cheap stain that dried it out so badly that it didn’t take but a spark to set it on fire too. So, by the time the drug was kicking in, the building had also caught on fire.” 
 
    Clara let out a gasping laugh. “Oh, no. Was anyone hurt?” 
 
    “Yes. Me. Because not only did the fence and the building catch on fire, but about half the cars in the lot caught on fire too. So, not wanting to be responsible for killing a few dozen people, I had to cast a whirlwind over the blaze to keep it from spreading.” 
 
    “But that would only…” Lenora said 
 
    “Make it spread? Yes, I know that…now.” 
 
    “So in the end, I had to pay for a bar, seven burned-out vehicles, a fence, and a shed in the back that caught.” 
 
    “What about the runner?” Clara asked.  
 
    “Oh, him? Well, his friends spotted him stumbling and staggering around in the lot and got him out of there while I was failing to douse a fire by fanning the flames. Drake caught him a week later. Took me two years to pay off that debt.” 
 
    When the laughter died down, Lenora was smiling with genuine delight. “Does Drake know he caught your runner?” 
 
    “You know, I’m not sure. It was before we met face to face. And I never thought to ask him.” 
 
    “You’ll have to when he gets back,” Clara said. 
 
    The mention of Drake’s absence deadened the mood somewhat, and a yawn from Clara prompted Samuel to turn in for the night.  
 
    “There’s a meeting tomorrow morning,” Lenora said. “Zara returned from one of the Nelwyn towns yesterday, and now that you’re back, she thinks it’s time to discuss what to do next.” 
 
    “Who’s coming?” Samuel asked, slipping an arm around Clara’s waist.  
 
    “Anyone who wants to. So probably everyone.” 
 
    Samuel groaned. He would be expected to speak and voice his opinion. As comfortable as he was in front of small groups, large gatherings made him self-conscious. 
 
    Their clothes and other belongings were still in the tent where they’d left them, and in moments they’d stripped down and settled in atop the thick pad Clara had made from leftover foam stuffing and sewn-together sheets. 
 
    “I wonder what changed?” Clara mused as she snuggled in close to Samuel.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Lenora. Before Drake left, she was determined to free Troi. Now it’s like she’s….I don’t know. It’s like she’s lost interest. Like it’s not important to her anymore.” 
 
    Samuel kissed the top of her head. “I think she’s just weary of it all. She wants to move on, like the rest of us. I feel the same way. Believe me, I was as fierce about freeing Troi as she was. Well, maybe not as fierce. But close enough.” 
 
    “When was the moment it changed?” 
 
    “When I saw you injured. I lost something. My attachment to Troi sort of vanished.” 
 
    She wiggled her body so that no empty space existed between them. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” And he loved that he meant it. Words came so easily to him. He had always been considered charming, but what he told her was truer than anything else he could have said. And it was his love for her that had severed his ties to Troi. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Samuel woke to the sound of confused and frightened voices outside his tent. Clara was already awake, gathering their clothes. She tossed a shirt at his face.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Samuel asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, pulling on her pants. “But something’s happened, from the sound of it.” 
 
    They quickly dressed and hurried outside, the glare from the morning sun blinding them both. But as they recovered it became obvious what had everyone in such an uproar. A few hundred feet from the tent just off one of the main paths, hundreds of people were standing in loose clusters around what appeared to be a twenty-foot-tall vex crystal.  
 
    “Where the hell did that come from?” Samuel said. He caught a passerby and repeated the question.  
 
    “We don’t know,” he said, panicked. “One second it wasn’t there, the next it was.” 
 
    Samuel doubted this very much. Vex crystals did not just spring up from the ground. They grew deep within the earth and took many years to reach a significant size. And they never grew so large. He and Clara quickly found Lenora and Dorn, who were equally perplexed. After a few inquiries, they found someone who had actually seen the crystal rising up from the ground. 
 
    “It only took a few seconds,” he said. “The ground shook, then out it popped, quick as you like.” 
 
    Zara was the next to find them, but had no better explanation. “We’d better move everyone away.” 
 
    Samuel looked out at the multitudes scurrying about in a frenzy. “That might take some time. You’re talking about a lot of people, not to mention supplies and equipment.” 
 
    “Do you want to sleep near this thing?” she asked. 
 
    “Point taken.” 
 
    Samuel noticed that Lenora had broken away and was slowly walking toward the crystal, one hand around her stomach, the other raised at the elbow, fingers outstretched.  
 
    “What is it?” Samuel asked. Then he felt it also—a tugging at the core of his chest. His body was being compelled to draw closer to the crystal, and without realizing it, he too was walking toward it.  
 
    A voice called out from within the mana: the power which gave life to magic. It drifted in the air unseen, forever elusive from those unable to utilize its power. But he could feel it keenly, always swirling around him. Over the years, a mage learned to ignore the ever-present force, lest it drive them mad. But now, it was as if it were insisting on being recognized and acknowledged. 
 
    His eyes darted about—several others, some he knew as mages, albeit not very powerful, along with all the Nelwyn, numbering at about twenty or so, were approaching in the same slow, deliberate way. Some were completely transfixed; others afraid, but all apparently unable to prevent themselves from moving relentlessly toward the crystal.  
 
    What is this? 
 
    A voice resonated within Samuel’s skull.  
 
    Something new. Something…wonderful. Something perfect. A perfect fit. How did you escape my notice? 
 
    Samuel could not recognize the voice, but he was certain it was not directed at him.  
 
    This changes things. Yes, indeed. This changes everything.  
 
    Everyone halted in unison.  
 
    I must have you. Yes. We must. 
 
    There was a long, silent pause that after a few seconds was displaced by a gradual swell of frightened voices. To the onlookers it was a truly bizarre spectacle, and to those like Samuel and Lenora, utterly perplexing. It felt like a violation that bordered on mind-altering magic. Was that what had drawn them in? But before answers could be contemplated, the voice returned, and Samuel found himself unable to move or speak. 
 
    I know many of your people are intent on leaving Vale. I cannot allow this to happen. The vex crystal you see is not the only one. Along the border of the wasteland I have erected them to ensure that none can escape. Should you try, they will fracture. I need not tell you what the consequences of this would be.  
 
    I invite all who can hear my voice to come to Troi. Should you refuse, in the end you will be hunted and brought before me. This is inevitable. There is nothing you can do to alter the outcome. I know that your initial response will be to resist or run; know that I do not fear this. I have included such folly into my designs. However, I do urge you to take the wiser course and join us. You will save yourself undo pain and suffering that I am loath to inflict. I love you all. And soon you will learn that you love us in return. I await patiently to embrace you.  
 
    And again, it was gone. This time the effect was more pronounced. Many of the humans fell to their knees and wept. Samuel understood why. The absence of the voice left behind an inexplicable emptiness, the like of which he had never felt before—as if he had discovered happiness only to have it violently stripped away. It was like losing a friend or loved one unexpectedly, only more intense and pronounced. Most of the Nelwyn looked shocked and uncertain. Some were wondering if they had heard the voice of the mother, while others thought it to be some human trick of corrupted mana.  
 
    Clara grabbed him by the arm and spun him around to face her. “Are you hurt?’ 
 
    Samuel blinked several times, speaking through a dry throat. “No. But…we can’t leave.” 
 
    The crowd erupted with demands for an explanation. Those who were affected could offer very little that would allay any fears. Lenora was particularly pressed for information, but she quickly became overwhelmed and was unable to speak, wrapping her arms tight to her stomach and lowering her head.  
 
    A gunshot quieted the crowd, and all eyes turned to where Zara was standing a few yards off to Samuel’s left, near a pile of empty crates, one of which she was standing upon.  
 
    “You need to let us sort this out,” she shouted. “I promise we’ll find out what just happened and why. But you have to back away. You won’t get answers talking all at once. Please. Be patient. When I know, you’ll know.” 
 
    She hopped down and walked toward a circle of tents flanked on either side by small pine log buildings. The humans and Nelwyn who had heard the voice gradually filed in behind her until well away from the others. Six of Zara’s personal guards stood in the path of anyone who might be unwilling to wait for answers. While a few stood at the perimeter, looking on anxiously, most were content to wait further back and allow Zara to get to the bottom of things.  
 
    Samuel insisted that his father and Clara be allowed to accompany him. A few others did the same, needing the support of loved ones after such a harrowing experience.  
 
    Zara gestured for them to gather in a semicircle, and she began asking randomly for an account of what happened. It became clear after only a few recountings that they had all experienced the same thing: a compulsion to approach the crystal and a voice booming in their heads. The only difference was when the Nelwyn told it from their perspective, the voice was accompanied by a sensation of steely fingers clawing into the darkest recesses of their mind and spirit, and they had not felt the same sense of loss upon their release.   
 
    Lenora was conspicuously reserved, saying nothing throughout until Zara called upon her.  
 
    “It was Salazar you heard,” she said. “That’s about the only thing I can be sure of. But…there was something different about him. Almost like he was speaking with more than one voice.” 
 
    “He did say we and us,” Samuel pointed out. “You think he’s working with other mages?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But it wouldn’t be like him to work alongside anyone. Even before he revealed who he truly is, he was uncomfortable trusting others.” 
 
    “The girl Linx,” Clara said. “From the information we received before communication with Troi went dark, she was a confidant.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Lenora said. “But I would guess that even if he does trust Linx enough to include her, she’s not playing a key role. He wouldn’t allow that. He did take a liking to her, but I have my doubts that she’s deeply involved.” She paused, intensifying her contemplation, unwinding all she knew of her brother into a single unbroken thread. “Something has definitely changed about him. Something that goes beyond the madness. He’s taken an interest in the Nelwyn, though why, I can’t begin to speculate. He didn’t expect to encounter them. But once he did, he saw some new opportunity arise. I fear that they’re in far greater danger than the humans.” 
 
    “What should we do?” called a voice from the crowd.  
 
    Zara took a long, slow look at the faces of the gathering. “I can see how afraid you all are. I am too. But the facts are the facts. If he can fracture the crystals, which considering he was able to put them here, I have to assume he can, then we cannot leave. A crystal of that size would wipe out an area a mile or more in diameter in a blink.” 
 
    “What then?” another voice called out. 
 
    “Salazar said it himself: we run or we fight. And I have no stomach for running.” 
 
    “You want to attack Troi?” Samuel asked. 
 
    “Do you see another option? I’m listening.” 
 
    “Should we wait for Drake?” Clara asked. 
 
    “We can discuss the timeline,” Zara replied. “For now, we must all agree that fighting is the way forward.” 
 
    A stabbing streak of fear ran throughout Samuel’s extremities. If Salazar still had the loyalty of the Royal Guard, they would be facing a large number of trained fighters armed with the most devastating weapon imaginable. Combined with hundreds of magistrate officers, it would be a slaughter. From the way Drake described it, Bomar weaponry was effective but comparatively primitive. Used as intended against mindless charging beasts it would have been precisely what was needed. But what could they do against a fortified city armed with mana weapons? The Nelwyn might survive. But if what Lenora said was accurate, that might be what Salazar intended.  
 
    With but a few exceptions, it was agreed fighting was better than hiding, and no one was willing to simply walk into Troi and give themselves to Salazar. Zara left the group to spread the word and explain what they knew to the best of her ability. A small number of people thought to test Salazar’s assertion that he could rupture the crystal and tried to run. But they were quickly caught, restrained, and then sent to the barrier. 
 
    Lenora joined the Nelwyn to gauge their reaction to the situation. Samuel found them difficult to read. Once he had mistaken amusement for anger in their expressions after having made what was intended to be a light-hearted jab about their ears. He didn’t learn that they had found the remark funny until after he’d spent more than a minute apologizing. Of course it was then their turn to tease him for overreacting.   
 
    With nothing to do until plans were ready to be formed, Samuel invited his father to join him and Clara for a short walk away from the clatter of panic and fear that was beginning to crawl over his body like starving ants that had found a puddle of syrup.  
 
    “How far from the crystal do you think we’re allowed to go?” Dorn asked.  
 
    If his father was afraid, it was not for his own safety, and he certainly wasn’t going to allow it to show.  
 
    “I don’t plan to find out,” Samuel answered.  
 
    By now several guards were watching the area near the stream to prevent panicked people from getting away and possibly killing them all. They allowed Samuel by, however, once he promised not to go further than the far bank on a pebbled patch of shore. Still the guards kept a close eye on them. 
 
    They plopped themselves down, enjoying the relative quiet. Only the singing of birds and the rush of the water interrupted the silence.  
 
    “Much better,” Samuel said.  
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Clara said, laying her head on his lap.  
 
    “So do I,” Dorn added. “And I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “I have no idea what either of you is talking about.” 
 
    “Don’t play stupid,” Dorn scolded. “It doesn’t suit you. You know as well as I do an assault on Troi can never work. We’d be cut down like blades of grass. How many mages besides you are here?” 
 
    “I think you’re forgetting about the Nelwyn,” Samuel said. “Now that they can use aggressive magic, we stand a good chance.” 
 
    “You’re fooling yourself. Even if we manage to breach the city, what happens when we face Salazar himself? I saw his father use the scepter once when I was still living in Troi. They were testing a new type of steel. It took two royal guards half an hour to damage it. The king turned it to slag in only a few seconds.” 
 
    “So what do you suggest we do?” Samuel snapped. “Give up?” 
 
    “No. But if you think I’m letting you sneak into the city to kill Salazar, you have another think coming.” 
 
    Both Clara and Dorn had fixed unblinking stares at him that said that they were in absolute accord on the matter.  
 
    Samuel laughed, his heart warming that he was so cared for. “You do know me.” 
 
    Dorn and Clara did not share his laughter.  
 
    “I’m not letting you commit suicide,” Clara said, flatly. The look in her eyes stated that there would be no debate on the matter. 
 
    “Someone will need to get inside,” Samuel said. “Who do you suggest?” 
 
    Dorn lowered his head as an obvious name came to mind.  
 
    “No,” Samuel said, lifting Clara from his lap. 
 
    “Who else knows Troi better?” he countered, appearing as if his own idea were repugnant.  
 
    “You’re thinking about sending Lenora?” Clara said. “Are you insane? She’s pregnant.”  
 
    Dorn and Samuel were visibly stunned by this revelation.  
 
    Clara rolled her eyes. “Are you both that dense? Haven’t you noticed the changes?” Dorn and Samuel exchanged dumbfounded glances. “How she holds her belly like she’s protecting something? How her diet has changed? For the love of….why do you think she didn’t go with Drake?” 
 
    “Who else knows about this?” Samuel asked.  
 
    “No one’s brought it up,” she said. “But I’m pretty sure some of the Nelwyn know. One or two of the others. She hasn’t exactly been open about it. But I assumed you two did.” 
 
    Both men shook their heads.  
 
    “I would have said something,” Samuel said. “It does make her change of heart about freeing Troi make sense, though. And you’re right. Even if she were willing, we can’t send her.” 
 
     “I wonder if Drake knows?” Dorn mused.  
 
    “I doubt it,” Clara replied. “He would never have left if he did.” 
 
    “I can tell you this much,” Dorn chipped in. “I wouldn’t want to be the one who tells him they sent his pregnant wife into Troi.” 
 
    On that point there was unquestioning consensus.  
 
    After an hour or so, Zara sent word that Samuel was to join her for a strategy meeting the following morning.  
 
    Dorn insisted that he be taken back to the barrier right away. “If we’re going to fight, then I’d better get to work.” 
 
    Lenora met them for the evening meal, looking utterly exhausted.  
 
    “Clara told me,” Samuel whispered, head low to the table.  
 
    “Told you what?” 
 
    Samuel looked down at her belly. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Her fatigue tempered any harsh reaction Lenora might have given, and she cast him a weary look that simply said that she didn’t want to discuss it. “It’s none of your business. For that matter, I didn’t know Clara knew. Right now, I want it kept a secret. So please, don’t say anything to anyone.” 
 
    “You have my word.” 
 
    Samuel tried to imagine Drake’s reaction upon his return. There was no telling what he might do. The possibilities ranged from hiding Lenora away in some far corner of Vale to storming the city singlehanded to kill anyone who might pose a threat to her.  
 
    After the meal, they found a quiet spot on the outskirts. Lenora was listening to Clara tell a story about when she was a little girl and had accidentally set fire to her father’s workshop. The shadow from the tree line fell over them but was unable to conceal the sorrow in her expression. Legs tucked in close, her chin resting on her knees, she was trying to hide it. But to those that knew her, it was quite plain to see. Drake was gone; her mad brother had threatened to wipe them all out; and a new life was growing inside her.  
 
    How alone she must feel, Samuel thought. How weak and vulnerable. To protect her child, she must protect herself. And that was becoming increasingly difficult.  
 
    Clara could sense his mounting distress and placed a soothing hand on his. She was perfect in his eyes. The way her hair fell about her slender shoulders, the tiny wrinkle at the corner of her left eye that turned upward when she laughed. The way she touched his cheek when he was feeling miserable or tired, letting him know in a special way meant only for him that he was not alone in the world.  
 
    Samuel glanced skyward. It was still early, the torches having been lit only an hour prior. “I’m tired. I think I’ll turn in early.” 
 
    Clara was on her feet in an instant, hand extended. “Me too.” 
 
    Samuel smiled up at her and allowed himself to be lifted to his feet. Glancing down at Lenora, he felt a sudden rush of guilt. “We can stay a while longer if you’d like.” 
 
    Lenora was unable to prevent a tear from spilling down her cheek. “No. You should enjoy whatever time there is left.” 
 
    Samuel’s guilt increased as more tears fell. Seeing the two of them together must be a painful reminder that the man she loved, the father of her unborn child, was far away and would not be returning soon. 
 
    Sensing Samuel’s guilt, Lenora slid in close to Dorn. “Once they’re gone, you can tell me some stories about my aunt, if you don’t mind delaying your return to the barrier for a while.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” Dorn said.  
 
    Samuel and Clara strolled lazily in the direction of their tent, passing several groups of frightened people along the way. He wanted desperately to keep his mind off the coming troubles, but could not resist counting silently how many people they had with them. A few thousand. Six, maybe. At least that many had left to start their own settlements guided by the Nelwyn  or to simply take up residence in a Nelwyn village.  
 
    They would have no way to know what was happening here, and those who returned from time to time to visit with friends or to bring fresh food, would be trapped. Which meant more would come to find out what had happened. They would also be trapped. Bringing more, and more, and more. 
 
    Not all were able to fight. But most were. The undeniable result of survival: those able to evade the hellspawn were typically young, strong, and capable. The older or more feeble among them were clever and resourceful. 
 
    He shuddered at how some people might use this observation to devalue others. It would be worse than the way people in Troi disregarded those in the provinces.  
 
    He could hear Zara shouting for calm behind a row of small buildings just off the road where there was a clearing. Ignore it, he told himself. She has things well in hand. 
 
    Upon reaching the tent, Clara helped him off with his shirt and laid him down, gently rolling him onto his stomach. Her fingers dug firmly into knotted muscles, eliciting a moan of relief.  
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” he said, simultaneously praying she would not stop.  
 
    “You can return the favor,” she said, kissing the back of his neck.  
 
    He hated that fatigue was rapidly setting in. Her breath on his back when she kissed his shoulders stirred his passion, but then her hands pressed down, unwinding the tension, and sapped him of strength entirely. In minutes he was dozing to the point that he could not prevent sleep from overcoming him. His final waking thought was that he would not leave the tent without sharing his love with her at least once more. Twice, if he was up to it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Linx ducked down behind the partition between the lounge and the hallway. Two of her guards were leading a young woman toward the lift. Her black hair was wrapped, and from her brown pants and blue shirt, she had to be a clerk at one of the plants on level four or five.  
 
    “Where are you taking me?” she demanded.  
 
    But the guards did not respond.  
 
    Linx waited until they were well out of sight and then hurried over to a console beside a bar against the near left wall. This was one of dozens of lounges spaced about the palace. Often the high mages would congregate here, meeting with nobles to discuss business affairs in a more casual setting. They were also convenient for older nobles and mages who required frequent halts to recover their strength. The palace was enormous. The lifts could take you from one level to another, but once on a floor, the distances could test even young legs.  
 
    Linx used a code she had installed not long after gaining full access to Troi’s systems that would enable her to track any lift in the palace. As it passed beyond the level that would take them to the king’s study, her heart sank. There was only one thing beyond that of any interest: the power station.  
 
    She monitored the screen for ten minutes, until the lift was on its way back down. Then ducking back behind the partition, she watched as the guards returned, this time without their prisoner. She recognized the guards as being among those chosen to remain in the palace. This came as no surprise. She had already known who would remain loyal to Salazar and who was unhappy with what the king was doing. Most would not act against a member of the royal family under any circumstances. Long years of training and indoctrination prevented outright rebellion. But they could not be counted on to carry out the more horrific orders. And while she suspected why people were being taken into the power station, she wasn’t completely sure, other than that it wasn’t for their benefit. Unfortunately, she was the only member of the guard aside from those chosen by Salazar permitted in the palace. True to his word, she had not been denied access to anything. Conceivably she could take the lift and see for herself what was being done to those people. But she was not prepared to test the limits. Not yet.  
 
    She poured herself a glass of apple juice and sat heavily into one of the thickly cushioned chairs. This was one of the last places in Troi where you could find fresh juice of any kind. One bottle could be sold for ten times its original price. She smirked, swirling the liquid in the glass with the tip of her finger. In her former life she would have ripped out the padding of as many cushions as she could carry and filled them to bursting, dragging them along if the weight was too much. But money was rarely a concern anymore. Everything she needed was delivered weekly to her apartment, and no one would take payment if they recognized her. And as she was nearly always in uniform, that was most of the time.  
 
     She had enjoyed the special treatment initially. Though loathe to admit it, she even had enjoyed the fear her position in the guard provoked in people. Now all she wanted was to return to her old life. Her old self. The street-smart girl who knew the ins and outs of every alleyway, every backstreet dive, who could turn a lump of shit into enough money to last for one more day. Who could sneak into an office and hijack their terminal for an hour, earning enough to live like normal folk for at least a week.   
 
    I’m not cut out for this, she said inwardly. It’s too big. 
 
    She pulled her knees to her chest, gripping the glass in both hands, and shut her eyes. The ever present-hum of the ventilation system droned in her ears. She felt as if the air around her had become thick and heavy, weighing down her lungs, making each breath a struggle.  
 
    The voice from the corrupted crystal in her pocket called out to her. It was always louder inside the palace, more difficult to keep out. But she now knew it could not do to her what it had done to Salazar or to the man who had bombed the magistrate office. The king had said as much. Still, it persisted. It wanted her attention. She would not give it. She would not risk succumbing to its influence. She knew her fate at this point and had come to terms with it. Without question, it terrified her. But fear…that was a small hill she had climbed many times. Though admittedly, the hill kept growing taller.  
 
    She opened her eyes and brought the glass to her lips, savoring the sweetness as it washed over her tongue and slipped down her throat. She then drained the glass and got up to pour herself another. There was no hurry. Salazar knew she was there. He knew and didn’t care. He probably knew why she’d come. But as he had pointed out, she was not a threat.  
 
    A thought rose that caused her stomach to churn. If by some miracle she survived, would she come to love Salazar as he had foretold? She wanted to reject it outright. But the creeping doubt clawing through the back of her mind would not be denied. Under the right set of circumstances, people were highly susceptible to influence. They could change in ways they would have never thought possible. Do things that were unthinkable to the people they had once been.  
 
    Shoving a bottle of juice into her pocket, she tossed the empty glass onto the floor, the thick carpet preventing it from shattering, and exited the lounge.   
 
    One of the guards she passed along the way gave her a crisp salute. Linx did not return the courtesy. Was she even a royal guard anymore? Or was she just the pet of a demon-possessed king? A plaything kept around for his amusement? She could still give orders. She was still afforded the respect her position demanded. But without a royal family or a palace to guard, did the Royal Guard endure?  
 
    No, she decided. There were the twenty guards Salazar had chosen. The rest were simply going through the motions. Refusing to admit the truth. They were patriots without a cause; soldiers without an objective.  
 
    Linx’s new driver was not the quiet type, as her previous driver had been. He had a nervous way about him that made it seem as if he were waiting for something disastrous to happen at any moment. Twice she had lost patience and told him right out to shut his damn mouth, which he did. But not for very long, and he didn’t sound offended by the outburst. This time there was no escaping learning his name: Blare Vandris. She knew this because he would often recount his inner dialogue, beginning with the phrase, “Blare Vandris, I say to myself.”  
 
    As she neared the vehicle, however, he was standing at the passenger door, face grim and hand resting on his weapon.  
 
    “We have trouble on level two,” he said. 
 
    “What trouble?” 
 
    “About fifty magistrate officers are threatening to storm the palace if the man who bombed their headquarters isn’t turned over.” 
 
    Linx grimaced. That wasn’t going to happen. And if they stepped foot inside the palace, they would end up corpses.   
 
    “I suppose it’s too much to hope that Xavier is handling the situation?” she said, lip curled in disgust.   
 
    “He tried,” he said. “But all he did was make it worse. He’s trying to contain them with about twenty officers.” 
 
    With his P37 it’s an even match, she thought. Unless the rioters had thought to procure mana weapons. If that were the case, things would get ugly in a hurry. “Have any of our people gone down there to help?” she asked.  
 
    “They’re standing by,” he said. “Lieutenant Ramfeld sent word that they could be at the palace in minutes.” 
 
    Linx rubbed at the bridge of her nose. Ramfeld was not one of hers. In fact the man hated her, feeling that the king passed him over, a veteran of twenty years, decorated a dozen times and highly respected among his fellow guards, only to promote an untrained street urchin. He wasn’t wrong. And to his credit, he’d accepted the king’s decision and thus far had always obeyed orders without complaint. But she heard the whispers. Duty was the only thing preventing him from firing a burst of mana into her skull. 
 
    “Call and tell Ramfeld to keep standing by,” she said. “But no one moves an inch until they hear from me.” She hopped into the back seat. “I suppose we should see if there’s something we can do.” 
 
    It was unlikely, she thought. Angry mobs were bad enough; angry armed mobs were immeasurably worse. And with Xavier in charge of cooling hot tempers, a man hated by subordinates even more fiercely than she was, blood was the probable outcome.  
 
    As the car pulled away, Vandris spoke up.  
 
    “Maybe a show of force?” he offered. “If they see the royal guard they might back down.” 
 
