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Chapter 1 –  Outrider

My foster daughter, Misty, came running into the study where I sat with Celeste and my mother. “Sora Laney, Sora Laney!” I gave her a chastising and expectant look. The girl smiled and gave us a far too cute embarrassed look as she rolled her eyes, correcting herself, “Sorry... mom.”

I grinned like a loon as I leaned out of the sitting couch and gave the young one a hug. With a chuckle I ruffled Misty’s hair with my white silk gloved hand before I said in my raspy voice, “Better.  Now, what has you in such a tizzy?”  Inside I was beaming with such warmth at her calling me that.  I couldn't fault her, Celeste and I hadn't been her fosters for a year yet, so it would take some time for us all to acclimate to our new family.

Celeste beamed at the two of us, she knows how happy I was to take little Misty Cobbler in as a foster, once her gifts as a sensitive started getting more and more pronounced last year after she turned nine.  I admit to having a soft spot in my heart for all children and have had a deep yearning to have some of my own.  Misty is the first of what I hope is many.  And though she always tries to act aloof about it, Celeste loves Misty dearly too.

I remember the tears of joy her parents had the day they accepted my offer of the fosterage of their daughter.  It meant their child would live as a noble under the crest of my house and that she would want for nothing.  That was a dream that was common among the serfs, I should know, it was a dream of mine once upon a time.

And unlike most fosterings, I buck the tradition of isolating the child from her birth parents by allowing them to visit her here, or for her to visit them anytime she or they feel the urge.  I think it is barbaric not to allow such.

My little brother, Jace, came darting into the study, bubbling with excitement, and his eager face fell when he saw Misty.  He screwed up his face, narrowed one eye, and shook his head saying, “There is no way you could have beat me here you little sneak.  I took every shortcut from the Warehouse District.”

My brother had turned into a strapping young man over the past three years since I returned from my adventures in Solomon.  At twelve, he was taller and more fit than most of the kids his age, due to all of the running and hauling he did as the acknowledged fastest messenger in the Court of Wexbury.

I am now able to finally envision what he will look like when he becomes an adult, now that he has lost most of the baby fat that children carry around the first ten years or so of their lives.  His face was strikingly similar to my late stepfather, Corrick's.  He is going to have girls following him around the court soon, which is just as well as he is starting to notice them too.

Misty gave him her cute, disarming smile and said imperiously, “An aspiring Knight of the Realm must always take advantage of their environment to overcome any disadvantage.”

I had to grin at that and bite my tongue to stop the laugh that was threatening.  She listened to Celeste's lessons more adamantly than I did myself, and was repeating it by rote.

Then she crinkled her nose and admitted with a grin, “I stowed away in a supply wagon returning to the castle from the warehouses, Uncle Jace.”

Jace tipped his head back and laughed heartily.  He was a good sport about being cheated from his victory.  Then he shook his head and smiled at her as he pointed his finger accusingly at her, saying, “As I said, you're a little sneak.”

She stuck her tongue out at him.  I was so glad that those two got along so well, especially since they were only three years apart and more like siblings than uncle and niece.

Celeste interjected, “Now that we have established the fact that our little Misty here is indeed and grade A sneak.  What has the two of you so excited?”

Jace stood tall, turned his smile between the three of us adults, then just before he could speak, Misty said, “The Junior Regiment has been tasked to inform you that Lord Bex says, 'It's time.'”

Jace blurted, “There is no such thing as the Junior Regiment.  I was supposed to tell Laney, you were just sneaking around the area when you overheard him ask me.”

My excitement was building.  Our dear friend and fellow Knight, Sir Bexington, had been tinkering on a huge project for almost five years in the new warehouse he had commissioned in the warehouse district.  He was so secretive about it and didn't even let his own wife, Lady Brenda in to see.  Curiosity has been killing all the scholars and locals.  His cobbled together mechanical technology failed more often than succeeded, but when he has one of his rare successes, the rest of the Lower Ten stands to take notice.

The gangly man has been hinting that he was almost ready to unveil his latest contraption, and it sounds like he is ready.  I stood and separated the kids as Misty countered, “Yuh-huh, my Penny Lady put me in charge of the regiment, and she is a Sora, so her word is law.”

I ruffled both of their hair and rasped out, my throat still raw from the injuries I had incurred in Solomon, though the angry red handprints had mostly faded with time, “Are we going to belabor the point or are we going to see Bex's latest attempt at breaking his own fool neck?”

Celeste stood and said, “Shoo, get the horses, hitch the carriage for Lady Margret.”  She got a sheepish look on her face when mother cocked an eyebrow at her.  My Lady amended, “I mean, for mother.”

The kids darted out, arguing over who got to hitch up the carriage.  Then Celeste told mom, “It is just hard to get used to.  I never thought I would marry, let alone to an impossible herder girl who will not yield.”  Mother just grinned and shrugged, her eyes glittering with joy, her eyebrow still cocked.

Celeste dropped her eyes like a chastised child and said through her little smirk, which did some interesting things to me, “Yes, ma'am.”  This got a chuckle from mom and a restrained one from me.

My betrothed grasped my hand, laced our fingers, not caring about the missing finger under my glove.  She didn't seem to see all my scars and flaws that made people stare as we walked by.

She shook my hand a bit and looked down, she always seemed to know when I was feeling self-doubt, and she said softly, “I love you, Laney.”

I blushed from my cheeks to the tips of my toes.  I asked in earnest, “Really?”

She nodded and replied in the vein of everyone's ongoing joke about my height, “Just a little.”

I grinned up at her and said with longing in my voice as I looked at this Knight of the Realm who had chosen me over all the people clamoring for her attentions, “Good because I love you too.”

We headed out of mother's manor, where we call home now.  Until we can make Misty a squire in four years, she is not allowed to live in our quarters in the barracks.  So we moved our little family into mother's manor just outside the castle gates.  It had plenty of room with only mom and Jace living in it.  Misty has her own room there, while Celeste and I sleep in the gypsy wagon out back which we were gifted by the Great Mother of the Mountain Gypsies herself, Ranelle.

Celeste and I donned our riding cloaks over our armor.  I wore the armor more often than not, since as a noble, I was expected to wear dresses if I was not in the armor I wore when I executed my duties as Techno Knight of the Realm.  I... didn't like wearing dresses, there is no utility in them. I preferred the trousers and tunics I wore in my prior life as a herder for the keep, living in Cheap Quarter.

I paused as my hand blurred, leaving ghostly afterimages from my spell imbued silk glove as I reached for the door handle to open it for mother.  I saw my face reflected in the stained glass inset in the heavy oak.  I could see the burn scars trailing down the side of my face as wispy white magics seemed to trail from them.  I shrugged and opened the door, I'd never be pretty anyway.

Not a day went by that I didn't re-live the terror and pain that had brought about the scars along my left side and on my right hand where I had held my blade, Anadele, to channel away a magical lighting strike.  It seems like another lifetime ago, yet I am forever marked by it both physically and emotionally.

I pulled open the door and mother stepped out in her heavy emerald and violet cloak, the colors of Wexbury keep.  She looked so elegant now that she had shed her herder persona to step back into the world of nobles.

I had thought we would lose her to Wasting Syndrome, but the new drugs that the physicians had developed to treat the disease and keep it in check, had given her back to us, and it was hard to tell she bore the affliction anymore.

I keep learning about the secrets she had kept from Jace and me.  One being that she was the Shining Lady who championed the commoners before she was stripped of her title to marry one of those commoners, a herder of the keep.

She gave me a loving smile as she passed and that washed away any hurt I felt from her hiding away who she had been from us.  The one truth I would carry to my grave was that she truly loved Jace and me, and regretted nothing.

Celeste stepped beside me, and took her sword from the pegs at the door and smiled at me as she stepped out.  I looked up at the pegs which were installed for us, I felt guilty bringing weapons into mother's … well, our manor, but if we were in our armor, we needed to be armed at all times in public.  Not to mention the Gypsy custom that we be armed at all times.

I reached up with both hands, my silk gloved right hand blurring and ghosting as the spell imbued fabric and my secondary magics of the gypsy people leaked out as I moved.  I still didn't have enough control over them to stop the effect.

I laid my hands on my two swords.  My short sword, Anadele, had been with me since I became Celeste's squire a few years back.  She had stood with me in battle on countless occasions, and the magics I channeled in the Battle of the Monolith had changed her nature.  The Mountain Gypsies could not figure out just how her nature had changed, but she seems neigh unbreakable now and her razor sharp edge never dulls.  It is as if she were annealed in the forge of creation itself.

My left hand rested on the slightly longer and heavier bronze blade, Hera.  She, like my Anadele, is actually a parrying blade, but with my small stature, they both may as well be long swords.  I had been gifted Hera by the leader of Solomon Keep, Duke Liam, for my part in stopping the scheme between his estranged wife, Duchess Aelwen, and their Prime Techromancer.  They had attempted to take over Solomon, even if they started a great war between the realms and the Mountain Gypsies to accomplish it.

It was more a political move on his part to align Solomon with the Gypsies like Wexbury was, since Celeste and I had inadvertently been made Soras.  He gifted to me, the lands of the late Prime Techromancer Kennick, who had died by my hand, as spoils of battle.  Thus it made me a Baroness of Solomon as well.  True, he really was grateful, but I knew it was more politically motivated.  I hated politics, I preferred the simple life of a herder to all those machinations.

Hera, on the other hand, was a symbol of his true gratitude for my deeds.  It was wielded by the founder of Solomon centuries ago, the Lord Cedric of legend.  It was of the matched set to Duke Liam's longsword, Zeus, the symbol of the ruler of Solomon.  It gave me safe passage throughout the realm of Solomon and engendered respect from the knights of his realm.

It was all so surrealistic to me.  I was better suited to feeding my chickens than playing the knight, but if my Lady Celeste were to step into the fire, then I too would be at her side, my blades at the ready.

I sighed and hefted the weapons.  I had trained almost daily with them, learning to defend while wielding dual blades.  Only to defend, as Celeste will not allow the other knights of the realm to teach me to attack.  It is because I did not choose this life for myself, she did, so she did not wish for me to learn to kill.

But kill I have... I have ended more lives than any knight in the realm.  And the weight of each of those men and women's souls weigh heavily on me, weighing me down with the chains of the knowledge that no matter how evil their intentions, I had taken all from them.  What gave me the right?

I growled in frustration as I stepped outside, pushing aside the guilt that threatens to consume me every day.  I absently spun my blades in a sweeping spiral and crossed my arms as I slid them into their sheaths on my hips under my cloak in one smooth motion.

Celeste seemed to always be in tune with my thoughts and emotions, she truly connected with me in ways that to this day still amazed me.  She reached over and rested a hand on my arm as she gave me an understanding look and a smile that had me melting, washing away the dark hauntings of my mind, and shining a light of joy upon me.  I cocked my head up at her and said, not for the first time this day, “I love you.”

She nodded and winked.  Her cockiness had me chuckling while we joined mother as Jace pulled the carriage up from the little stable behind the manor.  Misty came riding up behind him on my horse, Goliath, trialing Canter behind them on a lead.

I had to chuckle, my giant Percheron stallion would allow nobody but myself or grudgingly, Celeste at times, to ride him.  Anyone else who tried found themselves sailing through the air and found an enraged horse who stood almost twenty hands tall trying to trample them.

Yet here was my Misty, looking to be as tiny as a barn cat upon his saddle.  I had to shake my head, her latent magic that would ignite one day when she matured, were pinkish violet in my vision, indicating a nature elemental.  She already possessed the latent ability to literally soothe the beasts of nature.

And as Celeste's father, the Prime Techromancer of Wexbury has shared with us, she will be quite powerful if we are seeing manifestations of her power at such an early age.

I called up to her, “Get down here before you fall and hurt yourself, you look silly up there.”

She grinned and said, “Goliath wouldn't let me fall, would you boy.”  He huffed as if in response to her.  I had to grin back.  Then her eyes widened in hope, and she almost begged, “Can I ride with you and Goliath... mom?”

I melted and nodded as I sighed, knowing she was playing me like a bard's lute, but I couldn't deny that face.  I half stepped, half leapt into the stirrup as I grabbed the pommel of the huge black horse's saddle and swung myself smoothly up behind Misty.

Celeste actually chuckled at me as she swung up into Canter's saddle and needled me, “You're such a soft touch.”  Then to rub it in she added with a toothy smile, “Lady Laney.”

I lifted my head regally and looked down my nose and responded in a dignified manner, by sticking my tongue out at her.  This just incited that trilling, silvery laugh of hers which I lived to hear.

Jace looked back at us from the driver's seat of the carriage, where I saw mother was already inside, and called back, “If you two are done making googly eyes at each other, we need to go, I don't want to miss this.”  Then he urged the carriage forward.

We quickly overtook them and moved into the lead, me falling in at Celeste's left, her being of higher rank.  It was just second nature now.  I remember how foreign and confusing all of the protocols between knights and nobles had been when I was first taken in by Celeste as her squire.  Now I didn't even think about it.  I often wondered if I were changing from the person I had been or simply evolving into the next version of myself.

Lord's Way was extremely busy for this time of day, everyone seemed to be heading toward the Warehouse District or Market.  Then I saw a boy I recognized as one of the ones from Misty's class, in the little schoolhouse, and one that she played Junior Regiment with, knocking at the door of a manor in Mid-End as we passed the Crossbar at the church.

Ah, the children were telling everyone about Bex.  Curiosity flowed through the entire keep.  Some people wanting to see whatever modern wonder the absent-minded intellectual had dreamed up, but most hoping for another spectacular failure, as they provided endless entertainment for the keep.

The poor man was never embarrassed by a failure, because his successes were starting to change the face of the habitable lands.  Speaking of... we moved aside as a little bell chimed behind us.  I had to grin as a motorized Auto-Wagon rolled past.  It was Baron Gordon, he was one of the first to adopt Bexington's horseless wagon concept.  It was all the rage with nobles in the Lower Ten.

Gordon tipped his hat to us knights as the electric contraption headed down the way toward the warehouse district.  When we passed the Belt, the row of multi-story structures that divided Mid End from the Market, we turned onto the busy lane down into the Warehouse District that stored supplies and provisions for the keep.  We stopped where the crowd was the densest at the newest warehouse on the strip.

Bex had used most of his stipend to commission the warehouse a few years back, and since it was completed, he had hidden away inside every waking moment he was not on patrol, or training with us, or spending time with his bride, Lady Brenda.

I noted that people were standing back from a figure, giving him a wide berth, and I exhaled.  The man wore the green and gold colors of Highland Keep.  What was HE doing here?  And why didn't we know he was coming?  I exchanged glances with Celeste.  As the commander of the mobile battalion, she should have been privy to his travel plans.

Our eyes never left the man's back as we scanned the crowd, spotting nine or ten of his elite guard hiding in the seas of spectators.  I scanned the rooftops and saw the telltale shadows of his archers.

Jace's brows were furrowed too.  I slid off Goliath and held my arms up, and Misty just leapt fearlessly, confident I would catch her as I lowered her to the ground before Celeste dismounted and we tethered our horses to the carriage.

My Lady stepped to the carriage door and helped mother down, and we all started moving slowly toward the ruler of the lands of Sparo, the most powerful man in the eleven realms, Prince George.  When he turned toward us, likely alerted by our nervous magics bubbling up inside, we all took a knee and looked down in supplication.

Things have been a little shaky lately between Highland Reach and the Lower Ten.  Edicts have been passed down without consideration, and requests ignored or reprimanded by the crown.  It was out of character for our ruler, but it has been sowing seeds of unrest.

The genuine smile on his face as he bobbed his head in acknowledgment, belied the recent tensions. “Get up. Get up.”

We all stood, and Misty whispered to me, “What's the Prince doing here, mother?”

I shook my head as he stepped up to mother and they clasped hands as he said, “Margret, lovely as ever.”

Mother grinned and kissed his cheek. “George.  This is a surprise.”

He smiled, a shadow in his eyes as he nodded.  Then turned to Celeste, “Wexbury.”

My heart sank.  This was going to be bad if he was using that particular protocol.  I could see it on her face as well as she responded in kind, inclining her head in respect, “Highland,”

Then he turned to me and brightened as the big man in his early sixties looked down upon me and grasped both of my hands and greeted me, “Lupei.”

I cursed softly, “Mother Luna.”  Which got a mirthful chuckle from him.

This really couldn't be good if he were referring to me as a representative of the Gypsy band which I was a Sora of, instead of my status as a Knight of Wexbury.  I said through gritted teeth which just made him smile wider, “Highland.”

Then I asked, remembering to use his name instead of title, or his wife, the wickedly delightful Princess Everly would have my head if I ignored her royal decree to address them by their names, “What fresh mischief do you plan on raining down upon us this time, George?”

He tucked my hand in the crook of his arm and said, “Why Sora Laney, why would I need an ulterior motive to attend this grand unveiling of...”  He squinted in confusion then looked at me. “Just what does your Lord Bexington have up his sleeve this time?”

I shrugged in genuine ignorance.  If Brenda didn't know, then I sure as heck couldn't have got it from my fellow knight.  Then offered in my raspy tone, “Not really sure, but it will be spectacular in any case.  Either spectacularly amazing, or a spectacular failure that will keep the Lower Ten talking for months.”

We shared an amused smile between us.  I knew we were both rooting for the former rather than the later, as Bex was the brainiest man I knew.  He nodded then I said, “The fact that you don't even know what is occurring here, coupled with your use of my Mountain Gypsy title instead of my Wexbury title, indicates you are here to impose upon me in my capacity as a Gypsy noble, and not invoke your status as my ruler.”

He chuckled and glanced at an under-amused Celeste.  He said to her, “She is quite insightful, you married well.”

Celeste's expression transformed from one of dubious suspicion to one of smug pride, “Yes, I did.”  I couldn't hide the blush that warmed my face, making the trails of magic in my scars feel icy cold against it.

Before I could ask Prince George again, why he was in Wexbury, he inclined his head at my brother and said, “Young Jace, you've grown, where does the time go?”

My brother, brash and rebellious as he is, has had years of etiquette pounded into him by the castle staff and the knights he was a messenger for.  It was rare for a noble to be a messenger, but Jace and I were not born into privilege. Instead, we rose from a common stock, simple serfs.  So the ruler of Wexbury, Duke Fredrick, had seen fit to assign him the duty so that he might learn the ins and outs of the world of the nobles that others had grown into.

So he snapped to attention and said crisply, “My Liege.”  I was proud of him.

Then the man took a knee in front of Misty, with a smile on his face as he asked, “And who is this lovely young lady?”

Before any of us could speak, Misty squared her shoulders and lifted her chin and said clearly, “I am Countess Misty of Wexbury, daughter of Countess Celeste and Countess Laney, my Soras.”  She pulled the little stick from the sash on her dress.  It was carved to resemble my Anadele.  She held it high in her white-gloved hand as she added, “And Commander of the Wexbury Junior Regiment.”

It was foreign enough to me, to be called a Baroness, but was even more foreign inheriting Celeste's title of Countess when we were wed.  Now my new daughter had inherited that title from us.

To his credit, the man didn't chuckle, he nodded seriously and cocked an eyebrow at me, “A fosterage?”  I nodded once.

Jace countered as he slanted his eyes toward her, “There's no such thing as the junior Regiment, pipsqueak.”

Mother placed her hand on Jace's arm, giving him a chastising look, reminding him to comport himself in a courtly manner in front of the Prince.  My brother had the intelligence to shut his mouth and look sheepish.

Misty narrowed her eyes at him and challenged in the familiar argument, “Yuh-huh, if my Penny Lady says so, then her word as Sora is law.”  She added quickly and cutely, “My Liege.”

George nodded. “Yes, and an edict like that cannot be ignored.”  That comment ruffled Celeste's feathers, and if you didn't know her, you would have missed the slight straightening of her spine and hardening of her jaw.

Edicts were a sore point of contention between Highland and the Lower Ten lately, and tensions were building.  We didn't know why the crown had decided to take a more active role in the governing of the eleven realms, the Lower Ten specifically.  The political landscape was shifting ever so gradually.  Where a strong relationship between the crown and the leaders of the Lower Ten had been, it was now replaced by the seeds of mistrust in the past three years following the events in Solomon.

The Prince noticed the change in the mood and stood.  Celeste pressed the question, “Why are you here in Wexbury, George?”

He looked around to see who was gathered, then lowered his voice so we could barely hear, “Actually, I'm not.  I'm currently inspecting the work on the Great Bridging.  I won't be in Wexbury until next First Day.”  He smiled and looked at me. “To witness the unveiling of an unspecified find at the Dig.”

I blushed.  The Dig was the name bestowed upon the excavation of the Gus Davis FORD settlement from the before times, which resided on the lands awarded to me when I became a Baroness.  All kinds of wonders have been unearthed there, relics from the Wizards of the Before.

Last month, my Steward running the Dig, Yvette, had informed me of a find that had the potential to change our understanding of the before times in the most profound manner.  I had sent word to all of the Techromancers in all the realms to come to Wexbury to witness the unveiling.  Yvette has had her team working diligently all month to unearth the structure.

I admit, I am so excited about the find that I can barely contain myself.  It is a treasure like no other.

I furrowed my brow and started to ask, “If you are supposed to be at the Great Bridging, then what...”

He interrupted as he looked around to see who was within earshot, then spoke under his breath, “We will speak later, I just needed to inform you I was here.  There is a game afoot that has dangerous consequences.  I was told that you would be here for an exhibition of Sir Bexington's.  Nobody in Highland knows I am already in Wexbury.”

Then he brightened and spoke in a normal jovial tone when he saw that all of us had furrowed brows now, “It isn't all gloom and doom ladies, I'm also here to invite Sora Laney of the Lupei to a party.”

Ok, now I was utterly confused, the man was being far too cryptic.  Why didn't he want his people to know that he wasn't inspecting the Great Bridging?

It was an ambitious project he had the realm undertaking to join the two habitable lands of Sparo across the Gap.  A band of uninhabitable lands forty miles across, which separated us.  His vision was to build a land bridge of grasslands a mile wide between the two, allowing easier travel to and from Highland, and allow the animals to freely travel between the lands.  There would be a canal of water to irrigate the grassland that stretched the distance.

It had been started almost four years ago, and was to take forty years to complete.  That was before the invention of the Auto-Wagon by our Bex.  By utilizing electrics in new earth moving machines, the canal was completed in three years, and now caravans of Auto-Wagons are bringing in soil from the mountain ranges on both sided of the Gap.

The Great Bridging would become a reality in the next six or seven years.  In my lifetime.  I had to shake my head at the thought, what could we not accomplish in these modern times?  Surely we must be approaching the technical level of the Wizards of the Before now.  Shouldn't we?

Before we could speak more, George looked past us and muttered, “Shit.  We will speak more tonight.”  Then he put on a politician's smile as we all turned to see what caused his consternation.

We all bowed as we saw the rulers of Wexbury, Duke Fredrick, and Duchess Lucia, moving through the crowd, flanked by their guards.  Men in the colors of Highland melted out of the crowd, hands on the hilts of their weapons on their belts.  The Duke flicked his hand, and the Wexbury guards fell back with exasperated looks on their faces.  The other men stepped back into the crowd to be less obtrusive and intimidating.

Fredrick stepped up made a dismissing motion with his hand toward us, and we all straightened out of our bows.  The Duke and Duchess bowed and stood, then Fredrick offered an arm to the Prince.  The two clasped forearms, “George.”

The ruler of Sparo gave a cordial smile, “Fred.”  They dropped arms, and he took Licia's hand and kissed the back of it, “Lucy.”  The Duchess blushed profusely then noticed mother standing in our group, and her smile soured.  The woman had a hate on for my mother which I did not understand.  It was a one-way feud she maintained, as mother never rose to Lucia's barbs.  One day I would get the real story there, but mother was secret upon secret.

Fredrick asked as we all moved back to give the powerful people some room, “I was just informed by a messenger that you were spotted in the crowd here, so Lucy and I came straight away.  We weren't aware you were coming today, we weren't prepared.”

George waved it off with an absent hand gesture. “No need for apologies, I was just in the area and heard about this.  Ummm... whatever this is that Sir Bexington has planned.  And just had to see.”  The man was a bad lair for a politician, but nobody was foolish enough to call the Prince on it.

Fred had the same strained look on his face behind his smile that the rest of us had, suspicious of the man's intent after the manner in which Highland had been treating the Lower Ten in the past few years.  There was that tinge of distrust hanging in the air.

Lucy, taking her cue from Fred, went into damage control mode and looped her arm in the Prince's as she asked in earnest, “Is Everly with you?”  She looked around eagerly.  I understood, Princess Everly was such a sweet and intelligent woman who had this vaguely dangerous presence about her.  It was almost impossible not to like the woman.

He shook his head. “No, I was inspecting the Great Bridging when I heard about this exposition two...”  Celeste held a finger on her sleeve where her arms were crossed across her chest, and the man took the cue. “I mean one week ago, and made haste.  I just upped my itinerary a bit since I was to be in Wexbury for the unveiling at the Dig next week anyway.

They started talking about nonsensical things, I could tell Fred wished to address the current unrest that had been building between Wexbury and the crown, but this was not the venue.

I saw a group of Wexbury Knights standing not far off, dividing their attention between the warehouse building and what was happening around the Prince.  Our friends, Brenda, Verna, Kristof, Bowyn, Tennison, and Sarafine standing at the front of the people gathered in curiosity.

I used that opportunity. “My Lords, My Lady, we'll leave you to your socializing.  Our friends await.”

George shot me a “why me” look which was almost funny, and then said, “Of course.  It was good seeing you again... Lupei.”

I inclined my head. “Highland.”

Celeste's face almost broke with the strain of holding back her explosive laugh as we turned to leave, hearing Fredrick mutter, “Shit.” He realized the implications of the form of address as well as I had.

He was asking, “What fresh hell have you come to level upon our dear squire now?”  I grinned, he still affectionately called me squire though I hadn't been Squire Laney since six months after the Battle of the Monolith.

We exchanged greetings with our friends who were still looking warily toward the Prince.  Verna, the over muscular knight, asked, “What does he want of you now?”

Celeste chuckled. “Why do you think he needs something of Laney?”

Verna rolled her eyes and shoved her best friend's shoulder.  “The man hasn't moved a muscle since he arrived, just stood there silently until he saw you two approach.  His guards warned off anyone who tried approaching.  And then our little mini-knight blanched white when she greeted him.”

I went to slap her iron hard abdomen as I muttered, “Hey, I'm not that small,” but she had anticipated that, and had reached a hand out to grab my face, keeping me at a distance, and I just swatted at tin air a foot from her.  I smiled, she knew me well.

My smile grew as Tennison, our tallest and possibly strongest knight; it was a tossup between him and Verna; didn't even look away from us as he absently crouched as we arrived, and Misty climbed up on his shoulder before he stood back up.  She says she can see the entire world from up there.  The big guy was such a soft touch.  All of the knights in the mobile battalion had sort of become Misty's surrogate aunts and uncles.

Verna said, “Says you,” as she released my face then pulled me into a hug before releasing me.  Ok, so maybe I was a bit on the short end, just barely topping five feet.

After greetings were passed around, I leaned into Brenda with a mischievous grin and asked as Celeste wrapped her arms around my waist from behind, “So what hair-brained tomfoolery does your man have cooked up for us today?”

She shrugged, looking genuinely clueless as she said, “I have no idea, he's been so secretive about this project, I'm wondering if he married it instead of me.  He won't even let me in.  I tried bribing those who drop off the materials and supplies, but he takes the deliveries outside the warehouse.”

Then she winked. “Probably just a new manner in which to break his own fool neck.”

Sarafine bumped hips with me, and I smiled up at the woman who had once been my enemy, but was now one of my staunchest allies.  The Mountain Gypsy Ambassador to Wexbury, and one of the most dangerous women I knew.

Her waist-length ponytail swayed in the wind behind her as I smiled, then opened my mouth to ask those around me when Bex was supposed to be revealing his latest gadget, thingamabob, or whatsit, when the tall redhead stepped out of the doors of the warehouse and froze.

He swallowed hard then looked around at the crowd that was at least half the residents of the Keep.  He tripped over apparently nothing and stumbled.  I could still picture the poor gangly and awkward boy he had been when we were first taken on as Squires together.

He wasn't that gangly boy anymore.  He filled out well and was a capable knight.  He fancied himself a self-made Techno Knight, using all of his gadgets to make up for his lack of magic.  I'd say the man was actually quite fetching now.

He caught himself then swallowed hard again then waved awkwardly at everyone.  “Ummm... hello.”  A chuckle rippled through the crowd, and he blushed profusely.  Then he straightened, his various gadgets and wires attached to his armor clicking and clacking.  “I guess you would like to see my newest endeavor?”

The crowd murmured in the affirmative. I glanced up at Father Sol, seeing it was close to midday.  The bells in the cathedral would be peeling out noon soon.  He said with a shrug, “Alright then.  I'll be right out.  This could change the way we travel and explore the world around us.”

That may have sounded like a brag coming from someone else, but he believed it.  Two of his inventions had already changed the face of Sparo.  His Auto-Wagons were spreading like wildfire across the realms, even Highland had adopted them quickly.

The other invention has changed the way we send messages between keeps.  He proposed running long bundles of wire between keeps, thousands of miles of it.  Then, powered by electric current, whether from windmills, magic spark vessels, or waterwheels like those in Wexbury... messages can be sent by lighting up bulbs with letters painted on them.  Messages that would take hours by signal fire, or days by horse, could now be delivered in seconds.

So far, Wexbury, Perth Hollow, Flatlash and York keeps have been connected this way.  The other keeps are soon to follow.  

So when he says that this could change the way we do something, there was the distinct possibility that it might.  Though there was a greater possibility that we would witness a great folly.  I'm thinking that more people came to watch that, than a successful test of whatever wonder he has hidden behind the big doors of that warehouse.

He disappeared inside the building again, and the noise in the crowd started building as the minutes ticked past.  I was starting to turn to look up at Misty, when there was a clanging sound of metal on metal then a loud grinding and whirring sound of gears powerd by electric motors.

We had all expected for the big bay doors to slide aside, but instead the very roof of the structure started to split and rotate out.  I blinked in shock as I realized the roof was just two huge doors.  What did Bex have in there?  The noise level of the crowd doubled in anticipation, then with a booming clang, the doors stopped moving.

There was silence as everyone held a collective breath.  Then I caught a slight whupping sound that built upon itself.  It got louder and louder as it wound up, like the sound of windmill blades slicing through the air.  Whup... whup... whup, whup.  Whupwupwhup.

Then we all let out a collective gasp as a huge balloon like machination rose slowly up into the air.  Unlike the hot air balloons flown by the Gypsies at Carnival, it was long and cylindrical, with egg-shaped ends, and some sort of tail spars.

The whupping got louder as large electric motors with windmill-like blades attached to them cleared the roof.  There were four of them, two on either side in the front, and two in the back.  Then the rest of the monstrosity cleared the roof.  A huge gondola, easily twice the size of my cottage in Cheap Quarter, was suspended below the balloon.

We could see Bex through the large windows in the front of it.  He was nothing but excited smiles as he turned a huge ships wheel in front of him and the balloon pivoted to show us its side.  He pushed a lever, and the motors pivoted forward, and the airship started moving forward.

That is when the enormity of what my tinkering friend had just accomplished struck me.  This contraption, whatever it was,  could be steered!  Unlike the hot air balloons at Carnival who were subject to the whims of the wind, this vehicle could fly to predetermined destinations.  Possibly with people and cargo.  It wouldn't be subject to rough terrain or maybe not even hindered by mountains.

A cheer went up through the crowd, and we were clapping and whistling loudly.  This was the future we were witnessing.  I felt nauseous.  It was the feeling I got while getting a vision with the Sight of the Gypsies.

With me, that nausea was the only way to tell the difference between a vision and what was really happening around me, as my sight included what Mother Udele of the Lupei called transference.  I actually experienced the vision I saw, whether it was seconds or days in the future.  It was the most likely future unless a choice was made which affected the outcome.

I was starting to be able to control it, if I willed it, like in a sparring match on the training grounds, I could see two to ten seconds in the future and anticipate my opponent's strikes.  But when something significant was going to happen, then I had no control over the visions.

I heard a snapping sound as a rope that was hanging from the airship snagged a gear on the massive roof doors and whipped tight as the airship moved forward.  There was a groaning sound from the structure and a straining sound from the motors as they tried to keep the vessel moving forward.  The nose pitched down as the ship rotated on the tether.

I watched in horror as Bex's eyes widened as he was pulling on a stick.  It was at such a large scale that it looked as though it were happening in slow motion.  The airship continued to pitch forward as the motors kicked into reverse, but the mass of the thing kept it moving downward in an arc, toward the crowd.

Knights were yelling for people to run, and the panic and screaming started as the front of the vehicle plowed into the ground, faster than people could run to avoid it.  There was so much death as the internal structure of the airship buckled, and it fell apart, smashing into the running men, women, and children.

Then the shadow of the wreckage darkened my vision as it crashed down upon us.

My heart was pounding out of my chest when I was again standing there watching Bex start to pilot the vehicle forward.  I could see the rope hanging down.  My vision was over, and now it was going to happen all over again!

I started into motion.  Celeste, not even asking, just started sprinting toward the building with me.  I yelled in a wheezing rasp to her over the sounds of the crowd and the motors whupping away at the air, “They're all going to die!  That rope!  It's going to catch!”

Her eyes narrowed as she looked up and nodded.  I could see the understanding in her eyes that I had had a premonition... a seeing.  We reached the building, and she was already in motion, leaping onto a wagon and springing for the building.  I grabbed the leading edge of one of those great doors which hung near the ground and started climbing.

I blinked at my Lady as she showed why she was a Knight like no other.  She hit the side of the building and snagged a drainpipe with one hand as I felt her emerald power building inside of her.  She released all of that caged energy all at once into the ground, using that blast of magical potential to boost her own momentum and fling her high into an arcing backflip.

She landed on top of the building before I was even halfway up the roof panel.  The rope caught as she ran for it, drawing her sword.  The airship started to pitch forward as she struck at the rope with her sword over and over.  Sparks flew as I realized I could now taste the rope, as my own power rose, it was metal!  It was a cable, and she had used most of her magic potential to make her spectacular leap, grounding it into the earth like that.  She wouldn't be able to shear it.

I yelled, “Celeste!”  As I grabbed Anadele and flung her sidearmed toward the knight of my heart.  She barely even glanced at my blade as it tumbled end over end through the air.  Anadele whose blade was sharpened and annealed in a forge of magic on the battlefield.

She caught it by the hilt with one hand, her arm already in motion as she screamed out her challenge, and swung my blade which was glowing a wispy white with gypsy charms all along its length.  She struck the cable with such force that the entire length of it shuddered as sparks flew.  The steel of the coiled cable was no match for Anadele's blade, which cut through it like a hot knife through butter.

The airship shuddered then leveled itself and the growing fear that was rumbling through the crowd dissipated as they broke out into a cheer as I reached my wife and we stood there, bent over and panting and shared a nervous chuckle.  Why couldn't we just have one nice normal day?

She put her lips to my ear, causing a thrill to race down my spine and asked over the din of the cheers, “Was it bad?”

I wiped a tear from my cheek and nodded.  She just hugged me to her then handed my blade back to me as she said, “Remember, you are a Knight of the Realm.”

I took a shuddering breath, pushing the horror, which did not occur, aside then straightened.  I would not show weakness beside my Lady.  Then I raised Anadele to the sky, and the people cheered again, and I spun her in my hand and sheathed her.  Then we stood there on the roof and watched as Bex maneuvered the airship back to the warehouse and dropped a ships anchor of all things.  It landed with a clank and thud in the warehouse.

Tragedy averted I took a moment to admire this great airship.  I noted some letters painted along the gondola which read, “Outrider.”  The name sparked a memory, I cocked my head.  Was this the blueprint that Bex had saved from his crash of his first attempt at an Auto-wagon?  The one which landed him in Dragontooth Lake a few years back?

I exhaled and just took it in.  Another wonder of the modern world.



Chapter 2 – Winding Down

There was an impromptu celebration after Bex climbed down a rope ladder to join the group.  The poor man was sweating as he gave us a nervous smile, knowing the tragedy Celeste had prevented even if the crowd hadn't realized it.

The rest of the afternoon was spent watching Bex land the mammoth craft over and over to take on groups of people wishing to be taken aloft in the incredible craft.  He informed everyone that it was filled with a lighter than air gas called helium, rather than hot air like the Gypsy balloons.  So he could stay aloft indefinitely without burning fuel.

It had to be so large because the vehicle itself weighed almost four and a half tons, and he designed it to carry the weight of ten people and a thousand pounds of supplies or cargo.  He envisioned using the Outrider one day to explore the uninhabitable lands which stretched away from the lands of Sparo, covering most of the planet.

The Prince, Fredrick, and Lucia were among the first passengers, along with Celeste's father, Prime Techromancer Donnovan and our librarian, Emily on his arm.

Our group was the last to ride.  I felt as though we were lifted into the heavens.  I whispered in awe as Celeste joined me at the window, “This must be what the gods see when they look down upon creation.”  She wrapped her arms around my waist from behind and rested her head on top of mine.

I glanced over to Misty still riding on Tennison's shoulder.  Her eyes were wide in delight as she pointed and squealed, “There's our manor outside the castle gates!”

We all followed her pointing finger.  Then a game of pointing out familiar buildings from over two hundred feet in the air began.  We were all laughing and having a good time.

I looked around and wondered if family was defined by blood, or by the loved ones you keep in your inner circle?  They all felt like family to me.  I smiled at the Gypsy woman who was tilting her head inquisitively at me as I looked at everyone.  Sarafine was always watching everything, so I wasn't surprised she noticed my wonder.

I shrugged at her and said, “Just marveling at my... family, Sara.”  She was a big part of my family now too.  Who would have thought that the woman who had once tried to kill me to prevent me from leading the Lupei when Mother Udele had been kidnapped, would become as close as a sister to me?

This seemed to placate the woman, and she just smiled and looked out over Wexbury with us.  We could see the entire keep from our vantage point, and it seemed somehow, smaller, when it had been my world for most of my life.

Bex said that he had designed the Outrider to have a cruising ceiling of one mile.  It felt as if that's how high we were though I rationally knew it was just a couple hundred feet.  So I wondered just how much smaller and insignificant the Keep would look from that soaring height.  It made me put my own life into perspective.  We were all just a tiny piece of something bigger, something much grander than ourselves.

When he landed the leviathan which he had deemed a dirigible, a term he had found in the great library of the Techromancy Scrolls in the castle proper, we disembarked on the ramp which was constructed of lightweight aluminum.

Mother was looking weary.  The new medicines managed her Wasting Syndrome well, but they could not eliminate it.  She tired easily, and this had been such a full and exciting day.  Lady Verna followed my worried gaze then just strode up to my mother and offered her arm to her. “Lady Margret, I believe it is time to retire, the excitement of the day has tired me out.  What say you?”

Mother placed her hands on the musclebound knight's arm, shooting her a thankful look as she inclined her head.  As she and Jace led mother toward the carriage, I shot an equally thankful look to my surrogate sister.  She beamed a smile and wink at me.  She was oddly feminine for such a physically powerful woman, and the ragged scar which cut diagonally across her face, from her temple, and down her neck to the opposite shoulder, just gave her so much character.

Celeste called out, “That's our cue, shortcake.”

In response, Misty just leapt off Tennison's shoulder without fear.  Knowing he would catch her, just like he did.  Hoisting her aloft with one hand as he caught her by the sash and lowered her already moving feet to the ground.

She turned back to wave at him as she scurried over to my side, saying, “Thank you for the ride, Sir Tennison.”

The big man, always a soft touch, just grinned and said, “Us Knight's must stick together.”

She nodded more seriously than a little girl ought.  I waggled a finger at the man. “You don't need to be encouraging her, man.”

He chuckled, and Kristof leaned toward him and muttered goodheartedly, “It's best not to argue with the womenfolk.”

Verna paused where she was helping mother into the carriage and cocked an eyebrow at her husband.  “Womenfolk?”

Tennison's smile grew into the toothy variety, glad all of our ire was not fixated on him at the moment.  Kristof just chuckled and said, “You're all too easy to get a rise from.”

Sarafine growled to Tennison, “We best vacate before you and your juvenile partner put your feet in your mouths any deeper.”

The huge knight followed the petite woman as he complained, “Hey, I didn't say anything.  It was the bearded troublemaker who...”  He oofed and complained as she backhanded his gut, “Ow.”  We all chuckled at them as they disappeared into the dissipating crowd.  He was such a big baby, I have hit his stomach on many occasions, it is like hitting a wall of slate.  So we knew she couldn't have hurt him, no matter how formidable she was.

I smiled after I turned back to the stragglers of our group.  Sara was such a bad girl.  She had been stringing Tennison, a few other knights, and castle chambermaids along for years.  She was a very alluring woman.

I think she actually liked the big man who followed her around like a puppy.  But she couldn't choose between him or the Baker's daughter, Karen, who had caught her eye when she first came to Wexbury as a Gypsy ambassador.  So it became a game of seduction to her.  I could tell she reveled in the thrill of it.