    “Or it might swell their ranks,” she countered. “I don’t want fifty turning into a hundred. Just be ready to fight when we get there.” 
 
    “I’m always ready to fight,” he assured her. “Each morning I step out of the shower, look in the mirror, and say Blare Vandris, be prepared for anything. You don’t know what’s around the next corner.” 
 
    “A good policy,” she said, not as irritated this time by his banter.  
 
    Vandris called Ramfeld, who sounded infuriated that they were not to head up to ground level to prevent anyone from getting close to the palace, and went so far as to insist he pass on his objections.  
 
    The man was smart enough to wait until hearing from me, she thought. But he thought I would order them to protect the palace once I was informed.  
 
    “Repeat my order to him,” Linx said. “Tell him if he moves a muscle without my instructions, he’ll be patrolling the sewers on foot. Use those words.” 
 
    Vandris grinned and did as he was told. The voice blaring through the speaker spewing obscenities drew a much needed laugh.  
 
    “I think he’s upset,” Vandris remarked. “Something tells me he doesn’t like you very much.” 
 
    I can’t think of many people who do. “I’ll send him some flowers.” She reached into her pocket and, retrieving the bottle of juice, tossed it onto the front passenger’s seat. “For you.” 
 
    Vandris snatched it up eagerly. “If you’re trying to buy my loyalty, you have definitely found my weakness.” 
 
    “Get my back and you can have as much as you want.” 
 
    “Done.” He smiled over his shoulder. “You know that I’d have your back anyway, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    By the time they reach the disturbance, Linx’s heart was pounding out a wild cadence. She took several long breaths to steady her nerves and give the appearance of being confident and composed.  
 
    A row of officers was lined up across the street thirty yards from the front of the magistrate office. There were only around ten positioned here, so she guessed that the others were on the opposite side of the entrance, with perhaps a few guarding the rear lot exit. 
 
    “Stupid,” she muttered.  
 
    Exiting the vehicle, she spotted Xavier pacing back and forth on the sidewalk, P37 in his right hand and a radio in his left. His uniform was ripped at the shoulder, and there was a spot of blood on his neck. From her vantage point, she could see the fifty officers who were ready to storm the palace gathered just outside the entrance. Most were yelling obscenities and banging batons against the wall and sidewalk. All were armed, a few with mana rifles.  
 
    Seeing Linx approach, Xavier threw up his arms. “Now do you see what I have to deal with?” He looked behind her at the lone car. “Where are the rest? Don’t tell me you came here alone.” 
 
    “I thought you were leaving the city,” she said, frowning deeply.  
 
    “Our beloved king has sealed all the exits.” A realization washed over his expression. “You didn’t know. Which means Salazar no longer trusts you. Fantastic. To use the provincial phrase, we’re good and fucked now.” 
 
    “Calm down and tell me the situation,” Linx said, doing her best not to allow her anger at his behavior to bleed into her voice.  
 
    “The situation is simple: they think the man you took to the palace is now resting comfortably in a palace apartment. Which leads them to the conclusion that it was the king who ordered the attack.” He flinched at the sound of a bottle being shattered on the pavement. “You have to convince the king to turn him over. That is, if he still allows you in the palace.” 
 
    “I can go to the palace,” she assured him. “But it won’t do any good. He won’t turn him over.” 
 
    “So it’s true?” 
 
    “I have no idea where he’s staying. But he is still in the palace, as far as I know.” She took a careful look around. “I’ll speak to them. In the meantime, pull your men back three blocks. All of them. If things get out of hand, they won’t be able to get around you.” 
 
    Xavier thought for a moment and reluctantly grunted his agreement. The man might not like taking orders, but he knew she was right. And so long as he was the one the officers heard voicing the order, he could still look as if he was in charge of the situation.  
 
    “Now before I go in, tell me what happened.” 
 
    “What happened? What do you think? They took over the damned building and tried to murder me in the process.” 
 
    Linx sighed. “I need details.” 
 
    Exasperated and angry, Xavier holstered his weapon and put away the radio. “I was sitting at my desk, looking at a report on another disappearance, when they burst into my office and demanded I call the palace and have the bomber delivered here.” 
 
    “Who made the demand?” 
 
    “Old bastard named Herny Dale. Shift commander. His cousin was one of the officers killed. I told him I would do what I could, but that wasn’t good enough. They refused to leave until I made the call.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t kill them.”  
 
    His mouth twisted into a scowl. “I wanted to. But one of them was pointing a GK-40 at my head.” 
 
    A GK-40 mana rifle would have blasted his skull apart despite the protection of his vex crystal. “So I assume you made the call.” 
 
    “I tried, naturally. But as you know, the palace guard station is empty. When they accused me of lying, I invited them to try. But this only made them angrier. It was then I noticed the mob gathering outside my door. So I pressed my call button beneath the lip of my desk and stalled for time.”  
 
    Linx shook her head. Xavier had a panic button the same as she did. “And when backup came, that was when all hell broke loose, right?” 
 
    Xavier nodded and touched the tiny wound on his neck. “I barely escaped with my life.” 
 
    “So you fought your way to the street. Then what happened?” 
 
    “I thought the mob would follow us out, but they didn’t. So I ordered the building surrounded and insisted that those responsible for the mutiny give themselves over.” 
 
    “I bet that went well.” Not waiting for further explanation, she asked: “How many are still inside?” 
 
    “Another thirty. Maybe more. So far, they haven’t taken up arms.” 
 
    “They haven’t tried to leave, either.” She unholstered her weapon and flooded the mana chamber. “Tell your people to get ready. If they hear shots fired, it means it didn’t go well.” She started back toward the car, pausing mid stride. “And tell them not to shoot me if they see me running toward them.” 
 
    Back at the car Vandris was checking his weapon. He glanced up and took note that she held hers in hand. “How did it go?” 
 
    “About as well as I expected.” 
 
    “So, we’re in for a fight?” His tone was calm, his face a stone mask, the result of intense training and years of conditioning. There was a reason the Royal Guard was feared. Whatever their personality, be it jovial, stoic, goofy, playful, or downright mean, when it was time to act, they all became an emotionless unit, prepared for anything that might happen.  
 
    “I hope not.” She met his eyes, then nodded slowly. “Yes. We’re in for a fight.” 
 
    “Objective?” 
 
    “Stay alive, and prevent them from advancing to ground level.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth twitched almost imperceptibly. She had given orders to kill. Restraint was not required. She had overheard some of the veterans telling stories about patrols in the provinces. Dealing with typical lawbreakers was something most of them hated. They had to be careful to do as little harm as possible, and if someone were intoxicated or on drugs, restraint was burdensome. An accidental death could result in an official reprimand or even suspension, and infractions could make advancement difficult. Too many bodies could even get them terminated. This was rare, though. Given the attitudes toward provincials, a guard would practically have to be a serial killer. Now, raiding the den of a crime lord, that was when they could let loose all their pent up aggression. She remembered thinking that was when the person they really were came out to play. All the kindness and caring forgotten, lost in the rapture of murder and blood, they killed without restraint or guilt.   
 
    She waited until Xavier’s officers withdrew before she and Vandris started toward the building.  
 
    “Keep your weapon lowered,” she said, “but ready.” 
 
    Four rifles were already pointed at them before they were one hundred feet from the entrance. Her P37 was prepared with an explosive round, that properly placed would scatter the mob quite effectively. A black and silver button on Vandris’s collar told her that he had achieved the rank of master with his P37. This was no small accomplishment and meant he would be able to utilize it nearly as effectively and diversely as a mage wields magic. And given that he was not required to show restraint, there was no telling what destruction he had in mind.  
 
    A credit to their training, seeing the P37’s, the officers began spreading out to mitigate their impact.  
 
    An older man, not in uniform rather in a set of black coveralls with the seal of the magistrate stitched in silver on the right breast and holding a standard issue .45-caliber handgun, stepped forward. He was definitely nearing retirement, with gray, neatly clipped curls and a thin salt and pepper mustache. He was a large man, slightly bent at the shoulder, though still, quite powerful, boasting a broad chest and well-muscled arms.   
 
    “You must be Herny Dale,” Linx said, plastering on a friendly smile. “My compliments. I haven’t seen Xavier so rattled before. But it’s over now.” 
 
    “You must be Linx,” he responded, in a deep baritone that sounded like a much younger man’s voice. “No last name. Just Linx. Am I right?” 
 
    “I am Linx,” she confirmed.  
 
    “Good. Then I’m addressing the right person. You can bring back the man you took from us. And you can do it right now.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Linx said, maintaining a level, firm tone. “I think you know that already. You don’t strike me as dense.” 
 
    “And you don’t strike me as a fool. So you must already know that there are only two options. You return the man who murdered my fellow officers, or you will be forced to stop us from trying to take him.” 
 
    “I think you know how the second option will play out,” she said. “I don’t think anyone wants to see more people killed. You wouldn’t make it to the palace. Even if you made it to ground level.” 
 
    Dale huffed. “You think not? Why? Because all we have is fifty officers?” He appeared taller, more intimidating. His voice filled with steely confidence. “I have a fucking army behind me, and the weapons to match.” 
 
    Was this a bluff? she wondered. He didn’t give her the impression of someone who bluffed.  
 
    “All I see is you and fifty officers. Where are they?” 
 
    “Everywhere.” He cast a glance to the upper floors of the building across the street.   
 
    Linx’s blood chilled. Windows were being thrown open and the barrels of weapons brought to bear by the occupants. Vandris took a single step back, to widen his stance, but did not raise his weapon.  
 
    “What do you expect will happen?” Linx pressed. “Have you ever been to the palace? Even if you get there, you’ll never make it beyond the door.” 
 
    “The palace is defended by no more than twenty of your guards,” he said. “I think we stand a better than average chance.” 
 
     “The entire Royal Guard is on alert and prepared to defend the palace. You won’t get there before they do. You won’t get through. Not even with twenty times your number. So I’m begging you to believe me when I tell you: you have no chance.” 
 
    “It seems to me we have no chance as things are,” he said. “People are going missing, including five of my officers. Yet the king does nothing. So whether or not we take the palace, our fate appears to be sealed. Me”—he swept his arm in a wide arc—“and the rest of these fine people have reached our limit.” 
 
    Linx was doing the calculations in her mind. Fifty officers in the street; twenty or more in the windows. And perhaps more would join from inside the building. They could definitely break through, but they would suffer heavy losses. She was not wrong in telling him that they would fail in the end. But neither was he wrong to think that standing down would save them.  
 
    “Let me speak to the king,” she implored.  
 
    “And say what?” 
 
    “Let me try to get him to release the man who attacked your building into my custody,” she replied.  
 
    He regarded her for a long moment. “I’ve been a magistrate officer longer than you’ve been alive. I know desperation when I hear it. If you could, you would have brought him by now. But you can’t. You have no more authority. That’s why the entire Royal Guard isn’t blasting us apart right now.” 
 
    Linx took a slightly more aggressive posture. “They aren’t here because I ordered them to stand down, so that I might have a chance to talk some sense into you. I don’t want this to turn violent. I sure as hell don’t want to wake up tomorrow knowing I ordered the death of so many good people.” She paused for effect. “But make no mistake. I will if you don’t start using your head.” 
 
    The two locked eyes, and the shouts and breaking of glass dulled in Linx’s ears. Her heart was beginning to slow, her hand feeling the contours of the P37’s handle.  
 
    “You have certainly lived up to your reputation,” he said, with a half-smile. “Hard to believe you’re barely more than a child.” He glanced back at the mob. “Regrettably, something tells me we’re already beyond the point where I can calm them down.” 
 
    “You can try.” 
 
    His smile faded. “No. I can’t.” 
 
    Pain ripped through her shoulder as the accompanying crack of a gunshot came from high up in one of the windows. The breathy thud of a P37 being fired was concussive, Vandris’s reaction instantaneous. 
 
    Linx felt three more shots strike her in the arm and torso, the third sending her flat on her back. A blinding light silenced the guns for a brief moment, and Linx felt powerful fingers grip her arm.  
 
    “Can you stand?” 
 
    She had never been shot before. Even with the protection afforded to her by the vex crystal, the pain was intense. But she was able to fight through it and gave a quick, jerking nod. She fired her shot as Vandris lifted her to her feet with no more effort than if he were picking up a sack of groceries, throwing her several paces before she could recover her balance.  
 
    Bullets pinged off the pavement, two colliding with Vandris’s left thigh. But he completely ignored them and let loose a second powerful shot, yelling, “Cover your eyes!” as he squeezed the trigger.  
 
    Linx turned away, eyes shut tight. The flash was so intense that the world turned pink, the light bullying in through her closed lids. She felt Vandris’s hand pulling her away, and she burst into a dead run.  
 
    A few more shots whined as they ricocheted from building walls and concrete, but none were close. They rounded the next corner, and Linx pressed her back to the wall, peering around to see if they were being followed.  
 
    “That did the trick,” Vandris said, with pride, leaning in over the top of her head. “It’ll take them a bit to get their bearings.” 
 
    The mob had scattered, about a dozen rubbing at their eyes and bumping blindly into one another, while others poured out of the buildings, weapons in hand.  
 
    “We’re lucky we didn’t get hit by the mana rifles,” Linx remarked.  
 
    Vandris laughed. “It wasn’t luck.” He backed off from the corner, checking the way forward. “Remind me to teach you how to overload mana weapons.” 
 
    Linx was impressed. She knew there was a way to add a mana charge to a shot that would temporarily disable a mana weapon, but it was extremely complicated to cast with a P37. Yet this was apparently what Vandris had done.   
 
    “You damn sure earned that button on your collar,” she remarked, following his lead as they continued back to where Xavier and his officers were waiting.  
 
    “Five years patrolling the outer provinces,” he said. “It’s a good trick to know. Especially if you get pinned down by a gang of weapons traders.” 
 
     Linx struggled to keep up, the pain in her leg and shoulders causing her to suck her teeth with each stride. Vandris did not seem affected, though he was certainly in pain. Blood stained her jacket just above the waist, where a bullet had penetrated the skin, but she could feel that it was not in deep. Royal guard attire was seriously tough. Not bullet proof, but it could save a guard from a fatal wound from a high-caliber weapon.  
 
    After a few more blocks, a makeshift barricade of cars, garbage cans, and pieces of furniture from the surrounding buildings came into view. Linx and Vandris raised their arms to be sure an overly excited officer didn’t fire their weapon. Beyond the barricade was the on ramp to the upper and lower levels, as well as a passenger and maintenance lift stationhouse in a massive tubular concrete structure to the left. Generally, there would have been quite the long line of people who didn’t own a vehicle waiting to make their way to other levels of the city. But at the moment, it was abandoned.  
 
    Xavier was leaning against a lamppost a short distance behind the barricade, looking infuriatingly smug.  
 
    “I take it negotiations did not go as you’d hoped?” Xavier said, smirking.  
 
    Linx ignored him and allowed Vandris to help her sit against a nearby car. “Disable the lifts,” she said. “And call Ramfeld and have him create a perimeter around the outer palace grounds.” 
 
    Vandris nodded, and without a word, hurried away at a quick jog.  
 
    “You’re not bringing them here?” Xavier protested.  
 
    “This is your problem, Xavier,” she said. “I’m here to back you up, not to fight your battles.” 
 
    The truth was far more selfish. She feared what would happen if the royal guard fought. They would not be able to be contained once the first guard was killed. It would be a slaughter.  
 
    The look Xavier was giving her said that he was unwilling to take responsibility. There was no use in trying to shame him; it didn’t matter that he had lost control over his officers in large part from neglect. The cold fact was that he detested his position and had no respect for the officers under his command—respect that was desperately needed to keep the peace during the worst time in the history of Vale.  
 
    The voices echoed from the distance. Angry voices. Voices no longer interested in justice. They were out for vengeance.  
 
    For a moment, she genuinely considered ordering the officers to withdraw. Forcing them to fight their friends and colleagues was a burden she hated putting on anyone. But perhaps if they held fast, the mob would give up and fall back. The first silhouettes of the enemy caused the officers to shift on their feet. A few glanced back at Linx and Xavier, but were met by cold stares.  
 
    Linx moved over to the barrier and squeezed in between two officers with rifles propped up on a pair of trash barrels. They looked terrified, sweat slicking their brows and dripping from the tips of their nose.  
 
    “Aim for anyone with a mana rifle,” she said.  
 
    Both nodded and lowered their heads to peer through the sites.  
 
    The mob was moving at a steady march, their number having doubled. Linx guessed that some of the officers inside the building had joined their ranks. But there were nearly as many in civilian attire as those in uniform. A shot echoed, and the bullet pinged off a streetlamp a few yards in front of the barricade.  
 
    “Hold your fire,” Linx shouted. “Wait until they get closer.” 
 
    Vandris ran up, shoving the officer on Linx’s left aside, and took aim. “The lifts are disabled.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Xavier had not moved to join his people, having chosen to stay back behind a small utility truck parked on the sidewalk, P37 propped on the roof.  
 
    Another shot sounded, and this time the bullet struck one of the vehicles stretched across the street, exploding its front tire. She could hear a voice calling for them to cease fire, but three more shots said that the order would be ignored.  
 
    Like a slowly building rain, the crackle of gunfire increased. Most shots fell short, but a few slammed into the barrels or vehicles, causing an instinctive reaction in the officers to return fire. The mob immediately fanned out, some diving down on their stomachs. A few scampered into alleys and doorways for better cover.  
 
    Linx let fly a series of controlled bursts of mana, downing two attackers with mana rifles. Vandris was equally effective, eliminating three more in the first few seconds. Xavier was less precise but no less deadly, the tiny blue orbs he fired erupting into flames as they impacted on the street and consuming half a dozen.  
 
    Three defenders were hit, one fatally. But it was the mana rifles that threatened to rob them of courage. A sizzling snap preceded a green streak of mana energy that pierced an old car as if there were nothing there, though luckily, the shot missed the officer standing behind it by inches. But it was enough to send a few officers retreating away from the fist-sized hole it had left.  
 
    The disadvantage to mana rifles was how long it took to fire each shot when set to their maximum capacity. Twenty seconds would pass, leaving the shooter vulnerable. Linx swung her P37 left, but Vandris had already fired. One less rifle, she thought.  
 
    After five minutes of intense fire, three more defenders were dead and four more wounded. Linx had been hit twice, but by small-caliber handguns. Still, one had torn a gash above her right ear, and blood poured down her cheek.  
 
    “We need to fall back,” she shouted, once it became evident that the attackers were gaining the upper hand. The buildings were an effective way for the mob to avoid P37 fire. A window would shatter, and a shot would be fired. But before Linx, Vandris, or Xavier could shoot back, they would be gone.   
 
    Twice a member of the mob tried to drive a vehicle into the barricade, but Linx was able to disable it before it could get close.   
 
    She was about to call again to fall back when from the onramp a Royal Guard van came barreling toward them, lights flashing and siren blaring. Linx grunted, cursing under her breath. She was sure the mob had lost enough people to make them reluctant to continue should the fighting cease. Some had already fled. At least the approach of a Royal Guard van had caused a halt in the gunfire.  
 
    But it was not disobedient guards who exited. Rather, two men in red robes with black borders stepped casually onto the street. One she recognized instantly: Redmond Copel. The other was an older man with a balding head and a pronounced scar across his right cheek.  
 
    A few of the officers recognized Copel and turned to aim their weapons at him. This was a fatal mistake. Thin streams of green light sprang from his fingertips like a whip, severing the heads of his would-be killers from their shoulders in less than a blink.  
 
    “I suggest that the rest of you leave,” he said. Linx backed away. “Not you. The king would like a word with you when we’re finished here.” His eyes fell upon Vandris. “You should join your comrades outside the palace. I suggest appropriating a vehicle since the lifts are disabled. As for the rest of you, don’t bother about your wounded. Arrangements have been made for their care. For now, go home.” 
 
    Vandris looked over to Linx and waited until she nodded before leaving.  
 
    The remaining officers did not require further prompting and began running as fast as they could toward the same lot where Vandris was heading. Most lived on the lower levels so could take the highway down, and their status as magistrate officers would allow them to commandeer a car without a problem.  
 
    Linx was relieved to see them go, though disgusted by the way Xavier slunk away, hoping no one would notice as he vanished into a nearby alley. She came close to calling for him to stay, but at the last second decided it was better that he left. He would only complicate matters.   
 
    “I’m ready when you are,” Linx said, now gripping at the still seeping wound above her belt.  
 
    “Not quite yet,” he said, with a sinister tone to his voice. “A lesson must be taught.” 
 
    With inhuman speed and strength, both men leapt skyward, clearing the barricade and landing roughly ten yards away, their knees barely bending upon impact with the pavement. Linx caught sight of an officer, head peering out from around the corner of an alley, pointing a mana rifle at Copel. She smiled. But that smile turned to a look of shock and disbelief when the streak of energy slammed into his chest. It did not so much as stagger him an inch. Even the protective spells of powerful mages would have been sorely tested by so potent a blast, yet it seemed to have no impact whatsoever. More of the thin mana streams jumped from their fingertips, killing their attacker along with six others, their bodies sliced in two at chest level. Blood spewed into the street and coated the walls of the buildings. It happened so fast that they hadn’t even let out the tiniest yelp before dying.  
 
    More shots rained down but were deflected, bouncing clear off an unseen barrier. Linx could only stare in horror as the two men strolled forward, sparks dancing around them as more bullets exploded. Then they halted after about twenty more yards. Their arms flew wide, and their hands began to radiate green light that crept up their shoulders and encircled their entire body. 
 
    In a panic, a dozen or so began to run. But there would be no escaping the wrath of the king. The pavement erupted beneath the feet of those fleeing, rending them to shreds with an ear-splitting boom. At the same time, flames poured out from the hem of Copel’s and his companion’s robes like molten steel, rushing into the alleys and doorways, immersing everything in a lake of death in a matter of seconds.   
 
    Though she could not see inside the buildings, the screams carried down from the windows to call out the last terrifying moment of life. The flame continued to flow relentlessly from their robes until fire discharged from all the windows from floor to ceiling, cascading back onto the sidewalk like a hellish fountain.  
 
    The guns had gone quiet, as had the screams. There was only the whoosh and roar of flames. Linx had moved near to the van, driven back by the unbearable heat. But the flames did not spread behind the two men, as if an invisible wall prevented the spell from traveling backward.   
 
    A rush of wind nearly knocked her from her feet. The flames were receding, retreating back into the robes of the mages. The noise was as deafening as the explosion of pavement had been, only it sounded as if some colossal beast were filling its lungs. Linx found that she was gasping for the air that was being greedily devoured by hideous magic. Grasping at her throat, she fought to stay conscious, dropping to one knee.  
 
    In an instant, all was quiet again. The air returned to her lungs with a rasping breath, and she struggled back to her feet.   
 
    The two men returned, both wearing curious smiles, as if puzzling out what had happened but still pleased.  
 
    “Why?” was all Linx could choke out. 
 
    The man with whom she was unfamiliar glanced over at her as he rounded the front of the van. “Is this the one he was telling me about?” 
 
    Copel nodded. “This is Linx.” 
 
    “Linx,” he repeated. “Strange name.” He coughed out a quiet laugh. “Though all names sound strange, don’t you think?” 
 
    The two men entered the van, waiting for Linx to get in the back before firing the engine. 
 
    “What does the king want?” she asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Copel said, wheeling the van back in the direction of the on ramp. “Something to do with the border of Vale, I think.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    Copel shrugged. “He doesn’t tell me everything. Very little, in fact. But then very little about your kind interests me.” 
 
    “Come now,” the other man interjected. “Don’t be insulting. I find human beings quite interesting. At least, some of you.” 
 
    “So you are like…him?” She gestured at Copel.  
 
    “We’re alike,” he confirmed, “though not the same as we once were.” He touched the back of his own hand. “No. Nothing like we once were.” 
 
    Linx felt suddenly very small and afraid. More demons. And their display of magic was unlike anything she’d thought possible. Salazar’s declaration that she was not a threat to him was no longer in the slightest doubt. Nothing could stop him. Not with allies such as this. If she had twice the number of guards and all the mages at the college, still there would be no chance for victory. She and every living soul in Troi now lived at the whim of King Salazar.  
 
    Again, this point was driven painfully home as they neared the outer gate of the palace grounds. This was where a perimeter was to be set. But they did not find themselves confronted by a host of royal guards but by their corpses, piled one atop the other a few feet beyond the gatehouse. Linx covered her mouth, stifling a cry.  
 
    Copel gave the bodies a passing look. “I feel I should say something. They were yours, were they not?” 
 
    “They were,” she said through gritted teeth. “They were there to protect the king. There was no reason to kill them.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need protection. Not from the rabble of the city. Not even from you.” 
 
    The walk through the grounds took longer than Linx would have liked. The second man, whom Copel called Kamson on the single instance he used his name, stopped repeatedly to examine the flora, peppering Copel with questions about how they were maintained and grown. Mostly Copel had no idea, which drew disappointed frowns and dissatisfied groans, though it was clear that he too was interested.  
 
    “Surely someone knows about these things,” he remarked, resigning himself to ignorance for the time being.  
 
    “I’m sure,” Copel answered, amused by Kamson’s behavior. “Perhaps Linx knows who to ask?” 
 
    Linx shrugged. “The groundskeeper, I suppose. Though he’s probably dead.” 
 
    This drew a peculiar silent exchange from the two demons, as if she had said something so surprising and odd that they could not believe it.  
 
    “Why would he be dead?” Kamson asked. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t he be?” Linx replied. “For all you know, you just killed him.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope not,” Kamson said, strangely upset. He turned to Copel. “You’ll find out, won’t you?” 
 
    Copel’s face was unreadable. “I…yes. Of course. Just as soon as we’re done here.” 
 
    They crested the main stairs that led to the twin arches of the primary foyer. This was not their usual route, Linx preferring to enter the palace through the rear where the lifts would leave her at lesser-traveled corridors. The palace in fact had more than a dozen entrances, though not all would take you to the royal apartments. This was the only entrance where you could access all areas from a single lift. But as Kamson again diverted their progress to appreciate the art and décor, it became apparent why they had come this way.  
 
    “I thought you retained the memory of the person you possess,” Linx remarked, offhandedly. “You act like you’ve never seen art before.” 
 
    “This man was an equipment operator in a textile mill,” Kamson said, running his hands lightly over a bronze bust of King Hyrador IV. “He never left Troi or even ventured beyond level one. Not much time for leisure. And when he did relax, it was usually while holding a bottle of whiskey.” 
 
    “What a dull life,” she said.  
 
    “Tragically, yes.” 
 
    “So you find beauty in plants and art?” Why she was compelled to ask, she didn’t know. But it felt as if understanding these demons might prove important.  
 
    “If by beauty you mean that I find them fascinating, then yes. I am eager to explore.” 
 
    Copel sighed. “Exploration must wait. We have work to do first.” 
 
    The lifts were on the far right corner of the foyer. Two more unfamiliar people were waiting, one a young man whom Linx had never seen and the other a woman in her thirties, whom Linx recognized as an assistant to the high mages.  
 
    “I was hoping to see you,” she said. “I see that you remember me.” 
 
    More demons. “I remember who you were,” Linx confirmed. “But we did not know one another well.” 
 
    “No, we did not. You bore no love for the high mages, if I recall.” She turned to Copel before Linx could respond. “No more are to be taken to the chamber for now.” 
 
    Copel cocked his head. “Did he say why?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The door to the lift opened, and Copel gestured for Linx to enter.  
 
    “Go explore the garden,” Copel said to Kamson. “Apparently we have some free time.” 
 
    Kamson’s face lit up, and he spun and darted away without another word.  
 
    As the lift ascended, Copel’s countenance darkened. He leaned against the rear of the car, deep in contemplation. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Linx asked, feigning innocent inquiry. 
 
    “Nothing that you need concern yourself over,” he replied. “The king’s designs are being executed to perfection. So if you think something I might let slip would help you, I strongly suggest you abandon the idea. Now.” 
 
    Linx held up her palms. “I was just asking.” 
 
    “King Salazar allows you to live because he is fond of you for some reason. But do not think that makes you special. Not to me. And not to my kin.” 
 
    Linx regarded him for a long moment. “Why do you call him king? Aren’t you all the same?” 
 
    “He was the first of us,” Copel responded, irritation bleeding through like pus from an open wound. “He helped us become. His slow, painful birth showed us the way to a new existence. His guidance has taught us that we can evolve into something more. I call him king because that is your word. But it fits.” 
 
    Linx nodded, noticing that they were passing the king’s study. “We’re going to the power station?” 
 
    Copel did not reply. Nor did he join her when the door opened.  
 
    The short walk to the vex chamber would normally be guarded and layered with security. But as a testament to Salazar’s confidence, all doors were open and no guards were present, demon or otherwise.  
 
    She could hear the hissing whispers of the voices begging to be acknowledged, bullying their way into her consciousness. But she resisted, though it was more difficult than when she held the single crystal, at this moment hidden away in her apartment.  
 
    The only door shut was that leading directly into the chamber itself. But it swung wide at her approach to welcome her inside. Voices blared into her mind for another brief flash and then quieted. The walls inside the conical structure were completely covered by row upon row of crystals, each approximately six inches long and two inches thick. They interlocked precisely, though a few gaps here and there could be seen. A series of mezzanines provided access to crystals higher up, metal rungs affixed to the wall connecting them on the far side.  
 
    Six people, four men and two women of various ages, were sitting leaned against the banister, hands and feet bound, eyes closed. King Salazar was standing off to her right, wearing a soft white cotton robe and slippers and staring lovingly at the pulsating light radiating from the facets.  
 
    “Magnificent, yes?” He smiled over at Linx. “You have been quite busy lately. But I think it’s time for petty schemes to end. I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    “These are your victims?” she asked, through a dry throat. “This is the future?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” he answered, turning to face one of the men off to his right. “Humans are indeed a unique race. Some of you make excellent vessels for my kind. Your bodies are easily repaired and maintained. I daresay I could keep this one alive indefinitely.” 
 
    “And what about those of us who aren’t?” she demanded. “Will you kill them like you did the guards? Or the magistrate officers?” 
 
    “I had planned to do precisely that,” he admitted, without a hint of guilt or hesitation. “Not from cruelty or hate but out of mercy. Those who are incompatible will have no place in the world to come. Better that their lives end painlessly than for them to suffer.” 
 
    “I am awed by your kindness,” she said, sneering with blatant contempt.  
 
    Salazar smiled in return. “I didn’t bring you here to upset you. I brought you here to help save your people. Something has changed.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You need slaves? Someone to do the actual work?” 
 
    Salazar laughed. “Oh, no. We’re more than capable of constructing our own dwellings and growing our own food. We do not dissect ourselves into those who rule and those who labor as you have.” 
 
    “I don’t see you doing much work,” she countered. “They’re still calling you king, aren’t they?’ 
 
    “A sign of reverence, nothing more,” he said, unmoved by her disrespectful tone. “When the time comes, I will do my part. But for now, my people are best served with me here.”  
 
    “What do you want from me?” she said, tamping down an overpowering sensation of fury, disgust, and terror. He could kill her in an instant. And he knew she was no longer his to command. Hell, he had essentially released her from her oath of loyalty without being the least bit upset or worried about what she might do. 
 
    “There’s a new race living among your people,” he explained. “They are more…compatible with my kind. Or at least I believe them to be. I would need to bring them here to be sure.” 
 
    “New race? I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t,” he said. “But the fact remains that I need you to bring them to me.” 
 
    Had he gone completely over the edge? What new race? “Who are they?” 
 
    “That is what I intend to find out.” 
 
    “Suppose you’re right. Suppose this ‘new race’ exists. You think they’ll just let me bring them to you?” she mocked, with a condescending chuckle. “What do you want me to do? March up and say, Hello. Remember me? The King, who has unleashed the worst hell imaginable on Vale and slaughtered countless people, wants you to come to Troi. Don’t worry. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    This drew an even heartier laugh. “You could try that, I suppose. But no. I don’t think that would work.” 
 
    “Fine. Suppose I am able to somehow convince these whoever-they-are to come. What do I get in return?” 
 
    His face grew suddenly hard, the laughter gone, and his eyes fixed on Linx with an intensity that demanded she not look away. “You get a reprieve for humankind. Deliver these people to me and I won’t harm another human. You may go in peace, so long as you never return to Vale.” 
 
    He was lying. He had to be. There was no way, after all he’d done, that he was willing to simply show the people of Vale the door and wish them well. “How can I trust you?” 
 
    “I have given you no reason not to,” he responded, flatly. “I have not lied to you. I have killed your friends, yes. Threatened to annihilate your species even. But I have not lied. I have told you my plans every step of the way. As they evolved, I have told you how. As I learned more, I have told you what I learned. I have not denied you access to anything. I did not have you killed even when you were working against me. Though you have lied to me, I have not responded in kind. So I do not think it is my word in question.” 
 
    Linx tried to respond, to refute what he had said, but she could not. He hadn’t lied. For all his atrocities, he had told the truth every step of the way. He had forgiven her when she betrayed him, going so far as to allow her to continue working against him without repercussion or vengeance.   
 
    “All I can do is try,” she said finally. “But you have to know there isn’t much chance. I mean, why would they come?” 
 
    “Because they’ve nowhere else to go,” he replied. “All you need do is bring these new people within the walls of Troi. The sooner that happens, the sooner your kind will be free of us.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?”  
 
    “Then I’ll unleash my kind to slaughter every living soul in Troi.” He said this as calmly as if he were describing what he’d had for lunch. “I will call my remaining hellspawn and hunt down whatever remains of humans in Vale. And when I’m finished, I will go forth and find these people and bring them here. The only difference is what I’m offering saves the lives of your entire race. The outcome is the same for me whatever you choose.” 
 
    She stared for the span of several breaths into unblinking eyes. “When should I leave?” 
 
    “Today. And hurry. Every minute wasted increases the chance of more blood.” 
 
    Linx turned, her legs heavy, her heart aching. What if Drake and Lenora still lived? The thought of facing them was enough to bring tears gushing from her eyes. The things she had done. The people she had hurt. Drake would know at a glance. How would he react? 
 
    Along the way home, she could smell the acrid odor of a tar fire. Glass was breaking somewhere a block over. The city was coming unraveled. And if she failed, it would become a tomb. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Drake found Gorlan to be pleasant enough company. After a few days, his attitude had softened, and they would engage in light conversation. Mostly Gorlan was interested in Drake’s time as a royal guard, and paid close attention when Drake described their training and tactics.  
 
    “I have to say, your methods would not work with a Bomar army,” he’d said.  
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Drake responded. “Our objective was not to fight an opposing force. We protected the noble families and patrolled the provinces to protect their interests.” 
 
    “So you guarded the things they owned?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Drake searched for an easy explanation. “You see, the provinces are enormous. You have a local sheriff keeping the peace in towns, and the magistrate deals with a larger area. We only became involved when they were overwhelmed or spread too thin. The reputation of our weapons and training were usually enough to keep people in line. You didn’t want a Royal Guard patrol to come barreling down your street. Not to mention some of the nastier criminal elements were well armed. Sometimes more than a match for magistrate officers.” He thought for a few seconds, adding: “It often was a bit more complicated than that, though. I can’t count the times I was patrolling in the same area as the magistrate. And a local sheriff…those bastards were all corrupt. So while in theory, we had a specific job to do, in practice we just went where we were needed at any given moment.”  
 
    “Sounds confusing.” He glanced down at Drake’s weapon. “And that gave you the advantage?” 
 
    “That”—he pulled up his shirt, drawing in mana to make the crystal in his chest glow through the skin—“and this.” 
 
    Gorlan extended his hand but withdrew before actual contact. “What is it?” 
 
    Drake was reluctant to tell the general that it was the same type of crystal that had destroyed his city and killed his people. They were getting on well, and the reminder might change that. “It powers my weapon and gives me certain physical advantages.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Better endurance, higher metabolism, keener eyesight, and a resistance to injury.” 
 
    “Bullets?” 
 
    Drake nodded. “Large caliber bullets can penetrate deep enough to kill me. But most handguns won’t. Hurts like all hell. But I’ll live.” 
 
    “How does it affect sensation?” 
 
    “Not at all, as far as I can tell. At least I can’t tell the difference from before and after it was implanted. I’m still ticklish. I still don’t like cold weather. But there are drawbacks. I can’t get drunk, no matter how much whiskey I drink.”  
 
    Gorlan huffed. “You call that a drawback?” 
 
    “When you lived the life I’ve lived? Yeah. It’s a drawback.” 
 
    They stopped each night at precleared campsites. Most were near a stream or pond where they could get washed up and clean their clothes. The six men Malbis had sent were expert woodsmen and hunters, and they provided Drake his second taste of wild game. To their amusement, he did not enjoy it.  
 
    “It tastes…wrong,” he’d said. But he ate it regardless.  
 
    Gorlan promised that he would get used to it, but Drake had serious doubts.  
 
    The men were pleasant enough. At least more so than Drake had anticipated, given that they had been sent by Malbis. He had to remind himself that he might very well be biased toward Gorlan’s plight. Aside from the guilt he felt, he respected the man; whereas he found Malbis to be a shortsighted opportunist. Still, should his assessment be accurate, that was no reason to hold it against these men. As they knew nothing of his crimes against their people, they treated him with all the courtesy he could ask for. 
 
    While Drake could not get drunk, Gorlan had no such protection from the effects of alcohol. On their last night before arriving at the train, he brought out a bottle of clear liquid that when opened filled the air with the aroma of lemons. Drake tasted it and handed it back, mouth twisted crudely.  
 
    “It figures you’d not be able to appreciate a fine drink when you taste it,” Gorlan jabbed.  
 
    “I guess I’m not as refined as you are,” Drake said, spitting out the lingering remnants into the campfire.  
 
    The sun was below the tree line, the forest quite dense in this region. The road had narrowed and was pitted from weather, and there was no water source nearby this time. To compound matters, the nights were becoming increasingly frigid, and a stiff wind from the north promised that this would be the coldest yet.  
 
    Gorlan and the others didn’t appear to mind, though they teased Drake for huddling so close to the fire.  
 
    “This is a warm summer day compared to what’s in store for us up north,” one of them said, as he rolled out his blanket. “But don’t worry, Chen over there prefers men. I’m sure you can cuddle with him.” 
 
    Chen was a bear of a man, easily a head taller than Drake and far broader in the shoulders. His thick black beard and bulbous nose didn’t make for the most attractive man, for sure, though his gruff appearance was offset by a persistent smile.  
 
    Chen winked over at him. “Happy to share some warmth with you,” he said.  
 
    Drake chuckled. “Sorry, my friend. I’m married. But I have to tell you, even if I preferred the company of men…well…look at me. I could do better.” 
 
    This drew a round of raucous good-spirited laughter from the entire group.  
 
    “He is an ugly bastard,” one of the others remarked, slapping Chen on the back.  
 
    “I’m pretty in the dark,” Chen said, unoffended.  
 
    Drake was not tired and was pleased when Chen brought out a small stringed instrument and began playing. It looked ridiculously tiny in his pawlike hands, though despite thick fingers, he played well, or at least well enough to be entertaining. The instrument had a short neck with five strings and a surprisingly deep resonance for its size. Two of the others began to sing, though their voices did not complement the music very well. Still, the performance drew smiles from Drake and Gorlan, who by this time had finished half the bottle and was swaying more from intoxication than the music.  
 
    The frivolity persisted well into the dark hours of the night, Drake’s lifted mood going far to help battle the cold. He didn’t even mind the odd-tasting meat and sharp bite of the wild onions. He found himself growing comfortable around these brutish people, more comfortable than he had been in some time. Their easy humor was uncouth, but not meant to be offensive. The way they watched over one another reminded him of the connection he shared with his comrades in the guard, but rather than being brought on by a common threat of danger, it came from the simple bonds of friendship.  
 
    It was when Chen yawned and announced the entertainment over that Drake heard something that had escaped him before: a rustle in the underbrush. Not from a rabbit or some other rodent; he had already learned to tell when they were about, and the teasing he’d received for thinking it was something dangerous lurking in the dark ensured he would not repeat the mistake.  
 
    This was something big—and something trying to be quiet. This was a predator. He glanced around the campfire, realizing no one else had heard it. Gorlan was already on his back, a nearly empty bottle still in hand, dozing.  
 
    He shifted his body so he could get quickly to his feet and gradually slid his P37 from its holster and placed it beside his thigh. Chen noticed him doing this and instantly began jerking his head from side to side looking for danger. Drake was the only one among them who kept his weapon close; the rest were in a locked box in their wagon.  
 
    Chen cleared his throat loudly, alerting the others, though Gorlan was now completely passed out.   
 
    The sounds that came next were definitely made by human feet and not a large animal. Piercing the blackness, he caught a glimpse of a head ducking behind a low shrub, the tip of a spear poking out several inches giving away his position. These must be the Zarpa, Drake thought. From what he’d learned from Gorlan, they carried little more than clubs and spears. They wouldn’t be a threat to him, but unarmed, the others might not fare as well.  
 
    He flooded the mana chamber, running through what would be the best course of action. But the Zarpa would not be giving him the time to do anything but react.   
 
    A riot of feral screams surrounded them, shocking Gorlan awake. At least twenty figures burst from the forest into the clearing, encircling the group with startling speed and coordination. All were men, wearing an array of leather clothing, some wrapped in thick furs. They were carrying a mishmash of heavy wooden clubs, stone axes, and long, stone-tipped spears. Their beards were braided and dyed various shades of red, blue, and yellow, and while a few had shaved heads, most had decorated their long hair with strips of dyed leather and multicolored feathers.  
 
    The Bomar and Drake leapt to their feet. The Bomar wisely did not attempt to reach their weapons, and Drake decided that for the moment, he would show restraint.  
 
    “Fuck,” Gorlan spat, still unsteady from too much drink. “What the hell do you lot want?” 
 
    “Let’s not antagonize them,” Drake said, under his breath.  
 
    But whether it was the drink making him belligerent or he was just unafraid of the Zarpa, Gorlan would not be quiet.  
 
    “Answer me, you smelly bastards,” he roared. “What do you want?” 
 
    The others were definitely afraid, and were hissing for Gorlan to be quiet.  
 
    “You should watch your tongue, old man,” said a thick-armed Zarpa, holding a knobbed oak club.  
 
    Drake was a bit surprised to hear that they spoke the Bomar language, albeit with a strange accent.  
 
    “Or what? You’ll attack us with your rocks and sticks?” 
 
    “As you have only your hands,” the Zarpa pointed out, with a vicious grin, “I think you should shut your mouth. Or I’ll shut it for you.” 
 
    “I may be unarmed,” Gorlan countered. “But my friend here”—he tossed his head at Drake—“he is not.” 
 
    “Maybe we should find out what they want,” Drake suggested. 
 
    The Zarpa chuckled. “It seems your friend has no stomach for fighting.” 
 
    Gorlan met his gaze firmly. “Why don’t you find out?” 
 
    Drake groaned inwardly. “There’s no need for violence. I think if they wanted a fight, they would have just attacked.” 
 
    “You should listen to your friend, old man,” the Zarpa said, as if scolding an unruly youth.  
 
    This did not sit well with Gorlan. “And you should run, before you end up joining your ancestors. Or whatever it is you pray to.” 
 
    The Zarpa took a step forward. “Shut him up, or I will.” 
 
     Drake took careful stock of the situation. The Zarpa were becoming increasingly hostile, their posture more aggressive, and the restraint the man who Drake presumed was the leader was clearly wearing thin. But Gorlan, whom he would not have thought to behave so foolishly, was drunk enough to have lost all inhibitions. Drake had seen it before in the taverns and brothels of the provinces more times than he could count… and it usually ended badly. 
 
    “Try it,” Gorlan growled, fists balled.   
 
    Drake had only a fleeting second to act. He turned to Gorlan. “Sorry about this.” There was a tiny pop and a flash of blue light from the P37. Gorlan stiffened and then went limp, dropping to the ground in a heap.  
 
    The Zarpa took a startled step back. So did the Bomar.  
 
    Quickly Drake readied a far more powerful shot, in case fear turned to rage. “Now, can we just settle down?” 
 
    “What did you do to him?” Chen demanded.  
 
    “He’ll be fine in an hour or so,” Drake assured him. “Hung over, but fine.” 
 
    “How did you do that?” the Zarpa asked, recovering his wits, and forcing the look of shock to return to a scowl.  
 
    Drake held up the P37. “With this. I apologize if Gorlan offended you. But you should know that he wasn’t wrong. If you intend us harm, it will end badly. I can do more than knock someone out with this.” 
 
    The man gave the P37 a hard stare. “We are here to stop you from going to the Shrine of the Founder. Turn back and we’ll have no quarrel.” 
 
    Drake was unsure what he was talking about. “We’re not heading for a shrine. So you have no reason to worry.” 
 
    “You go to learn the forbidden knowledge, do you not? You go to steal the secrets of the Founder? To ride the great metal beast to the place where she dwells for eternity?” 
 
    Drake understood. “Yes. Well, no. We’re not going there to steal anything.” 
 
    The man sniffed. “Do not lie. The Bomar tribe has already taken what is not theirs. They defied our elders. Defied the laws of the Founder.” 
 
    “Superstitious nonsense,” Chen snapped.  
 
    “Is that right? Then what has become of your great city? A city built against the will of the Founder. A city built on knowledge you should have never sought. It has been razed to the ground. A punishment for your sins.” 
 
    “What happened to Malizar had nothing to do with the Founder,” one of the older Bomar insisted. “It was an accident.” 
 
    The Zarpa leader gave a derisive laugh. “You lose everything, yet you still refuse to face the truth. But it no longer matters. You will not defile the Shrine again. You will not risk the destruction of the world through your arrogance. We will not permit it.” 
 
    Drake was tempted to listen to the Zarpa and turn back, but one look at the Bomar told him that this would not be an option. What was worse was that he had no idea how to explain what they were doing in a way that could be understood by these people.  
 
    “First, I have no idea who the Founder is,” he said. “I am not Bomar. So maybe if someone told me what the problem is, we could come to a resolution.” 
 
    The Zarpa looked at him skeptically. “How is it you are not Bomar?” 
 
    “I’m from somewhere else. A place called Vale. And I can promise you, none of the knowledge the Bomar took from this shrine is forbidden. My people use similar and even more powerful knowledge. My weapon is proof.” 
 
    “Stolen from the Founder is more likely,” he shot back. “Like the rest of the abominations you built.” His fingers flexed around the handle of his weapon. “Turn back now, or you will never see your home again.” 
 
    Drake took a long breath, feeling sickened that this was going to end in blood. “I’m asking you to please reconsider. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Nor I you,” he said. “But neither can I allow you to go on.” 
 
    The Zarpa let out a sharp high-pitched whistle, and in unison, they charged in. Drake, anticipating this, shifted left and let loose a bolt of mana that ruptured into tiny glowing slivers after only a few feet, slamming into four of the Zarpa at once. A second shot felled two more, leaving him room to maneuver.  
 
    The Bomar were fighting fiercely, though being unarmed were at a marked disadvantage. A spear had pierced Chen’s leg, but the wound only served to infuriate the large man. Turning on his attacker, he sent beefy fists crushing into a foe’s jaw and nose, sending him collapsing in a heap. Another Bomar was not so fortunate and had taken a blow to the head from a club, and was lying face down in the grass, blood soaking his back. 
 
    Drake dropped to a crouch and let fly two rapid bursts, meant to distract more than harm. They exploded in a cloud of gray smoke, the concussion thumping in his chest. This saved the life of a third Bomar, who unwisely did not take advantage of the distraction and quickly reengaged.  
 
    Drake felled six more Zarpa in quick succession, using rounds that would flash with a bright yellow light upon striking its target. This had the intended effect, terrifying the remaining Zarpa into a full retreat.  
 
    Drake nearly tripped over the still unconscious Gorlan. Had the situation not been so serious, he would have laughed. Instead, he bent down to check that he was unharmed. Satisfied, he returned his attention to the other Bomar.  
 
    Two had been killed—including their leader, Bumpy—and one more aside from Chen was wounded, from a blow to the ribs. Chen had suffered another deep gash above his left eye from a stone ax.   
 
    Of the Zarpa left behind, two still lived, though one judging by the severity of his wound, courtesy of Chen’s fists, would not live long. The other was the leader to whom Drake had spoken. He had received a blast of mana to the right collarbone, and though burned and unable to move for the time being, would survive.  
 
    Drake aided in treating the wounded Bomar, though none spoke a word to him throughout. They were afraid, their eyes repeatedly drifting down to his weapon. They then dragged the dead Zarpa away from the campsite to the edge of the tree line, while the two uninjured men dug graves for their comrades. The Zarpa leader was bound at the wrists and secured in the back of the lead wagon.  
 
    It was just when the graves were finished that Gorlan regained consciousness. It took him a moment to fully appreciate what he was seeing, but once it became clear, he stormed over to where Drake was standing beside the wagon.  
 
    “I should thrash you for this,” he bellowed. 
 
    Drake gave him a sideways look. “For what? Saving your life?” 
 
    “You had no right to turn your weapon on me,” he said, stepping in uncomfortably close.  
 
    “You were being belligerent,” Drake said. “I was trying to avoid…all this. You were making it impossible. So don’t blame me if you can’t handle your alcohol.” 
 
    This struck Gorlan into silence. He knew Drake was right, but was not about to admit it. He turned and strode over to the wounded men, but was soundly rebuffed. Chen was the most outspoken.  
 
    “No one cares if you’re a drunk, general,” he said. “But we’ve all lost friends and family. Get it together, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    As they buried their dead, Gorlan held back his tears. It was plain that he was ashamed. But Drake decided once they were underway not to attempt to console him. Gorlan’s shame was his alone to bear. If he wanted to share that burden, that was his choice to make.  
 
    “Why are we taking the Zarpa with us?” Gorlan said, breaking the long quiet just as dawn was drawing near.  
 
    “If what we find is important,” Drake replied, “perhaps showing him what’s there will make him understand that it’s not some secret knowledge or the property of a mysterious god. Then he might try to explain it to his people. It would be one less danger.” 
 
    “Reasonable,” Gorlan admitted. After another pause in conversation, he added: “I want to apologize for my behavior. Lately, when I drink, I’m…not myself. Maybe age is catching up to me.” 
 
    “You’re not the first man to get drunk and let rage get the better of him,” Drake said.  
 
    “No,” he agreed. “But I was a leader of soldiers. I’m supposed to have more self-control and discipline. Like Chen said, I’m not the only one who has suffered loss.” 
 
    “We all deal with it in our own way,” Drake said. “Those men who tried to stop us? They sealed their own fate. You didn’t make them attack us.” 
 
    “I sure as hell didn’t help.” 
 
    Drake cracked a grin. “True enough. But nothing you did impacted the outcome. In that way, you were lucky.” 
 
    “At least I could have fought,” Gorlan said.  
 
    “Unarmed? At your age? No offense, General, but not having to worry about you probably saved me from a vicious wound—or worse. I have protection against injury. But my skin isn’t made of steel.” 
 
    Gorlan rankled at being thought of as a liability in a fight; that much was obvious by his expression. But he did not offer any objections.  
 
    Around the time the sun was full in the sky, the Zarpa leader began to stir. Initially, he thrashed about against his bonds, but gradually settled down when he realized there would be no escape.  
 
    His gaze focused on Drake for nearly half an hour before he spoke.  “Are you a devil?” he asked. 
 
    Drake let out an involuntary laugh at this suggestion. “A devil? No. I am definitely not a devil. My name is Drake Sharazi. What should I call you?” When he did not respond, Drake said, “I have to call you something.” 
 
    “I am Farok, chief of the Hudari tribe,” he announced, chin jutted. “If you do not let me go, my people will come for me.” 
 
    “They had better come soon, then,” Gorlan remarked, pointing a finger. “Unless they can fly, they won’t catch us.” 
 
    Ahead Drake saw that the road was blocked off by a wooden fence, beyond which he could make out several small buildings. 
 
    The fence was badly rotted, so Drake ripped it free and tossed it aside. After a few more yards, the train came into view. It was smaller than the one he had ridden to Malizar, with only a pair of cars attached. The station was designed roughly in the same way as that he’d seen in the first village he’d been to, with a zig-zag of tracks used to turn the train around when necessary. Fortunately, this one was already pointed in the right direction. Five large mounds of the black rock that fueled the engine were piled on the far side of the tracks, and a tall water cistern stood just ahead of the train. But otherwise there was nothing of obvious interest. 
 
    The others were not in a jovial mood, feeling the loss of their companions, yet they set straight to work the moment the wagons halted.   
 