We untethered our horses as Jace took the driver's seat of the carriage.  Verna slipped her arm into the crook of Kristof's and asked us, “Training tomorrow before I go out on patrol?”

Celeste gave me a smarmy look and said, “Yes, that would be great.  See you on the morrow then.”

I groaned.  Not more training.  There was always training.  Shouldn't there be a point in a knight's life where they no longer require sparring with the other knights?  They all seemed to delight in pressing me at every chance they got.

Rationally I knew it to be because Celeste and the others worried about me, being possibly the smallest knight ever, and possessing the least magic potential of all the Techno Knights.

The couple grinned back and said, “On the morrow.”  I shook my fist at them all.  Not very threatening, but it was all I had.  They all chuckled, and we turned to our horses.

I paused when Misty reached up and stroked Goliath's flank.  Then blinked when my great stallion lowered to kneel on his front legs.  Misty threw herself onto him and scrambled up into the saddle as my beautiful boy stood back up to full height.  I could see the little crystal necklace I had given Misty was glowing a faint purplish pink and I could taste daffodils in the air.

Both Celeste and I shook our heads in wonder.  I imagined the power she was going to possess when she ignited.  Mother was acknowledged as the most powerful nature elemental in Wexbury, but I believe that Misty may surpass her abilities.

We mounted up, and I handed the reins to my daughter with a smile.  Her eyes widened in mischievous glee, and she started guiding Goliath around to follow the carriage home.  I had to grin when the other children, who had been at the unveiling of the Outrider, ran after us in a merry chase.

I reached into a pocket and pulled out a handful of penny vouchers and sprinkled a trail behind us for the little ones and their families.  I wished there was more we could do for them.  But at least I knew they would not go hungry this night.

My Lady pulled up beside me on her mare and gave me a loving look which melted me inside.  How had I been so lucky to have been chosen by her?  My hand absently drifted up to touch the scars going down my left cheek.  She didn't seem to see my scars.  I looked down at my three fingered silk glove.  I was literally falling apart with each adventure, yet she looked at me the way I looked at her.  She was my everything.

She cocked her head as I wrapped my arms around Misty to hug her back into me, “What?”

I shrugged and beamed a smile her way and said, “Oh, nothing.”  She nodded dubiously and smiled and looked ahead, keeping me in her peripheral vision like she always did.  She was my protector, my hero, my love.

I rasped out to Misty as we got home as Father Sol was setting, “Get washed up and we'll supper and do some reading since you missed your classes today.  Jacklyn is going to have my head.”

The Instructor of the Keep,  Jacklyn, was tasked to teach all the children to read and write, and the basic maths.  Not just the nobles, but the children of the commoners as well.  It was a program mother, and I had convinced the Duke to establish.

It was unheard of in the eleven realms to educate the serfs, but Wexbury dared to break the mold.  The measure of any realm and its leadership can only be taken by the care of the people under their charge.  Wexbury prides itself upon the benefits we provide our own.  From our Bath House to cut down on illness, to our weekly feast on the castle grounds.  And now our new programs to educate every man, woman and child in the realm, plus our new Wexbury Spark program.

The Wexbury Spark program is another project which is making the other realms sit up and take notice.  Instead of detaining, imprisoning, and disappearing commoners who developed a spark, we instead embrace them and gave them a choice.  Either they join the ranks of nobles as a Techromancer scholar, or they can be squired by a Knight of the Realm to defend Wexbury and its allies with their gift.

We have had four commoners rise to the rank of Techno Knight and two as scholars in the past three years.  Wexbury has more Techno Knights in our ranks than any other realm except Highland itself, that imbalance was making the other realms nervous.  To maintain the peace, one of the new Techno Knights volunteered to be sent off to our staunchest ally, Flatlash, who only had one aging Techno Knight.

If only they knew that I was an Adept; surely the most underpowered Adept, but an Adept nonetheless; then the other realms would know just how imbalanced things really were.  An Adept is a magic user who's power crosses a wide spectrum of elements instead of just one.  We can take energy in from any source, whether magical or electric, and redirect it, or convert it for our own use.  There were only five adepts currently in Sparo.  Most do not survive their igniting.  Highland had two, Hell's Gate, and New World Keep had one each.

I was a realm secret, and that made me wonder if there were others like me, held secret by their rulers.  My abilities are quickly explained away by the presence of the magiks of the People that I cannot fully control yet.  I am the first person known to possess both the magic of the Others or the Altii as the Gypsies called us, and the magik of the Mountain Gypsies.

I had learned from our journey to Solomon, that my father, Nicholas Herder had been a wandering Gypsy who had decided to settle in Wexbury.  So we theorize that is how I have come to be the first Altii who possessed the magik of the spirit, though I fear I will never be in full control of it.  And it, like my techromancer magic, is a dim spark compared to that which others can wield.

Celeste has made the conjecture that my low power is because my magic reservoir is shared by the two, so I have only half the capacity of either.

I have been working with Prime Techromancer Donovan... well, father, as he likes me to call him now that Celeste has, as she put it, made an honest woman of me by taking me as her bride.

He believes I should be able to combine the two, let them flow together, work together, but I have some mental blocks that prevent it from occurring.  I try not to have the blocks if they indeed exist, and I wouldn't know how to lower them if I could identify them.  But with practice and patience, I have started to be able to exert some minor control over the magik of the People.

It would be so much easier if I could just go spend time with my other family, the Lupei, and allow mother Udele or Sylvia teach me how to properly wield the power.  I have no such problem with my techromancer magics.

I was knocked out of my musings by Jace as he came in through the back hall after he had put the horses into the little stable.  He was all grins as he said to us as we all sat in the seating area near the fire, “The Outrider is a modern marvel!  Bex is amazing.”

I had to smile, most people see Bex as a bumbling fool, always tinkering with gizmos of no consequence.  We all saw his brilliance, even through his failures.  Jace sort of idolized the man because he became a self-made Techno Knight with those gadgets.  My brother wants so badly to become a knight one day, and without his own magic spark, he aspires to become a self made Techno Knight like Bex.

He even goes as far as to come to the training sessions when he isn't on messenger duty, to learn the ways of combat.  I find it ironic that I am so frustrated that Celeste will only allow me to learn to defend, yet I am adamant that anyone caught teaching Jace to fight will have to contend with me.

That's me, a walking contradiction.  And my threatened wrath doesn't seem to stop Verna, Tennison, and Bex from sneaking in some training with him.  I have a suspicion that my Lady is aiding and abetting their efforts, but I can never catch her in the act.

I nodded agreement as I affirmed, “Truly,” as Mother and Celeste chuckled.  I narrowed my eyes at them. That got me a wink from the redhead who held my heart.  Ok, I'll let their mocking of us slide this once.

Celeste slid her arm around me and pulled me in closer, claiming me as hers, I readily laid against her, my head on her shoulder.  She nodded. “Actually, besides the whole 'almost killing everyone in attendance' thing, I'd have to agree.  That... what did he call it?  A dirigible? That dirigible is a wonder.  Can you imagine the uses for such a thing?”

I could, and voiced what he had shared with me, “The exploration of the Uninhabitable Lands”  We often wondered if Highland and the Lower Ten were the only inhabitable lands on Earth.  In the beginning, after Mother Luna had been struck by a rouge celestial body and torn asunder by the Great Impact, there are still stories that persist of the Dark Side.  The portion of the Earth facing the destruction as debris pummeled the surface of the Earth, leaving a pockmarked sea of molten rock.

But on the side of the Earth which was spared, the side rocked by Earth rumbles that changed the very face of the planet, there were oases of life which survived.  Surely, the lands of Sparo can't be all that had survived on the entire planet.  I imagined other lands and other peoples, thriving in a world that was reawakening, that one day we would have a living planet like in the days of before times.

In the early centuries following the Great Impact, Highland had sent out expeditions into the uninhabitable lands in all directions.  They could bring supplies enough for a month, so after two weeks were forced to turn back.  Over time, weigh stations were built at the extreme range of our scouts.  They were stocked with water and supplies to allow a jumping off point to extend our reach twofold.  That is how the Lower Ten were discovered.

We still maintain those outposts out in the barren, unliving rock landscape, mostly to honor the explorers who had brought our two lands together, but also as a beacon of hope that one day we would expand our search even further.

So the possibility of using airships like the Outrider, which Bex says can theoretically cruise at over forty miles per hour, unencumbered by the terrain, is an exciting turn of events.  It would be able to travel past the weigh stations out in the nothingness in less than a day.  It has a range of five hundred miles, so could travel hundreds of miles past them before having to turn back to ensure it's power vessels didn't exhaust themselves.

I imagined a series of these outposts supplied by dirigibles, extending the range of the airships as we scoured our world for other pockets of life.  How exciting the possibilities were to me.  We certainly lived in exciting times.

I said with the faraway tinge of a dreamer in my voice, “The exploration.”

She cleared her throat. “Umm... yes, the exploration.”

Mother and Jace chuckled at her as Misty came bounding down the stairs, after getting cleaned up.  I glanced at them accusingly as my girl hopped up onto my lap.  “What are you on about now?”  Then I got it and turned a squinty gaze up at my wife.  “No, you single minded Knight temptress, not military applications.”  She was always so serious about the defense of Wexbury.

I didn't see the need, as we may be one of the smallest realms, but we did possess the third largest army, after Highland and Solomon.  Not to mention the second largest contingent of Techno Knights in our ranks.  It would be a simpleton who thought they could attack Wexbury.  I paused at that, thinking of the other realms which were sacked by bands of Rogues.  I shuddered at the thought of Far Reach, and my hand drifted up to touch the scars on my face.

I sighed, and she understood what I had been thinking of.  Misty took off her little white silk glove she wore to emulate me and started tracing my scars with her fingers like she always did.  Tracing the wispy magiks swirling from them, leaking from me and the copious amounts of charms the Mountain Gypsies had imbued into my gear and weapons.

Misty, like Celeste, seemed to be blind to my disfigurement, and I didn't mind her touching the scars at all.  She grinned up at me, and I couldn't help grinning back.  She hopped off of my lap and bounced on her toes, then went about disarming Celeste and me and hanging our swords on the pegs by the door.

Us adults and even Jace shared smiles when she drew her stick, which she had named Anadelea, from her waistband and hung it on a little peg below ours, which Jace had installed for her.  He was a soft touch like Tennison.  He talked a good game and acted the put upon sibling more than an uncle, but he really loved my new daughter like she were his kid sister.

Before we could get into a discussion about the events of the day, AnnaMarie walked in from the kitchen carrying a tray.  Mother's maid was a scrappy and energetic sort, not at all what one would expect from a chambermaid.  She was her own woman and took her job seriously, and let us all know it, regardless of the fact we were nobles or not.

In other words, exactly the sort of person mother would choose, since the Duke insisted we have a staff because of her affliction.  I think AnnaMarie may have a thing for our gardener, Ulaf, who maintained the grounds.  Mother drew the line at a stableman.  We could handle our own horses and the carriage, we were herders after all and could care for our own animals, and we weren't allergic to hard work like the preponderance of the nobles seemed to be.

AnnaMarie beamed a smile to us and said, “Supper.  Settle in, and I'll just get the rest.”

I started to stand to help, and the willowy brunette narrowed her eyes almost menacingly as she said in the lilting tones of someone who hailed from Perth Hollow, “If you don't want ta come back with another finger missin', then ya best not step inta my kitchen, Miss.”

There was a spark of humor in her brown eyes, and a glint of something dangerous which I think appealed to my mother when she selected her staff.  I made a silly sneak backward, and sat across Celeste's lap, who wrapped her arms around my waist.  AnnaMarie gave me a grin full of white teeth and said, “There's a girl.  I'll get ya trained up nicely yet.”

I crinkled my nose at her and rasped in an amused tone, “Wretch.”

She countered, “Kitten.”

We chuckled at our familiar banter.  Yes, mother chose well.

She placed the tray with bowls of a rich looking stew on the low table which stretched in front of the seating area, then returned to the kitchen, Misty trailing behind her.  I called out, “Why does she get to help?”

I heard the surly woman call back, “Have ya seen how cute she is?  You try sayin' no.”

True, she had me there.  They came out with drinks, bread, cheeses, and some delightful looking pastries.  Once they set them down, us room full of women cleared our throats when Jace reached for a sweet roll.  He looked around sheepishly and whined, “Aw, man.  I'm outnumbered here.”

I chastised, my old habit of mothering him kicking in, from the days mother lay wasting away in bed as her sickness ate away at her, “Not until you've had a proper meal.”

To everyone's chuckles, he droned out, “Yes, Laney.”

Then we all sat around the table on the couches and ate as we discussed the day.  AnnaMarie joining us as we insisted on for every meal.  Ulaf had already gone home to his cottage in Cheap Quarter, or he would have eaten with us as well.  Anna lives in the maid's quarters off the kitchen.

We always stressed to them that they are our friends... our family who just worked for us, they were not our servants.  Mother paid them extremely well, which didn't sit well with some other nobles in Uptown, as word spread through the Keep like water through a sieve.

Mother retired early, the excitement of the day tiring her out.  Then I headed to the stairs with Misty.  “Come along little one, let's get some reading done before your bed time.”

Misty raced past me as she asked, “A fable?”

I heard my Lady chuckle from where she relaxed on a couch, staring at the fire.  I exhaled. “Alright, a fable.  I swear, you'd think you live in a fantasy world.”  Then I whispered loud enough for my over-energetic brother to hear, “You know what?  Fables were Jace's favorites too.”

He called out in his defense, “Still are, sister.”

Even after these few years since I became a noble, I still couldn't get over that this manor, situated ideally directly outside the inner gates of the castle, was mother's.  Well technically mine since it was awarded to her off of my title which transferred to my family.

I never would have even dreamed of something so grand when I had been but a chicken farmer in Cheap Quarter.  Our entire cottage could have fit in one of the three bedrooms here.  I have to remind myself every day not to start taking it all for granted, to remember my roots to keep myself humble.  To remember the hardship so that I can strive to make life better for the people living in Cheap Quarter and the Trough.

Misty and I read of the woodsman and the lynx until she started drifting off.  I smiled at her as she started repeating one line through bleary eyes, and I closed the tome and kissed her forehead before lifting her from the sitting chair.  I noted how heavy she was getting, and how tall.  She already reached my shoulders, and she wasn't yet even ten.  I was destined to be one of the shortest people in Wexbury.

Emily, the Matron of the Library, was the only adult I have ever met who was shorter than myself.  And she was one of the rare people with blonde hair.  I have met only a few people who do not have darker hair, or red.  There are only a handful of blondes in each village of the realms.  I hear there are more in Highland than any other location.

I tucked my foster daughter in and kissed her forehead again and said, “Goodnight Misty.  I love you.”

She smiled sleepily at me and said, “Love you too my Sora... mom.”

I can't tell you just how much that warmed me inside, I always want to spin and dance and sing when she says that.  I looked back over my shoulder toward the door, like I could see Celeste downstairs, relaxing.  I wondered how receptive she'd be about another child or two... or three.

I turned off the electric lights with the dial at the door and headed back down to my wife.  She stood as I reached her and she placed her hand on my hip as she looked down at me.  She sighed as I blushed under her gaze.  Then she said, “I'm beat.  Let's clean up in the morning, I just want to get out of this armor and relax in bed.”

I nodded, that sounded wonderful.  I hadn't realized just how tired I had become as well, as I yawned with a vengeance.  She chuckled and moved an arm around my shoulder, and I laid my head on her arm as she lead me to the back door.

I stopped to place a blanket over Jace who had fallen asleep on one of the couches.  Then I offered a little wave to AnnaMarie as we passed her while she straightened knick knacks on a side table.  Did that woman never rest?  She gave us a twinkly-eyed smile and said, “Have a pleasant evening you two.”

We stepped out onto the back lawn, and I took a deep breath of night air.  I smiled at the smells of grass, horse manure, and chickens.  It transported me back to my childhood when life had been so much simpler.  Those were the smells of home.

I looked up at the dark barrier of the inner walls of the castle which we sat in the shadow of, flickering torchlight outlining the parapets above.  The Three Sisters performed their nightly ritual in their endless chase of each other in the night sky, the three moons providing light to see by.  I again found myself wondering what it had been like in ancient times, before the Great Impact, to look up and see one moon, and no debris ring around the Earth in the sky.

I looked back down to the Mountain Gypsy Wagon parked in the middle of the green space, a gift from the Great Mother of the gypsies, Ranelle.  It was a work of art and was covered in glyphs, charms, and runes that carried so much of that wispy white magick of the People that even those not blessed with a magic spark could see it.  Much like what spilled from me unchecked.

We went up the fold up steps and into the spacious two room wagon.  I paused at the wood fired stove which sat in the corner by the door, it's metal pipe chimney extending up through the roof of the wagon.  There was a fire flickering low inside of it, and the space was warm.

I shook my head and wondered aloud, “When did she even have time to do this?”

Celeste chuckled as she shrugged out of her riding cloak and helped me off with mine. “It is best not to question AnnaMarie and get on her list.”

I grinned and cocked my head as we started the arduous task of shedding our armor.  Mine mostly leather and the thin and light metals only the Mountain Gypsies can forge, since I would be too weighted down by the normal armor of the Wexbury mobile battalion.  “There really isn't a list is there?  She just uses that as a threat... right?”

She arched an eyebrow at me as she removed her chest plate and sighed at the relief.  “You wouldn't want to test that would you?”

I chuckled. “No.  No, I would not.  Is it just me or does she remind you of Hannah from the Bath House?”

This got a burst of laughter from her. “Now that you mention it, yes she does.  Both are commoners you'd do well not to cross.”

We exchanged grins.  Then I squinted one eye at that though, and asked, “Is Emily a noble?”

She paused. “Why would you ask that?”  Then her brows furrowed, looking flummoxed and then said with a little confusion in her voice, “You know, I don't really know.  She's just always been there since mother and father bought me.  All of the nobles are either smitten with her, or afraid of her.  She commands such respect.  I have just assumed she was a high ranking noble, being the Librarian of the Techromancy Scrolls and all.”

She chuckled again. “Damn you, now my curiosity is eating away at me, I'll have to ask father.”

I felt brazen and winked at my Lady as I dropped my own chest plate onto the bed by the door.  Relief flooding me as I felt fresh air circulating around my sweaty undershirt.  Perhaps we'd get a chance to sneak off to the Bath House in the morning before hitting the training yard.  I let my rasp put a purr in my voice as I said, “I aim to please.”

She got a coy look on her face as she dropped her shin guards, revealing her tight trousers that clung to her muscular legs and accentuated their curves. “Then, by all means, Laney, love, please away.”

I licked my lips and swallowed as I heated up in all the best places.  Only she could get such a reaction from me with just a look or suggestion.  I dropped the last of my armor to the floor then stepped to her, my eyes glued to my target, her glistening lips which parted in want as I approached.

I leaned up on my tiptoes as she lowered her head to mine then I jumped back and swore, “Mother Luna!” As someone pounded on the door of the Wagon.



Chapter 3 – Invitation

I exhaled in frustration then hopped on my toes and gave her a quick peck on the lips.  I whispered, “To be continued?”

She smiled, nodding in earnest as I stepped past her to pull open the door, muttering to whoever had interrupted a romantic moment between Celeste and me, “This better be...”  I froze and slammed the door, resting my back on it. “Mother Luna!”  I looked around at our armor strewn about then at us in our sweaty tunics and trousers.

Celeste looked at me and started reaching for a long dagger hanging on the wall above the little kitchen area.  “What is it?”

I shook my head in response as another knock sounded.  I said, “Just a minute, we are not prepared for guests.”  I heard a man's chuckle on the other side of the door.  What was he doing here?

I silently mouthed, “Prince George,” to Celeste and her eyes widened a bit as she looked around the space.  We shared a moment of silent communication then almost dove upon the mess.  Stuffing armor and gear into cupboards under the bed and haphazardly into the various cabinets that lined the walls.

At another knock, as she finished the whirlwind tidying, she said, “Just a moment.”  I darted through the door that divided the space and was throwing a fresh tunic in the colors of the realm to my Lady.  I pulled one on myself and came back through the door, adjusting my frayed braid.  I was a little disappointed I didn't get a show as my sexy wife had already finished changing out of her tunic.

The soiled tunic wooshed past my cheek into out main sleeping chamber, and I pulled the door shut.  I licked my hand and pushed her flaming red locks behind her shoulder, flattening a bulging wave by her cheek.

Then we both exhaled and put on a regal bearing as I again stepped to the door and opened it to see an over amused Prince George standing there.  If he weren't my Liege, and could have me executed for doing so, I would have slugged the smug looking man.  I said as if we were expecting company, “Please, come in George.”