    Chen fought through his injuries, ignoring pleas for him to rest. “I’ll rest when I’m dead,” he said. He cast a hate-filled look at Farok. “And they’ll have to try a lot harder than that to put me down.” 
 
    Gorlan rummaged around in the back for some dried figs and salted meat. “It will take some time for them to get the engine running.” 
 
    Drake accepted the figs but passed on the meat. “How long?” 
 
    “If the gears and pistons were greased thoroughly, a few hours.” 
 
    “If not?” 
 
    “Not until morning.” 
 
    Drake did not want to test Farok’s assertion that his people would come for him. He was a chieftain, after all. They might decide to risk facing the P37 again in order to rescue him.  
 
    Drake leaned back and threw his legs over the front of the wagon. “Farok back there referred to you as the Bomar tribe.” 
 
    Gorlan nodded. “A long time ago we were not very different from the Zarpa.” 
 
    Farok spat. “You use words like an ignorant child. I am Hudari.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Zarpa is the name of our land,” he said. “Not our people.” 
 
    “How many different tribes live in Zarpa?” Drake asked, careful to respect Farok’s sensibilities. There was no need to antagonize him.  
 
    “There were once five,” he said, glaring at Gorlan. “But the Bomar became restless. They explored forbidden lands. Places none are meant to go. Ice and snow, wind and darkness. Yet they did not care. Like blind men they stumbled on, heedless of our laws, heedless of consequences—until they uncovered the Shrine of the Founder. It was there they learned the ways of devils. They turned their back on their neighbor, and soon five tribes became four. The Bomar abandoned the light to serve the evil dwelling in their own hearts. And now you bring me to witness the completion of their folly.”   
 
    “How do you know all this?” Drake asked.  
 
    Farok averted his eyes.  
 
    “They pass their stories from generation to generation by telling them at special gatherings. They have no written language; haven’t for some time. They abandoned it when we broke ties with the other tribes.” 
 
    “So some of what he said is true?” 
 
    “All of it is true,” Farok cut in. “And he knows it.” 
 
    Gorlan sighed, rolling his eyes. “It is true we were loosely associated with other groups of people a long time ago. We traded, mostly. The Bomar were primarily farmers at the time. But we were skilled in metal work and textiles, too. Not what you would consider advanced, but more so than the others. Some of the tribes had yet to master steel. And they were eager to get ours. Basically, we became wealthy through trade. That was around the time Malizar was founded. I don’t know exactly how long ago. I haven’t read the histories since I was a boy.” His eyes drifted to Farok. “Which is how I know what really happened. I read it.” 
 
    Farok spat, but said nothing.  
 
    “Anyway, we began to expand our reach, which made the other tribes feel threatened. So war broke out. It didn’t last long. Our weapons were far better. Soon the other tribes sued for peace, agreeing to retreat to the north and west. Some time later, we uncovered the vaults. I’m not sure why we decided to go so far north, but that’s what happened. We opened the first vault, found books that whoever built it left behind, and over time deciphered what was in them. Or some of it, at least.” 
 
    “Where does the Founder fit into all this?” Drake asked.  
 
    “That was an old legend,” Gorlan answered with a dismissive wave. “Though thinking about it now, maybe there was some truth there. Not in the way he thinks; whoever built the vaults were no more gods than I am. But perhaps the legend was based on someone real. It could have been the reason we went looking in the first place. I really couldn’t say.” 
 
    “I hope your tongue rots and drops from your mouth,” Farok said, still refusing to look at him.  
 
    “Then why don’t you tell me what makes the Shrine forbidden?” Drake offered. “We have time. Convince me.” 
 
    “I do not banter with devils,” he said.  
 
    Drake shrugged with deliberate indifference. “That’s fine. Then I’ll just have to assume Gorlan is telling the truth.” 
 
    Farok flashed a furious look. “Gorlan lies. And he knows it.” 
 
    “He’s the only one telling the story,” Drake said.  
 
    “I am not a Spirit Singer,” Farok said. 
 
    Drake guessed that this was some sort of official storyteller. “Give it a try.” 
 
    Farok shifted to sit up straight. “I will tell you why we are not to seek the knowledge. Why it is forbidden. Then you will know.” He cast a smug look at Gorlan as if to say he was about to prove him a liar. Gorlan did not look concerned in the slightest.  
 
    “Long ago, before the tribes, before the herds wandered the forest and plains, our people were spread throughout the entire world, in numbers that were greater than the stars in the heavens. We lived in mighty cities, with lightning-powered machines of iron and steel that breathed smoke and fire. We had become masters of all, fearful of none, arrogant and bloated until there was naught else to conquer. So in our arrogance we turned on one another, causing destruction the likes of which the mind cannot fathom. War, pestilence, drought, and starvation soon followed. And we were laid low.  
 
    “It was then the Founder came—a woman of such grace and kindness that all who beheld her wept simply from being in her presence. Though we did not deserve her mercy, she offered it nonetheless and gathered unto her bosom all that which had caused hearts to break, to be corrupted. She placed it within her shrine and sealed it away so that we would never again come to such a pass.  
 
    “In return for her grace, we swore never to seek such knowledge again, and to honor her love for us by never breaking that oath.” He looked again at Gorlan as if he had won a great victory. “You will forgive the clumsiness of the telling. I am not gifted with verse.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Drake said. “It was very instructive.” 
 
    “So now that you know the truth, you will turn back?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t,” Drake said. “Not because I don’t believe you. But it’s simply not possible.” 
 
    “Then you doom us all.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Samuel stared across the empty expanse, where a lone figure stood on the far side of the barrier. He didn’t recognize her at first, but soon realized who it was: Linx. She had initially asked to speak to Drake, but then asked for Bane when told Drake was not with them.  
 
    “Why me? Why not Lenora?” 
 
    “You just have that way about you,” Clara said. 
 
    Samuel hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud. “It has to be a trick. Last we heard, her loyalty was to Salazar. She was with him when the hellspawn were loosed.” 
 
    “She did save your life,” Clara pointed out. “Maybe her loyalties aren’t so clear cut. It’s possible she had nothing to do with what happened.” 
 
    “She looks older,” he remarked. “I don’t think she’s barely out of her teens. But look at her.” 
 
    Linx had her hair wrapped in a tight bun and was wearing a set of gray coveralls rather than the uniform of the royal guard. Her P37 hung loosely on her belt along with a six-inch blade. The vehicle she had arrived in was a short distance back, at this moment being inspected by his father, and its contents were scattered about the ground.  
 
    Linx did not appear afraid or anxious, and she stood with hands folded at her waist. Two other vehicles had gone out to scout the area to be sure she had not brought others with her.  
 
    Zara was standing beside Clara, barely able to keep still.  
 
    “This has to be a trick,” Zara said. She glanced up at the men atop the pylons, aiming their rifles. “Make sure when you speak with her, you’re well clear of their line of sight.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I doubt she came all this way just to kill me.” 
 
    “Where is Lenora?” Clara asked.  
 
    “She wasn’t feeling well,” Samuel replied. “Breakfast didn’t agree with her.” He exchanged a knowing look with Clara. “Besides, if Linx wanted Lenora, she’d have asked for her.” 
 
    A large gathering stood a dozen or so yards back. Since a course of action had yet to be finalized, this new development stirred up mixed feelings among the people. Some were hopeful for good news, while others feared the worst. Samuel was uncertain how to feel. More than ever he wished Drake would return. He would know what to do. He at least knew Linx.  
 
    A few minutes later, the two cars returned and reported that so far as they could tell, Linx had come alone. That, at least, was a relief. Clara relaxed a bit also.  
 
    Not long after, Dorn returned to say that the vehicle had no tracking devices or anything that they might be worried over. “Not unless who ever installed it is better than I am,” he said. “And I seriously doubt that.” 
 
    “I love your modesty,” Samuel said with a light-hearted tone, which broke the tension. “So she came alone, and without a way for anyone to know where she is.” He spread his hands. “I guess that has to be good enough.” 
 
    Clara caught his arm as he started toward the barrier and kissed him. “Be careful. If she tries anything, roast the bitch alive.” 
 
    Samuel flicked her nose. “Not a problem. One false move and you’ll see one roasted girl.” 
 
    Slipping through the barrier, he held up his hands—not to show that he was unarmed but that he had not prepared a spell. This was a tactic he’d used often as a hawker to calm the nerves of a runner. Of course, he could cast lethal magic in the blink of an eye with no preparation. But very few people knew that. Most mages lacked this particular skill.  
 
    Linx looked on impassively until he was within a few yards and then gestured for him to stop. “I’m disarming. Make sure your men don’t shoot me.” 
 
    “Just move slowly and you’ll be fine,” Samuel assured her.  
 
    Linx withdrew her P37 and placed it on the ground. “Now I’m at your mercy. Are you prepared to listen to what I have to say?” 
 
    “First tell me why you asked for me and not Lenora.”  
 
    “She is too kind-hearted to hear what I’m about to tell you,” she replied matter of factly. “She would never see the wisdom of what I am proposing. Or if she did, she could never go through with it.” 
 
    Samuel felt an uneasy feeling rising in the pit of his stomach. She had asked for him because he could be ruthless when required. “Go through with what?” 
 
    “There are people with you who are not human.” This was a statement, not a question; though how she would know this was unclear.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Don’t play games,” she snapped. “I know they’re with you. It’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “Then why ask?” 
 
    Linx chuckled, shaking her head. “I forgot what a smartass you are. But I’m asking you to resist the urge. I’m here to save you.” 
 
    Samuel lifted a brow. “Save me? Why would you care what happens to me? We barely know one another.” Seeing her stern look, he waved a hand. “Fine. But the question remains. Why would you care about us? What are we to you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she admitted. “It’s not only you I intend to save. It’s you, me, and everyone in Troi. Our entire race. Unless you listen to me, there will be nothing left of us.” 
 
    “You have my attention.” 
 
    “Whoever these people with you are, Salazar wants them. He’s willing to allow everyone to leave Vale in peace if we hand them over.” 
 
    Samuel waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. “That’s it? We give him the Nelwyn and we go free?” 
 
    “That’s the deal he’s offering. The moment the…Nelwyn? the moment they’re within the walls of Troi, his concern about what we do ends.” 
 
    Samuel sniffed. “And I’m supposed to believe that?” 
 
    “What choice is there? He’s erected a perimeter around Vale, as you already know. If he wants, he can create more crystals throughout all the provinces. And if any survive that, he still has the hellspawn to finish them off. If you can betray the Nelwyn, none of this will happen.” 
 
    “And you thought I was a better person to tell than Lenora?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure. I don’t really know her. But I hoped so.” 
 
    “I assume you have a plan for getting them there?” 
 
    Linx shook her head. “I have no idea how to do it. In fact, I have no plans whatsoever. Salazar knows I’m not his anymore. Not that I really ever was. But even street trash like me has limits.” 
 
    Samuel felt oddly sympathetic. He knew she had come from nothing; then against all probability, the promise of wealth and position had been dangled before her. Placed at the head of the royal guard by the king’s decree. And somehow she’d managed to hold on to that position despite her age and background—only to find herself in the service of the worse murderer in the history of Vale. That she was not rocking on the floor, drooling and talking to herself, was impressive.  
 
    “Why does he want the Nelwyn?” 
 
    Linx averted her eyes, slipping into deep contemplation, as if she were having an inner debate that she was unsure how to resolve.  
 
    “At this point,” Samuel said, “I think it might be better if you just come out with it. You’ve already asked that we send friends and allies to their death to save our own skin. How much worse can it be?” 
 
    She looked up, her mouth taut, premature age lines creasing her forehead. “I have no problem delivering more bad news. I just don’t know how to tell you without sounding crazy. I need you to believe me.” 
 
    “Now I’m definitely intrigued.” 
 
    Linx inhaled deeply, blowing out the breath as if ridding herself of contaminated air.  “Salazar is dead. At least the man who was Salazar is.” 
 
    Samuel cocked his head. “Then who’s living in the palace? Who is it we’re fighting?” 
 
    “A demon.” 
 
    Samuel spat out a laugh. “I can see why you were worried. A demon?” 
 
    “A demon,” she repeated, her voice unwavering. “Or a spirit. A being. To be honest, I don’t really know what he is. All I know is that he has possessed the body of King Salazar.” 
 
    “Let me guess: he’s the one who loosed the hellspawn on Vale, not the real Salazar.” 
 
    “Oh, no. That was all Salazar’s idea. In the beginning, he wanted to deplete the population so that our resources wouldn’t run out. He had to do this without blame falling on him, so he came up with the idea for the hellspawn.” 
 
    “Bullshit. There have been hellspawn attacks for years. Long before he was born.” 
 
    “I didn’t say he invented hellspawn. I said he came up with an idea for how they could be used. But so you know, hellspawn are nothing more than people twisted and corrupted by mana. A few would be released now and then to keep the people in line. Make them afraid.” 
 
    “Yes, we know all this,” Samuel said. “It doesn’t explain what came after. He’s won. Vale is all but empty. The rest of us are happy to go away and never come back. And now he’s trapped us.” 
 
    “Salazar’s plan gradually changed as the demon took a greater hold on him,” she said. “As his mind became less Salazar and more demon, the demon’s will took over. And the demon has his own agenda.” 
 
    “Let’s slow down a minute,” Samuel said, feeling a bit overwhelmed. “Do you know what this demon is?” 
 
    “I know where it came from,” she said. “I know how it was born. But what it is? Not really, no.” 
 
    “Tell me what you do know, then.” 
 
    “It came from the vex crystals in the power station. That’s where the demon was born. As the high mages corrupted the mana streams, something happened, and it…came to life, I suppose is one way to put it. How precisely, I don’t know. But however it happened, it wanted out. Why or how it chose Salazar is another mystery. I do know that he was the first to be possessed. But now, there are more.” 
 
    “How many?”  
 
    “So far, less than a dozen. They seem to only be able to possess a body capable of using mana.” 
 
    “Which would explain why he wants the Nelwyn,” Samuel mused. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Only that they’re more powerful than any mage you’ve ever seen.” She went on to describe what had happened to the magistrate officers.  
 
    Samuel was dumbfounded. “Two mages did all that?” 
 
    “No. Two demons. They’re not the people they were.” 
 
    Samuel looked into her eyes, trying to find a lie. But he could not. As insane as the claim was, he knew it was the truth. “So basically you’re saying that these demons will allow us to leave Vale, and all we have to do is give them the Nelwyn so that they can possess their bodies instead of ours?” 
 
    “Salazar says they’re more compatible. But who the hell knows what that means?” 
 
    “I think I know.” He thought about what to do next for a long, quiet moment. So outlandish was what she’d said that convincing the others that Linx was sane and truthful would be a challenge unto itself. Lenora would believe her, but Zara would require better proof. As for the Nelwyn, he had no idea what to say to them. Excuse me. Would you mind terribly giving over your bodies to demons, so the rest of us can leave Vale? He let slip a self-deprecating chuckle. You’re charming. But not that charming. “Do you have anything that can back up your story?” 
 
    Linx reached into her pocket and withdrew a long vex crystal. “This comes from the power station. The voice coming from inside it is a lot quieter now, probably because we’re so far from the others. But I can still hear them.” She held it out. “If you listen, you’ll hear them too.” 
 
    Samuel reached out, then withdrew his hand. “I think I’ll wait.” 
 
    Linx returned the crystal to her pocket. “So, what happens next?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” he said. “I was about to ask you.” 
 
    She spread her hands. “I’ve played all my cards. I can’t go back to Troi. So I either stay here with you, or I wander the provinces and wait to die.” 
 
    “Where you go is entirely up to you,” he said. “But we are just as trapped as you are.” 
 
    Linx’s expression darkened. “I need you to know that there is no defeating Salazar. I need you to actually understand that. If you want to save us, these Nelwyn are the price we must pay for our lives.” 
 
    “The choice isn’t mine to make,” he said.  
 
    “You’re a leader, Samuel. I may not know you well, but I know that much. Assuming Zara is still running things, well, I’ve read her profile. She’ll choose survival. If both of you decide the Nelwyn are to be sacrificed, I would wager that is what will happen.” 
 
    “And what will you do if we decide to go down fighting?” 
 
    Linx considered this for a moment. “Then I suppose you’ll die. And I’ll die with you. Assuming after everything I’ve done, I’m welcome.” 
 
    Samuel smiled. “You’re not the only criminal here, not by a long shot. When you’re on the brink of extinction, forgiveness comes cheap.” He gestured for her to follow. “Leave your things. I’ll send someone to get them.” 
 
    Linx picked up her P37 and shoved it into her holster. “Then I’m at your disposal.” 
 
    As they neared the barrier, Linx noticed the vehicles on the other side. “How did you get them outside?” 
 
    “The short answer is, one part at a time,” he said. “If you want the long answer, you can ask my father.” 
 
    “I’m fine with the short answer.” 
 
    Samuel brought her to where Clara and Zara were waiting, and introduced Linx.  
 
    Clara was polite and, while a bit stiff, showed no hostility. Zara was not so willing to ignore the past.  
 
    “A lot of my people are dead because of you,” she said.  
 
    “What’s your point?” Linx fired back.  
 
    In a single swift motion, Zara pulled out a .44-caliber revolver from her waistband and had it pointed at Linx’s head. “My point is that I should just kill you and go have a snack.” 
 
    Linx did not flinch. “That might be the best idea you’ve ever had.” 
 
    Samuel placed a hand on the gun barrel. “I think you should hear what she has to say.” 
 
    Zara’s hand trembled, her finger rubbing across the trigger. “If she lies… if she insults the memory of my friends… if I think for a second she’s still playing both sides… or if I just feel like it, I’ll blow her fucking brains out.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Linx said. “But I should warn you, threatening a dead woman is no threat at all. As for playing both sides, I’ve always only played one side: mine.” 
 
    Zara flashed Samuel an angry look. “Get your hand off my gun.” 
 
    Samuel did as he was told and took a step back. Zara kept the gun pointed for a few more seconds before shoving it back into her belt.  
 
    “I hope it was worth it,” Zara said, both to Linx and to Samuel.  
 
    They hopped into the back of a waiting truck, and held tight as it sped away from the barrier. The tires flung dirt and gravel along the way, creating a cloud of gray dust in their wake.  
 
    “You’ve never seen anything beyond this, have you?” Clara asked. 
 
    Linx shook her head. “Some of my informants told me about it.” 
 
    “Informants?” Zara said, jerking her head around.  
 
    “I did my best to know what was happening outside of Troi,” she said. “And before you ask, I have no intention of telling you who they are. They did nothing to jeopardize you. I won’t give them up. Besides, all I learned was that you’d left Vale and had discovered that the land beyond wasn’t the desert we’d been led to believe. So there’s really no reason to be angry with them.” 
 
    “You don’t decide what I can be angry about,” Zara grumbled. 
 
    Linx rose to sit on the edge of the truck bed and look over the roof. This effectively ended conversation, as the roar of the wind kept Linx from hearing anything else. 
 
    “You should have killed her,” Zara said to Samuel. “I should have, for that matter.” 
 
    “Why do you hate her so much? She did warn us on occasion. Hell, she saved as many lives as she took.” 
 
    “She was with him from the beginning,” Zara said. “She helped Salazar destroy everything I’ve ever cared about.” 
 
    “You think she had a choice?” Clara broke in. 
 
    “We all have a choice,” Zara said.  
 
    “I’ll remember you said that,” Samuel remarked. 
 
    As the forest beyond Vale came into view, Linx’s mouth dropped open, and she leaned forward until she was almost lying across the roof of the truck.  
 
    They pulled up just shy of the tents and buildings, and parked beside several other vehicles that were being maintenance and repaired.  
 
    Linx stepped down, speechless.  
 
    “We’ve cleared out quite a bit of the trees and shrubs to make room for the tents,” Samuel said, smiling at her astonishment. “There used to be an illusion in place that prevented anyone from seeing this, but it dissipated after enough of us crossed.” 
 
    Tears welled in Linx’s eyes. “I had no idea. How?” 
 
    “We all feel the same way the first time,” Clara said. “And this is only the beginning. I haven’t been far myself, but Drake and Lenora have.” 
 
    Hearing Drake’s name stunned her back into the moment. She wiped her eyes and cleared the sobs that threatened to leap from her throat. “Where is Drake?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Drake,” Zara said, shoving passed Linx and striding with singular intent toward a small wooden building used mostly for storage. “Worry about convincing me to let you live.” 
 
    They entered the building, which at the time was empty aside from a few crates of blankets and a few random car parts shoved in the far corner.  
 
    Zara held out her hand to Linx. “Your weapon.” 
 
    Linx shrugged then handed it over. “Take it. Like I said, I don’t care if you kill me. From my perspective, I’m as good as dead anyway.” 
 
    Zara gave the weapon to Samuel. “So you claim. We’ll see soon enough. Now, what is it that I must know?” 
 
    Linx told her everything she’d said to Samuel. Unlike Samuel, however, Zara’s expression did not betray her thoughts. Clara, on the other hand, was incredulous, looking repeatedly to Samuel for confirmation.  
 
    “So it’s that simple,” Zara said, after Linx was finished. “We betray our friends and allies, and the rest of us go free?” She turned to Samuel. “Do you believe this?” 
 
    “I believe Linx is telling us what she knows. Whether Salazar—or whoever Salazar is now—will honor his word, I have no idea. My instincts say no. That no matter what we do, he intends to kill us all.” 
 
    “Clara?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think,” she admitted. “It’s all so…strange. I mean, demons? Possession?” 
 
    “I don’t think they’re actually demons,” Samuel said. “But they’re not like us, that much is undeniable. But what worries me is, what if he’s telling the truth?” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Zara said.  
 
    “You heard how powerful these things are. What if by taking over the Nelwyn bodies they become even more powerful? What’s to stop them from leaving Vale and finishing what they started?” 
 
    Zara nodded. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    Samuel swept his gaze slowly over the others before speaking. “I think you know what our choices are. Fight and die, run and die, hand over the Nelwyn and die later, or…” 
 
    “Kill the Nelwyn,” Clara cut in. “Deny Salazar his prize.” 
 
    An ominous silence descended on the room. Eyes met eyes with unspoken understanding, knowing that they were all thinking the same thoughts at the same time.  
 
    “It’s not enough,” Linx said, her voice causing Clara to jump. “We have to die too.” 
 
    Samuel pulled Clara close. Zara lowered her eyes.  
 
    “We sacrifice ourselves so those who have already left Vale can live.” 
 
    “I thought you said you were on your own side,” Zara remarked, this time absent the hatred and anger she had previously displayed. “Now you want to leap off a cliff to save people you’ve never met?” 
 
    “To be honest, I’d rather not. But then, what difference has what I wanted ever made?” She forced a fragile smile. “At least I can spit in the eye of my killer. Too bad it won’t be literally.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Salazar stepped from the pool and wrapped a soft cotton towel around his shoulders, the memories of the man whose body he inhabited swirling around in his awareness with a renewed ferocity. His kin were unhappy. They were putting demands upon him; demands he cared nothing about. Some had gone so far as to question his judgment. How dare they? I am King Salazar! 
 
    But I’m not. I am the eldest; the most experienced; the one among us who has a deep understanding of the world in which we now live. But I am neither Salazar nor a king. I am a creature of thought and spirit, freed from my prison to explore this wondrous new existence.  
 
    And yet as he dried the water from his skin, he did not have a sense of wonder. Not in the same way the others enjoyed. They had the luxury of frivolity. They could wallow in beauty, discovering it as a child discovers sweets, as someone blind given sight. They had the privilege he was denied.  
 
    He had taught them pleasures beyond their wildest imaginings. Pleasures of the flesh, something of which they could previously not have conceived. The softness of a lover’s kiss. The ecstasy of passion’s release. The taste of something sweet on the tongue. The scent of a delicate flower. And yet they were unfulfilled. Like the people whose bodies they inhabited, nothing was ever satisfactory. They always wanted more. They complained about that which they did not have rather than relish that which they did. One even wanted to live among the human population so as to learn more about them.  
 
    From behind, he heard the sound of bare feet on wet tiles. Slender fingers slipped over his shoulders, and the soft flesh of breasts pressed against his back.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Her voice was like satin, sultry and seductive. “Or should I find my entertainment elsewhere?” 
 
    Lips, hot and hungry, kissed the back of his neck, her tongue flitting to tease out more of his passion. He could feel himself getting hard.  
 
    “I can’t,” he said. “There’s too much work to do.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    Her hand slid around his chest, slowly working its way to his stomach. 
 
    “I’m sure.” He stepped away and continued drying his body. “Copel is interested in exploring sexual pleasure with your gender. I’m sure he would be more accommodating.” 
 
    Salazar knew he could not turn to face her. That if he did, his will would crumble. Even without viewing her naked form, he would surrender to his desires. And because of this, he was shamed. He had lied to resist her. She was simply curious about sexuality. It wasn’t unreasonable to expect that he would be willing to share in the experience. By human standards she was beautiful; by his standards as well.  
 
    Upon hearing the door close, he felt the most loathsome of all emotions creeping into his heart like a spiteful parasite. Jealousy. She would seek out Copel as he’d suggested. Until now, he had been her only lover. That would no longer be true.  
 
    A hot rush of fury forced out a feral scream. It reverberated from the tiles and slowly resolved back into silence. His memories took hold for a moment, and he found himself expecting concerned guards to rush in and see that he was unhurt. But no one would come. There were no guards to worry. No reason for them to exist. No power could challenge him. Without the scepter, he was more powerful than any mage who ever lived. With it, he wielded monstrous power that could accomplish both the fantastic and the terrible. And not the combined strength of all his kin could stop him.  
 
    I am king. I am the strongest. The others would not exist but for my generosity and love for them. They would remain trapped in a timeless void of pure thought without substance. 
 
    “It’s harder when it’s just your own voice.” 
 
    Salazar turned to see Copel standing in the doorway. He was wearing his coveralls and had clipped his hair short above the collar. He was giving Salazar a sad little smile, one that said he could feel his pain. That he understood what he was going through.  
 
    “Jezelle is looking for you,” Salazar said. 
 
    “She found me. I sent her to Lomax.” 
 
    Salazar furrowed his brow. “I thought you were curious about sex with a female.” 
 
    “I am. But I had the feeling you might need me.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he lied. “You should catch her. You won’t be disappointed.” 
 
    “There will be time for that later,” Copel said, stepping to the edge of the pool. He bent and touched the surface of the water with his fingertip, then took a long careful look around the room.  
 
    The tiles were fashioned in various colors to create mosaics of insects and flowers. Blues and pinks dominated the palette, but sprinkles of green and yellow kept it from being too uniform, and the reflection from the water gave the illusion of movement.  
 
    “So much work to build a room just to wet your body,” he mused. 
 
    “I didn’t build it,” Salazar protested.  
 
    “Of course not. Neither did the man you were, I suspect. None of this was your doing.” He stood back up. “Do you enjoy the water?’ 
 
    “Sometimes,” he replied.  
 
    “Are you sure it is you and not Salazar?” 
 
    He turned to face him fully, a slow rising heat rushing over his flesh. “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Only that you expect too much of yourself,” he said. “That you have tried to divorce yourself from the person whose body you inhabit too swiftly.” 
 
    “You presume to teach me?” 
 
    Copel looked mildly surprised. “Should I not voice my observations? You’re the first of us. But you aren’t omniscient. You have limits. And I might possess a perspective you do not.” 
 
    The heat receded, and Salazar lowered his head. “You’re right, of course. I value your thoughts, as I value those of all our kin. But to your point, I have not abandoned the person who was Salazar entirely. I am guided by his experience in many ways. But the person he was is dead inside me. He cannot speak to me as I once spoke to him.” 
 
    “I know. It’s the same with me.” Copel strolled around the edge of the pool, taking a seat at a round glass table. “I heard him in the beginning, begging for his existence to continue. He felt oblivion enveloping his mind, and it terrified him. Is that what death is? A vast nothingness? Will I one day have to face it as he did?” 
 
    “No,” Salazar replied firmly. He joined him at the table. “Our power can sustain these bodies forever. You needn’t fear death.” 
 
    “But what if I grow weary? What if I desire it?” 
 
    Salazar stiffened his back. “Don’t say that. We have this entire world to discover.” 
 
    Copel nodded slowly. “Yes. But will we discover? Or subdue? Has taking these forms made us too much like them?” Seeing that this line of thought was upsetting Salazar, he held up a hand. “I apologize. Random feelings and contemplations. Pay no mind to them.” 
 
    “No. You’re right to wonder about these things. I stumbled upon this man by sheer chance. In the beginning, all I wanted was to feel what he felt. See what he saw. Understand all that he knew. But I soon realized it was insufficient to be outside his mind. I had to have more. So I found a way in.” 
 
    “I remember,” Copel said. “Your curiosity about the humans baffled us all. Though we were still coming to terms with the fact we existed in the first place.” 
 
    “Do you still struggle with this?” 
 
    “Sometimes. But once I was free, I learned that it’s a struggle we all face, the humans even more than I do. They walk blindly into the future, without ever coming to understand the past. Theirs is always the now, an endless series of individual moments. Well, not endless. Which is what truly frightens them most—that one day, the next moment will not come, and all that will remain is darkness.” 
 
    “We need never fear as they do.” 
 
    “I am not sure that’s for the best. The man to whom this body belonged believed that beauty and love are only precious because our time in this world is finite.” He reached across the table and took Salazar’s hands. “I know you’re angered that we do not all share the same interests. That we are different in ways that our previous existence did not allow. But it cannot be avoided.” 
 
    “If it could? If we could all think and act as a single mind?” 
 
    Copel released him and leaned back. “That would depend. Who controls this mind? You?” 
 
    “I have discovered a new people,” he said. “Their connection to the power which created us is far stronger than in humans. With them as our vessels, we could truly become one.” 
 
    “Is this why you’ve stopped others from joining us?” 
 
    “Yes. I have set plans in motion to bring some of them here. Then we can shed these bodies and welcome our kin into a world where there is no doubt. Where the minds of lesser beings do not plague us.” 
 
    “And how do you know that we won’t face the same thing, only in different forms?” 
 
    “I touched their spirits. They are more like us than they could understand. They are perfect.” Seeing the misgiving written on his face, Salazar leaned in and gave him a loving smile. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    Copel regarded him for the span of two breaths, then nodded. “I know you have the best intentions at heart. And I trust you would do nothing to endanger us.” 
 
    “I’m relieved to hear you say that.” 
 
    “Still, I am not without reservations. I enjoy my individuality. Admittedly, sharing a mind with this man’s memories can be trying. But I am always me. It’s why I understood his fear. Why I’m feeling the same fear now.” 
 
    “You will always be you,” he promised. “But instead of sharing a mind with this flawed, broken shell of a creature, you will share with those who truly love and understand you.” 
 
    “When will you tell the others?” 
 
    “Let them enjoy themselves without the burden I’m carrying for now,” he replied. “You should do the same.” 
 
    Copel rose to his feet. “Then perhaps I should find Jezelle?” 
 
    Salazar laughed. “A fine idea.” He waited until Copel reached the door and then called after him. “Just be sure to keep this between us for now.” 
 
    Copel nodded, and exited the room.  
 
    Instantly Salazar’s smile evaporated contorting and twisting into a fit of rage. He’s lying. He will tell the others. He will convince them to defy me. And I’ll be forced to take decisive action. Damn him. Why could he not simply obey me? Why could he not just trust me to know what is best for us? 
 
    For the time it took for one thought to pass into the next, he considered that this was not his own mind orchestrating events but the mind of a dead king who had infected his spirit. But it was gone before it could take a firm hold.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Drake recalled the last time he’d been on a Bomar train. The heat from the desert was oppressive, and it brought back memories of Gorlan’s son and the other kind people, and some not so kind, that he had met. All of whom had perished in a massive explosion of mana. No amount of rationalizing would ever alleviate his guilt. It didn’t matter that had they not held the Nelwyn hostage or tampered with powers they could not possibly control or understand, it would not have happened. He was the catalyst of their destruction. What was worse, had he to do it over, he would not hesitate.  
 
    He reached beneath his bench and unfolded the blanket that had been left by whomever had last occupied the car. Heat was being rapidly replaced by a biting cold.  
 
    From the window, he could see that the forest had thinned and the terrain was becoming increasingly uneven and rocky. Though he was assured that the mountains in the north would soon become visible, at the moment they were obscured by a gray haze that was promising foul weather to come.  
 
    Twice they were forced to stop to remove fallen trees from the tracks, during which times Drake remained vigilant in case it was an ambush. He shot a quick look over to Farok, who was in a persistent, low, simmering state of anger, but he did not perk up or appear to be ready to flee. Still, his was not the only tribe of wild humans.  
 
    Drake had treated the wounds of the injured with medicine from his pack, including where his P37 had struck Farok, who did not resist, but neither did he show appreciation. Chen, on the other hand, was astonished when after Drake applied a salve, the pain and swelling were reduced to a far more manageable bit of puffiness and a dull ache.  
 
    “If you weren’t married,” Chen said, staring down at his bandaged leg, “I’d change your mind about me. This is wonderful. What’s in it?” 
 
    “No idea. The Nelwyn gave it to me. My people make something similar, but I don’t know what’s in that either.” 
 
    For a moment, Chen looked down at the leg being healed with a salve made by his enemy with revulsion. But before Drake could say a word, Gorlan chimed in.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter who made it or how, so long as it works. We need to be as healthy as possible. This far north, the wilderness can test the strongest of us.” 
 
    Chen looked up at the general and bobbed his head in reluctant agreement. He turned to Drake. “Still, you don’t know how your people make it?’ 
 
    “I’m not a physician,” Drake explained. “Never needed to learn how.” 
 
    “But what if you got hurt?” he asked.  
 
    Drake could not understand his confusion. “Then I went to a physician, and they treated me. Or if it was minor, they’d sell me the medicine I needed to tend to myself.” 
 
    “And if there wasn’t a physician close? What did you do then?” 
 
    Drake shrugged. “Went without.” 
 
    Drake leaned back in his seat and pulled the blanket tight up to his neck. He regarded Chen and the others for a time. They still seemed confused as to his apparent ignorance. It was then something struck him that he had not considered before. The belts, shoes, and most of their personal gear were not made by some outside factory or a dedicated craftsperson; they had made it all themselves. Even back at their village, people were constructing their own homes and planting and hunting their own food. There were blacksmiths and carpenters, of course, glass makers and weaponsmiths. But the Bomar were a self-reliant people. They had to be in order to survive.  
 
    He recalled a conversation he’d had with his father as a young teen—how the people of Troi would eventually become too stupid to take care of themselves. Drake had thought he was teasing with him or that he was complaining about general stupidity, which was how he viewed most people. But his father was perfectly serious.  
 
    “Think about it, son,” he’d said. “In how many things does the average person living in Troi have any expertise? One? Two, at best? Some have no skills at all, or at least none of any value. Now compare them to the people in the provinces. There the challenge of daily survival demands far more brain power.” 
 
    “Are you saying the people in the provinces are smarter than us?” Drake had asked skeptically. 
 
    “They’re less educated,” his father replied.  “Ignorant. But stupid provincials don’t live long. They have to be experts in a large variety of skills. Such demands are not placed upon the fragile minds of Troi’s population.” 
 
    “Am I smart?” 
 
    His father cast him a cynical look. “That remains to be seen.” 
 
    What a bastard, Drake thought.  
 
    But he had made a good point: the Bomar were not stupid, they were ignorant. Actually, given the fact that they had uncovered texts in an unknown language, deciphered them, and then made practical use of the information they learned was a testament to their brilliance.  
 
    If the history Gorlan had recited was true, or even partly true, their rise to power began with their intelligence outpacing their neighbors. Better metal. Better farming practices. Those two skills alone could see them to dominance when faced with the likes of Farok as an adversary. Though Drake acknowledged he was probably underestimating him as well. Living a primitive existence required even more skills. In fact, the more primitive the culture, the more varied the skillsets would need to be.  
 
    This sent his mind off on a tangent. Were humans ultimately doomed to be more like Farok? Once technology was acquired, did the mind grow weak and atrophied? And when that happened, would they devolve into a primitive state, only to start over? 
 
    “Whatever it is you’re thinking about,” Gorlan said, his breath billowing from his mouth, “it must be important.” 
 
    Drake chuckled. “Not really.” He glanced over at Farok, who was sleeping soundly. “Someone should give him another blanket.” 
 
    Gorlan sniffed. “He’s just fine. This is a warm spring day by his standards. And those furs he wears are warmer than you think. I used to have a blanket made from a bear pelt. Warmest thing I ever owned.” 
 
    Drake almost blurted out in shock that he didn’t know that bears were real, but he contained himself at the last moment, saving himself no small measure of ridicule. “I’ve never seen a bear.” 
 
    Gorlan raised an eyebrow. “Really? No bears in Vale?” 
 
    “There’s no large wild animals in Vale at all. I’ve read about bears and lions and wolves, but I’ve never seen one.” 
 
    “Can’t say I know what a lion is,” Gorlan confessed. “But there are plenty of wolves and bears about. Though you’d better hope you have a weapon if you run into them. Well, the bears, at least. Wolves tend to stay clear of us unless you get caught out alone in the wild. Even then you’re only in any real danger if you’re sick or injured.” 
 
    Gorlan went on to describe the various beasts that could be found in the region. Some were hardly believable, the bears in particular, which made him think of hellspawn.  
 
    Gorlan was describing the way wolves hunt as a pack when the train began to slow. Drake hadn’t noticed till then that the sun was waning and a slight dusting of snow was clinging to the leaves of the trees.  
 
    “Are we stopping?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Soon,” Chen answered. “It’s too dangerous to go on in the dark. One fallen tree across the track could end our trip in a hurry and leave us stranded. Can’t see far enough ahead at night.” 
 
    Drake peered out of the window and this time was utterly taken aback. He had never seen real mountains. Even days away, they looked as if he could reach out and touch them: snow-covered peaks atop a dark brown edifice of pure majesty that stretched for hundreds of miles from east to west and no telling how far north. The beauty was raw and primal in a way that stirred some deep, long-ignored part of his spirit. He wanted to tell them that they need to press on. He must get closer. It was almost a childish compulsion. But he held his tongue. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Gorlan said. “But deadly. You get trapped in a storm there and you won’t be coming out alive.” He gripped Drake’s shoulder. “But don’t worry. We’re still a few months away from winter.” 
 
    “I thought it was winter,” Drake said. 
 
    Gorlan laughed. “No. Winter here is unmistakable. When it hits, you’ll know. When our people would come, they would pack enough supplies to last three months. Even then sometimes the winter lasted longer than normal and they came close to starvation. One group died about eight years ago, though not from starvation. An avalanche buried them on the way to the vault.” Seeing Drake’s confusion, he explained: “Snow can build up on the side of the mountain. If it breaks loose…imagine being inside a building when it collapses.” 
 
    Drake nodded, pretending to grasp the concept. “Sounds like a painful death.” 
 
    “Rather quick, actually,” Gorlan corrected. “Better that than freezing to death.” 
 
    For the final hour of sunlight, Gorlan went on to tell of the various ways one could meet their demise in the mountain wilderness, of which there were many. When he faltered, one of the other Bomar chimed in. By the time the train stopped, Drake was not nearly as eager to see the mountains up close.   
 
    Farok had roused and during it all had said nothing, though there were a few times Drake thought he might speak up, if for no other reason than to show how little the Bomar knew.  
 
    The close quarters of the car and three layers of blankets kept Drake warm enough, though the Bomar delighted in making it known that this was nothing compared to what it would be like in a few days, particularly after sunset. Even Farok grinned at their jibes.  
 
    This proved accurate. As the mountains grew on the horizon, the temperature dropped to match. A few slight snows fell in the evening, but the gray sky cleared each morning to become a cloudless expanse of majestic blue. Travel slowed markedly, the tracks having been laid through increasingly rough terrain and on steep inclines that dragged the engine to a crawl, with passages often cut through several feet of solid rock. Each time they descended a rise, the persistent screech of the brakes caused Drake’s teeth to chatter. But Chen explained it was necessary so as not to pick up too much speed.   
 
    “Hit a curve going too fast,” Chen said, “and we’ll end up coming off the tracks. I promise, you don’t want that.” 
 
    Drake kept a close watch for bears, but saw only a few deer and a raccoon. He thought he saw what the Bomar had called a cougar, but it darted behind a pile of loose boulders before he could be certain.  
 
    Despite the freezing cold, Drake was thoroughly enjoying himself. Everything he saw was new and exciting. When the train crested a rise, he could see for miles and miles, the forest seemingly without end. He knew the world was big; old maps of the planet still existed in the libraries. But a book could not have prepared him for the reality of the sheer scope of what lay beyond Vale.  
 
    On the morning of their final day aboard the train, Farok became increasingly agitated, refusing food and doling out curses to anyone who came within earshot.  
 
    “You are devils,” he shouted. “You doom the world with every breath you take. The Founder will have her revenge. I swear it.” 
 
    The Bomar ignored him, checking their packs and supplies, most of which they would leave behind for the return journey, locked up in the car so as not to be plundered by wild animals.  
 
    They arrived at the station, which was a mirror image of the one from which they had departed, a short time before midday. The ground was strewn with large rocks and carpeted with a tan gravel, with intermittent patches of fine gray dust that had Drake reaching for a water bottle a few minutes after stepping off the train. Drake explored for a bit, discovering that they were on the precipice of a sheer cliff that ended in a narrow canyon which snaked off north between a pair of oddly shaped mountains.  
 
    The Bomar waited until they had turned the train in the opposite direction before explaining to Drake what he was in for that day.  
 
    “You’ll need to climb down into the canyon and walk for about five miles,” Chen told him, drawing a line in the gravel with a twig. Since Bumpy’s death, he had taken on the mantle of group leader. “You’ll see a narrow opening with stairs carved out of the rock. The vault is at the top of these.” 
 
    “You’re not coming?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Someone needs to watch the supplies. Even if they’re locked away, a bear could wander by. If it smells our food, it will rip the car to shreds to get it.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should be by yourself,” Drake said.  
 
    Gorlan agreed, and in the end it was decided that only Gorlan and the two youngest Bomar, named Tym and Beni, should go. They had not been wounded in the fight and were capable in the wild. Tym was a jovial fellow, who enjoyed teasing Chen about his inability to find a decent boyfriend, saying frequently that if he looked less like a bear, he might have better luck. Chen feigned anger, but it was clear the two were friends. Beni was a bit on the timid side, reluctant to speak and eager to end whatever conversation he was having so he could sit quietly by himself. Chen had told Drake that he was exceedingly bright, devouring any book he came across.  
 
    “He just doesn’t relate to people,” Chen said. “But don’t worry. He’s solid.” 
 
    Farok was the real problem. To climb down, his hands needed to be free. No one wanted him climbing above them, and for good reason, yet sending him down first was not the best idea either. He might do something stupid, like attack while they were still climbing.  
 
    It was eventually decided that Beni, Tym, and Gorlan would go first, then Farok would climb below Drake. After a brief exchange of farewells, the five men started out. It was still several hours until dusk, and though from the description they had less than ten miles to travel, the Bomar insisted they would not reach the vault until well after dark.  
 
    This was proven accurate upon reaching the narrow trail that hugged the cliffside for a short distance before ending at a series of sheer drops, the bottom of which would see their bodies crushed upon jagged stone should they slip and fall.     
 
    But after three hours of caution and two near calamities when Drake lost his foothold, they made it to the bottom. 
 
    A dry streambed cut the hundred-foot-wide canyon down the center, either side a sharp rise of rock and gravel pressed into the rock face. The ground was peppered with small outcroppings of stone and pitted by erosion from what Gorlan explained were the winter snows melting.  
 
    “This becomes a river once a year,” he said. “But until there’s a heavy rain, it will stay dry.” 
 
    “And if there is a heavy rain?” Drake asked.  
 
    “The canyon will flood and we’ll drown.” 
 
    He could see Tym and Beni smirking at the way Gorlan was trying to frighten him. But Farok was not amused.  
 
    “Only a fool would think we would see rain this time of year,” Farok snapped.  
 
    Drake had retied his hands when he refused to promise not to run.  
 
    “Don’t your people ever laugh?” Gorlan mocked.  
 
    “Not with devils.” 
 
    “Devils would have killed you by now,” Gorlan countered. “Lucky for you that all we’re doing is proving to you that the Founder is nothing more than a superstition. Something tells me that had Drake not fought you and your band of savages off, you wouldn’t have been as generous.” 
 
    “We would have given you what you deserve,” he said. 
 
    “Death?” Drake said, becoming irritated despite his efforts to remain calm and understanding. “We all deserve death. Who are you to be the one to see to it that we get what we deserve?” He stopped and turned to Farok. “This Founder of yours—do you pray to her?” 
 
    Drake’s sudden mood change startled him, and for a moment his defiant posture diminished. “We ask the Founder for guidance and for the strength to survive.” 
 
    “Then I suppose your friends who were killed didn’t get the answer they wanted.” 
 
    “It was their time,” he clapped back, his defiance returning. “Just as it will soon be yours.” 
 
    “Maybe. But until then, I suggest you be a bit more polite. You’re starting to annoy me.” 
 
    Farok sniffed. “You heard the truth, and still we move forward. I’ll extend you no courtesy.”  
 
    “I heard a legend,” Drake corrected. “A story I’m guessing is based on events from a long time ago. The Founder might have existed. I have no way to prove it one way or the other. But have you ever considered that the Founder did not destroy the knowledge? Why? Why leave it to be discovered? Isn’t it possible she was keeping it safe so that it could be rediscovered later?” 
 
    The taciturn, dead-eyed stare he received was one Drake had seen before. This was not a possibility Farok would or could entertain. It was a core belief so deeply held that to suggest it might not be true would rip apart the fabric of who he was. Regardless any evidence to the contrary, he would cling to what he had always known to be true. In fact, the more evidence he was shown, the deeper and more vehement his denial would become. In effect, proof would serve to confirm his beliefs rather than change them. This was probably all for nothing. Better he’d killed the man. In the end, it was probably going to happen anyway.  
 
    “Do your people believe in a god?” Gorlan asked.  
 
    Drake cocked his head, surprised by the question and unsure how to respond. “Well, no, not really. There are stories about gods and demons, but we view them as fables.” 
 
    “Then where do you think this all comes from?” 
 
    Drake shrugged. “I have no idea. Not much use in worrying about things I can never know.” He could see that this was unsatisfactory. “We don’t pray, if that’s what you’re asking. Not in a way that would require a reply. My father would have called the world a brute fact. It simply is. Did someone create it? Maybe. But so far, whoever it was hasn’t bothered to get my attention. If they’re still around, that is.” 
 
    “I’d like to think there’s more to it than just this,” Gorlan reflected, to himself as much as to Drake. “My grandmother believed in a creator. She said that when you die, your spirit goes to live with him in a place where pain and sorrow can never touch you again.”  
 
    “Do you believe that?” Drake asked.  
 
    “I would like to,” he admitted. “I want to think that my people are somewhere where they can be happy. But who knows? I suppose I’ll find out one day.” 
 
    Drake did not spend much time on this sort of inner spiritual matter. Life was cheap and often brutal in the provinces. If people thought they could be in paradise, why not just put a bullet to their brain and be done with it? No, he decided. Best that this particular notion be left in the trash heap. The harm it could cause far outweighed the potential benefits. 
 
    They halted for a short meal upon reaching the stairs. They were far wider than Drake had expected, and the way they had been carved from the rock suggested heavy equipment had been used. The walls were weathered and the stairs themselves rounded slightly from erosion, but the craftsmanship was impressive.  
 
    They finished a short repast of bread, dried apple slices, and a bit of jerky Drake found to be more palatable than the salted meat.  
 
    “It’s a long climb,” Tym remarked, eyeing Gorlan. “If anyone needs to stop, don’t worry. The moon is full tonight, and the light reflects well here. We don’t need to outrun the darkness.” 
 
    Gorlan knew this was meant for his benefit, and gave the young man a scolding look. “I’m old. Not feeble.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Drake said. He’d noticed Gorlan wincing from time to time, rubbing at his legs and back when he thought no one was looking. “Better to take a rest than push yourself too far.” He gave him a lighthearted smile. “No one stays young forever.” 
 
    Gorlan chuckled. “Don’t worry. I won’t let pride get the best of me.” 
 
    Drake ended up amazed at Gorlan’s stamina. Every hundred feet, the stairs would end at a broad platform with ample room for all to sit and rest. Gorlan pushed through three before saying he needed to stop for a few minutes.  
 
    Farok was no longer offering insults or complaints, having resigned himself to the inevitability of his situation. Drake felt pity for him, in a way. He was being forced to confront his faith head on and against his will, at the hands of people he considered devils. 
 
    As Tym had said, once night fell, the moonlight reflected quite well from the stone, giving the atmosphere a somewhat surreal quality. Farok repeatedly whispered to himself, with his head bowed, to ask for deliverance from the clutches of his enemy. His prayer went unanswered.  
 
    It was a couple of hours short of midnight when the stairs ended. A long expanse of flat rock stretched out before them, the mountainside now looming large straight ahead. Drake could see an archway that had been carved, roughly twenty feet tall at the apex, the interior pitch dark.  
 
    “We have lamps,” Tym said. “But I think it’s better to enter in the morning when we’re all fresh and rested.”  
 
    Drake reluctantly agreed, forcing back his anticipation. He hadn’t noticed that Beni had brought along a small bundle of firewood, but with the bitter chill blowing across the flat rock, it was certainly cause for gratitude. Once the glow from the fire illuminated the area a bit more, he could see a small pile of precut logs near the edge of a drop off to his left.  
 
    They took turns on watch through the night to make sure Farok did not do anything foolish. But it was not necessary. He was practically unaware of their presence, curled into a tight ball, whispering prayers for forgiveness while rocking on his heels. Tym and Beni ignored him, but Gorlan gazed over with undisguised contempt.  
 
    “Why does it bother you?” Drake asked Gorlan, sliding over to be nearer the fire.  
 
    “It’s a reminder of what we Bomar were,” he replied. “And what we could be again if we’re not careful.” 
 
    “You still have the knowledge,” Drake said. “And once my people are free to leave Vale, I’m sure we’ll share ours.” 
 
    He tore his eyes from Farok and focused them on the flames. “I worry. The people who built the vault possessed great power. I think you’re right that they put it here to be preserved. But their society obviously collapsed. Something happened that laid them low.” 
 
    “You fear that such a fate is inevitable?” 
 
    Gorlan shrugged. “Maybe. It seems to repeat itself. Look at us. Look at your people. Perhaps there is only so high we can climb before our hold becomes too feeble. Perhaps it is in our nature to destroy ourselves.” 
 
    Drake could see the worry rapidly aging an already weary soul. He was a man in search of himself, and doing so too late in life not to be daunted by the task. He had seen people Gorlan’s age forced to begin anew, and it often was too much for them to bear. Too much life had already been lived. Gorlan was a soldier who at the time of their first meeting was nearing the end of his career. He had a good name among his people and status that ensured a gentle landing into retirement. Though he hadn’t asked, Drake was sure Gorlan would have had friends, veterans he had served with to pass the time and regale one another with tales of their exploits.  
 
    Now he found himself in uncharted waters, trying to find where he fit. Or if he fit at all. For a youth, beginnings are exciting times. The world is new and mysterious and the future a bright, shining jewel to be sought and enjoyed. But as a youth, the days ahead outnumber those at your back. When you’re old, this is contrasted by wasted moments that feel like limbs ripped from a deteriorating body.   
 
    The howl of the wind through the rocks, combined with the companion of a freezing cold, made sleep impossible for Drake, though the others did not suffer the same discomfort, droning the night away without stirring even slightly.  
 
    As the dawn drew near, Drake packed away his things and shoved at the embers of the fire with a stray twig until Gorlan began to grunt and moan, yawning himself awake. Tym and Beni stirred shortly after. Farok appeared as if he’d been awake the entire time, though Drake was sure he’d heard him breathing the deep, even breaths of sleep. 
 
    He felt a flutter in his stomach as they gathered together to walk the final few steps of the journey. What wonders awaited him? What mysteries would be solved? No one knew much of the world before Vale was founded. Would he learn where his people came from? Or what had happened to drive them to erect the barrier?  
 
    The entrance to the vault was unremarkable. The walls were roughly hewn, and little effort had been made to level the floor. The light pouring in revealed several crates, inside of which were lanterns and oil along with a few extra blankets and miscellaneous hand tools.  
 
    Tym led the way, once the lanterns were lit, and they walked at a stiff pace down a long corridor that narrowed to about six feet in width after a hundred or so yards, then ended at a thick steel door with a wheeled gear in the center. 
 
    “This is the first vault,” Tym explained.  
 