He had an amused tinge to his tone as he bowed his head ever so slightly and said, “Thank you, Laney.”  I shot a nervous glance over my shoulder in one last appraisal of our wagon to ensure we hadn't missed anything.  I saw Celeste discreetly nudging a bracer behind the bed with the side of her foot as she stood with her hands behind her back, false curiosity on her face.  We were the worst actors ever.

The Prince gave her a bow of his head which she returned deeper.  He looked around the space as he reached a hand to the carved doorframe and ran it along the surface, saying with genuine respect, “These traveling homes are a wonder.”

I beamed at that, having pride in our wagon.  I felt a woman of three worlds at times.  I still felt the commoner inside, which belied my status as Knight, but I was also a princess of the Gypsies.  The Lupei were as much a part of me as Wexbury, and I took pride in the craftsmanship and inventiveness the Mountain Gypsies had mastered.  Us Altii could take a page from their book at times.

I didn't know how to broach the topic of him at our home in a tactful manner.  He was the Prince, he could be anywhere he deemed fit.  He saw mercy and said, “I'm sorry to visit at such a late hour, I had hoped to discuss this with you much earlier, but Fred and Lucy have monopolized me and insisted I dine in the castle with them.”  He grumbled low, “Politics.”

I agreed, politics were always so tedious and numbing.  Though he was the crowned Prince and should be used to it, right?  I was suddenly in motion, pulling out a chair from our little table at the stove.  “Please, have a seat, and we can speak.  Can I offer you anything?  Water, juice?  We have some cheeses and smoked meats in the larder.”

He chuckled and asked, “Nothing... stronger?”

Celeste stepped up with a chuckle. “Laney doesn't partake of spirits, so I learned to do without in our home.  I can have AnnaMarie bring something out, mother has some vintage wines.”

He waved that off. “No it's fine, water would be divine Laney.”

I nodded, and the man offered the chair I had pulled out to my Lady.  She sat graciously.  He remained standing as I brought the water pitcher and some glasses to set on the table, then I blushed as he held another chair for me.  He was being chivalrous, that's why he had remained standing.

Once I was seated, he took the last seat.  It was crowded with all of us around the tiny table.  Celeste narrowed one eye and then asked quite bluntly, “So, do you care to tell us just what the hell is going on and why you are here, George?”

He gave a toothy grin to us and said, “Ah, straight to the point.  I always liked that about you, Celeste.  It must run in the family, though it gets your brother into trouble at times.”

Celeste sat up a little straighter at the mention of her brother.  I had never met him, and he wasn't able to make our wedding as he was out on a cross training patrol in Hell's Gate at the time.

In a political move to engender peace and cooperation between Highland and Wexbury, when people were getting nervous about the size and strength of our military and magic users, her brother was fostered out to a family of nobles in Highland Keep, when he and Celeste were young.

As is common practice, Celeste's family was not allowed contact with him until he reached majority and could decide on his own if he wished to reconnect.  A barbaric custom which I do not ascribe to.

Once his age of consent arrived, the families have kept in contact through messengers and his occasional visit.  The last of which was five years ago, just before I had met Celeste.  Donovan travels up to Highland every other year to visit for a week.

She asked in earnest, her eyes wide, “How is Michael?  He's written that he is about to complete his squireship.”

George softened, knowing her love for her brother. “He is excelling.  He is to be commissioned a knight soon.  You should be proud.”

She nodded. “I am.”  I knew she harbored some guilt, she had been brought into Donovan's family after she had saved Michael from a runaway horse when they were little, even then she was a hero.

Donovan saw the magic potential in her, and he and his now departed wife Shavey, bought Celeste from her uncle.  She was raised as their daughter.  When the time came for some concessions of peace, Donovan was asked to foster one of his children as a show that the elite nobles of Wexbury were earnest about keeping that same peace with the crown.

By all accounts, it was a heart-rending and impossible decision for her father.  In the end, young Michael himself had volunteered, pointing out that his adoptive sister possessed a spark inside her and she would best serve Wexbury when she ignited.  So with that, he had given up his claim as the heir to Donovan. 

Celeste doesn't speak of Michael much, she feels a burdensome guilt.  She feels that Donovan gave up a child who was his own flesh and blood for the sake of keeping the peace, and kept a daughter who was not.  But she loved her brother and was so very proud of him.  Hearing how he had been accepted as a squire five years back, and how he has impressed the Knights of Highland.  This new news of his impending knighting was visibly buoying her mood as she was nothing but proud smiles.

Then she narrowed her eyes. “You did that on purpose, to pull us off topic.”

He chuckled, and I just watched the two, I felt like a spectator at times when politics were involved.  He nodded slowly in resignation. “True enough.  I just dislike speaking of unpleasantness.”

Then he looked at me and said, “You're awfully quiet Laney.”

I opened my mouth to speak then I shut it as a smile slowly started creeping up on my lips. “You're doing it again, Liege.”

He held his hands up in front of himself in a gesture of surrender. “All right, all right, you two are just as bad as Everly.”

I nodded once and countered, “I'll take that as a compliment.”

He inclined his head and capitulated. “As you should.  The woman keeps me honest.  Sometimes I find myself in doubt which of us holds more power in the Highland Court.”  He was all grins.  All knew the two ruled together as one.  Not to mention that she was witty and fun whenever we spoke.  I truly admired the woman.

Celeste pursed her lips and shook her finger at both of us.  George smirked and deflated, relaxing almost bonelessly in his chair like he was removing the mantle of leadership that weighed him down so completely, and was exposing his vulnerability as a man to us.  I was a little disarmed that he trusted us to see him without his regal bearing.

He waved one hand flippantly as he laid his other arm on the table, supported himself as he asked, “You know of the building unrest between Highland Reach and the Lower Ten?”

I clamped my mouth shut, and Celeste nodded slowly and carefully as she said, “Yes.”  She offered no more, one eye squinting.  I knew she was wondering where he was going with this.

He nodded back. “Well, it seems that someone is orchestrating that unrest behind the scenes.”  He paused to let that sink in a bit before continuing.  “Over the past couple years, we have seen animosity building and were unsure of what was causing the unrest we had been witnessing, and in some cases, borderline animosity and violence against our traveling knights and citizens.  It has felt like the undercurrents of a revolution starting to swell throughout the realms.”

He rapped his knuckles lightly on the table. “It seemed the more we tried to repair things, the more out of balance they became.  We started to see the tone of communiques, even from Wexbury, our staunchest ally, turn more neutral in past months.”

He sat back, relaxed his shoulders on the back of the chair, and let his arms drape lazily over the chair back.  “When we asked discrete questions, we learned that people in the Lower Ten felt as though Highland had been dictating more and more with our demands, taking autonomy from the realms, and we couldn't figure out why they would say that.  We had been actively trying to start dialogues and quell the rising ire.”

Then he leaned forward again, clasping his hands on the table as Celeste and I traded looks, wondering why he was insisting Highland had been trying to assuage a situation they themselves had been fueling.  I was getting a sinking feeling in my gut, telling me that something was seriously wrong here.  The implication earlier was that there may be something else going on behind the scenes that we were all oblivious of.

He bounced his clasped hands on the table as his magic started leaking from his eyes in silver sparks, telling me he was working to keep his emotions in check.  I had to concentrate to keep my own magics from rising to meet his.  If I were to guess, by the tone of what he said next, it was an odd combination of excitement and anger.  “By happenstance, we discovered the insidious plan to undermine the relations between the crown and the realms.”

He pushed up from the table and stood, he looked like a caged cougar as he paced the small space.  “One of our official court messengers failed to return from a dispatch run to Defiance Keep.  We sent knights to search for the boy, only to find marauders had intercepted him and... did as marauders do.”

He didn't want to share the details, and I shuddered, knowing first hand what marauders were capable of and why Knights were so necessary to keep the peace, and face those unsavories to protect the people of the realms.

He sneered. “We located his satchel near the carnage, the communiques were still in it, with the official seal of the realm on them, my seal.  But when we examined them, we discovered that between me signing off on them, and them being given to the messenger...”

He paused then closed his eyes, looking so very tired as he added, “Someone had altered the communication.  It was subtle, but enough to change the tone and overall meaning.”

He growled. “It had come from inside the Keep itself.  And I neither had an idea who in my court might be involved, nor how far reaching this treason was.  Besides my personal guard, I didn't know who to trust to investigate, and them going around asking questions, investigating, would be noticed by all.”

His magic started to settle down as he gave us a predatory smile.  Celeste's brow creased deeper and deeper as we started realizing exactly what he was sharing.  He went on. “So we inserted a man, one of my personal guard who was not known to most in the court, into the communications chamber as a new messenger.”

He spun on his heel in his pacing to face us, and said almost like a child excited to receive a sweet from the bakery, “We examined every communique he was tasked to deliver.  We discovered that same tampering.  It was so very subtle, a word changed or inserted here, punctuation changed there.  It was enough to make questions sound like demands and inquests accusations.  It was so skillfully crafted and guaranteed to incite the type of unrest which we had been witnessing.”

I stood, not able to keep the shock, horror, and building rage inside of me.  Someone was trying to start a war between the crown and the Lower Ten!  I asked, “But why not just speak with the Dukes of the other realms and explain?”

The look on his face was a shadow of both shame and embarrassment.  Celeste kept her eyes locked on George as she reached a hand out to rest on my arm from where she still sat.  “Because he can't be sure the Dukes can be trusted, since he doesn't know who is involved or why this is happening.”

He nodded at her and opened his hands palm up in a helpless gesture. “Until we know the whos and whys, I have had to keep this compartmentalized.  Until I can investigate my own court without anyone suspecting.  Until I can find someone not of Highland whom I can trust implicitly to investigate for me, to prevent a rebellion that would cause strife throughout the lands of Sparo.”

I sighed and looked down as I realized why Prince George was in Wexbury when he was supposedly inspecting the Great Bridging up north.  I muttered, “Mother Luna.”

He almost chuckled out as Celeste sighed heavily in resignation, “Just so.”

I smiled at the man and asked, “You know I hate you, don't you?”  Then I added, “Liege.”

He laughed as Celeste snorted while he hung his head in contrition. “I know how you hate the machinations of politics.  But on the bright side, I'm inviting Sora Laney of the Lupei to a party in Highland.”

That piqued my curiosity, and I looked up like a squirrel who had just spotted a cache of berries.  “A party?”

He nodded as Celeste stood up beside me.  He smirked and said, “The Masquerade.”

I almost gasped then blurted out, “The Royal Masquerade!?”  A party?  He called the Royal Masquerade a party?  Was the man daft?  It was the gathering of all of the most important nobles and their courts, as guests of the crown.  Including those closest in line to the throne.  It was the preeminent celebration that was veritable who's who of the lands of Sparo.  The most beautiful and influential people of the habitable lands attended, and Prince George was inviting us?

Then I narrowed my eyes in understanding, no he wasn't inviting Laney of Wexbury, he was inviting a princess of the Mountain Gypsies, a Sora, technically a royal title in itself.

He looked a little smug as he watched me work my way through it all.  He shrugged. “As guests of the crown, you will be representatives of the Mountain Gypsies.  We had been shortsighted in the past not to acknowledge our peers in the group which allows us to live in the Lower Ten.  So I am rectifying that oversight, as well as bringing in the two people I trust most, to investigate the treason in my court.  Two birds, one stone.”

I narrowed an eye at him, he was awfully pleased with himself.  I just shook my head at his cheesy grin.  I pointed at him accusingly as I squinted my eyes. “I did tell you how much I hated you, didn't I?”

The man reached out a hand, and I accepted as he pulled me into a hug and patted my head as he said in a faraway, haunted voice, “Yes... yes you did.”

Then I pulled back and muttered, “Wexbury?” as I looked at an overly amused Celeste.  “You had addressed Celeste as Wexbury earlier, and not Lupei as you did me.  Is she not coming with me?”  I started to panic.  I didn't know the first thing about investigation, nor masquerades.  My hand drifted to my cheek, and I would never fit in with such beautiful people, whereas Celeste would shine anywhere.

He chuckled as he handed me off to my Lady, who draped her arms over my shoulders and hugged me to her from behind.  He shared, “She is far too well known, even though she is a Sora as well.  But since all know of the special relationship between Wexbury and the Lupei, who better to travel with a Sora of that clan, than a Wexbury contingent?”

Oooo.  Celeste as my protector.  Then I snickered, and she kissed the top of my head and asked, “What's so funny?”  I grinned at the Prince then up to my lady as I observed, “Then I would outrank you during the mission.”

She smirked as the Prince covered his mouth with a hand to hide his smile as she asked, “Are you planning on ordering me around?”  She cocked an eyebrow.

I teased, “Maybe.”

Prince George muttered, “Oh for the love of God you two, get a room.”  Then he looked at us. “So I take it by this banter that you are accepting my plea for help?”

We looked at each other and hesitated a few heartbeats to let the man stew.  It wasn't often you had the most powerful man in the Habitable Lands waiting on you.  We were so in tune with each other.

We both almost broke out laughing at his huff of exasperation.  And Celeste inclined her head in acceptance.

He clapped his hands together in a sliding motion and said, “Grand.”

Then Celeste asked plainly, “Because you are asking us directly, I take that to mean that you don't fully trust the Wexbury leadership?  If that is so, let it be known that we have sworn allegiance and have complete confidence in Duke Fredrick.”

He nodded and apologized for his words with his eyes. “Be that as it may, I do not know the man as you do, so I can only go by my gut, and my gut tells me the two women who have already prevented a war between the Mountain Gypsies and the Lands of Sparo are the only ones I can trust until shown otherwise.  This must remain a state secret by decree of the crown, by my own decree.”

We both looked at the man before nodding hesitantly.  I didn't like hiding anything from our own people, but we understood that what was at stake was bigger than just Wexbury, it affected everyone in the eleven realms.  And any conflict was liable to spillover upon the Mountain Gypsies.

He smiled and said again, “Grand.  Now, I have taken enough of your time.  I must get back to the Bridging before I am missed.  I will see you next First Day, ladies.”  He inclined his head, and we both curtsied as I mumbled, “Highness.”

Then as he reached for the door handle, I blurted, “I don't really hate you, George.”

He chuckled and winked back at me as he stepped out into the darkness of the night. “I know, what's there to hate?”

I reached over and snagged a pillow from the bed and tossed it at him, it thudded agaist the closing door as he chuckled.  It wouldn't have been a punishable offense to strike the Prince with a pillow, would it?

We heard him walking away, accompanied by the familiar sound of armor clinking, as multiple knights followed him.  I had no doubt our wagon was surrounded during our little talk.

Then I turned to Celeste and squeaked, “The Masquerade?”

She tipped her head back and let out a melodious laugh as she asked, “That's what you took away from all of this?”

I smiled sheepishly at her, and she shook her head incredulously at me then leaned down and gave me a heated kiss which had my body aflame in want.  My amber magic dripped from my eyes and hers drizzled emerald sparks while I curled my toes.  Oh yeah, we had just started something before we had been interrupted, hadn't we?

I started to lean into the kiss when I jumped at a knocking at the door.  We pulled apart, and I stomped to the door, my arousal quelled again, I grumped out as I opened it, “What now?”

Then I softened when I looked down at a tired looking Misty cuddling a blanket to her chest.  She whispered, “I couldn't sleep.”

I nodded and hoisted her up onto my hip.  She was getting so big, I wouldn't be able to do that much longer.  She laid her head on my shoulder, and I turned to Celeste who had an apologetic look on her face as she said, “Come on little one, you can sleep with us.”



Chapter 4 – Right Cross

The rest of the week I worried about what the Prince had shared with us.  Wondering if it were a great conspiracy or a single person who had sown so much unrest.  Techromancers and scholars had been arriving from all around to witness the spectacle of the Outrider which graced the skies over Wexbury, whenever Bex wasn't out on patrol or training with us.

I felt for Brenda, even with his grand experiment complete, she still didn't have Bex to herself.  She was an example of monumental patience to us all.  Though I did see her boarding the Outrider alone with him the Eve of Holy Day.

I wiped the smiled of the memory off my face while I sidestepped as I spun around, weaving Anadele and Hera in an oscillating motion in my hands, creating a moving wall of white mist, steel, and bronze blades as I crouched under Verna's sweeping blade.  It was best to avoid her massive broadsword, Gertrude, than try to deflect or block it.

I found myself on my back with Celeste's blade pointing down at me, after she did a leg sweep to knock my feet out from under me.  Then I snapped back to the present from the vision and changed directions abruptly, leaving an afterimage of that wispy magic in my wake.  Celeste's sweeping leg cut through the mist, just missing me.  Her own spell heavy gear leaving a lesser wispy trail than mine.

I felt a little smug, I was pushing myself ahead by two seconds almost continually.  I had started mastering the use of my Sight in our training sessions.  Though I felt every blow in my visions due to transference, and that wore me down as surely as if each really happened, it gave me the edge to anticipate my opponents to an uncanny degree.  The knights who train with me have started calling it my ultimate defense.

I heard Celeste chuckle before she growled, “You little sneak.  Just don't come to depend too much on you Sight.”

I let out a chuckle of my own as I twisted and turned through a gauntlet of my fellow knights, blades flashing, steel clanging on steel as I blocked, parried, or was gone in a haze of mist-like afterimages as they tried to strike at me.  It was as if I were weaving a trail of wispy white silk in my wake.

Brenda called out, “Hold still, you slippery wench.”

I felt her strike my back with the pommel of her blade, and tried not to stumble as I oofed from the pain when I snapped back on my string to the present, dropping Hera over my shoulder between my shoulder blades to block the strike before it came.

Then I dove over the roundhouse kick from Tennison that had me tumbling across the training grounds just moments from now.  Instead, I soared over it and rolled to my feet to come up with Anadele and Hera crossed above my head to catch the downward strike of Bex's powered blade.  Anyone else would have been sent into convulsions as the power pack on his back fed electric potential into his blade.  But as an Adept, electricity liked me, and I could convert it into magic potential.

Even though I'm the most underpowered Techno Knight in Wexbury, or most likely in the entire Land of Sparo, my ability to hold and channel energy is unmatched.  Since the battles of Monument and Solomon, I have found my reservoir growing.  Most likely because it is like a muscle that, when exercised, gets bigger and stronger.

Before, I would have had to offload the electricity his blade was pumping into me from our contact, but now, it was replacing the magic which I had been expanding far too much of in my defense.  I was starting to falter magic-wise, and was going to have to start relying on my physical training and muscle memory to keep up this defense.

I grinned as I spun away, leaving multiple afterimages as I bobbed and swayed away from two more strikes, giggling. “Thank you for the top off, Bex.”

Kristof muttered, “Damn it, boy, now you've supercharged the little pixie!”

I grinned and winked at the man as I dodged first one way into his blade, then the other once I snapped back to avoid that strike.  He gave a mock growl then chuckled as he realized I wasn't even there anymore when he swatted his open hand at the fabric of silky magic I left in my wake.

Their current strategy lately was to wear my magic down, so they could just overwhelm me when it failed.  I was usually only good for a couple minutes with my dual bladed defense after that.  No matter how good my training was, I was no match for ten Wexbury knights with the same training.

I was shocked as an arrow struck my shoulder, and gasped as I dropped Hera to bring my hand to the shaft.  I growled, why that sneaky... instead I dropped Hera and caught the arrow inches before it struck and looked up to the parapets of the castle walls, to see a smug looking Pete wink and wave at me before he turned back to his guard duty.  The cheeky archer isn't supposed to get in on these sessions.

I chuckled and rolled my eyes at him as I dove over a strike, picking up my fallen blade as I rolled across her.  He wasn't sure I was using my Sight, that's why he aimed high on my shoulder instead of aiming for anything vital.  Lord Peter was the best shot in Wexbury, and a good friend.

I feigned left and right quickly, leaving afterimages and then stood stock still as blades sliced through the air on either side, as my opponents tried to anticipate me.  I crouched slightly like I was going to move again but just stood still as Gertrude came slicing down and striking the cobblestones beside me.

I almost snickered as Verna let out a pained sound.  She loved her blade almost as much as she did Kristof, and hated to damage it.  They had all expected me to be dodging, not standing still.  I'll never be able to use that particular trick again, but the looks on their faces were so worth it.  I crinkled my nose at the incredulous look my Lady gave me, then I was chuckling and spinning and leaping away from the next onslaught.

I gleeped as a new blade, a curved blade, entered the fray, jabbing directly beside my face, allowing me a good look at it so I couldn't be mistaken as to who my new opponent was.  Mother Luna, I was doomed.  I gave a sheepish smile to Sarafine.

She winked and said as the others backed off, forming a ring around us as she said with a smile, “Defend yourself, my Sora.”

I swallowed and hefted Hera into the air and released her to switch my grip on her pommel to wield her with her blade down along my left arm.  And Sara began her graceful dance of death with that flashing curved blade glinting in the light of Father Sol.

Her skill with a blade didn't match that of Celeste, Tennison, or Bowyn, the three most skilled in Wexbury.  But she possessed such an intimate knowledge of how the Sight worked, being a Mountain Gypsy, that she could confound it by changing her decisions in a split second.  Taking advantage of the fact that the visions only show the most likely future unless one of the people involved made a different choice.  Free will trumped destiny every time.

Mother Udele once explained it to me with an anecdote.  She had said, “Even the smallest thing can have a huge effect on the outcome of any event.  You kick a pebble off a path as you walk and the fastest horse in your realm, who was fated to split a hoof on the pebble, is spared the pain.  So instead of going to the livery to have it checked, that horse and its rider are tasked to deliver medicines to stem a plague.  Being the fastest horse, he arrives a day before any others could have, saving dozens that would have died had you left the pebble be.  That single, seemingly unimportant decision to kick that pebble, made all the difference.”

Sara is intimately familiar with that, and uses it deftly against my Sight.  Changing her attacks in mid-strike to be somewhere I hadn't anticipated.  I looked around at the snickering Knights who were all smiling in anticipation.  “Thanks you traitorous lot.”

Sarafine completed a complicated display as she tested my defense.  I was almost her equal with a blade, but she cheated.  A lot.  I chuckled at that, well I guess it's not cheating, just survival.

Our blades met again and again as she came at me over and over.  I huffed out in exasperation.  Right about then it would have been useful if I had been trained to take the offensive and attack rather than endlessly defend.

I tried not to depend on my Sight, though I still used it.  For the general attacks, I used instinct and experience to deflect.  She was a fan of attacking a person's core, so Hera was there for me, her bronze laying along my forearm as I blocked the Gypsy's driving attacks from the inside, again and again.  Anadele took her sweeping strikes up high.

I tried using the Sight to know where she would be but the way she weaved and changed directions frequently to change her own decisions and destiny, had me blocking nothing but thin air at times.  She was so graceful at it, that it was like watching her dance instead of fight.

She chuckled. “Come now Laney, you depend too much on your magiks, fight me instead.”  She came spinning at me in a flurry of strikes that had me retreating backward, pressed to interpose blades to deflect each strike.

I dove over a wide sweeping strike and rolled up behind her and laid Anadele on her shoulder with a triumphant grin that was washed away immediately when she grinned back at me, cleared her throat and nudged her eyes down.  I looked down to see her blade facing backward, the tip an inch from my stomach.  The gypsy had lured me in!

Celeste called it.  “Sarafine eats in the Market tonight.”  She flicked her an iron penny, and Sara caught it deftly with one hand as she sheathed her blade.  She gave me a cocky smirk as she said, “Better, Sora.  Better.”  I smiled sheepishly as I sheathed my blades, remembering when I couldn't wield but one, let alone two.

Then Tennison looked around at the other knights who had assembled to watch our sparring match, and his big baritone voice boomed out to the new batch of squires who looked little more than boys and girls to me.  I wasn't that old, why did they look like children to me?  “That is your lesson in defense today.  If your enemy cannot strike you, they expend energy, if you wear them down, just blocking and dodging, conserving your own strength, then you have already won the battle.”

One girl chimed out, “But she lost.”

I smiled at the memory of a similar argument when I was a squire.  He nodded. “Of corse she lost.  This was a demonstration of defense, not offense.  Lady Laney defended against ten Knights...”  He pointed to the castle wall. “A sneaky archer assassin...”

Pete snorted from up above.

Then our big man pointed at Sara. “And one surly Gypsy woman, before it ended.  And Lady Laney is barely winded.”

I almost snorted.  Oh, I was winded alright, and the phantom pain of all the strikes and injuries I sustained in my seeings, before avoiding them the second time around, still took their toll.  I remembered each as if it had truly landed.

Then he winked at me before turning back to the black haired girl. “Perhaps you'd like to test your blade against Anadele, Squire Janine?”

The girl paled, and she swallowed hard, then said just above a whisper, “But Anadele can split lightning.”  She shook her head and said in a louder tone, “No Sir.”

I would never hear the end of that rumor.  Anadele didn't split lightning.  She only took a lightning strike with me, and I used her metal to redirect the power.

He nodded at her, then he called out, his voice booming in the courtyard, “That's it everyone.  Laney and Celeste have an unveiling to do at the Dig.  Those of you not assigned duties or patrols today, feel free to come see whatever it is she has been hiding from even her best friends.”  He looked at me accusingly, and I just blushed and hid my face against Celeste's arm.  I know I hadn't told him, we hadn't told anyone.

Bowyn shoved my shoulder playfully as he stepped past. “Yeah.  Just what is it you're so excited about that you are hiding it from us?”

Celeste came to my rescue. “Well you'll just have to come out to the Dig, after lunch, and find out now shouldn't you?”  Her old partner chuckled and trudged toward his quarters in the barracks of the castle.

I sighed as I thought of the training session and rasped out tho the others, “Drat, bested again.”

Celeste hugged me and Sara said, “If these stubborn Altii would just teach you to attack...”  She left it unsaid.

I nodded and whined, “I know, right?”

My Lady just chuckled as she leaned down to kiss the tip of my nose and said, “Let's get home and get you cleaned up and ready for the ceremony, you stink.”

I moped. “You, my Lady, are no lady.”

Sara gave us hugs and said, “See you at the Dig.”  She looked around at the departing knights and squires and said in the language of the Mountain Gypsies, “There's mischief to be had.”

I couldn't help but smile at the woman as she whipped her signature tight ponytail around her neck and almost skipped after Tennison with a smirk on her face.

I'd no doubt she was going to play her teasing game of seduction with poor Tennison or even Karen Baker before she joined us at the Dig.

I glanced up at my love. “We've time for the bath house?”

She looked at the wondrous miniature clock on her wrist and shook her head.  “No, we best just have a sponge bath at home, have a bite to eat, then head out.”

Se had an expectant look on her face as we started walking to the manor.

I chuckled at her and shook my head. “No you silly woman, you'll have to wait and find out what Yvette has discovered at ruins of Gus Davis FORD like the rest of Wexbury.”

She narrowed her eyes playfully, she had even once tried to seduce the secret from me.  All she managed to do was to make me want her even more.  I wouldn't ruin the surprise no matter how sexy my Lady was.  Besides, I wanted to see the expression on her face when it was revealed.

Once back home, we ate a quick meal prepared by AnnaMarie.  I noted my brother wasn't around and asked mother, “Where's Jace?”

She fluttered her hand around over her shoulder in a haphazard way and said, “Off on a run to the Belt for Sir Tiberius.  He said he would accompany Bex in his flying contraption to the Dig for your unveiling.  Just what was it you said all this excitement was about again?”

I grinned. “Nice try.  As I've not told you, I can't say that I've said a thing mother.”

She chuckled. “You and your secrets.”

I cocked an eyebrow in genuine surprise, I'm still learning of all the secrets mother had kept from Jace and myself when we were raised as chicken farmers in another life.  I chuckled. “Pot and kettle, mom, pot and kettle.”

She grinned over the little red tomato from her salad on the end of her fork and said, “Shut up, dear.” Then she popped it into her mouth and chewed in good humor.  I grinned back.

When the meal was over, we had to chase Misty around a bit, to get her into her best dress from Holy Day.  Mother was the one who caught the giggling girl.

To my chagrin, Celeste told me that since this was an event that Countess Laney was hosting, as opposed to Laney, Techno Knight of the Realm, then I should wear a dress as well.

I had attempted to argue, but she loves seeing me in a dress, and I couldn't say no to her when she looked me up and down as she bit her lower lip in want.  Mother Luna, she was my weakness.  I had quipped, thinking it my salvation, “Then I will have Countess Celeste on my arm.”  I knew she hated wearing dresses as much as I did.

The evil woman surprised me with a quick, “Done and done.”  Then she gave me a smug grin.  Grr.  But I did find myself almost sighing in anticipation.  She looked so regal, polished, and elegant when she dressed for court.  It is when the woman inside of the hero of the realm shone through like the name bestowed upon her by the Gypsies, Lightbringer.  Beauty and grace personified.  And she was mine.  The impossibility of that struck me each day, and I melted under her possessive smile.

We took a little cuddle time as we washed up and dressed in the wagon.  She, like me, had always found solace in just the simple things, like her holding me as we stood, while I lay my head on her chest to listen to the steady beat of her heart... my favorite sound.

I cocked my head, admiring my Lady in her finest violet and emerald court dress, her flaming mane tied back into a loose ponytail with an emerald ribbon.  She looked so radiant and dangerous with her sword hanging at her hip.  As Soras of the Lupei in our other lives, we were considered Femeie de Sabies, women of the sword, and it was an insult to the People if we were to be out in public without our blades.

Other nobles in Wexbury are still not accustomed to seeing ladies of the realm wearing blades when not in our armor.  I am normally very patient with people, but it has been years now, and I feel they should just get over it.

We do make the concession on Holy Day, of not wearing our blades in the church, when the people of the keep congregate to worship whatever gods they may at the Wexbury Cathedral.  Pastor Emery had even had a rack installed, just inside the entry, to display our blades at the doors as we attend service.  I swear that Anadele and Hera are more popular than Celeste herself, the way people just stand by them and trade whispers with each other.

Speaking of.  I pushed my dark hair back over my shoulders, I wore it down instead of the braids I preferred, because of the soft smile that touched Celeste's lips when she saw it down.  I live for those smiles and these moments.  I looked at her lips longingly and then stretched up on my toes.  A moment before our lips touched, someone was knocking loudly at the door, and my heart almost jumped out of my chest at the surprise of it.

I dropped back to my feet and grumped out, “Mother Luna!  Will we never know peace?”  I pouted as I took the few steps to the door and opened it, ready to give whoever had interrupted the stealing of my Lady's affections, a good what for as I snapped out, “What?”

I hesitated, it was Magistrate.  I stuttered, “Magistrate Perry, I'm sorry, how may I help you?”  Celeste was instantly looming over my shoulder.  I could feel the agitation of her magic.  Had there been some sort of incident that required the Knights of Wexbury?

The big man squinted one eye as he hesitated, raising one arm to scratch the back of his stubbly head.  He kept his silvering hair cut to within a finger's width of his scalp, and it always reminded me of a silver cap.  He dropped his hand and exhaled, obviously reluctant to speak.  Then he said, “It's Jace.”

I stepped out the door to the top of the fold down steps on the tiny porch before I knew I had even moved, my heart thudded in my chest, Celeste stepped out with me, always in my peripheral vision with a silent and strong support which I could always count upon.  “Is he alright?”  I could hear the panic in my own voice.

The man quickly held both hands out in front of him in a stopping gesture as he replied, “No, no... he's just fine.  He's just sort of... in my jailhouse for fighting in the Belt.”

My mind was racing, switching gears from gloom and doom to the fact that Jace had been fighting... again.  He never starts anything but my stubborn brother also never stood down, and by all accounts was quite scrappy for his size.  “The brash boy is never one to back down.”

Celeste said under her breath, “Like someone else we know.”

I automatically backhanded my love in the stomach playfully.  I could hear her smiling without looking.

I asked, “What happened this time?  And why are you telling us instead of our mother?  Jace is not of majority yet.”

The man adjusted the hem of his uniform tunic as he grinned and looked down as he stepped back a little from me on the wagon's porch. “I did, and Lady Margret thought it best if I speak with you since it is interrupting your big announcement at the Dig.”

Ahhh, mom wanted me to be the heavy this time.  “I see.”

I sighed, and he went on, “It seems Lord Jace was in the Belt delivering a message for Sir Tiberius.  When his task was complete he was seen speaking with Elise Baker, I think the boy has discovered girls.”  I tried not to snort.  He had been doting over Karen's little sister for a few weeks now but got defensive whenever anyone brought it up.

The Bakers have had their eyes on Jace since both he and Elise were little.  It would have been a smart match, a herder and a baker.  But they thought their hopes dashed when I ascended to noble status and brought my family along with me.

What they didn't expect was that Jace, like me, hasn't acclimated to our new positions in the keep and he, like I, still felt more a herder than a Lord.  He kept all his old friends, and got into just as much mischief as before.

Imagine their glee when they noted he had recently been taking a shine to Elise as more than a member of their band of merry mischief makers, as it is every commoner's dream to have their son or daughter be courted by a noble.  I've no clue if it will progress to that point, but at this time it is plain that Jace is in the thrall of puppy love.

Then the magistrate said, “Then Randal Smith's boys showed up and started trouble.”  My heart sank and started racing in panic.  Was Jace really ok?  The sons of the blacksmith were older and bigger, all between fourteen and seventeen.

He held a cautioning hand up at my concern and said, “They teased him about pretending to be a noble.  He sent Elise into the bakery and tried to ignore them until...”

Celeste huffed when the man stalled.  “Spit it out man, don't toy with us.”

The man gave me an apologetic look. “Well, until the eldest, Joseph, said that you, Lady Laney, were a pretend knight who ran away at the battle of the Monolith while Lord Samuel defeated the rogue leaders Raneth and Poe.”

I swallowed.  I had been the one who had stood at the Monolith, and it was I who had killed.  I had killed so very many, and I still can't forgive myself for taking so many lives from this world.  The fact that I am an Adept is a secret of the realm, so the story of Lord Samuel, who had died days earlier in our campaign, is the official story all present at the battle tell.  Lord Samuel and his two miraculous arrow shots.

The Magistrate tried not to smile. “That's when Jace broke his nose with what was, by all witness accounts, an impressive right cross.”

Celeste's hand covered her mouth to hide her smile, but her eyes twinkling in amusement gave her away.  I tried to school my face, it was so hard not to smile, but fighting was serious.  Though I would have paid a gold coin to see my little brother punching the bully, who was twice his size, in the nose.

I squinted an eye in realization.  The experienced knights on the training ground teach to go after the strongest of the enemy first.  They may not be the most capable in a fight, but strength and mass compensate for that, and it means they can take and dish out more damage than others.  So by taking out the biggest threats first, it serves to protect your fellow knights on the field, but it is also a demoralizing blow to the enemy.

I shook my head, Jace had used Knight tactics in a brawl.  Maybe we shouldn't be letting him spend so much time in the training courtyard on his off time.

Then the big man squinted an eye almost in apology. “The fight spilled out of the Belt and into the Market from there.  When Ivar pushed him from behind when the eldest fell, grasping his nose, Jace tumbled into the Marketplace and came up with a bucket in hand from Enid Tinker's cart.  He wielded it like a chained mace and the poor Smith's didn't know what hit them when they all attempted to jump him.”

He made a cringing face and said hesitantly, “That's where I came in.  Kids will be kids, and brawls happen, but Jace did a spinning leg sweep on Benny, and it sent the lad tumbling into a Potter's cart.”  I winced.  He nodded.  “I couldn't ignore the property damage, as much as those bullying boys deserved getting their collective asses handed to them by a boy half their size.  I have them all at the jailhouse.”

I opened my mouth, and he shook his head with a smirk on his lips, and assured me, “In separate cells.”

I exhaled in relief.  I understand how surprise worked in Jace's favor, but if they are prepared for it, he likely wouldn't fare as well a second time.  I tried not to smile at the fact that he was defending my honor.  I so loved my brother.  He was usually getting into scraps when people disparaged mother for “slumming it” by marrying a commoner and leaving nobility to be a lowly chicken farmer.  I couldn't understand how children can be so cruel to each other.

He looked toward Celeste, “Do you want me to release him?”  Ah, he was wondering if we were the type of nobles who would demand political favors.

Celeste shrugged and asked, “Why are you asking me man?  Lady Margaret told you to speak with Lady Laney here.”

He inclined his head a little. “Begging your pardon, my Lady.”  Then he turned to me.  I know why he asked her, as she was the commander of the mobile battalion and I was... well, I was the underpowered Techno Knight.

He looked at me expectantly.  Though I knew Jace would kick himself for missing the great unveiling, I was not about to play at political machinations.  “What would you normally do in cases like this?”  I dug in the pull-string money purse at my hip and pulled out a silver and a gold and handed to them, adding, “A silver for the tinker, and a gold for the Potter, for damages.”

He blinked and just stared at the coins.  I knew why, but we were not like the other nobles who believed themselves above all others.  The type who would feel affronted if someone deigned to imply they would owe such damages.

He smiled a little then nodded once as he seemed to be appraising me. “Normally I'd keep brawlers in the jailhouse till sunset.  Then have them do a week of community service in the market.”

I smiled at him, I was such a terrible sister, but no matter how well intentioned Jace was, he needed to learn to abide by the rules of our society.  And also learn that nobility doesn't give one a free ticket in life.  I gave a wicked grin up to the man and prompted, “If that is the punishment, then why do you ask me?  We must all pay for our trespasses do we not?”

My hand absently went to behind my shoulder to trace the scars on my back from a lashing I took so long ago as a punishment.  But Celeste intercepted my hand.  She always seemed to know what I was thinking.

The Magistrate looked pleased about something as he inclined his head. “As you wish, my Lady.”

I shook my head. “Laney, please.  I can't abide by all the titles slung about willy-nilly.”

He again inclined his head in acceptance then his face got more serious as he exhaled audibly and looked down at his hands. “And the Smith boys?”

I was confused why he was asking me.  Their father, Jeremiah, would see to them.  He was a strong disciplinarian.  I knew these three boys eldest brother, Kyle, who had been working the forges with their father for the past four or five years now.  Kyle was a decent man, mother had tried to marry me off to him once, so I knew the other boys would hopefully turn out half as well as he did.

I prompted, “What about them?”

He seemed nervous, and shifted his weight from foot to foot, looking down at his hands again.  Then he looked up and said, “They struck a noble.  Or tried to at the very least.”

The whole weight of that pressed down upon me like a lead weight.  My back ached as the scars there throbbed in phantom pain.  Mother Luna!  The penalty for a serf striking a noble is twenty lashes at the whipping post and public display in the stockades in the square for a week.  Barbaric.

The Magistrate fully expected me to agree.  I understood how he would think any noble would.  He was the highest ranking commoner in Wexbury, the Magistrate position always went to the most capable commoner as the bridge between the populace and the court of nobles.  Leaving the policing of the people to him, and matters of the realm to the Knights.  He commanded as much respect as any noble.

He added quickly, “Lord Jace stated that he did not wish to have the boys punished for their transgressions... but he has not reached majority, so the decision falls upon his family.”

I looked suitably appalled at the man.  “You believe that we would punish children?  Let alone anyone else for something as stupid and foolish as fighting?  I say to you now, not just no, but never.  They have wounds to their pride to lick, Jace having bested them.”

His eyebrow arched in surprise, then I shook my head slowly and added, “If anything, I ask that all four of them be put on the same community service crew.  It would do for all of them, including Jace, to remember that they were friends once upon a time and that being noble does not give their friend a free pass.”

He smiled conspiratorially and inclined his head one last time. “You continue to impress, my... umm, Laney.  It will be done.  Good day.”  He bowed to us and spun on a heel and headed away as I called out, “Good day.”

I exhaled then turned to an overly amused Celeste.  “Oh hush.”

She shook her head and teased though I know she approved of my handling of the situation, “Jace will be livid, having missed your big announcement at the Dig.”

I shrugged and shared a mischievous smile with her. “Well, he shouldn't have spent the morning picking on boys twice his size now should he have?”

She finally broke and chuckled. “It seems he is paying more attention in the courtyard then many of the new squires.”

I exhaled loudly.  She was having too much fun with this.  And true, I would have paid good coin to see him trashing the bullies.  They have been making nothing but trouble in the Belt for the past couple years.  About time thy got their kumuppins.  Well fine, maybe the fact that he was defending me, his sister, was making me smile a bit more than it ought.

 I smiled at Celeste as she offered an elbow.  I placed my hand in the crook of her arm, and we headed toward the stable where the carriage and our horses awaited.  I smiled at the sky as I saw the Outrider gliding over the castle proper on its way down to the Dig.

 



Chapter 5 – The Dig

Thirty minutes later we were out the gates of the South Portcullis of the keep, heading east along the new cobblestone road off the Ring that was commissioned by Highland Reach.  It was two miles upstream on the Hawktail to the excavation of Gus Davis FORD, the village of the Before Times.  It was on land I had gifted to the people of Wexbury as a Treasure of the Realm.