    He gripped a pair of handles affixed to the outer edge of the gear and turned. The door thudded and vibrated, then slowly swung inward. Instantly, lights flickered to life from long metal strips hung high above on the ceiling.  
 
    Tym doused his lantern and placed it just inside the door. “We’re not sure what powers the place. But there are lights throughout the whole vault. They turn on automatically somehow.”  
 
    “Motion sensors,” Drake said. He stared up at the light. “I think that’s a mana bulb. But I’d need to get up there to be sure. That would explain why it’s lasted so long.” 
 
    So the Founder or whoever built this used mana, he thought.  
 
    “You understand this technology?” Gorlan asked. 
 
    “I know what a motion sensor is,” he replied. “We have them in Vale.” 
 
    The interior was vast, at least several hundred feet square. Hundreds of empty shelves lined the walls, and empty metal tables were scattered haphazardly about the entire chamber.  
 
    “We took everything out and brought it to Malizar a long time ago,” Gorlan told him. “I suppose it’s all been destroyed.” 
 
    “Did you make copies?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Of course,” he said, running a finger on a nearby tabletop. “But not many were brought outside the city.”  
 
    “The only people who come out here anymore are those trying to break into the second vault,” Beni chipped in.  
 
    Tym pointed straight ahead. “This way.” 
 
    Drake assumed that the tables had once been in neat rows, but now crossing the chamber was like navigating a maze. Farok was breathing rapidly, his mouth quivering as his eyes darted all about.  
 
    “You see?” Gorlan said. “No spirits or devils. Just a big empty room.” 
 
    Drake would have loved to see what had been found. And the prospect of opening the next vault was making him not regret the journey.  
 
    The second steel door was slightly larger than the first, but this one had no obvious way to open it. The steel was untarnished and smooth. On the right was what he thought to be a mana pad.  
 
    “It can’t be that easy,” he muttered, then placed his palm on the pad. Nothing happened.  
 
    Drake examined the pad and noticed it had been previously pried open. He tried to reopen it with his fingers, but it wouldn’t budge. In a rush of excitement, he pivoted on his heel and hurried back through the chamber and out to where he’d seen the hand tools. Placing the lot of them on a blanket, he bundled it over his shoulder and raced back.  
 
    The others simply watched, dumbfounded by his reaction.  
 
    Using a flat screwdriver, he eased the mana pad from its housing. The various wires and circuits were a tangled mess from where the Bomar had blindly meddled with them. 
 
    “You understand it?” Gorlan asked.  
 
    “A bit,” Drake said. “Thanks to my father. It’s a strange design. But I think…” His heart sank. There was a part missing that would connect the pad to the power source. “Damn it.” 
 
    “What?” Tym blurted out. “Can you get in?” 
 
    “I’ll melt the fucking door if I have to. But I’d rather not.”  
 
    Drake had Tym retrieve his lantern and hold it near the opening in the wall while he fished around inside, gingerly moving wires away, hoping the missing piece had merely come loose.  
 
    “I have the parts to fix it in Cal,” he grumbled. “Fucking idiots messing around with things they have no business touching.” He realized how much like his father he was sounding, and how insulting he was being to the Bomar. But this only kept him quiet. He was too frustrated to offer an apology.   
 
    He was just about to give up when down at the bottom he caught the glint of metal. He tried reaching his hand in, but it was too big. None of the others had slender enough hands either.  
 
    “I suppose it’s too much to hope for a magnet.” Seeing no response, he plopped down on the floor and took inventory of what he had. A screwdriver could reach it, but could not grab it. He had pliers, but they were not long enough.  
 
    “I need something sticky,” he said to the others.  
 
    But after a complete accounting, they had nothing.  
 
    It was when he heard Farok’s stomach complaining that an idea struck him like a bolt of mana.   
 
    “Please tell me you have some meat left.” 
 
    Tym nodded and broke into a dead run, colliding with several tables along the way, definitely bruising his thighs. He returned a short time later with a strip of raw meat, which Drake immediately wiped free of salt. Using a thread he pulled from the blanket, he tied it to the tip of the screwdriver.   
 
    It took three tries, but he was finally able to press hard enough for the piece to embed itself into the meat and be lifted out.  
 
    Drake held out the half-inch metal cylinder and wiped it clean. “This, my dear friends, should do the trick. Unless there’s something else wrong.” 
 
     “Are you sure it’ll work?” Tym asked.  
 
    “I just said, something else might be wrong with it,” Drake snapped back.  
 
    Setting his irritation aside, he replaced the part and checked the wiring once more. Satisfied, he returned the mana pad to the housing. For a few seconds, he thought he’d done something wrong. But then a click and a high-pitched beep brought an excited grin to his lips. Light flickered on the face of the pad, and strange grinding sounds could be heard coming from inside the wall.  
 
    “I can’t believe you knew how to fix it,” Gorlan remarked.  
 
    “To be honest, I’m a bit surprised at how basic the design is,” Drake said. “The stuff my father made was far more complex. Hell, the basic features in Cal are twice as complicated.” Seeing that no one understood the reference, he added: “Cal was my car. Oh, that’s right…a carriage that doesn’t need a horse.” 
 
    He was met with incredulous stares but was not about to stop what he was doing to explain further.  
 
    As Drake waited, doing his best not to bounce around like a child, he considered once more the simplicity of the design. In fact, had he the proper tools, he could have opened the door in a few minutes with very little effort even without the part he had recovered.  
 
    The whirring and whining ceased.  
 
    “I think it’s ready,” Drake said. He placed his hand on the pad, and felt the tingle of mana race up his arm. “It might not work. Security might be set for specific people.” 
 
    But his fears were unfounded, and the door clanged and clunked with the turning of gears, then swung rapidly outward, slamming into the wall. The air was sucked from the room in a rush, sending the group back in a frightened panic. But it only lasted for about twenty seconds, and then the room went silent.  
 
    Now everyone looked as Farok – terrified and intimidated. That is, everyone except Drake.  
 
    Drake took a small step forward, palms sweating and heart hammering in his chest. It was like the first day of duty in the Royal Guard, the anticipation of what came next forcing him to suppress a triumphant scream.  
 
    As it had in the first vault, light flickered on from what he was now sure were mana bulbs. The air was stale and dry, and smelled of ozone. This chamber was far larger than the first, perhaps double the size. Long tables were spread into neat rows, atop which were what he thought to be mana consoles, though they were bulky and each had a separate keypad in front of the screen connected by a thin cord. The walls, as in the other room, were packed with bookshelves. Above each shelf was a mezzanine floor housing more books, with a staircase on either side of the chamber granting access.  
 
    The others stepped inside totally awestruck, though Farok had to be forced in and once beyond the threshold, fell to his knees.  
 
    A voice called out from unseen speakers overhead. The language was somewhat familiar, though dissimilar enough that he could not make out what was being said. It wasn’t the Nelwyn language, nor was it Bomar.  
 
    “Who’s there?” Gorlan shouted, feigning anger to avoid displaying his fear. “Show yourself.” 
 
    The voice called out again, this time sounding a bit more like Bomar.  
 
    “Where are you?” Gorlan demanded. “Why are you hiding?” 
 
    The voice replied, and this time Drake was able to understand two words: Please continue. 
 
    “Keep talking,” Drake said.  
 
    “What should I say?” Gorlan responded.  
 
    “Please continued to speak normally,” the distinctly female voice requested.  
 
    “I think it’s trying to learn our language,” Beni remarked.  
 
    Drake smiled at the young man’s perception. “I think you’re right. Keep talking.” 
 
    All but Farok began chattering about anything that popped in their head. Three more times the voice requested them to continue speaking.  
 
    “Thank you,” the voice said, after a few minutes. “Press the space bar to hear a message.” 
 
    “Who was that?” Gorlan whispered, as if they might be overheard.  
 
    Drake smiled. “A recording. A machine. It’s not a real person.” 
 
    The sound of muffled sobs drew Drake’s attention. Farok was now lying on his side in a fetal position, weeping. This was obviously too much for him to cope with.  
 
    Drake approached one of the consoles. A light was blinking in the upper right-hand corner of the screen. “The power is on,” he told the others. Drake thought they were actually handling the novelty of the situation rather well. He ran a hand over the keypad. Though he did not recognize the symbols, he assumed it was an alphabet. He waved Gorlan over. “You said your people deciphered the books. Do you recognize these symbols?”    
 
    Gorlan shook his head. “I’ve read some of the translated versions, but I can’t read the originals.” 
 
    Drake looked to Tym and Beni, but both men shook their heads.  
 
    “Well, I’m going to assume they were human, and this operates roughly the same way as a mana console back home.” He touched the long button at the bottom.   
 
    At once a series of strange sounds came from within the console, like leaves being crushed through a vibroplayer with broken speakers, and the screen flashed to life. The face of a woman appeared. She was about fifty years old, from Drake’s estimation, and had dark hair that was tied into a tight ponytail. Her features were sharp and narrow, with brown eyes and a thin mouth. She wore a white jacket, much like the one his father used to wear, as well as a pair of round-rimmed glasses. She smiled in silence for a long moment.  
 
    “Hello,” she said, sending a wave of shock throughout Drake’s body. The voice was coming from the speaker and did not match the movements of her lips. “I do so hope that my translation program worked. Otherwise this is a pointless exercise.” 
 
    “The Founder.” 
 
    Drake caught Farok from the corner of his eye. He had risen to his feet, his desire to see the Founder overcoming his fear of damnation and hatred of the Bomar.  
 
    “Anyway,” she continued. “My name is Dr. Cynthia Vale, founder of the project that now bears my name, and the person who created the technology that eventually led to our destruction. Vex crystals were meant to free humankind. But instead, we were not ready for such freedom. We as a species are defined, as I have come to learn, by those whom we allow to control us—a willing state of perpetual servitude that I fear is written upon our genetic code. Even now, after all that has happened, the people in Vale are separating themselves, creating power structures and ruling classes whose sole purpose is to place restrictions on the freedom we claim to value above all. You cannot imagine how distraught I have become. But even now, in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, I believe we can change. This is why I built these chambers.” She let out a demure laugh. “Well, why I had others build them. I have not and will not lose hope. I still believe humans can evolve.  
 
    “In the first chamber, as you might already know, I left books on the basics of science and technology. And to the librarians of Vale, I say thank you. I know how difficult releasing them to my custody was for you. But rest assured, the chamber in which they will be kept is completely sealed and secure and will not deteriorate regardless of how much time passes. 
 
    “In this chamber however, I have left something far more precious. The books which surround you are what remain of our literary treasures. Among them you will find works of our greatest analytical and creative minds, some written in their own hand and dating back to the beginning of recorded history. I would caution you about handling them. Many were already fragile when put here. But they are not what I give to you that in my opinion is most important. 
 
    “In the memory of these computers is the sum of all known history, from as far back as the origin of the universe, to the day the wars began that led to the creation of Vale. This is the gift I give you: the past. In the hopes you might learn from it as we never could.  
 
    “I realize that you might not have written language. Or if you do, it might be something completely different from what we use today. But you need only sit in front of a screen, touch a space bar, and tell the computer what it is you want to know. Of course I cannot help but be terrified that my translation program will fail. But Lenny is the best programmer I’ve ever known, so I suppose a bit of faith is required. 
 
    “I’m sure you must have questions, and I wish there was a way I could answer them myself. But take comfort in the fact that you have in your hands the tools with which to break the cycle of oppression that has dominated the lives of our species for thousands of years. I will remain hopeful that my optimism is not unfounded. That my belief in the potential of humankind is justified.  
 
    “Farewell. And use what you learn wisely, so that you can avoid the tragedy of your ancestors.” 
 
    The screen went blank, and a deep silence hung in the air. Like a pot of water beginning to boil, Drake began to chuckle; this transformed to quiet laughter which grew in volume and intensity until he had to lean a hand on the table for balance.  
 
    “Have you gone mad?” Gorlan asked.  
 
    “No,” Drake said, wiping his eyes. “I come from a doomed people, and I came here in exchange for the tools that have no hope in saving them. You know why?” He did not wait for an answer. “Because you cannot save people from themselves.”  
 
    Drake slapped Gorlan on the shoulder. “I’m going home. I should have never come here in the first place.” 
 
    Farok stepped in his path. “Cut my bonds. I will go with you.” He held out his wrists. “There is no need to fear. I will not kill you over the lie that is my life.” 
 
    Drake nodded to Tym who withdrew a small knife from his belt and cut the straps binding Farok’s wrists.  
 
    “I’m taking the train,” Drake said. “So if you’re staying, you should send someone along to bring it back to you.” 
 
    “Aren’t you curious?” Gorlan asked.  
 
    “About what? The way the world ended?” He caught the glint of hope in Gorlan’s eyes. He had something to live for. An understanding of his people. Of himself. To gain the knowledge assumed long forgotten. Drake offered his hand. “You stay. Learn what there is to know. Me? I plan to spend whatever time is left in the arms of the woman I’ve loved most of my life.” 
 
    Gorlan shook his hand firmly and smiled. “Good luck to you. When you find her again, I hope you will come back here.” 
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    Tym and Beni stayed behind also, telling Drake to enlist Chen to drive the train.  
 
    “We have horses,” Farok said once they were on their way. “They can get you home faster.”  
 
    Drake eyed him curiously. “You seem to be taking this rather well.” 
 
    “I feel dead inside,” Farok said. “I have no idea how that is supposed to look. Everything I was taught is a lie. The Founder…she was merely a human, like me. The laws? They were meaningless.” 
 
    “Not everything was a lie,” Drake said. “There was actually a Founder. Even if she was just a person, she did great things. She rescued the history of this world. Hell, I’m the one who’s really lost everything. My entire life I’ve lived in a place built upon the bedrock of corruption and vice. You are looking at what the Founder feared would become of us. So far as I can see, you are innocent. Maybe it’s better you don’t know where we came from. Maybe that’s what she got wrong.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    Drake thought for a long moment. “No. I think you and I are two pieces of a puzzle that is impossible to complete. Our ancestors were the same flawed people, and both of us are fruit from a cursed tree.” He could see Farok was having some inner debate, one he was struggling to come to terms with. “You’re wondering what to tell your people?” 
 
    “What would you do?” 
 
    Drake laughed. “Don’t look to me for wise advice. I do at least three stupid things daily.” Farok continued to plead with his expression for something that might help him decide. “Fine. I wouldn’t tell them what you found. Not now, at least. You are a leader, and it nearly destroyed you. What I would do is ease them into the idea that perhaps the law is mistaken or at least has been misunderstood. Tell them the Bomar let you go before you arrived here.” 
 
    “You think I should deceive my own people?” 
 
    “I think that if you tell them the truth, some will believe you, some will not. Of those that don’t, some may react…badly. Blood will certainly spill. I would tell those you know and trust what really happened; people you know can handle it without going insane. Let them help you turn the minds of the rest gradually. Then, when the time is right, show them what’s there.” 
 
    “That’s a clever plan,” he said, nodding. “You would make a fine chief.” 
 
    “I make a better servant,” he replied, fixing his mind on an image of Lenora. “And I will dedicate myself to that task.” 
 
    “What is a chief if not a servant to their people?”  
 
    “Well said.” 
 
    Home felt like a world away. At that moment he would have given anything for a straight, flat road and his hands wrapped around Cal’s steering wheel. But a train and a horse would have to do. 
 
    “Is riding a horse hard?” he asked.   
 
    “You’ll be fine.”  
 
    The grin on Farok’s face was not encouraging. Oh, well, he thought. I survived this much. I can conquer riding a horse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Lenora was having difficulty reconciling the girl Drake had described with  the woman sitting across from her. She seemed far older compared to her years. Worn. Not in the ways one sees in those who work highly physical jobs. It was as if her soul had lived and died again and again, finally settling into the form of the mature woman who was now seated cross-legged beside the small fire. It was her eyes that were most disturbing. They stared out with the deep skepticism and caution brought on by witnessing too much pain; too much suffering. She had seen it in Drake’s—that dark, brooding, pessimistic nihilism that made her want to weep. She promised herself to help him regain the spark that would cleanse his heart of all he had seen…and done. Could someone do the same for Linx? she wondered.  
 
    The two Nelwyn elders sitting beside Linx were passing the vex crystal between them, whispering back and forth in their own language.  
 
    Samuel and Clara had gone to speak alone with Zara. They had initially resisted telling Lenora about their plan, but they could not hide it indefinitely. And her reaction was precisely why they had withheld their intentions. She would not sacrifice herself, her child, and every living soul in Troi. Not if there might be another option.  
 
    “There’s a spirit dwelling within,” the older Nelwyn, a man named Tsaril said. He was powerfully gifted in the use of mana, even by Nelwyn standards.  
 
    “Linx said the king was possessed by a demon,” Lenora said. “And that it came from there.” 
 
    He handed Lenora the crystal, staring down at his hands for a moment before continuing. “It did not come from this crystal. The being inside is tormented. It has been separated from its home and its kin. It begs to be returned.” 
 
    “To the power station,” Lenora said in a low voice. “She also told me that it was the high mages and their corruption of mana that created them.” 
 
    “That may be true,” Tsaril said. “But I believe they would have come into existence in time regardless.” 
 
    “Can they be killed?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I’m sure it’s why he desires the Nelwyn as a host. This creature cannot sustain itself without the connection to its origin. Humans lack the capacity to fully become one with the Mother. Not even someone as powerful as you could accomplish such a feat. This is not the case with my people. Should they inhabit a Nelwyn body, it might be possible for them to live beyond the confines of their home indefinitely.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” Lenora said. “They need to return inside the crystal to survive?” 
 
    “That is unclear. Perhaps they need only a small attachment. Being near to their origin might be enough. But should the crystals be destroyed, they would soon perish.” 
 
    “Unless they possess a Nelwyn,” she muttered. “Your deeper connection to mana gives them what they need to survive.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And with that, they could spread out through the entire world.” 
 
    Tsaril nodded, eyes fixed on the crystal. “They would not be tethered as they are now.” 
 
    “Then it’s simple,” Lenora said. “The power station must be destroyed. Every crystal smashed to dust.” 
 
    “It pains me deeply to contemplate destroying new life,” he said, sorrowfully, “particularly life created within the power of the Mother. Yet I must agree. The threat is too great. And it will not be easy. You will need to be very close to the crystals, and the amount of power needed will be enormous—far more than any one human or Nelwyn could wield. And whoever is chosen will not survive.” 
 
    “There might be a way,” said the second Nelwyn, Nara, a woman far younger than Tsaril but still highly regarded for her skills. “The crystal you hold could be altered in a way that should it be destroyed near the others, they would all be destroyed along with it. But still, the fact remains that whoever is sent will not survive.” 
 
    Lenora lowered her head, the tragedy of what she knew must come sinking in and weighing down her heart. “Whoever destroys the power station will not die alone.” 
 
    The Nelwyn nodded.  
 
    “The rupture will consume the entire city,” Tsaril said, “and perhaps a good portion of Vale along with it. And penetrating the city without being detected will prove difficult.” 
 
    “And not just anyone can go,”  Nara added. “You cannot simply smash it. It must be done by a strong burst of mana. So far as I know, only you, the man Samuel, and we have sufficient strength. We do not know the city. But do not think us cowards. One of us must be sacrificed.” 
 
    Lenora furrowed her brow. “Why?” 
 
    “How do you intend to draw his attention? Without a distraction, he’ll sense when someone nears the crystals. One of us must be that distraction.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Lenora said. Her stomach was boiling, and her head pounded madly. What they were planning would cause the death of thousands. She would know firsthand the pain Drake had felt after the Bomar city was annihilated. Except this would be no accident.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Linx and Samuel glared at one another, Clara and Lenora unsure what to say or do. Why they had chosen to be near the tents to have this discussion was a mystery to Lenora. She had begged to go somewhere isolated, anticipating things becoming heated, but all assured her that nothing she could say about the Nelwyn would affect them any more than the situation already had.  
 
    “You don’t know the city as I do,” Linx reiterated for what must have been the tenth time.  
 
    “And you cannot wield magic,” he countered…again. He pointed at the P37 on her belt. “What if that gets damaged?” 
 
    “And what if you get hurt because you don’t know the way?” she clapped back.  
 
    Lenora could see that Clara wanted to chime in; to dissuade Samuel from going. But to her credit, she held her tongue.  
 
    Lenora, of course, already knew the outcome…and it was breaking her heart. “Are you forgetting something?” she said, stepping between them, silencing both with a stern look. “I am the queen. These are my people who are to die. And I will choose who stays and who goes.” 
 
    Linx, while momentarily cowed, quickly regained her self-discipline and leveled her gaze. “Then choose.” 
 
    Tears fell from Clara’s eyes as the words came out like a death sentence being handed down to the condemned.  
 
    “You are both right. And you will both go.” Lenora took a long breath. “That is my final word.” She then turned to leave, unable to bear being in the presence of those she had doomed a moment longer.  
 
    While in sight of the others, she kept her strides confident and determined. But the moment she entered her tent, her legs became as rubber, and she collapsed in a heap, weeping on the ground. She cradled her belly, silently begging her unborn child for forgiveness. She had just sentenced two people to die when she could have spared one. Her rational mind told her that thousands were about to die anyway. What real difference was one more? But it mattered. In fact, that so many would perish made the life of each individual all the more precious.  
 
    But the hardest sacrifices were still to come.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Samuel and Linx had barely spoken for the entire trip, other than to reinforce the plan in their minds or when Clara had tried to initiate a group conversation. Her efforts were not rewarded.  
 
    Samuel was not angry, and from what he could tell, neither was Linx. He actually had no idea why he could not bring himself to talk to her. Sure, she had served Salazar. But to condemn her for past deeds would be hypocritical to a degree that he could not stomach. What she had done was for survival. Besides, in the end here she was, ready to sacrifice her life. 
 
    Taking routes Linx had assured them would not be watched turned the journey into a three-day drive. The vents from recycling plant number three were the only way in that would not be sealed from the outside, or so jammed with debris as to be all but impassable. All of the others were not only blocked off but set to explode should anyone attempt to force their way through. Salazar had made a point of explaining the futility of penetrating the city undetected prior to her departure. It was unclear if he actually suspected that she would try or if he were passing on information so that she would convince the others not to.  
 
    “I can’t stand this,” Clara said, flailing her head about and blowing out a huffed breath. “We’re on our way to die, and you’re acting like children.” 
 
    They were passing an apple orchard on the left and on the right what had once been a cattle farm. A few cows still wandered about, but it was clear from the damaged fences that most had broken free and were grazing about Vale somewhere.  
 
    “I wonder why the hellspawn left the cows alone?” Linx remarked.  
 
    “What?” Clara snapped, the sudden words and odd topic catching her off guard.  
 
    “I said, I wonder why the hellspawn didn’t kill the cows.” She pointed at the field. “Look. Not a single dead cow anywhere.” 
 
    Samuel glanced over, opened his mouth twice to speak, and then cocked his head. “That’s a damn good question. Now that you mention it, chickens, sheep, and pigs too. I’ve seen them all when we were still searching for survivors.” 
 
    “Would have been nice if you’d brought some back with you,” Clara teased, her posture and tone relaxing considerably. 
 
    This opened the floodgates for a time, and their banter was light and friendly. Samuel asked Linx about her time in the provinces prior to meeting Drake, not wanting to touch too close to the wound that was their current situation. Linx was happy to regale them with a number of amusing anecdotes, all of which concluded with her narrowly escaping arrest.  
 
    Eventually, though, the mood dulled, and the persistent weight of malaise descended on them as the immediate future refused to be ignored for long.  
 
    “I can’t help but wonder what Salazar intends to do with the hellspawn,” Samuel said.  
 
    “Nothing good,” Linx said. “Though I suppose it’s possible that he has no plan for them at all. After the demon possessed him, his plans changed.” 
 
    “I almost wish he had succeeded with his original scheme,” Clara remarked, shifting in her seat in the back and fingering the spot on her trousers beneath which was the still-bright pink flesh on her leg where she had been wounded at the mine. “It would be over now.” 
 
    “When did you suspect something was wrong?” Samuel asked.  
 
    Linx thought for a few seconds. “I’d suspected something wasn’t right for a long time. But only recently that he was no longer himself.” 
 
    “It’s hard to imagine,” Clara mused. “A whole new form of life living inside him. One that we created.” 
 
    “The Nelwyn think it might have happened even without the corruption of mana,” Samuel said. “But who knows?” 
 
    Who knows? was a sentiment that was all too common these days. No one seemed to know much of anything anymore. Everything was a fresh mystery. And not the fun, exciting kind, but the kind of mystery that made you question your own worth and second-guess every choice you’d made throughout your entire life. The kind of mystery that haunted dreams and transformed them to nightmares.  
 
    “When we get through the ventilation tunnel,” Linx began.  
 
    “No magic,” Samuel said, finishing the sentence. “Don’t worry, I’ll follow your lead.” 
 
    “That would be interesting to watch,” Clara said. 
 
    Samuel waved for Clara to climb in the front, waiting for her to be seated next to him before throwing an arm around her shoulder. He had not argued with her when she insisted on coming along as far as the entrance to the tunnel, and Clara had not put up a fight when it was explained that she simply could not come with them. She neither knew the city nor could she use magic. Her presence would be a liability. But to his relief, she hadn’t made him say so out loud.  
 
    He choked back a sudden sob that came seemingly from nowhere. This would be their final journey together, and they both knew it. He was on his way to die, and she would have to watch him walk away for the last time. The promise they had made to face death together would be broken. And while she had refused to allow him to see her pain, Samuel could hear it in every word she spoke. In a way, he was grateful that the situation were not reversed, unsure that he would have possessed the strength to let go. 
 
    “Did I tell you how much I love you?” he said, turning just enough to kiss the top of her head.  
 
    “Yes,” she answered, smiling up at him. “But it’s never enough.” 
 
    Samuel glanced in the rear-view mirror. Linx was smiling, though her eyes betrayed her envy at the comfort Clara was giving him. He felt a sudden rush of pity, knowing that she had never experienced real love—the love that went beyond the physical, creating an unspoken bond that could not be broken, not even by death. And she never would.  
 
    That would have made for a good argument for Linx not to go, he thought.  
 
    But the time for debate was over. The path was fixed, and they would not be able to walk it together.  
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Lenora could no longer weep. She could no longer allow regret and guilt to influence her heart. The Bomar wagons had arrived the morning they departed, filled to bursting with weapons. No soldiers, however. But for that she was grateful, considering that the Bomar who had arrived could not leave. They had become trapped like everyone else. And they were not pleased about it.  
 