The locals had taken to calling the great excavation, where we had already found so many wondrous things, the Dig.  My chamber maid come Steward of the Dig, Yvette, had taken to managing the entire operation like a fish to water.

I had amused mother with my account of the Magistrate's visit, while I rode side saddle on Goliath beside the carriage.  Then I asked why she let it fall upon me to teach Jace a lesson.  Though it wasn't anything new to me.  When we had thought mother to be wasting away on her death bed, another victim of wasting syndrome, before the new treatment was available to her, I played both mother and sister to him.

He was so small back then, but always such a good boy and hard worker.  I've always thought he tried so hard for me because he believed I thought less of him because he was but my half brother and born out of wedlock.  As if that made him any less of my brother.  I loved him so much, and he and mother had been my entire life when we lived in Cheap Quarter.

She chuckled and said, “Because you need to learn to do the uncomfortable things in life, and make the tough decisions sometimes, my Laney.  Besides, the scamp just had to go and make a ruckus on your big day.”

Her eyes twinkled in mischief and I saw a little of her lavender nature magic sparking deep inside the depth of those eyes.  Something she had hidden away from me until I became a Squire and returned her to noble status.  It was wonderful to see her letting it out, so she could be herself again without hiding.

I snorted and smiled at her, “You just didn't want to be the bad guy, you evil woman.”

She nodded on mock thoughtfulness, “There is that.”  I rolled my eyes and Celeste just beamed at us as we bantered.  I relaxed my hands on the reins and Goliath trotted off away from my giggling mom.  It was so good to hear her laugh.

The roadway was getting crowded with people on foot or in wagons, heading toward the Dig.  The forest was alive with green until we came out along the Hawktail.  The sound of the water sloshing the banks was soothing to me, as the river moved unerringly toward the Keep and Dragontooth Lake.

The terrain got steeper as we approached the rapids upstream, where the ancient settlement was, and the huge waterwheels of my grand experiment which provided Cheap Quarter and the Trough with electric power.

That was still such and amazing concept to me.  The poorest of the keep having power in their cottages without having to own a magic spark containment vessel which would be a half a years's pay for event he smallest of them.  I sometimes closed my eyes to imagine how my life would have been different with that modern convenience when I lived there in another lifetime.

The other realms have been constructing their own water wheels along the rivers of the lands of Sparo to provide their villages and keeps with free energy.  Prime Techromancer Donovan... sorry I mean father, said they are calling it a new technical revolution.  That one day our civilization would rival that of the wizards of the Before.  We had to be close now in these modern times, hadn't we?

We crested the rise to see the archeological dig by the large rock outcropping above the river.  Already two buildings had been fully excavated, the first building we theorized was a barn for the mechanical conveyances as there were dozens of the vehicles unearthed in various states of decay.

Inside the structure which has metal bones instead of lumber or stone, we had found ten vehicles, one of which was surprisingly well preserved and mostly complete except for the materials which had corroded or fallen to dust in the intervening centuries.

The other structure, scholars are trying to make sense of.  It may have been some sort of cafeteria for their knights as they found what appeared to be a large griddle that may have been powered by electricity as there was no tinder chamber below it.  This was a good indication that a barracks was nearby, that would be a find indeed.  The signs, on a shiny material that seemed to not corrode like metal, proclaimed the place to be dedicated to one of their rulers, Burger King.

But it was the entrance to the third building that had caused so much excitement in Yvette.  She had run the whole way back to Wexbury to drag me back to the Dig that day.  When she showed me the portion of the structure she and the other workers had unearthed.  I had them all sworn to secrecy on the spot.

This could be a find that changes everything, that will afford us more information about the Before Times than any other find to date. We all conspired to open the building like a time capsule in a grand celebration.  I was so proud of my people for holding their tongues these past weeks as the debris was cleared from the stone structure.

I looked at the grand structure, now half uncovered from the hillside, a latticework of scaffolds extending around the smooth brown stonework.  It looked to be made of travertine.  The large fluted columns, which held up the gabled roof, were still intact.

There were carvings across its surface which were mostly recognizable, though some had crumbled.  I tried to hide my smirk at the white sheet that covered a portion of the carvings.  Huge letters recessed into the stone.  Two words that could change our understanding of everything that came before us.  A world we have only seen glimpses of, in the tomes and scrolls recovered from various other discoveries.

In my ignorance, I had to covertly enlist the aid of our matron of the Great Library of Wexbury, Emily.  Or as we all lovingly call her, the Queen of the Scrolls.  I didn't understand the first word, 'pvblic'.  She did some research and was cutely exasperated when I wouldn't tell her why I needed the translation.

She found that it was actually the word it resembled, 'public', but the V instead of the U was from a long dead language called latin.  I had absently wondered how many languages and cultures had been lost to the Great Impact.

I promised Emily a front row seat when I revealed why I needed the assistance.  That placated her enough not to hang my entrails from the parapets of the castle like she threatened.  She may be tiny like me, but I'm pretty sure she could do it if she set her mind to it.  But when a threat like that is offered by an imp with a smile and an offering of fruit, it is hard to quake in your boots.

It was the second word in the carvings that had set my heart atwitter and my imagination soaring.  It has been all I could do to not shout it from the rooftops.  It's been almost painful to keep the excitement contained within me.

I smiled at Yvette, standing by the massive brass doors of the structure, in her trousers and tunic, excavation tools hanging from her hips, and dirt and dust smudging her cheeks.  She was so caught up in the Dig that she forgot to dress for the occasion.

I had taken her on to be the Steward of the Dig, expecting her to sit in an office and coordinate the workers, not be the one in the field, leading the way with a shovel and a hand broom.  I thank any gods who may be listening to me for that woman every day, and I know I couldn't have made a better choice.

Besides, she looked so much more accomplished and confident this way than when I found her as a chamber maid in the castle proper.

I swallowed, Prince George and Princess Everly were there, having an animated discussion with her.  I smiled, I don't think the girl even realized she was covered in dirt as she smiled while explaining something with enthusiasm.

Duke Fredrick and Duchess Lucia were also there.  The castle guards were holding the crowd back about thirty feet from all the royals.  I had no doubt the Prince's own were hiding in the crowd and archers positioned on nearby rooftops or trees.

I smiled at the Outrider, which was parked near the water wheel powerhouse.  The blonde haired knight was there, smiling and apparently answering questions about his miraculous invention.

This was an even bigger crowd than when we christened the powerhouse three years ago.  I saw the familiar faces of fellow off duty knights and friends mixed in the crowd.

Sarafine was there, just behind the line of knights holding the civilians back.  I grinned, she had Karen on her arm.  That must be driving poor Tennison mad.  She will need to make a decision one day and put one of them out of their misery.

I slid off of Goliath when we couldn't move forward any more.  One of the digger's boys was there, taking the reins from me and Celeste to lead our mounts away to some nearby water troughs.  Another boy, no older than six or seven, was at the carriage, offering his arm to help mother, AnnaMarie, and my rascal of a daughter down, as Ulaf climbed down from the drivers seat.

Misty ran up to me with an expectant grin.  I rolled my eyes and she bit her tongue, as it slid to the side of her mouth as she dug in my lefthand pocket.  She pulled out a handful of violet penny vouchers and then ran giggling off into the crowd, handing one to every child she passed.  She will make a fine Penny Lady herself one day.

I called after her, “We'll be starting soon, hurry back.”  I have no clue if she was even listening as I saw some familiar children falling in line behind her.  My grin grew.  Her Junior Battalion, she was their ringleader.

Celeste was just shaking her head watching her go.  She offered an arm, which I took gladly and we moved through the crowd which parted for us in deference.  It made me feel a little uncomfortable in a way, but also swell with pride.  I lifted my chin, trying to be as worthy of the respect as Celeste was.

When AnnaMarie and Ulaf stopped at the line of knights as we passed through I stopped, pulling my Lady to a halt and I turned with aggravation heating me.  I rasped out, “What are you two doing?  You are family, get over here before I get cross.”

AnnaMarie snorted and chuckled and looked at Celeste, “Was that supposed to be a threat?”

Celeste teased my height again as she shrugged and offered, “Just a little?”

I growled, “Har har.  Now come along.”  I turned and dragged my smartass wife with me.  We stopped a few feet from the standing royals and all dropped to a knee, bowing low.

Everly chimed out in her dulcet tones, “Laney, Celeste, it is so good to see you.  Please everyone rise.” I stood and stepped forward to offer a hand, just to be pulled into a hug by the most powerful and glamorous woman in the realm.  She was close to sixty but looked and acted so much younger.  She wore the finest of dresses, in the colors of her realm.  It most likely cost a years exports from Wexbury.

She released me and as always, her deep brown eyes seemed to take my measure.  They always told me of the depth of the woman's intelligence and character, and I could see why the ruler of the realms had chosen the woman.

She grinned and looped an arm in mine, looking over to Celeste and said, “I'm stealing this one for the duration.”

My evil redheaded bride gave me a smile and wink as she said, “Of course, my Liege.”  I was just blushing.  Could they possibly embarrass me any more?

After greetings and introductions of my extended family were passed around, George looked to me.  “So Laney, just what is it that has all of Wexbury abuzz?”  He motioned to a roped off area that held the Techromancers and scholars from most of the Lower Ten, who have been trickling in for days.  I waved from my hip at Donovan and Emily who were in that bunch.

I shrugged and said while looking down at my feet lest I give something away, “It will be worth your travel my Li...”  I paused at the cross look he was giving me, and finished, “George.”

He smiled, then said, “Good good.”  Then he looked up suddenly, “Oh and before I forget...”  He held his hand out and a woman in the colors of Highland, stepped through the knights and handed him a gilded envelope with the royal seal on it.

This got a collective gasp from the crowd, as everyone knew what these gilded envelopes contained.

Though I knew it was coming, I still swallowed and my heart raced a little as I accepted the invitation to the Royal Masquerade he proffered to me.  AnnaMarie snapped it up from my fingers with a grin as her eyes virtually caressed the envelope, knowing what was inside, “I'll just hold this for you, my lady.”

Her grin was all teeth.  And we all chuckled at her as I said, “Very kind of you... you do realize I'll need that back at some time don't you?”

She shrugged.  “Says you.”  She blinked innocently as we chuckled again.

Then Frederick gently cleared his throat and our attention was drawn to him.  He was looking between the invitation, the Prince, and me.  “I thought Lord Ulysses and his wife, Quinton were representing Wexbury this year.”

George nodded, “They are.”  It felt like a stain on my loyalty that the Prince hadn't confided in the Duke about the findings of the manipulations to royal communiques, and Celeste and I were not allowed to tell our own rulers.  It just felt wrong to me that the Prince couldn't trust our Duke, or any of the others from the Lower Ten.

Frederick, not being a fool, narrowed his eyes a moment before his eyebrows shot up his forehead.  “Son of a... you need a Mountain Gypsy for some political scheme.”

Everly squeezed my arm and chuckled at the man as he muttered at the Prince, “You could at least have given me a heads up, George.”

The ruler of Sparo just chuckled and posed the question, “What, and miss your reaction?  Where's the fun in that, Fred?”

I could tell that below the smile he offered up, Fredrick was stewing about the crown spiriting away his knights without being informed.  It just perpetuated the unrest that had been building, and I saw the true dangers in the game someone was playing if the leader of Wexbury could hold any animosity against the crown.

We needed to find out what was going on, locate the those responsible for this treason, and put an end to it... fast.

The Royal Masquerade still wasn't for another three weeks, the Spring Equinox.  It seemed so very far away, and so much could happen to sour relations more in that time.  It was a seven day journey up to Highland from the Keep, so we would be leaving in two or less depending upon how early the Price wished us to arrive.

Then George met my eyes and said as he nudged his eyes north to the Outrider, “A princess of the People should arrive in true Gypsy style, should she not?”

I blinked then got his game when he turned to Fred and Lucy, “If you can spare that brilliant young Bexington to shepherd the Sora and her escort to the Masquerade, of course.”  He indicated Celeste with his eyes when he said escort.

I could see the gears turning in Fredrick's head as he assembled most of the the pieces together correctly, knowing he didn't know the whole story.  The Prince was telling him without really admitting that this was to be a dangerous mission and that Bex's extra blade to stand by me was prudent.  The Duke's eyes narrowed as he capitulated, “Of course, my Liege.”

Then Everly spoke up, “Come now, no more business.”  She smiled down at me, “This is Laney's day, and I am simply dying of curiosity.”  She cocked her head, “Just why are we all gathered here today?”

I smiled and said, “Just one moment, my daughter should be here.”

I don't think there is much in this world that could surprise the intelligent woman, but she gaped at me in total shock.  That shock faded to be replaced with a genuine beaming smile from the Princess.  “You've a daughter?  Why was I never told?”

I shrugged in embarrassment, “I've not seen you in a over two years now and we just fostered her last year.”  I trailed off as I looked out into the crowd, and my smile bloomed as I saw a little head making a beeline toward us through he crowd at high speed.

I was about to indicate Misty to Everly, just as my energetic daughter was reaching the line of knights.  But I took a quick step forward out of Everly's arm when two men dressed in Highland colors stepped in front of Misty with blades drawn from their concealment under their cloaks, one man grabbing her arm.

My magics flashed through me, bursting out in explosive amber sparks as the magik of the People seemed to swirl around it, constraining it.  Instantly there were no less than ten blades at the throats of the Highland guards as our knights went to defend Misty.

This caused the other Highland Knights to drop their cloaks and step up drawing their own blades as people moved quickly away, some women screamed as men started shouting.  Loose metal objects in the area started springing into the air and orbiting around me as Everly quickly backed away from me.

One of the Highland men who had stopped Misty growled out to Bowyn, who was on the line, “You dare raise a blade to the Prince's private guard, Wexbury?”

Bowyn said between clenched teeth.  “Release... the... child.”

The man returned his chilly tone, “She has a weapon.”  He pulled Anadelea from her waistband then balked, staring at the stick sheepishly.

Celeste cautioned in a toneless voice, just loud enough for the Prince to hear, “Sire, all of our knights view my daughter as their little sister.”

Everly stepped forward as Celeste held a hand out toward me to stop me from following.  The Princess snapped out, “Enough of this!”  She strode right through her guards and our knights alike.  They all moved aside before her, like a ships prow splitting the waves, showing her reverence.

She batted aside a blade or two from each realm as she growled, “She is but a child.”  Then added in consternation, “With a wooden toy.  Release her at once.”

When nobody moved her voice rose to that of a command from the woman with absolute authority of the eleven realms, “Put down your weapons now!  This is Countess Laney's daughter!”  After a moment's hesitation, all of the men and women from both sides lowered their weapons.

That was when I winced as Misty went into motion.  She stomped the foot of the man who had one hand on her arm and one on her wooden blade.  It surprised him and he dropped Anadelea which she caught smartly from the air as she pulled away from his arm, and struck the second man's shin with a solid thwack of her stick.  He fell back onto his arse in surprise, grabbing his leg as Misty ran past Everly and to me, her arms wide and lavender glowing in her eyes almost to the the point of trailing sparks.  She couldn't be that close to igniting, could she be?

I reached out as the objects orbiting me all crashed to the ground in a clatter.  I scooped her up, frightened over the fact that she had just struck two of the Prince's own.  That was the same as striking the Prince himself.  Punishment was either lifetime imprisonment or death.

But then Princess Everly's chiming laughter started to echo through the silence.  A moment later the Prince's shock and confusion gave way to a big smile and he tipped his head back and let lose a healthy belly laugh.  This got us all smiling and some others laughing.

Then he looked over at me, his eyes brimming with happy tears, “Two of my finest, bested by a child.  She certainly is your's Lady Laney, if not by blood then by action.  She shows the fire of Wexbury.”

The man holding his shin had not yet regained his feet and he called out, “Sire, she struck one of your personal guard.”

George's belly shook from the effort of not laughing again, and he said with all the humor in the world.  “Yes... with a stick.”  This got all of the Prince's guard chuckling, then the Wexbury knights joined in, and soon even the crowd was laughing as our knights sheathed their blades and Bowyn offered a hand to the man.

The guard's indignant expression slowly spread into a smile, and he took the offered hand and Sir Bowyn pulled the man up and gave him a manly shoulder clasp of camaraderie.  The Prince turned to Misty and me, then eyed the items littering the ground around my feet with suspicion as I pulled my power back inside, my vision returning to normal.

He said to my daughter, a smile on his lips, “You will make a formidable knight one day little one.  You are already well loved, as the knights of Wexbury were willing to go to war over you.”

Before I could stop her, she blurted out, “I am Sora of the Lupei, like my mother.”  Then she hesitated, realizing who she was speaking to and lowered her eyes and added, “Sire.”

Everly joined her husband, looping her arm in his, her smile making her look radiant, even after the commotion.  She said as she cocked her head, “And a fine Sora you will make.”

I swallowed and bowed with Misty's arms still tightly affixed to my hips.  “Prince George, Lady Everly.  My and Celeste's daughter, Misty, of the House of Laney.”

Misty added cutely, “And commander of the Junior Regiment.”  This got more chuckles from our knights.

Everly inclined her head in acknowledgment and I stood agin.  Prince George gave Misty a wink and I tried to lighten the mood of the Duke and Duchess who had still to react to the incident.  “George, you're a married man.”

He blinked than sputtered out, “I... you... she...”

Everly, Fred and Lucy all started to chuckle at the flummoxed man, and his wife came to his rescue, as she shook his arm she had clasped between her two hands as she beamed a smile at him, “You're too easy, my love.”

Then she looked around at the silent crowd and nudged her chin toward them as she said, “Now that all the excitement is over, didn't you have something to show everyone?”

This was Fred's cue.  He looked around to the crowd, “Come now everyone, as Lady Everly has said, the excitement is over.”  It was as if a collective sigh and release of nervous energy rippled through the crowd and everyone seemed to relax while murmurs started circulating.  It felt like a normal gathering once more as everyone started turning their eyes toward me.



Chapter 6 – The Find

I felt suddenly so very small.  So just gave an embarrassed wave from my hip with my free hand.  The traitorous citizens of the keep gave a chuckle at my awkwardness.  Celeste laid a hand on my shoulder and I drew from her strength and shooed Misty over to her.  Celeste just squatted and Misty clambered up to sit on her left shoulder before she stood again as if Misty weighed nothing.  It struck me that she was getting bigger each day and wouldn't be able to do that much longer.

I took a deep cleansing breath then looked around at the gathered crowd, the group of rulers, and an excited looking Yvette, who's face was cutely smeared with dirt.  Then I stood tall next to my wife and tried to hide a smile, I couldn't wait to see her face at my announcement.

Mother stepped next to me and gave me a reassuring look.  She knew how nervous I got in front of people.  I rasped out as loudly as my damaged vocal cords would allow, “Thank you all for coming today.  First, let me apologize for all the excitement, it wasn't part of the gathering, I assure you.”  This got some nervous chuckles.

Then I gathered my nerve as my own excitement built, and said, “I'm sure you're all curious what was so important that representatives from the other realms are in attendance.”  I motioned a hand toward the roped off VIP section of the crowd as people nodded and murmurs rippled through those gathered around.  The Prince's face held acute interest.

I looked around, “As you know, we are discovering new, wondrous... and sometimes confusing things in our archaeological excavation here at the Dig.”

I stepped forward a bit as the gravity of this announcement thrummed inside, causing ripples in my magic that I'm sure any magic users present could feel.  “We do this to learn of the great wizards of the Before Times.  To gather knowledge.  To honor the accomplishments of those who came before us and to enrich our own modern world.  To make life better for every woman, man, and child in the habitable lands.”

I could feel my own heart beating in time with the nervous thrum of magic from those gathered around as I continued, “Knowledge is the most precious commodity know to mankind.  And because of that, every effort has been made to locate and preserve the tomes, scrolls, and maps created Pre-Impact.  They are worth their weight in solid copper, and are housed in the great libraries of the Techromancy Scrolls in the keeps and in the capitol in Highland Reach.”

I smiled back over my shoulder at the building that was partially unearthed behind me.  “The wealth of knowledge we have been able to piece together so far has changed life in all the realms for the better, but it only comes in in trickles.”

Then I held my hand out to Yvette, and she scurried over to take it in hers and I gave it a little squeeze and winked at her as I turned back to the crowd, “My Steward, Yvette, made a great discovery as she diligently unearthed wonder after wonder here.  This latest may be the most significant find in the history of the eleven realms.”

I turned back to the building and I rasped out loudly as I nodded to the two boys on the roof of the stone building and the sheet dropped off the words carved into the brown facia, “I give you the Great Public Library of the wizards of the Before!”

There was a moment of stunned silence, then gasps, then people were shouting questions as the Prince and Duke were suddenly by our side.  The scholars clamored to approach as they read the words carved into the front of the building, “Pvblic Library.”  The two men's eyes were wide in shocked disbelief.  George whispered, “Holy...”  And Fred finished for him, “...shit.”

I cleared my throat and they looked back and I nudged my eyes to Misty who was just smiling like a loon.  The Duke quickly backpedaled, “I mean... umm..”  Then he looked down sheepishly to me.  “Sorry.”

I nodded, my eyes were on Celeste who was just staring, her mouth agape.  This brought a smile to my face which was so wide it caused an ache in my cheeks.  It was so worth it not to tell her before this.  She finally looked at me and grinned, “How were you able to hide this from me?”  I shrugged and blushed.

Everly was speaking in that same awed whisper as the others, “This is... if any of the tomes are still intact... this could mean...”

I smiled and looked around.  The knights were having a problem holding back the surge of people.  I asked my family and the royals around us.  “Shall we see if anything has survived?”

Everly cocked an eyebrow, “You haven't been inside?”

I shook my head.  “No, nobody has.  The front rooms to the sides of the great bronze doors were partially filled with dirt and debris from when the windows failed, but they look like offices or something akin to them.  I have had Yvette's crew excavating enough of the building to determine it is safe and clearing the roof to prevent cave ins.”

I indicated the scaffolding around the structure and support timbers wedged in the gaping holes where windows had been in a bygone era.  “They have shored things up and we were loathe to open things up to let fresh air in in case it accelerated any decay of any materials that may be inside.  Until now.”

I looked over to one of the boys who had climbed down to ground level and came running over with a great steel pry bar, which was at least five feet long.  I hefted it and held it toward Prince George, “Would you like the honors, my Liege?”

He shook his head and said with a little bow, “It was your discovery.”  He moved both hands, palm up toward the doors.

I swallowed, consumed by a combination of excitement over finally looking inside, and fear that the ravages of time would have left us only dust.  But I had to know!  I swallowed hard and mumbled the battlecry of Sir Tannis, Hero of the Realm... my grandfather, “To the line.  We shall not toil.”

I stepped up to the door with everyone trailing behind me, with excitement on their faces.  I found a small gap between the giant doors and shoved the flat bladed end of the prybar through, at the level of the locks which had rusted together beyond even my abilities to repair.  Then I gave a mighty heave and squeaked and fell on my butt when the bar didn't even budge.  Mother Luna!

This caused everyone to start chuckling as I blushed head to toe over actually squeaking.  Then I stood, eyeballing everyone as they hid their smiles behind hands or turned away.  Except my evil lady, She was nothing but a toothy grin and sparking eyes.

I looked at an amused looking Yvette, “A little help?”

She curtsied, I think to be a smart aleck, then we both grasped the bar and yanked back hard, and again the door didn't budge except for a slight squeal of metal and dust filtering down from the gap between the doors.  I had squeaked again and almost fell back except Celeste had stepped behind me this time, to support me.

I looked up at her sheepishly.  “A little help?”

She rolled her eyes, still looking a little too amused at the situation and she reached up and took our giggling daughter off her shoulder and set her down beside mother, who took her hand.

Then Celeste looked back at the royals and gave a silly look with her lips squished to one side of her face.  We must have looked a sight, two women in their finest dresses and a woman in her work clothes all grasping the bar.

Then without warning, Celeste grunted as she pulled back with all her might on the bar, pulling Yvette and I along for the ride, our feet dragging on the stone entry.  There was a screeching moan of protest and a ping as the lock gave way and one of the massive doors groaned outward.

There was a whooshing sound, as air and loose dirt were sucked through the open door.  Celeste murmured, “It was in vacuum.”  That was a good sign.  The ruins of the power station at the Monolith had been in vacuum and were well preserved.  This made my heart thud in my chest as I hoped beyond hope that some of the tomes inside had survived.

The crowd chuckled and I turned back, squinting an eye and shaking a finger at them all.  Then I smiled at the looks of anticipation on their faces.

We peered into the dusty gloom and darkness inside.  Dust filled the air and we couldn't see more than ten feet inside.  Yvette looked to one of the young Digger boys, “James, please fetch some lanterns.”

I looked back to the line of knights and saw what I was looking for.  I called out to a man behind that line, with more wires and gadgets mounted to his armor than sense dictated.  “Bex, bring your PET?”

He nodded in earnest and moved past the line of knights and rushed up to us as he pulled his portable electric torch from his backpack.  I had to suppress a grin as it uncoiled from a long spool of copper wire to the hand cranked dynamo he locked onto a hard-point on the armor at his wrist.

I remembered the first time he had used it in our group but it had only a few inches of wire so he was pulled around by it when anyone else used the PET.  Who says my friend can't learn?

I paused a moment and looked back to the group of scholars and then called out, “Emily?”  If anyone needed to make the first journey into this library to make sense of what we may see, it was the Matron of the Library.  The short blonde woman perked up, her eyes hopeful as I asked, “Would you join us please?”

For someone as short as me, I'm not sure how she had crossed the distance so quickly, her braid almost touching the ground behind her.  She was nothing but smiles as she licked her lips and peered into the darkness, her excitement a palpable thing.  I looked at the Prince, “I figure we'll need a librarian in there.”  He nodded and grinned at the little woman who was almost vibrating with nervous energy.

The Queen of the Scrolls looked up at Celeste, “No offense to you Celeste...”  Then she turned her eyes to me, “...but I love you Laney.  This is a dream.”  I blushed as Celeste chuckled and we heard Donovan clearing his throat from the roped off area.  She just called back over her shoulder, “You shush, you old blowhard, I'm still going home with you.”

We all chuckled and I again felt a pleasant happiness welling up that those two had finally admitted their feelings for one another, and Celeste, one day soon, expects to be calling the cute and hyperactive woman, mother.

I accepted the electric torch from Bex, then with it in hand, I shone it into the gaping hole of darkness into the bowels of the building.  The boys arrived with four lit lanterns and we all moved as a group when I asked, “Shall we?”

We moved past some debris, old furniture, and what looked to be old chandeliers or light fixtures which had fallen to the floor over the centuries.  The world swirled into bright colors around me as my power rose to me in my excitement.  I could see everything as plain as day as we moved down a corridor, which had closed doors on either side of the wide, marble floor.  A couple doors hung off their hinges into the corridor.

Some of the rooms had metal framed doors constructed of immense panes of dusty intact glass.  The opulence of glass doors?  This truly befit a grand repository of knowledge.

Then the corridor gave way to a great space that was maybe sixty yards square, the back wall had collapsed in at some time in the past, and rocks dirt and debris covered the back quarter of the cavernous room.  But what I saw in this great space had me dropping to my knees, trying to breathe as tears flowed freely down my cheeks.   I just openly sobbed as Celeste and Misty crouched hold me.

I looked up, my eyesight blurry with tears, my smile big as my amber energy bled from my eyes and sparked to the marble floor.  There were dozens, if not hundreds of rows of shelves, some had collapsed to the rigors of time, but most were still upright.  They were filled with thousands upon thousands of tomes in good repair.  There were more intact tomes in this room than in all the Great Library of Wexbury!  Maybe in all the realms of Sparo.

I watched as the group moved forward to start to examine the tomes.  Prince George slid one off of a shelf and carefully opened it.  He muttered, “It is brittle but undamaged.”  There was wonder in his voice.  Normally when a tome was found it was usually so far gone that even the magic of the Techromancer scholars could only roll back the decay so far.  And we had only a partial picture of the tome's contents.

The complete tomes were far and few between.  Highland had more complete tomes and scrolls than any other realm, with Waterbury having the next largest cache.  But from what I was seeing, there was more knowledge here than all the realms combined.  More than in anyone's wildest dreams.

Emily was now dragging Bex along on his spool of copper after she took the PET from me, and she was moving quickly down the rows of shelves.  “Fiction, non-fiction, cooking, mystery, biographies...”  She trailed off and spun back to the group and said in a reverent, disbelieving tone, “This appears to be the sum of knowledge of the wizards of the Before Times.”

Then she brightened and hoped beyond hope, “Maybe the secrets of their magic is contained somewhere in these pages.  Maybe we will finally learn what kind of power they wielded instead of us simply using conjecture.”  My eyes widened as Celeste helped me back to my feet, now that I had my emotions back under control.  Wouldn't that be something?  To see if our magics were similar to theirs?

Misty took my hand as I stepped into the darkness, my eyes drizzling amber sparks as Celeste sparked emerald.  I smiled down at my daughter as her eyes faintly glowed lavender, with almost enough power to spark and bleed out.  None of us who possessed a spark of magic required the lights.

We walked along different aisles looking at random books.  I stopped with my girls at one row of tomes with similar bindings and pulled out one labeled “G” and carefully opened it, touching the pages only with my silk glove.  The book was called an encyclopedia, and the table of contents covered a variety of topics that all started with the letter G.  I smiled and closed it.  The section we were in had a shiny sign affixed to the end to the shelves that read “Reference.”

I closed the book and carefully slid it back into place on the dusty shelf.  I hesitated at the next set of shelves, where another set of these encyclopedias sat.  But this set read “Animal Kingdom.”  Was this a listing of all the animals that thrived on the Earth before the Great Impact?  I smiled a conspiratory smile as I slid the P tome out.

I carefully thumbed through the brittle pages then froze when I found what I was looking for.  I muttered, “Mother Luna... no.”  Then shut the tome quickly and tried to slide it back onto the shelf.  Celeste laid a hand on mine to stop me as I blushed to my core in embarrassment.

She asked, “What is it, love?”

I said quickly, “Nothing at all.”  I tried to put the tome back but she snatched it from me, grinning as she started looking through the pages.  She was too smart for her own good as she suddenly realized why I had chosen this particular tome. She carefully flipped through the pages until she stopped on one particular animal.  She was silent a moment before she couldn't hold it in anymore and tipped her head back and laughed heartily.

I muttered, “Shut up.  You're supposed to be a Lady.”

She stared at the painting that looked so very real, we still didn't know how their artisans could make their art look like it was alive and breathing.  We could never detect the brush strokes even.  I blushed again and looked at my feet as Misty jockeyed around so she could look too.

When I was young, mother had somehow got her hands upon some tomes we hid under our floorboards in our cottage in Cheap Quarter.  One, was a children's tome which helped us learn the letters of the alphabet.  It had a letters, then cute and colorful drawings of a animals which began with each letter.  My favorite was P for platypus.

We had lost so many animals to the Impact, and almost half of the animals in the book were no more.

The platypus seemed to have such a varied evolution, and I and my fellow knights believed that it was a formidable and adaptable creature, having so many characteristics of so many animals.  I pictured it in my head to be ferocious, like a wolverine.

When my family crest was designed when I became a noble, a platypus was incorporated into it.  But the picture on that page.  I shook my head, I would never live this down, and it was on my family crest for all of time.

She turned the page toward me and said in the tone you'd use for a beloved child, “It's soooo cute.  And tiny, like you.”

I growled at her as I looked at the picture of a man's hand, and laying across his hand, just slightly larger than a rat, was a platypus.  It wasn't the size of a wolf like I had pictured in my head.  I muttered through the smile I couldn't hide, “Shut up, shut up, shut up.”

I grabbed the tome, closed it and slid it on the shelf as Misty blurted, “That was a platypus, like on our crest, mom.”

I sighed and closed my eyes in resignation, “Yes, yes it was.”

Then we looked up quickly, our hands shooting to our blades at our hips when Emily screamed at the end of our aisle.  As we ran to the librarian's aid, I told Misty, “Stay behind us!”  We drew our blades and came running as everyone converged on the little blonde woman.

We hesitated when we reached her and she was smiling down at a book on a pedestal at the end of the row as she turned the pages carefully then closed the cover, hopping up and down in unrestrained excitement.  She hugged the tome to her bosom like it were precious to her.  It had to have been the thickest tome I had ever seen, it had to contain thousands of pages.

We sheathed our blades as the others arrived to look at her.  Mother blurted out, “Goodness, woman, what is it?”

She held the tome out.  The cover read, “Webster's Dictionary.”  We had dictionaries, so why was she so... then I froze as I realized what she truly held in her arms.  It would take a battalion of knights to pry that from her arms.

She whispered, in case it was a cruel joke of the universe, “Every word, pronunciation, and definition of the Before Times English language, all contained in one place... and it is in pristine condition!”  Her voice had raised to a crescendo at the last part.  That was possibly the most significant find ever unearthed.  Even more world changing than this very library itself.  Knowledge was power and that tome was the pinnacle of all knowledge.

That's when Prince George threw a bucket of cold water onto our excitement.  “I'll have a caravan down immediately to start collecting this treasure.”

I turned to stare at the man, but Frederick spoke before I could, in a cool tone, “What are you talking about Highland?  This is a treasure of Wexbury and it will remain in Wexbury.”  I swallowed, it wasn't George, or even Liege now?  It was Highland?  Our entire group went silent as the two men stared each other down.

George ground out, “This kind of knowledge will upset the balance of things and can't be allowed in the hands of any one realm... Wexbury.”

The building animosity which had been artificially cultivated in the prior months had just crystalized and been brought to a head on this topic.  My panic was rising, thinking that something that should bring such joy to the realms could spark a conflict that could plunge our very society into war.  It was just wrong!

I stepped between the two men and said in desperation, “Stop it!  Both of you stop it!  This...”  I opened my hands wide and turned, indicating the library.  “Belongs to no man, to no realm, it belongs to all the people of Sparo, whether Highland, or Flatlash, Hell's Gate, or Mountain Gypsy!”

Then I rose up to my full height, barely to the chests of the two men who had turned their steely gazes toward me.  “This find was on my land, and Mother Luna help me, I will not allow it to be used as an instrument of aggression.  I ,Sora Laney of the Lupei, will not allow a single tome from this library out of here until everyone agrees to the fact that this treasure is to be made available to every woman, man, and child in the Habitable Lands.”

Then I added, “Except that dictionary, I don't think I could pry it from Emily's hands if I tried.”  The scared looking librarian shot me a sheepish and apologetic grin.  I scolded her, “You'll need to share.”

Celeste and mother were at my back, I could feel their power humming.  Then the two men turned from me and George asked in all seriousness, “Did Laney just swear?”

My traitorous Duke nodded once and offered up with a little smirk on his face, “Yes, I do believe she did.”

I stared up at the ceiling noting large tangles of roots hanging down from the collapsed portion and wondered just how safe we were in the building.  I muttered, “May the Three Sisters preserve us all.  Men!”  How could they be pushed to the brink of war one moment then teasing me the next?  Was there just something wrong with male brains or something?

The Prince looked overly amused when he looked down at me, “Are there any other demands you'd like to level while you are at it?  Though I did like the touch of adding the authority of Sora.”

I growled at the man and he chuckled.  His wife took my arm and cocked an eyebrow at him and he immediately stopped and had the good sense to look sheepish.  Then she looked down at me, “Mother Luna?  Really dear?  That archaic disparagement is no more vicious than saying darn.  We need to work on your verbalizations.”

I blushed and Celeste, to my embarrassment, chimed in, “Laney was quite fond of more colorful words when we first met, but she was around children so often she took to using that in place of any more colorful epitaphs.”

I rasped out in shock, “Do you wish to be sleeping in separate beds tonight, my Lady?”  She shut me up by kissing the top of my head and I smiled down at my hands.

The Prince looked around then nodded, sighing in resignation, “Do you have an available warehouse to store all of this until they can be processed by Techromancers and scholars to reverse any brittling or decay?  To restore and preserve the tomes?  I'm sure there will be copious amounts of volunteers from all the realms to accomplish the task.  I fear that this may not be the safest location to keep them, until such time as we can negotiate with the little one as to their ultimate fate?”

I grumped, I wasn't that little.  Emily was like a half inch shorter than me.  Another kiss to the top of my head made me bounce on my toes.  Ok, so it isn't all that bad being short.

Bex piped up, I had totally forgotten the poor boy was being led around by Emily by his electric torch, “The Outrider warehouse is available, and it is climate controlled.  Now that she is flying, I don't need it anymore, and was going to donate it for food storage for the Keep anyway.”

Lucia nodded and said, “Good.  Now that all the unpleasantness is over, maybe we can all marvel at this great find.”  Fred started to protest but a stern look from her shut him up.  I found myself grinning as I looked between the Prince and the Duke, then their wives.  And to think those silly men thought they were in charge.

George voiced it, “It seems we are bested Fred.”

His Majesty nodded with a serious look on his face, “Indeed.”

That's when our attention turned to a squeak of excitement back at the corridor we had come in from.  Yvette was wiping dust from a thin case mounted on the wall, it appeared to have a glass front.  She was holding her lantern high as she stared gape mouthed at whatever was there.

We moved as a group quickly to her side.  Inside the case were various papers pinned up on cork, but the one that held her attention took up half the case.  It was a scroll.  A faded map.  It said AAA on it, and then in big letters Cedar Ridge roadmap.

She pointed at the pin which had a little red ball on it.  It was stabbed into the map where it said Cedar Ridge Public Library, Main Branch.  Next to it were Burger King and Gus Davis FORD.  She was mumbling, “So this settlement is really called Cedar Ridge?”  She almost vibrated with excitement as she motioned her hand across the map.  “Look at the size of it!  We have only uncovered one of these grids, there are hundreds, if not thousands more.”

As I blinked at the enormity of what she was showing us, she was suddenly flat on her feet looking down and speaking to herself, “Oh, my.  We'll need more diggers.  There's so much to do.”  Then she looked up at all of us and squeaked out again, “There's so much to do be done!”  Then she was scurrying out of the building.

That left the rest of us looking between her and the map, realizing the scope of it.  If that little rectangle on the grid on the road called Templeton Lane, represented these three buildings, then this would be a city larger than Solomon.  We had just discovered the tiniest portion of it.

George exhaled audibly then looked between us all and then locked eyes with me, “Right then.  We'll need to negotiate terms after the treasure is secured.  After the Masquerade, where other matters can hopefully be resolved.”

I nodded in understanding of what the other matters were and I felt almost like a traitor not informing my own ruler of the things going on behind the scenes.  Then he turned to Fredrick, “You'll need to put this structure under guard.  Would you like for me to leave men to assist, Fred?”

I saw that unrest and distrust that had been building between the men the past couple years in Fredrick's eyes again, as he shook his head thoughtfully. “No.  Wexbury can secure the tomes.”  Then he added reluctantly, “But thank you for the offer, George.”  Good they were back to George and Fred in their interactions.

We all silently agreed it was time to let those gathered know what we had found.  We headed back down the corridor toward the daylight.

We all squinted our eyes and let our power dissipate when we stepped back into the light of Father Sol.  Misty was holding my free hand as Lady Everly escorted me.  Then we all paused as we looked to a silent crowd.  I could feel the anticipation and bridled excitement flowing off of them in waves.

It was Emily who stepped forward before any of us could speak and she said in her lilting voice, devoid of her usual sweetness as it was replaced with the authoritative tone of the Matron of the Library, “Beyond those doors lies the sum of knowledge of those who came before us.”  She held up the dictionary as a collective gasp and murmur flowed through the people gathered.

Then she hugged the tome to her chest again and pointed our way, “Lady Laney has proclaimed that all this knowledge belongs to every person in the Habitable Lands, and it will be available to each and every one of you after the Techromancers have made sure the tomes and scrolls are restored.”

Donovan ducked under the rope and strode up to her, staring at what she held, excitement bleeding from his tight control as he started leaving a trail of sparks from his eyes.  She showed him what she held and the man just gaped in shock as the crowd cheered.

Duke Frederick held up a hand for silence and the excitement dwindled to a low murmur as whispers were traded between people.  “This will be an undertaking of months if not years, as there are tens of thousands of intact tomes to be preserved.  This is a historic occasion for all of the Habitable Lands and I take pride that it was one of our own who made this discovery.”  The crowd roared out a chant of “Wexbury” which just made my heart swell in pride.

They quieted down again as our Duke raised a hand again then said, “For now, let us celebrate this find.  I see that our Penny Lady has prepared a feast by the powerhouse for everyone.”

That was all the prompting people needed.  I could smell all the freshly cooked meats on the wind.  Cook had come up from the castle to prepare the feast.  It looked wondrous, just like the Holy Day feasts.  I smiled as I watched people load up their plates with food as the celebration started.  I swear, nobody will go hungry in Wexbury if I have anything to say about it.

When someone started up on a fiddle, the celebration really began.  Celeste borrowed me from the Princess, with a smile on her face and led me and our daughter to the line.  My mind was going a million miles a minute, trying to grasp the treasure we had just unearthed.  This could change our modern world and our understanding of the Before Times.