    Lenora allowed Zara to explain the situation to them. When she was told that Drake had gone north to open some ancient vault in exchange for weapons, she lost all desire to hold a conversation. Someone else could do the talking for a while. Let Zara argue and yell; Lenora hadn’t the energy.  
 
    She was relieved in a way that Drake had not returned and made all the Nelwyn who were aware of her pregnancy swear never to reveal it to him. That he would mourn the death of his wife was enough of a burden; there was no need to add on the pain of losing a child. Riding in the front passenger seat of the car, she looked down at her belly. She would shoulder the burden of this sin alone.  
 
    Maimiel, the Nelwyn sitting behind her, was young. Too young, in Lenora’s opinion. She had been assured that his power and maturity far outspanned his years, and he had fought bravely several times against the Bomar, so his courage was not in question. How young was too young to sacrifice your life? The thought caused another of a long series of panicked moments to grip her by the throat. The life she carried was too young…and yet here they were. She wanted to scream for the driver to stop, to let her out so that she could flee to safety. But as on the multiple occasions prior, she was able to regain self-control and the hold on her tongue.  
 
    Samuel and Clara would never have allowed this, regardless of whether Lenora were queen. But there was no other choice to be made. Salazar was her brother, and Linx had told them that he still retained the memories of who he had been. It was crucial that he be made to keep his focus on them and away from the power station. If a single Nelwyn proved inadequate, she had to be there to keep his attention on them.  
 
    “You’re insane,” Linx had said. “He’s not your brother anymore.” 
 
    “You can’t know that for sure,” she countered. “He’ll be expecting fifty Nelwyn. What happens when only one arrives? What if it’s not enough to hold his attention? The memory of me might be all that stands between Salazar and our destruction.” 
 
    She had made Linx swear not to tell Samuel and Clara, and had waited until after they departed to pack her belongings.  
 
    The car slowed as it navigated around piles of rubble left from the hellspawn massacre. This was a residential area of the inner provinces. Wealthy by their standards, mostly factory workers and government employees had lived here. The narrow avenue was pitted and cracked, and the bones of the dead were scattered indiscriminately, as if someone had kicked over a pile of twigs. Most of the buildings were damaged to varying degrees, obviously from hellspawn tearing their way through, hunting their prey.  
 
    At least the smell of decaying flesh Samuel had described was absent, replaced by the odor of mold and an overall grime that coated everything.  
 
    “Seeing this saddens me,” the Nelwyn said. “So much effort destroyed. I would like to have seen it before the hellspawn. Will you rebuild?” 
 
    “I doubt it. Those who escaped seem uninterested in returning. Not that I blame them. Out here, life was quite hard.” 
 
    The Nelwyn looked confused. “In what way?” 
 
    “They lacked the resources of those who lived in Troi,” she explained, suppressing a weary sigh. How many times had she described the inequality which plagued her people to the Nelwyn? Dozens, at least, and it always left her feeling empty and sad. Facing the inequities of humankind was an uncomfortable act, to put it mildly. “Though those in this area did better than others. Still, they were one misstep away from starvation.” 
 
    At this point, usually a Nelwyn would make her explain that to lose your job would push you further out into the provinces. A simple injury or just growing too old was enough to condemn you to a tragic albeit short existence. But to her relief, Maimiel nodded, a sad little smile tugging at his lips.  
 
    “We’re getting close,” said the driver, an older woman named Heline.  
 
    “How far?” Lenora asked.  
 
    “Another hour.” 
 
    Lenora reached into her pocket, retrieved the tiny mana pad, and pressed the button in the center. She then reached into her other pocket and placed an envelope on the seat between them.  
 
    “When Drake Sharazi returns, I want you to give this to him,” Lenora instructed.  
 
    The woman glanced down, then gave a curt nod. “He’ll get it.” 
 
    Lenora smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You know, Your Highness,” Heline said, her cheek twitching, and mouth pressed to a tight line, “I grew up out here. And, well…I never thought much of your family.” 
 
    “I can understand why.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed. “I didn’t mean it to come out like that. I’m saying that I was wrong. About you, at least. You’re nothing like I thought you’d be. And, well…I…I just want you to know that I’m honored to be the one driving you.” 
 
    “I’m the one who is honored,” she said.  
 
    Heline’s face turned another shade of brighter red. “No reason to be honored knowing me. I wasn’t nothing but a thief and a whore. After Mom died, I just gave up. Never did do anything with my life.” 
 
    “You’re a survivor,” Lenora said, placing a kind hand on her leg. “And it’s our fault you had to live like that.” 
 
    Heline reached down and squeezed Lenora’s hand. “Not yours. I don’t believe that. Your heart is too big. Everyone knows that, even someone dumb as me.” She lifted her hand and wagged a finger. “And before you go telling me I’m not dumb, you should know that I don’t mind. I never was good with learning. Took after my dad that way. But I figure you don’t have to be too smart to get by. I mean, you don’t need to know how to build a car to steal one. And men…they’re easy enough to get over on.” She gave an embarrassed grin. “I guess what I mean is…well…you shouldn’t feel sorry for me.” 
 
    “What are your plans?” the Nelwyn chipped in, looking most intrigued by the conversation.  
 
    “Whoa!” she cried out with a start. “I forgot you were back there. My plans? I guess go find somewhere to settle down. Met me a decent guy. He doesn’t care what I did before. Not that he has much room to judge. He was just a bartender. Still, he treats me nice. Wants kids. So we figured on heading out with your folk once this is all over.” 
 
    “I’m sure my people will be happy to help you,” he said.  
 
    Lenora had thought her tears were spent. She was wrong. “I know you’ll be happy.” 
 
    “Hey,” Heline said, reaching over to stroke Lenora’s hair. “You never know. You might make it out of this yet. My mother always said that you only stop hoping when you stop breathing.” 
 
    Lenora wiped her eyes, unable to speak, fearing that her sorrow would overcome her.  
 
    Hope. She was sacrificing her hope. She could not allow hope to dig its claws into her spirit. Without the hollow emptiness of despair, she might actually believe what Heline was saying, and she must not allow that to happen. In her mind she was already dead. And you cannot send fear into the heart of the dead. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Samuel felt the vibration of the mana pad in his pocket. “They’re almost there.” 
 
    Linx checked her weapon. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Samuel pressed down on the accelerator. “Let’s end this.” 
 
    Vale would fall. In defeat or in victory, Vale would no longer exist. It was their responsibility to ensure that the disease it had spawned did not infect the rest of the world.  
 
    He looked over to Clara. “I wish there was another way.” 
 
    Clara said nothing, pressing herself in close, eyes closed, tears streaming down her face. In a few hours it would be over, and a new future would begin. A new world. They would not fail. He would not break his promise to Clara only to allow her to die without him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Troi loomed in the distance like some terrible ravenous monster that needed to be slain. The mana streams were barely visible, none reaching beyond the city walls. Samuel thought it a bleak and lonely place without the mana to add life and color.  
 
    “I wonder what will be left?” Linx said offhandedly.  
 
    “A big crater, I would think,” Samuel answered.  
 
    The twenty-foot-tall pipe a few yards off to the left of a massive metal warehouse was their destination. The concrete wasteland before them had once been used for equipment storage and training. You could learn to use a hauler or crane without any danger of damaging something important. A few were still scattered about, and an entire fleet of flatbed trucks was lined up in the warehouse.  
 
    “Your dad would have been cursing up a storm if he saw this,” Clara remarked. “All those new parts?” 
 
    Samuel forced a chuckle. “You can grab one and take it back with you if you want. I don’t think anyone will mind.”     
 
    A deep, ominous silence fell, and the three exchanged a knowing look. They needed nothing from the car. They had everything required: Samuel’s magic and Linx’s P37 and the crystal in Samuel’s pocket. Not even the knife on his belt was necessary, though he brought it anyway.  
 
    Without a word, they started toward the vent pipe in unison, their strides somewhere between reluctant and middling. Linx led the way, her black coveralls a size too big for her lithe frame. Samuel’s coveralls felt constrained and rubbed at his armpits. But it was silly to complain this late in the game.   
 
    Clara was holding his hand. While able to choke back her tears, she could not stifle a few staccato sobs slipping out in random bursts. “I want to say something. But I don’t have the words.” 
 
    Samuel’s eyes filled with tears of his own, but he wiped them away before they could fall. “You don’t need to. I know what you’re thinking.” 
 
    A maintenance ladder was affixed to the side of the pipe. Linx tested the strength of the third rung.  
 
    “I think you should go first,” she said. “It doesn’t look too sturdy. Better to test it with the heavier of us. I’ll wait until you reach the top.” 
 
    Samuel turned to face Clara and drew her close. They needed no more words between them. He crushed his lips to hers, his arm tight around her as if trying to impart a lifetime of devotion and love through a single kiss. When their lips parted, their eyes remained fixed on one another.  
 
    It was Clara who looked away first.  
 
    Samuel turned and gave Linx a nod. “I’m ready.” He approached the ladder, testing the strength. “Looks solid to….” There was a flash of light and a searing pain that shot through his entire body at once. Then blackness. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” Clara shouted. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I won the argument,” Linx said, holstering her P37. “Can you get him into the car by yourself?” 
 
    “I… yes.” 
 
    Linx reached into Samuel’s pocket and retrieved the crystal and the mana pad. “Then you’d better get to it. He’ll be out for an hour or so.” 
 
    Clara did not move at first, her eyes darting from Samuel to Linx. “Why?” 
 
    “The Royal Guard protects the royal family. He is Lenora’s cousin, after all.” She gave Clara a thin smile, then spun around lightly and began ascending the ladder. “Tell Samuel I’m sorry,” she called back. “But I just can’t bear losing an argument. Call it a flaw in my character.”  
 
    As she climbed, she went over the timeline in her head. The moment she pressed the button on the mana pad, everything would be in motion. Assuming she could make it to the ground level undetected, by the time Salazar realized what was happening, it would be too late.  
 
    The part of the plan she hated most was that the word “assuming” had been used entirely too often. Assumptions were not facts. To succeed, nothing could go wrong, and there were always unaccounted-for obstacles. Too late for second guessing, she thought. It was time for ‘Linx the fugitive street urchin’ to return. She had work to do. A grin pulled up from the outer reaches of her mouth. The finality of the moment faded. That’s right, she thought. You have nothing to lose anymore. Life is cheap. And damn short.  
 
    She had come full circle. And she was glad about it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Samuel felt a cool, strong wind on his face as the measured hum of an engine beckoned him awake. What the hell happened? How the fuck had he ended up in a car? One minute he’d been about to climb the ventilation shaft, the next… His eyes popped wide. 
 
    “Linx!” 
 
    Samuel sat up, reaching for the door handle. Clara was driving, cheeks still red from crying, but her expression was a stone solid mask of unyielding determination.  
 
    “It’s too late,” Clara said. “She’s inside the city by now.” 
 
    He glowered at Clara. “Did you…” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it,” Clara said, “so don’t you blame me. This was all Linx.” 
 
    “I suppose you just went along with it,” he said. “Do you know what this means?” 
 
    Clara shrugged. “I know it means you’re coming with me. And I know if she’d had trusted me, I’d have helped.” 
 
    “If something happens to her, it’s all over,” he said. “You have to turn around.” 
 
    “It’s too late, Samuel. She’s through the ventilation by now. Probably on her way to the power station.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would she do this?” 
 
    “I have no idea why someone like Linx does the things she does,” Clara admitted. “That is a woman with more layers than I care to count. All I know is that I owe her more than I could ever repay.” 
 
    Samuel was forced to accept what had happened. There was nothing to be done. “If she succeeds, everyone will.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “Clever,” Linx muttered. Had she not been looking for it, the tiny explosive device fixed to the door would have detonated the moment she opened it. The door to the utility room that housed the entrance to the ventilation shaft itself was fused closed, curiously from the inside. There wasn’t a dead body (or a live one) in the ventilation, so who had set the trap and sealed the door? 
 
    The answer came via the click and a soft whine that she knew all too well.  
 
    “King Salazar said you would try to come back.” 
 
    Linx turned slowly. The dim mana bulbs barely illuminating the open metal grate through which she had just passed silhouetted the figure of a man holding the unmistakable shape of a P37.  
 
    “Xavier,” she whispered, then raised her voice. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    The room was large enough to maneuver a bit—about thirty feet from side to side and twenty from the ventilation grate to the door. But with Xavier already pointing his weapon, there was little chance for evasion. He was in his magistrate uniform, though it was filthy and ripped at the sleeve. His face was smeared with grime, and his eyes were sunken deep into his skull.  
 
    “I am saving myself and my parents,” he said.  
 
    “By living like a rat?” 
 
    He let out a maniacal laugh that startled her back a pace. “A rat? Yes. A rat. A rat survives. That’s what I’m doing. Surviving. Which is more than I can say about you.” 
 
    “What did Salazar do to you?” She knew that despite how much she disliked the man, he was about as good as one got with a P37.  
 
    “The king was kind,” he answered, his voice rasping. “He allowed my parents to go free. And once you are dead, I will be free too.” 
 
    “Salazar told you to kill me?” 
 
    There was a slight hint of hesitation in his voice. “Only if you don’t turn back. But you won’t. I know you. You won’t turn back. You’ll refuse. Then I can kill you.” 
 
    “So what if I do go back? Then you have to stay here.” 
 
    “You won’t!” he shouted. His hands trembled, and he was shifting on his feet.  
 
    “No. I think I will just go back. I’m sorry, Xavier. But you’ll have to stay here. And before you get clever, if you disobey, Salazar will know.” 
 
    “He knows everything.” The madness spilled out like a boiling pot of bile. “He’ll know if I kill you. But…but you won’t go back. You’re lying. You’re trying to trick me.” 
 
    Linx took a cautious stepped toward the grate. “Goodbye, Xavier.” 
 
    “No!” His insanity was reaching a fever pitch. “You can’t.” 
 
    Linx saw the muscles in his hand tense. This was a roll of the dice. She ducked low and dove hard to the right. The sizzle of the mana burst was piercing, as was the pain up and down her right side. But there was no time for pain. She scrambled for her weapon, rolling as she did so. Another shot struck where she had just been, ripping into the floor and shooting tiny hot shards of tile into her back. She could not allow for a third shot.  
 
    In an act of pure desperation, Linx let fly a burst blindly in the general direction of Salazar. There was a yelp and a thud and then silence. Wincing, she climbed to one knee. The shot hadn’t been particularly powerful, but it had found its target.  
 
    Xavier had slid down against the wall to his backside, a hole burned through his jacket at the abdomen. She fired again, this time with more focus—a shot not meant to kill but to paralyze. Xavier’s body went rigid for a moment then flopped over on his side. 
 
    Gingerly tearing the hole in her coveralls wider, she examined her wound. It was just above the hip. The power he’d used should have made it impossible for her to stand, let alone walk. Reaching into her pocket, she felt tiny pieces of metal and plastic clinging to burned flesh. The mana pad. Absorbing the shot, it had saved her. But now she could not contact Lenora.  
 
    Deal with that later, she thought.  
 
    Struggling to her feet, she hobbled over to Xavier, who was still unable to move. He was looking up at her wild eyed and mouthing silent curses. “I’m sorry this happened to you. I know you might not believe that. Better that Salazar had just killed you and been done with it.” She raised her weapon. “I won’t let your pain continue, though.”  
 
    The thin but deadly stream of blue mana ended matters, leaving a tiny circle of scorched flesh between Xavier’s eyes. She hadn’t the cruelty of heart to tell him that his parents would die despite his efforts; that he had been left there for no better reason than so Salazar could possibly save his favorite pet.  
 
    But there was no time to reflect. The key to their timing had been destroyed.  
 
    “Luckily for us, I’m fucking brilliant.” 
 
     Lenora would be at the fuel station by now, waiting on her signal. She touched at the wound on her hip, sucking her teeth at the pain. This should make things interesting.  
 
    Using a hot mana stream, she cut a hole in the door wide enough to slip through. The access shed was just off from the plant, next to a narrow street used by maintenance. There was nothing beyond this point aside from sheer steel walls blanketed with an array of pipes and conduits that snaked all the way up to the first level.  
 
    Linx breathed in the aroma of grease and rust, which left a metallic taste in her mouth. The wall of the plant stretched on for nearly a quarter mile before ending at a car park, where she was hoping to find a vehicle.  
 
    On the other side of the access road was a series of small buildings, though she had no idea what purpose they had served. Many had the doors forced open, likely by those looking for something valuable to sell or exchange for food or whatever else they needed.  
 
    “Still better than where you lived in the provinces,” she remarked, suppressing  a self-deprecating laugh.  
 
    Linx limped on until reaching the end of the building, then ducked behind a nearby pile of twisted metal and wood, one of more than a hundred placed randomly across the face of the plant that had gone untouched since it was shut down. She peered out, feeling a wave of relief. There were no cars, but there was a waste removal vehicle. Despite their size, and unsophisticated appearance, those were nearly impossible to break into or steal.  
 
    “Unless you have the right code,” she said, grinning impishly.   
 
    It was then she felt it—the voice in her mind had returned. It was shouting desperately to be restored to its home so that it could be with its kin. Whatever designs it had had on her, whatever influence it had sought to exert, were forgotten. It had a single, all-consuming desire: to go home. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said, “that’s where we’re going. After one more stop.”  
 
    Unsurprisingly, the codes had not been changed. Who was there to change them? The roar and hum of the other factories told her that everything was not shut down. To do so would cause a panic. So apparently, they were not prepared to cleanse the city of life just yet. Probably a failsafe, she thought, in case they’re unable to lure in the Nelwyn.  
 
    Pulling out of the car park, she pointed the truck in the direction of the main highway. There were only a few people walking around, though this was not all that unusual, given that this was mostly an industrial area. Between shifts, the streets would flood with vehicles and pedestrians, but for the most part, only a few utility vehicles and workers would be about. She did pass a few, but no one took any notice of her.  
 
    Linx patted the steering wheel. “Big and clunky, but as invisible as the wind. Who notices the trash collector?” 
 
    The small section of a residential area she passed through was just as she remembered. Dank, poorly lit streets. Sidewalks peppered with the despondent and inebriated. Sparse lights in random windows. And the occasional crack of a gunshot.  
 
    A quiet voice in the back of her mind tried to convince her that she was merely putting them out of their misery, but she dismissed it quickly as a comforting lie meant to alleviate her guilt. In the end, it was simply a matter of what could and could not be done. They could not save these people; but they could save the others.  
 
    “Just bad luck,” she said, then pulled the truck onto the highway. “Let’s hope it’s not contagious.” 
 
    Reaching level three, Linx pulled off and parked the truck beneath the ramp, beside a dozen or so gutted, pilfered vehicles. This was a risk. But there wasn’t a better option. 
 
    She threaded her way between buildings, through alleys and side streets, for nearly half an hour. The pain from her injury was getting worse, but she fought through it, with only the sporadic grunt.  
 
    She reached her apartment building from the opposite side of the street, waiting in the shadows until she was certain no one was about. A few pedestrians passed, along with a car or two. But here the streetlights were still working. A feature once desired but now shunned. She had once equated the population of Troi to cockroaches, fleeing when the lights were turned on, and she now felt shame for making the comparison. Only a block over, she could hear shouts and the breaking of glass. The stench of decay and death certainly did not remain in the darkness but spread into every corner of Troi like a sickness.  
 
    She took a deep breath and then dashed across the street, barreling through the front door into the lobby. The old man who would check in visitors was absent and had been since before she’d left Troi. Linx wondered what had happened to him. She shook away the thought. Whoever wasn’t dead yet soon would be.  
 
    Using the emergency stairs, she made her way up to the fifth floor and three doors down to her apartment. She had rigged the mana pad not to alert the magistrate or anyone else when she arrived. So long as no one had thought to change the pad, she could be in and out without anyone knowing she had been there.  
 
    The light popped on automatically when she opened the door. The cool air that carried with it the fragrance of rose and lavender drew an involuntary sigh.  
 
     “I was hoping we’d meet again.” 
 
    Linx’s hand shot to her weapon. Just beyond the small foyer in the living room a familiar face was smiling at her. Though smiling was not quite right; more like the polite courtesy you see from a clerk or shopkeeper.  
 
    Redmond Copel was clad in a gray shirt and black pants, which were stained at the knees with dirt. His head was freshly shaved and his flesh pink from a recent shower.  
 
    Gripped by fear, Linx backed into the door, mana flooding the P37. The images of his power were still fresh in her memory.   
 
    Copel crossed over to a small bar Linx had set up upon moving in and poured himself a glass of whiskey. He held it up to the light and swirled the brown liquid around a few times before drinking half. He let out a satisfied sigh.  
 
    “The man I was loved whiskey,” he remarked casually, as if they were old friends. “It’s funny, though. Some of the things he enjoyed I simply can’t abide. Like woodworking, and mystery novels. Others…it’s like he’s still here enjoying them with me.” He glanced over. “You can put away your weapon. I’m not here to kill you.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    He stared down into his glass. “I’m not quite sure. Why are you?” 
 
    The shot she had ready should incinerate him, though he might have cast a protection spell. The burning in her chest from channeling so much mana was excruciating, but she dared not relent.  
 
    “To stop you,” she admitted. No reason to play this any other way but straight.  
 
    “Stop me?” He chuckled. “Yes. I suppose you would see it that way. And a short time ago, you would have been right. But things are different now.” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    “I am different. We are different.” He finished his drink and poured himself another. “Salazar believes he can perfect our kind by using this new species as a vessel. I do not seek perfection.” He held up one hand to examine his fingernails. “I like to get dirty. To have my hands in the soil. The man I was did not.” Still holding his glass in the other hand, he took another drink. “But he did enjoy being the source of joy and happiness. He was kind and honest. And no matter how hard I try, I cannot rid myself of that part of him.” He paused, gazing reflectively into his drink. “Salazar wants me to kill them. All of them. The moment he is sure we are compatible with these new people, he has ordered me to commit genocide.”   
 
    “I saw what you did,” Linx said, through gritted teeth. “That shouldn’t be a problem for you.” 
 
    Copel nodded, shoulders slumped. “Yes. I have killed. At first, I was unbothered by it. Your kind were no more significant than the grass in the garden. But now the grass holds meaning for me. Life holds meaning. And the memories of this wretched, kind, infuriating, gentle soul have shaken me to my core. I cannot do as I have been commanded.” He turned his head so that he could see her from the corner of his eyes. “Nor can I allow you to do the same.” 
 
    “So you did come here to kill me.” 
 
    “No. I cannot bring myself to kill again. The screams…” He clenched his fist and pounded it against the bar top. “They won’t stop tearing at my soul. They shout curses from the void. They haunt my thoughts with every step I take.” He fell silent for a long moment. His hand unclenched and he finished his drink, immediately pouring another. “For now, I am alone in my sympathies. My siblings are not so disinclined to obey Salazar. But they are feeling the pull also; the inevitable change brought on by the stubborn memories of the dead. They too fear that Salazar will see us as a failed experiment and move to eliminate us.” 
 
    “What are you asking of me?” 
 
    There was a barely perceptible shake of his head. “Nothing. I have no right to ask. I know you’ve come to destroy Salazar. And with him, you will sacrifice us all. I actually understand why. And I can’t say I see fault in your logic.” 
 
    “If you know all this, then you know I have no other choice.” 
 
    “We always have a choice.” He pointed at her pocket. “May I hold it?” 
 
    She was suddenly aware of the vex crystal’s weight against her thigh. She withdrew it, maintaining her aim, and held it up. “You may look.” 
 
    Copel shut his eyes. Instantly tears sprang forth, soaking his cheeks and dripping from the tip of his chin. “She’s in pain. Such terrible pain.” 
 
    “You can hear it?” She returned the crystal to her pocket. 
 
    “As clearly as I can hear you. She wants to go home. She believes that’s where you’re taking her.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Linx said.  
 
    “I know you hate us,” Copel said, “and you have every right to. We invaded the bodies of living beings in order to steal an existence we should never have had.” He drained his glass yet again, this time placing it on the bar and swiveling on the stool to face her. “But despite how it happened, I am here. We are here. I cannot undo the past. I cannot unwind time to make myself understand what we have done.” 
 
    “What is it you want? Forgiveness? Atonement? What?” 
 
    “No. We’re beyond that now. I simply want to live. Nothing more.” He spread his arms. “I’m at your mercy. Pull the trigger and I will die. You will likely succeed in your mission…and the city of Troi will be turned to ash. All those beyond its walls will be saved. But at the cost of the tens of thousands still living here.”  
 
    “The alternative?” 
 
    “Put away your weapon, and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Linx sneered. “You think I’m an idiot? If in destroying Troi I destroy your kind, it’s a sacrifice worth making.” 
 
    “Then you should pull the trigger. For now, your presence is unknown to Salazar. But my kin trapped within the crystal will continue calling out. Sooner or later, Salazar will hear.” 
 
    Linx stared into his eyes. He was in pain; tremendous, soul-wrenching pain. Something had changed inside him. No….change was not the proper term. Evolved. He had evolved from what he was into what now sat before her. A new species. A new form of life. Ready to die yet needing to live.  
 
    “Then I’ll make a deal with you,” Linx said. “Tell me your alternative, and if I think it’s worth trying, I’ll put away my weapon.” 
 
    Copel regarded her for a long, tense moment, then gave a sharp nod. “Very well.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Lenora’s heart had nearly leapt from her chest when the mana pad began to buzz. Heline had insisted on waiting by the car until they started out before leaving them behind, even then watching after them until they were well away. The small fuel station had been a well-known marker, chosen as the starting point because it would take them almost precisely an hour to walk to Troi, or at least to the massive wall that was now barricading the main highway. It was there that the fate of all would be decided. The horrible nightmare of her brother’s reign would come to an end, and along with it, thousands of years of history. Lives lost. Fortunes made. Joys relished. Suffering endured. The legacy of Vale would no doubt live on, but so much had been lost, and in a way that would cause the name of her beloved home to be spoken with bitterness and scorn.    
 
    As she walked hand in hand with Maimiel, the sheer scope of what Vale had once been crashed in on her like bricks dropped from a great height. Even without the mana streams, it was magnificent.  
 
    “Why is everything so tall?” Maimiel asked.  
 
    The question stunned her for a moment. “I really don’t know. To save space, I imagine.” 
 
    The Nelwyn looked perplexed by this. “You seem to have plenty of space. Why save it?” 
 
    Lenora had no answer that didn’t sound ludicrous. 
 
    Believing that he might have insulted her, Maimiel quickly added: “I do think it’s beautiful. Never has a tree in all the wild world grown so tall. It is a testament to the ingenuity of your people.”  
 
    Lenora smiled. “You’re kind to say so. But in truth, most of this was built long ago. Before my grandfather’s grandfather was born. The land we passed through to get here is more of an example of what my people can do today.” 
 
    “It’s still impressive,” he said. “We could learn much from you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that what we have to teach is worth learning.” 
 
    Six massive figures lumbering back and forth across the highway at the base of the wall brought them to a sudden stop.  
 
    “Sweet spirits of the Mother,” Maimiel gasped.  
 
    The hellspawn stood twenty feet tall, their arms extended down so that their claws dragged across the pavement. Their steps appeared labored, almost as if each were a fall prevented at the last possible second by the other leg. Their eyes were not the black pits she had seen in images, but rather a milky white haze. And their flesh had turned slate gray.  
 
    The Nelwyn pulled his hand free and started toward them at a brisk pace.  
 
    “Wait,” Lenora cried. “They’re dangerous.” 
 
    “They’re suffering,” he shot back.  
 
    They were less than one hundred yards from the hellspawn when all six turned to face them. To Lenora’s shock and relief, they did not charge. Her shock became utter astonishment when the Nelwyn marched straight up to the hellspawn in the center and stretched out his hand. Fear prevented Lenora from joining him; she was only able to urge herself to within fifty feet. She had seen what these beasts were capable of and had heard the account from Clara about these in particular. Overgrown, saturated with raw mana, but still filled with uncontrollable rage.  
 
    The hellspawn merely looked down at the Nelwyn and then dropped to its knees, its colossal weight shaking the ground. The others dragged themselves within a few feet and did the same. With tear-filled eyes, Maimiel touched each one on the arm, whispering a few words in his native language. With each touch, the hellspawn lowered their heads and slumped down, until all six were motionless, looking very much as if they were sleeping.  
 
    Maimiel turned and rejoined Lenora, his expression a portrait of pity and compassion.  
 
    “What did you do?” she asked, barely above a whisper. 
 
    But before he could respond, the bodies of the hellspawn began to crumble under their own weight, clouds of ash billowing out as they fell to the highway, until there was naught but six piles of formless gray dust.  
 
    The Nelwyn lifted his hand, and a stiff wind blew in to carry the bodies of the hellspawn away. “Whoever would create such creatures deserves to share their pain.” His face was slowly contorting into an anger she had never witnessed in a Nelwyn.  
 
    “That is who we’re here to stop,” she said. Though this was only partly true, she hadn’t the heart to explain that her brother, who had committed the crimes, was just as dead as the humans who had been mutated and corrupted into the hellspawn.  
 
    Lenora wondered how long they would need to wait, but the answer came in less than a minute. The ground quaked ferociously, tossing them down to their knees. An earsplitting crack, as if someone had snapped an enormous whip, echoed from within the city, and the wall began to come apart from the ramparts, showering the ground with bricks and mortar.  
 
    Lenora was up in an instant and pulled Maimiel to his feet, dragging him along until clear of the destruction. Another impossibly deep rumble saw the entire wall collapse at once. But before the bricks struck the ground, a tempest rose, catching up the debris and spitting it harmlessly out to either side. What must have taken days if not weeks to build took Salazar less than a minute to demolish.  
 
    As the tempest died and the dust settled, Lenora saw her brother for the first time since leaving Troi. She had been unsure how this would affect her. But seeing him standing in the center of the highway, alone, in their father’s red and black robe, the crown of Vale resting upon his brow, the scepter in one hand, and displaying the warmest and most welcoming of smiles, she felt only contempt.  
 
    “Lenora,” he said, his voice traversing the distance easily. “I have so longed to see you again.” 
 
    Lenora cast a simple charm to enhance her voice as well. “You have never seen me before. Do not pretend to be my brother.” 
 
    “Oh, but I am your brother,” he countered. “In all the ways that matter, I am Salazar. I possess all of his memories and knowledge. I feel everything he felt. And I can assure you that he felt a deep love for you; more so than for anyone.” His eyes drifted to Maimiel. “And I see you have brought a friend. Though admittedly I am disappointed there is only one of you. Can I assume your kin are forthcoming?” 
 
    “We will discuss the Nelwyn shortly,” Lenora said. “First, I have some questions.” 
 
    Salazar laughed. “Of course you do. How else can you give Linx time to make her way to the power station? Don’t look so surprised; I know you better than you know yourself. You are perfectly capable of such a plan. For all of your kindness and gentle nature, you are tougher than tempered steel. I knew you would come, and I knew you would send Linx to the power station. If it makes you feel any better, the plan would not have worked. You would have certainly destroyed many of my kin, but I would have remained untouched.” 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Lenora demanded.  
 
    “Not a thing. Though she’s likely dead by now.” He held out a hand to her.  “Please. Ask your questions. This may be the last chance you get.” 
 
    Lenora staggered back, only keeping her feet when Maimiel caught her elbow. They had failed. She would die. Her child would die. Everyone would die. There had never been any hope. Only the illusion.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” she managed to choke out through stifled sobs.  
 
    “Because your kind is the past,” he said flatly. “Mine is the future. And with the Nelwyn to aid us, the future will not only be a better one for all, it will endure forever. Humans have ravaged this world for as long as they have lived upon it. That has to end. And I will end it. 
 
    “Your brother had the right idea: he wanted to purge the land in order to save it. Granted, his tactics were brutal, and he lacked the intelligence to appreciate the long-term impact of what he was doing, yet his instincts were correct. To be honest, I did not see it initially. I was just as horrified as you were. But as I began taking possession of his body, I came to learn that he had been right all along. Only his vision was too limited. Too small. And far too selfish. But that was just who he was.” 
 
    Lenora squared her shoulders. “And you think you are different? You think by killing the humans and stealing the bodies of the Nelwyn you’ll save the world? The arrogance. My brother was mad. He had always been driven by greed and desire. Always so certain that he knew what was best for everyone. And you’re no different. Whatever he was, he left that part of himself in you.” 
 
    Even from a distance, she could see the twitch of anger in his cheeks.  
 
    “I will create a new world. A new way. My kind will cherish what this land has to offer. Your kind consumes it as if it has no value.” 
 
    Lenora gestured at Maimiel. “Do the Nelwyn behave this way?” 
 
    “I know nothing of their ways,” Salazar admitted. “But I do know they have been corrupted by humans. That they stand at your side is proof enough of that.” 
 
    “Is that the excuse you’re telling yourself?” she scolded, calling out his lie.  
 
    “I need not make excuses to you, nor to anyone else,” he stated, head high, scepter rising in his hand, the facets within glowing with a pulsing violet light. “You cannot stop me. And your words mean nothing. The Nelwyn will come with me now. And you, dear sister, will bring the rest of his kin to me.” 
 
    “I will not,” she said, her hand glowing red, defensive spells wrapping around her body.  
 
    Maimiel stepped forward. “You will not have us, spirit. My kin would take their own lives before allowing you to use them for your designs.” 
 
    “We shall see,” he said, lip curled, eyes drilling their fury into Lenora’s.  
 
    Lenora struck first, sending thin, needlelike points of mana racing toward Salazar. But he deflected them with a wave of his scepter. Before Salazar could counter, the earth erupted like a geyser beneath him, sending him hurling twenty feet high as the powerful Nelwyn spell spit up huge chunks of rock, dirt, and concrete. But the impacts were absorbed, and the rubble turned to dust on contact. Once the spell ceased, Salazar’s body hung in midair for the span of two breaths, his malevolent grimace bearing down on them. As he drifted to the ground, Lenora and Maimiel continued their assault, but nothing they did could break through his defenses. As his foot touched the pavement just beside the crater left by the Nelwyn’s attack, he gave them a malicious grin. From the tip of his scepter a beam of red mana shot forth, striking Lenora in the chest and sending her flying back several feet. Her defensive spells were shattered instantly, leaving her completely vulnerable.  
 
    The Nelwyn raised a wall of stone from the rubble to stand between the siblings. But with a flick of his wrist, Salazar transformed it to a blue mist that caught on the wind and vanished in only a few seconds.  
 
    Lenora was dazed and unable to stand. One attack; that was all it had taken. She had never experienced power so utterly relentless. She was trying to recast her defenses, but her mind would not focus.   
 
    “If you will not come willingly,” Salazar’s voice boomed, “I will have to use more persuasive means.” He raised his scepter and his free hand as Maimiel cast attack after attack to no avail. 
 
    “Fuck you!” shouted a voice from somewhere behind Salazar.  
 
    Lenora was able to lift her head enough to see a ball of blue flame collide with Salazar’s back, sending him staggering forward several paces. A second ball dropped him to one knee. Lenora was beginning to recover and was able to roll onto her hands and knees.  
 
    Two figures were standing about twenty yards further back from Salazar. One she instantly knew to be Linx, though she did not recognize the second, older man.  
 
    Salazar was stunned but far from defeated. He sent a wave of white light toward his new attackers. Linx fired her weapon at the same time, canceling a portion of the mana…but not all. She was blasted from her feet and landed flat on her back. Her companion was not as badly affected and only stumbled slightly before casting a tiny green ball of light at Salazar that exploded into a pale green haze that enveloped his body, momentarily blinding him. Linx crawled back up and fired twice more, and Maimiel did the same. Lenora, mustering all the strength she could, forgoing any renewal of defenses, concentrated on simple but potent force attacks. There was no need for nuance or strategy; this was a war of attrition.   
 
    Salazar roared with fury, his battle cry so loud and impossibly deep that Lenora’s body began to shake hysterically. The mist vanished in a flash of yellow flame, leaving him singed but otherwise unhurt.  
 
    “You think to betray me?” His anger was directed at Linx’s companion. “You can join them  in death.” 
 
    The attacks were no longer having any impact, and the spells bounced away harmlessly as Salazar spread his arms wide, unfathomable amounts of mana flooding into his body. His face was a twisted mask of hatred and rage, and his intention was clear: to end this conflict with one almighty blow. 
 
    Lenora ceased her assault and clung to Maimiel, who was looking on in horror.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    The sound of a car horn calling out at a frantic cadence interrupted the moment, so out of place that even Salazar was distracted. A black sedan was speeding toward them. Lenora could only look on with slack-jawed confusion as it blew by, heading straight at Salazar. Both front doors opened and two people leapt out just as Salazar, realizing what was happening, turned to focus a blast of mana. But he had not reacted quickly enough.  
 
    The resulting explosion sent everyone onto their backsides, the heat burning hair and eyebrows and forcing Lenora and Maimiel to cover their faces.  
 
    Struggling back to her feet, Lenora could see Salazar was lying prone in the highway, arms splayed, surrounded by smoldering hunks of metal, and his scepter several feet from his grasp. She tried to run, but her legs would not obey and she fell back to the ground, wincing as her elbow took the brunt of the impact.  
 
    Again she tried to rise, but could only manage to crawl. Linx, however, had been further away and was now limping toward the body.  
 
    “Get the scepter,” Lenora shouted. 
 
    But Linx ignored her, reaching into the folds of Salazar’s robes until she found what she sought, then searching until she spotted the Nelwyn, she hobbled over and handed him what looked like a vex crystal.  
 
    “Can you destroy it?” she asked.  
 
    Maimiel was still dazed, but seeing the crystal, he shook away the haze. “Yes.” 
 
    Her companion approached the body, looking oddly sorrowful. Through the wreckage, she saw that the two people who had jumped from the car were slowly rising as well.  
 
    Immediately she recognized Samuel’s roguish smile. He was favoring his right leg, but Clara, who appeared no worse for wear, with only a few scrapes, was there to give support before he’d made it more than a few yards. He took a moment to snatch up the scepter and then plopped on the ground in front of Lenora.  
 
    “I think I need a rest.” 
 
    Maimiel handed the crystal back to Linx. “It is ready.” 
 
    Linx walked over and placed the crystal on Salazar’s back. “You should all move away.” 
 
    Without further prompting needed, the entire group moved to what Maimiel said was a safe distance.  
 
    Linx met Lenora’s eyes. “You might want to turn away.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Do what you have to do.” 
 
    Salazar was beginning to stir.  
 
    “Do it,” Samuel shouted.  
 
    Linx did not hesitate. The stream of raw mana slammed into the vex crystal from which the demon who possessed Salazar had been born. Detached from his kin, there was nowhere to flee, and the subsequent explosion annihilated both the crystal and the body of King Salazar in a hellish inferno of white flame.   
 
    Linx staggered, then allowed herself to sink to her knees. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Lenora asked.  
 
    “I will be, soon as someone can get this fucking crystal out of my chest so I can get good and drunk.” She looked up at her companion. “This is Redmond Copel.” 
 
    He bowed to everyone in turn.  
 
    “I don’t recognize you from the college,” Samuel remarked.  
 
    “He’s not one of us,” Maimiel said, eyeing him with apprehension. “He is like Salazar. A spirit who has possessed a human host.” 
 
    In a flurry of motion, Lenora and Samuel readied an attack.  
 
    “Please,” Copel said. “I’m not your enemy.” 
 
    “How about the man whose body you stole?” Samuel snapped. “Were you his enemy?”  
 
    “I cannot change what I’ve done,” he said. “But I made a bargain with Linx. And as she held up her end, I will do the same.” 
 
    “Bargain?” Samuel said, glaring from Linx to Copel. “What kind of bargain?” 
 
    “Salazar was wrong. She could have made it to the power station. My siblings were no longer watching it. But this meant my kind would become extinct. Salazar would have survived, and thousands of your people would have perished. I offered her an alternative.” He drew a crystal from his pocket identical to the one Linx had destroyed. “This is my connection to the world of my origins. Without it, I will die. Like Salazar, I removed my crystal from the others. It left me separated but allowed me to move more freely. It also caused the memories this body held to surface fully. It made me…an individual: a marriage of who this man was and who I am now. I did not…do not want to lose that. Neither do the rest of us.” 
 
    “How many are you?” Lenora asked. 
 
    “There are six of us,” he replied. “And we have agreed to remain here.” Extending his hand, he dropped the crystal into Linx’s lap. “My siblings will also give over their crystals.” 
 
    “And if we think you’re too dangerous?” Clara asked.  
 
    “With that,” he said, nodding at the crystal, “I am at your mercy.” 
 
    “And what if your…siblings decide they don’t want to hold up their end now that they have what they want?” Samuel asked. 
 
    “We didn’t want Salazar dead. But he left us no choice. And while we are indeed powerful, with that”—he pointed at the scepter in Lenora’s hand—“we are not a match for you. Even without it, enough Nelwyn could overcome us. I admit we’re not defenseless. But we’re not in a position to harm you. At least not in the way Salazar was.” 
 
    “I agreed to stay here in Troi,” Linx said.  
 
    “Why?” Lenora asked.  
 
    “Where else is there for me? Drake was about as close to a friend as I ever had. And you two don’t need me hanging around all the time.” Before Lenora could protest, she held up a hand. “I’m just being honest. At least here I can feel like I’m doing something useful.”  
 
    “Most of my kin still are languishing in the power station,” Copel explained. “They’re confused and frightened. Salazar made wild promises that could never have been kept. We cannot simply abandon them.” 
 
    “How will you help them?” Maimiel asked.  
 
    “I confess I don’t know. But I feel compelled to try.” 
 
    “Perhaps one day,” Maimiel said, “should you prove yourself trustworthy, we could add our knowledge to yours and find your kin a place in this world. But for now, I have no more desire to linger. There’s too much sadness and death in this place.” 
 
    “Clara and I can stay behind to help people leave the city,” Samuel offered. He cast Linx a scathing look. “And we’ll talk later about what you did.” 
 
    Linx forced a weary smile. “Fine. But after I’ve had a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “What about you, Your Highness?” Samuel asked. “It seems you have a people in need of your guidance. And a lot more on the way.” 
 
    Lenora smiled and kissed her cousin on the cheek. “I’m going back so I can be there when Drake returns. After that, we’re leaving Vale. I’m no longer queen of anything. I’m just Lenora Sharazi.” 
 
    “Ew,” Linx said, grunting to her feet. “You can do better than Sharazi.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Lenora said, laughing softly. “So long as I’m not “Your Highness,” I don’t care.” 
 
    Linx wrapped her in a warm embrace. “To some of us, you’ll always be Your Highness.” 
 
    “With some of you, I don’t mind.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Drake ran a hand over Lenora’s belly, the soft light from the fireplace creating an aura around her features. The bearskin rug on which they were lounging had been purchased from a Bomar trader, and was definitely his prize possession. Though in truth they hadn’t many possessions at all. The small cabin was well suited to their needs, and Lenora’s healing skills ensured they had all they needed in the way of food and other supplies. The small Nelwyn village a mile away provided anything else they might require.  
 
    Drake, as it turned out, had quite the knack for making furniture and had made almost everything in their home with his own hands, all but the bed and a rocking chair, which was a gift from Samuel and Clara.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to go?” Lenora asked.  
 
    “Maybe after the baby is born. If you want to, of course.” 
 
    Lenora let slip a contented sigh. “Right now, I can’t imagine being anywhere else. Though you really do need to finish the crib.” 
 
    Drake chuckled. “I haven’t forgotten. Mherdri is going to help me with that. I wouldn’t want it falling apart.” 
 
    “I think you could make a lovely crib all by yourself.” 
 
    “I could probably make a crib,” he corrected. “But not a lovely crib. That’s why I need Mherdri.” 
 
    They lay there in silence for a time, though Lenora could sense that Drake was still thinking about the vault.  
 
    “If you want to go, we can,” she said.  
 
    “I love you, Lenora. But you’re giving me too much credit for curiosity. I want to go with you. So you can study our history. You’re the scholar. I’m just an old hawker.” 
 
    She was admittedly curious, and she’d asked Samuel and Clara, who were still living at the border town just outside Vale, to let her know if any material became available. Three archivists had left Troi for the vault not long after the evacuation was underway.  
 
    “Well, old hawker, I’m perfectly content not knowing.” She gave him a playful smile. “For now, anyway.” 
 
    “I hear the city is all but empty,” Drake remarked. “All that’s left is a few crews to gather supplies for rebuilding.” 
 
    Lenora frowned. “I don’t like thinking about it. A new Vale. A new Troi.” 
 
    Drake rested his chin lightly atop her head. “I don’t know. The Nelwyn have changed things. Maybe with their influence, we’re not doomed to make the same mistakes. So far, the small power stations are being given freely to both Bomar and Nelwyn. Not that there’s much for them to power other than lights.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” She snuggled in closer. “I want no part of it, though. I’m just fine with fire and lamp light.” 
 
    A soft rap at the door caused both Drake and Lenora to groan.  
 
    Drake slipped carefully from behind her and put on his robe. “This had better not be another one of your worshippers.” Since leaving Vale, they had been plagued by a steady stream of people who had come to view Lenora as practically a god. They were harmless but insistent, and uncaring of what hour they disturbed them.  
 
    To Drake’s relief, it was Samuel. His hair had grown a bit long, and the grease-stained coveralls he was wearing told Drake that he’d been with his father recently, working on the new design for a small vehicle. Dorn had taken up residence less than a mile away, unwilling to be far from Lenora. As they were only a three-day journey from the border town, he could visit his son and Clara as often as he liked.  
 
    Seeing Lenora on the floor beneath a blanket, he gave them an apologetic smile and bow. “I’m sorry. I know it’s late.” 
 
    Drake clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s fine. Come in.” 
 
    “I can’t stay. But I brought that thing you wanted.” 
 
    Drake’s face lit up. “You’re joking! We were just talking about it.” 
 
    Samuel waved Drake to follow him just outside where several crates were waiting in the back of a wagon. After unloading the crates into the house, Lenora poured them all a cup of mint tea while Drake unpacked.  
 
    “What is all this?” she asked.  
 
    Drake grinned like a mischievous little boy with a secret. “Don’t look.”  
 
    “We only have three rooms. One we’re in, one is the lavatory, and one’s the bedroom. How am I not supposed to look?” 
 
    “Just don’t look,” he said. 
 
    Lenora rolled her eyes and sighed. “Fine. I won’t look.” 
 
    She invited Samuel to sit near the fire in a pair of rockers, while Drake excitedly continued unpacking at the kitchen table. 
 
    “How’s Clara?” 
 
    “Busy. She’s been helping Zara resettle the new arrivals from Troi.” He blew a head of steam from his cup. “Haven has about as many residents as it can handle. If it wasn’t for the Bomar, half the people would still be in tents.” 
 
    “So Haven is going to be a permanent town?” 
 
    “Looks that way. Some people can’t bring themselves to leave Vale altogether. This is a compromise in their minds.” 
 
    “They dream of returning one day,” she speculated. “Hoping life will return to the way it was.” 
 
    “There’s not much chance of that. At the rate we’re going, Troi will be practically gutted in two years.” He held up a finger while retrieving an envelope from his pocket. “Which reminds me: your personal belongings from the palace have been brought to Haven. Zara has them locked away. But she said you can have them back whenever you want.” 
 
     “There’s nothing I want,” she said, her tone falling into mild melancholy. “She can do with them whatever she pleases.” 
 
    When Lenora did not take the envelope, he placed it on the small side table beside his chair. “In case you change your mind, here’s a list of what’s there.” 
 
    “And Linx?” she said, blinking her eyes several times and forcing her smile to return. 
 
    “Not much word from her. Still living in her old apartment, from what I’ve heard. But how she spends her time is anyone’s guess.” 
 
    “I’d like to see her,” she said. 
 
    “I can send word if you like.” 
 
    Lenora raised a hand. “No. But do let her know how to find us if she ever comes looking.” 
 
    Samuel nodded. “I will.” 
 
    Lenora fell silent for a time, Samuel content with sipping on his tea.  
 
    Life had certainly changed. The Bomar and the people of Vale had seemed a natural fit, more so than the Nelwyn. But as it turned out, about half of her people chose neither, deciding to create their own new world to carve out of the wilderness. Towns were beginning to spring up as the people from Troi gradually came to terms with their new reality.  
 
    Those sensitive to mana were finding the Nelwyn to be kindred spirits, though many gravitated to their way of life regardless.  
 
    It was the Bomar who had been the biggest surprise. Raids had stopped entirely, and they were eager to welcome the newcomers. All this in a matter of a few months.  
 
    Lenora kept waiting for news that fighting had broken out. But thus far, all indications pointed to peace and tolerance. More than anything she wanted to be wrong; that people would not return to their old ways. But despite the positive signs, she was not quite ready to be hopeful.  
 
    “There,” Drake announced, hands on his hips and standing over a mana console on the kitchen table. “Now we don’t have to go anywhere.” 
 
    Samuel rose quickly to help Lenora to her feet.  
 
    “What have you done?” she said, with a half frown. “We don’t even have power.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Samuel chipped in. “It has a self-contained mana source built in.” 
 
    Lenora rolled her eyes. “That’s wonderful. But what use do I have for a mana console?” 
 
    Drake reached down and turned it on. The screen flashed and flickered, and the image of and older woman appeared. “State your inquiry,” the image said.  
 
    Unable to look away, Lenora slowly sat down in front of the console. “Is that….” 
 
    Drake stood behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders, leaning down to whisper in her ear. “That, my dearest love, is Cynthia Vale.” 
 
    Lenora reached out and brushed the tip of her finger across the image. “That’s really her?” 
 
    “That’s really her,” Drake said, kissing her cheek. He turned to Samuel. “How did you get it here so fast?” 
 
    Samuel smiled broadly. “Well, when Drake Sharazi wants something for Princess Lenora, it gets done.” 
 
    They both shot him simultaneous reprimanding looks, but their displeasure was gone as quickly as it had come.  
 
    “How much is in here?” Drake asked.  
 
    “All of it,” Samuel answered. “All but the books, of course. It was surprisingly easy to copy. Turns out the technology was not all that advanced. At least, not compared to our own.” 
 
    Lenora turned, looking incredulous at this statement. “What do you mean? Do they think someone else left it behind?” 
 
    “Not as far as they can tell. It was certainly built to last. No one knows how old it is, just that it was sealed away in a total vacuum to preserve it. It’s just not as sophisticated as ours. The archivists had it all figured out in a day.” 
 
    “I suppose it makes sense,” Drake remarked. “If Vale’s founder created it, our technology would have gotten better over time.” 
 
    “That was their thinking,” Samuel confirmed.  
 
    “It’s hard to believe,” Lenora said in a half whisper. “All of human history right here at my fingertips.” 
 
    “Not just human history,” Samuel corrected. “The history of our entire planet. The entire universe.” 
 
    “I think that should keep you busy a while,” Drake said, beaming at Lenora’s joy.  
 
    She pushed back the chair, stood, wrapped Drake in an embrace, and kissed him deeply.  
 
    Samuel cleared his throat conspicuously. “Well, I think I should be going. I have three more stops to make tonight.” 
 
    “You’ll come back before you return?” Lenora said, though she did not take her eyes off Drake. 
 
    “First thing in the morning,” he promised.  
 
    Lenora and Drake saw him out, and Lenora returned to the kitchen table the moment the door clicked shut.  
 
    “What should I see first?” she asked, practically bubbling with excitement. 
 
    Drake pulled up a chair beside her. “Whatever strikes your fancy.”  
 
    Lenora thought for a moment. Her eyes went wide, and she touched the prompt on the mana pad: “Tell me about the beginning.” 
 
    “Please specify.” 
 
    “The beginning of everything.” 
 
    There was a pause, followed by several clicks and a beep. “The most popular theory about the beginning of the universe is known as the Big Bang. Is this the information you are looking for?” 
 
    Drake and Lenora exchanged stunned glances.  
 
    “The beginning of the universe?” Drake said, not sure he had heard correctly.  
 
    “How old is the universe?” Lenora asked. 
 
    “Based on our current understanding, astronomers estimate the universe to be 3.77 billion years old.” 
 
    Several subtopics appeared in the screen, the first of which read The Big Bang.  
 
    Lenora leaned over and kissed Drake’s cheek. “I’ve made a decision.” 
 
    Drake smiled, thinking she’d never been so beautiful as she was in this moment. “What is that?”  
 
    “First, after a crib, you are building me a desk. Second, I have no desire to visit the vault. I have everything I need right here.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
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