But suddenly all of that didn't matter to me as I was caught in the emerald gaze of the woman of my heart, her smile burning into me and heating me in some inappropriate ways.  I promised myself that would get her to myself that night if it was the last thing I did.

The only thing that hovered over us like a storm cloud, putting a damper on the celebration was the knowledge of the nefarious workings going on behind the scenes to turn the Lower Ten against the crown.  But we would find those responsible soon.  I exchanged a knowing nod with Prince George before my family had my full attention.

 



Chapter 7 – Gypsies

Late that afternoon, we had decided to retire back to the manor, Mother, AnnaMarie, and Ulaf went ahead with the carriage while Celeste and I trotted slowly back along the Hawktail River, A sleeping Misty hugged to my chest.  It was a little awkward side saddle, and I again missed my knight's apparel.

The late afternoon was alive with color as Father Sol dipped low on the horizon, painting the world in the colors of fairytales.  The orange tint of the sky making Celeste's hair look like a burning mane of fire.  I took a moment to take her in in her dress as she looked off into space, obviously deep in thought.  I was awed that I could call this woman, who could stand against armies, mine.  But right now, she wasn't the commander of the Mobile Battalion, right now she was a woman, riding by the river, reminding me of the beauty there was in our world.

I had to smile as we approached the gates.  There were gypsy wagons arriving, and they had Lupei markings on them!  I squeaked in surprise, which woke Misty.  She looked at the colorful wagons pulling up to the open fields around the gates of the Keep, where dozens of the colorful wagons were arranging into a semicircle with the walls of Wexbury to their back like they would when carnivaling.

What were they doing here?

Misty's squeak of excitement mirrored mine, and Celeste looked at us both lovingly.  The little one took in all of the barrel-shaped, and pentagonal houses on wheels, and the great oxen which pulled them.  Her eyes scanned as we lazily made our way toward them.  I knew she was seeking out the same two wagons that I was, as my gaze drifted over the assemblage of Mountain Gypsies as we approached.

Ah there.  She was already pointing, “There's Aunt Sylvia's wagon!  Faster mom.”  Celeste and I chuckled as we kept our sedate pace in silent conspiracy, even though I wished to give Goliath all the rein he wanted and gallop to our extended family.

Misty let out a huff of exasperation which so closely matched Celeste's, causing me to smile crookedly.  In such a short time, we have influenced the girl as she tried to emulate us.  Though to be fair, she has been trying to emulate me for years, long before we fostered her.  I don't know why she picked me when she had knights like Celeste and Verna around, but it made my heart swell with pride.

Before I could stop her, she slid off the saddle and landed in a roll on the ground, so very far down, which any knight would have appreciated.  She was up on her feet in an instant and running toward the caravan.

Celeste started chuckling, and I couldn't help but join in.  We both urged our mounts forward to keep pace with the over excited girl.  Hadn't she just been passed out in exhaustion just moments before?

Neither my Lady or I looked back when a voice behind us, heavy with smarmy humor, said, “Good afternoon, my Soras.”

I hid a grin as Alexandru of the Lupei rode up beside us.  He was always out there, hidden in the woods, watching us.  Dru was assigned as our garda personala by Mother Udele, leader of the Lupei band.  Not that two knights of Wexbury needed a personal guard, but we knew better than to try to argue with Udele.  He has saved us on more than one occasion.

Dru was the brother of the clan's healer, Sylvia, a woman who felt like a sister to me.  Her talents with her large reservoir of magik of the People made her ideally suited to the task.

We didn't get a chance to see them as often as we liked, as the Lupei, like the other twelve bands of Mountain Gypsies, were always moving, never in the same spot for long.  They have made a habit of holding Carnival at Wexbury once a year, regardless of if any other families Canivaled with us already.  And sometimes we got to see them two or three times in a turning since Mother Udele always made sure to visit us when they were passing through Wexbury in the Whispering Walls mountain range.

We had inadvertently accepted a blood bond with Udele.  Which had the unintended consequence of effectively making us her daughters and heirs.  We became her Soras, her princesses for lack of a better word in English.  A fact that has been a source of constant consternation to the other realms of the Lower Ten, as the Gypsies have never made such close ties with any other Altii.

Altii means Others in the tongue of the People.  That's what they called those of us who came across the Gap to their lands from Highland Keep so long ago.

I glanced over at the rakishly handsome gypsy, with his hair flowing down his shoulders in waves of ebony.  He had his perpetual sly smile on his face as he stared past us to the caravan.  I could see the glint of excitement in his eyes as well.  Whenever the Lupei left Wexbury, he was duty bound to stay behind.  So he only saw his family on the occasions we did.

Sylvia and Udele may joke about how lazy he is, when in reality he is the band's most accomplished warrior, loyal to a fault, and took his job as our protector extremely seriously.  Though with his aloof and flirty manner, it was hard to take him seriously at times.

He was Jace's role model... Mother Luna, Jace!  He was still a guest of the magistrate unless he has released him since the sun is setting.

I sighed and shook my head and grinned at my pseudo-brother, “Dru.”  Celeste echoed me and the man grinned, then rubbed the perpetual dark stubble on his tanned face, which had the same touch of olive tone, which was typical of the Lupei clan.

He shook his finger at the caravan as we arrived at it, “I did not know the caravan was coming.  They aren't due here for another month.  I sense shenanigans which can only be tied to you, Sora Laney.  You are always causing far-reaching ripples in the pond that nobody can predict.”

I sputtered as we entered the makeshift Gypsy camp, “Hey!  Don't blame me.  Besides, I'm excited to see Sylvia again.”

Then we all smiled at the squeeing of two young girls as Sylvia's daughter, Ingr, looked up from where she was leading her tiny Mini Silky goats around the wagon as she helped put the wheel chocks under the massive wheels of her traveling home.

She and Misty came together in a spinning hug.  They were far too cute together, and thick as thieves.  Whenever the Lupei were at the Keep, you couldn't separate them if you tried.  Even though they only see each other once or twice a year, there were never a closer couple of friends. I chuckled as they grasped each other's hands and ran off to do whatever mischief makers do, a stream of tiny goats following in their wake.

I had to blink when a young boy stood from placing a wheel chock and called out, “Ingr!  We're not done setting up yet!” The tall pre-teen was taller than even Jace and me.  How had he grown almost six inches in seven months?

His family resemblance to Dru and Sylvia was unmistakable and I asked as we stopped our horses near the boy and I slid off of Goliath to land lithely on the ground. “Eli?”

His eyes widened, and he threw his arms around me and picked me up as he swung me side to side, “Sora Laney!”

I giggled, and he set me down and then hugged Celeste, he couldn't hoist her like a sack of grain as he could me. “Sora Celeste!”

Celeste ruffled his flowing black hair. “Hey runt, you've grown.”  The boy blushed at that.  He was just a year younger than Jace, but this last year he has caught up, in spades.  Then he blushed deeper when she turned to Dru and asked, “What does Sylvia feed him?”

In his usual cocky style, he wiggled his eyebrows suggestively and said as he gave a flourish of his arm, causing his brightly colored tunic to billow, “Good genes.”

We turned to a familiar voice woman's speaking from the tiny porch of the wagon, “Yes, my genes you lazy lout.  You're just the uncle.”

Then Sylvia hopped lithely to the ground, ignoring the little fold down steps.  She first gave her brother a hug and turned to me.  She grabbed both of my hands and stood back a bit with a smirk on her face.  “You look good in a dress for a change Laney.  Hello, my Sora.”

I crinkled my nose at her and grumped, “Watch it, lady.”  Then I broke into a huge smile, and I hugged her, “Hello Syl.”

I released her, and she hugged my Lady.  “Celeste.”  With a cocked eyebrow, she said, “And you certainly clean up nicely.”

Celeste chuckled and asked, “How are you, Sylvia?”

She shrugged and said as she ruffled her boy's hair, “Exhausted, having to chase the troublemakers around all the time.”  It struck me that Eli was already almost at eye level with her, was time truly moving by so quickly?  Udele often says that you can take a measure of time from the children around us.  I am starting to understand now.

I took a good look at Sylvia, she was timeless, I still didn't know her real age, the more magic one possesses, the slower time takes a toll on them.  She could be anywhere from the mid-twenties she has looked since the day I met her, to upwards near forty or fifty like Great Mother Ranelle, who was the most powerful of the Gypsies touched by magik.  Ranelle, Rain, still looks to be about Celeste's age.

I did note the tiredness in her eyes that I saw when I learned of the death of her and Dru's mother, Elaine, last year.  She was in her sixties, it was rare for someone without a spark of magic or magik in them to live beyond their early to mid-sixties, but modern medicines have started to extend that by a year or two.

Her husband had vanished shortly after Ingr was born.  All indications were that he had been killed fighting off marauders and thrown into the Serpent Tail River near New World Keep.  Now without her brother Dru around to help out, she was raising her two children on her own.  Well not really on her own, as each band of Mountain Gypsies cares for each other's children as a group.  But she was still their mother and so had the bulk of the duties.

“What a pleasant surprise, what brings the Lupei to the Keep?”

She mashed her lips to one side of her face and shrugged. “I truly do not know.  A messenger came weeks ago from Highland Reach, he was one of the Prince's personal guard instead of a typical messenger.  Then Mother Udele sent for Great Mother Ranelle.  After the two had spoken, Udele announced we were going to Carnival in Wexbury.  We have been on the trails ever since.  I don't know what the old bat is up to.”

At hearing Prince George was involved, I had a general feeling as to why they were here, but not a complete picture. We turned to an elderly woman's voice, “I can hear you, you know. I'm right here, you little wretch.”

Mother Udele stood there with a smirk on her old weathered face.  The most powerful magik user in the Lupei family, and their leader.  One who shares my ability to see into the future, though she can guide her premonitions, or seeings, beyond the few seconds I can, and she is not immersed into her visions, to feel them as they happen.  Transference is rare.

I am usually subject to my visions of the future without any control over what I see and feel.  One day I hope to control it because it seems more a curse than a blessing to me, as I am always witness to the times of greatest pains for me in those seeings.

The sly grin on Sylvia's face was all telling as she said, “Of course I know you're right there, you old witch, why do you think I said it?”

 They both chuckled at their familiar banter.  I would be terrified to speak to my leader in such a manner, but the two were like family.  A fact that had me harboring a secret guilt.  It was a given to the Lupei clan that after Mother Udele's passing, Sylvia would be the Next Mother of the Lupei.  But now that Udele has Celeste and me as heirs, that will never come to pass.

But the joke may be on all of us, as Udele may outlive us all.  The rumors put her age at seventy some days, and a hundred and ten on others.  I don't think anyone truly knows, but with her amount of power I would believe the latter more than the former, and she won't share the true number with anyone.

I leaned into the woman as she stepped up to us and I hugged her.  Though she had the firm grip and strength of a woman much younger, I still found myself being careful.  The memory of her beaten and broken body when we had rescued her from the ruins of the great stronghold of Lord Cedric in Solomon.  When the ex-Duchess Aelwen of Solomon and their rouge Prime Techromancer, Kennick, had taken her in an attempt to assassinate Duke Liam of Solomon with an undetectable Gypsy curse, and take over the realm.

Kennick died at my hands, at the end of Hera's blade, but Aelwen had escaped and is being hunted through the eleven realms.  She still had around fifteen dark knights with her, and alliances with marauders and Rogues.  She posed a threat to the safety of all, and one day she would be brought to justice.

I snapped back to the present as Mother Udele chuckled at me as I released her and she gave Celeste a greeting hug as she scolded me, “Honestly child, I'm not fragile.”  I blushed and shrugged, which got a warm smile from the woman.

Then Celeste echoed my question, “What brings the Lupei to Wexbury?”

She coyly asked like a doting grandmother, “What?  Does Wexbury not wish to Carnival with the Mountain Gypsies?”

Celeste narrowed one eye and cocked her head in prompt.  “Of course, who doesn't love Carnival?  But you're being evasive, Mother.”

The woman waved it off. “There will be time to speak of all this unpleasantness, but first, let us feast with our Soras.”

My eyes bulged.  I had stuffed myself at the Dig, like one of our hogs when I was a herder.  Where would I put more food?  Being able to eat whenever and wherever I wanted was still such a foreign concept to someone with a serf's upbringing.  I couldn't refuse a request from Udele, so I sucked in a deep breath and nodded.  “Of course.”

Celeste made bullfrog eyes at me, exhaled heartily, and grinned.  She was in the same situation as me, but like me, she wasn't about to deny the Mother of the Lupei.

Udele said, “It's settled then.”  She clapped her hands loudly and called out, “Set up the tables.  We shall feast with our Soras!  We can prepare for Carnival in the morning.”

A cheer went up from the crowd as Udele looked at the people gathering inside the gates, which would normally close for the night in an hour, at seven.  But not when there were gypsies at the gate, then the gates were open until midnight during Carnival.

She looked over at a young woman dressed in bright colors that were even more flamboyant than normal Gypsy garb, she was dressed as the crier for Carnival.  It was a stark contrast to the flowing, black curls which cascaded down her back, which were typical for the Lupei clan.  The girl was simply gorgeous and had a commanding but fun and playful manner about her.  If I remember correctly, I believe her name was Gabriella, she played the crier when they set out to entertain the keeps.

Udele nudged her chin toward the gates.  The girl nodded once and put on a dazzling smile and virtually skipped off toward the gates, waving her arms in complex patterns as she went.  I could feel the magik of the People rushing to her as if it itself was excited for what was to come.

White misty magic coalesced around her, forming sigils and fanciful beasts that jumped through ghostly hoops around her in a playful dance.  While those not touched by a magic spark cannot perceive the magic of the Atii, of the Techromancers, all could perceive the magik of the People, and the crowd was awed and gasped and clapped as she approached.  It wasn't until I became Sora that the Gypsies ever let any of the Altii see their magiks being worked like this.  And from what I hear, it is at Wexbury Keep alone which they do now.

She called out in a strong, sing-song voice, as she wove such wondrous creations out of the air, “The Lupei family bids the kind people of Wexbuy a heartfelt greeting.  We arrived late today so will not be able to set up Carnival for you this evening.”

There was a disappointed murmur that washed through the crowd. I understood.  Jace and I were always among the first crowding the gates the moment the colorful flags of a gypsy caravan were seen on any horizon.  Gypsies at the gate meant Carnival, everyone knew that.  Water was wet, the sky was blue, and Mountain Gypsies at the gates brought Carnival.

And the gypsies did not charge for their entertainment and games.  Rather, they accepted supplies from the villages they visited in compensation for the spectacle.  So even the poorest of us could enjoy all of the wonders the Mountain Gypsies displayed for all.  It was a constant celebration for all the days they stayed, until they packed up and moved on, back into the Whispering Walls.

She smiled at two little girls who seemed to deflate at her news, and she winked at them and thrust her arms out to them, her wrists together, and her hands splayed as if she were holding a ball.  Two ghostly puppies made of that wispy white magik exploded from her hands then playfully bounded up the little girls who giggled and held their arms wide.  The spirit animals jumped into both girl's arms then exploded into a puff of mist that had the girls giggling and shimmying as if it tickled them.

Gabriella called out as she paced in front of the gates like a well-seasoned performer.  “We will be ready for Carnival when the gates open in the morning, and the celebration will commence.”  She started looping her arms underhand in reverse spinning windmills and streamers of misty magik shot up into the air to burst into sparkly white butterflies that dove at the crowd and bled away into thin air.  It caused excited exclamations and clapping from the group.

The Steward of the Gate started calling out for the people to disperse and then Gabriella spun back toward us and skipped back, apparently full of energy.  She took one look back to see the crowd heading back into the keep then turned back at us and slumped, panting.  That brazen display had obviously taken all she had out of her.  She was a true performer and kept the strain off her face until her audience had gone.

Udele grinned at the girl and inclined her head in silent praise.  That had the girl blushing and brightening up again with pride as she headed into the camp to help set up the plank tables.  I murmured, “That was amazing.”

Mother Udele watched the girl go then turned back to us. “Yes, she gains more skill and control of her limited magiks every day.”  With a smirked, she added, “She has but a small spark in her like you Laney, but she can use it to its maximum potential.”

I blushed and looked down in embarrassment, Celeste hugged my shoulder.  The gypsy woman repeated what she has said over and over, “If you would just ease your internal conflict, and allow your two magics to work together, then you would be capable of feats you cannot imagine.  It is your belief that they are separate that limits your use of either.   It is a war battling inside yourself.”

I nodded, feeling like a chastised child.  Since I became a noble, I had felt a woman of two worlds, yet separate from both.  I felt as if I were an imposter, a child playing at noble when I knew I was naught but a commoner.  I have come to a sort of understanding with myself and learned to take the best of both those worlds.

But then I found that my father had been a wandering Gypsy, and I possessed the magik of the People.  This left me torn between two worlds again.  I am an Altii, yet I am also Gypsy.  I haven't been able to reconcile this in my own head.

When I wear the armor of Wexbury, I am Countess Laney, body and soul, and see the Gypsies as I had, wondrous visitors to our realm.  But when I am with the Mountain Gypsies, part of me feels so much more at home, and I am Sora Laney of the Lupei.  The two versions of me can never exist at the same time in one body.  This causes the turmoil of my two magics inside me that can not be reconciled until I can figure out for myself who I truly am.

The only thing I knew for sure is that both Laney's knew that home was Celeste and Misty, that was the only thing my fractured sense of selfs could agree on.

Sylvia muttered, “Now you've done it, old woman, you've broken our Sora again.  Shoo, go do whatever you do as Mother and leave the poor girl to me.”

Udele squinted at her and gruffed out, “Such insolence child.  A shame you're too old to put over my knee.”

Syl smothered her own smile and refused to look at her leader and just pointed away into the camp until Udele walked off chuckling and calling back, “We will speak later tonight my mostenitors.”

I grinned and said to the healer, “You two banter like family.”

She squinted one eye in confusion and said in the tongue of the People, “We are family.  As are we.”

I switched to Gypsy as well. “You know what I mean woman, don't play dense.”

She chuckled and said, “Hush, let me have my fun.  Now let's see if we can't help set up this feast, shall we?”  Now that was something I could get behind, I always felt better when I was helping out rather than standing around like a lout in the Trough.  I smiled and trailed behind her as we went to work.



Chapter 8 – Planning

When we had finally gotten home after a satisfying meal and visit with our wandering family, just before midnight, we took our sleeping daughter up to her room in the manor.  I sat on the corner of Misty's bed and stroked her hair as I smiled up to Celeste who looked at us with wonder in her eyes.

I had seen that look on may occasions and when I ask her about it, the evasive redhead usually just shruged and kisses me.  She has always found it hard to speak of her emotions.

I bent and kissed Misty's forehead then stood and looped arms with my Lady. “Let's get cleaned up, then shall we retire?”

She nodded. “By all means.”

I led her to the washroom so that we could clean away the grime from the long day.  When things got heated as I wiped down her skin, kissing along her shoulder as I went, she turned eyes burning with emerald sparks to me and panted out, “We better get to our wagon so I can do something about your wicked teasing, love.”

I just nodded, and she quickly hiked up her dress, and we rushed downstairs and out the back door onto the back lawn.  I glanced at the clock, high in the cathedral tower as we giggled our way to our mobile house.  It was half past midnight.

Once we were inside, she captured me by the waist and pulled me to her. We just stood like that, our passion rising just from the heat of our bodies pressing together, I felt the amber sparks drizzling from my eyes as wisps of white started to slowly curl around us like a blanket of feathers.  Her eyes were sparking too, our feelings for each other causing our magics to rise as our tight control was broken by that passion.

I whispered to her with all the feeling in my being, “I love you, Celeste, you are the knight of my heart.”

She whispered back as she got that smug half smirk on her lips that did so many interesting things to me, “And you are my impossible herder, Laney.  I thank whatever gods are listening that I found you.”

She lowered her lips to mine, they just started to brush together in a seductive dance when there was a knock at the door.  We froze, and I hissed out, “Mother Luna!”  Were we cursed in some way?  Was I never to get a moment alone with my wife?  I mumbled some more choice vulgarities as an over amused Celeste released me so I could stomp over to the door like a child in a tantrum and yanked the door open and blurted, “What?”

Then froze at the amused look on Mother Udele's face.  She asked teasingly, “Is this a bad time?  We didn't get a chance to speak earlier, of why the Lupei are here in Wexbury.”

Celeste appeared over my shoulder in the doorway, and she said, “A minute longer and we wouldn't have been dressed to receive company, Mother.”

I just gaped, my mouth working like a fish out of water.  I regained my wits and backhanded my love and squeaked out, “Celeste!”  I felt the hot blush on my cheeks as the two evily evil women shared a chuckle.

Then a thought came to me as I glanced back up at the cathedral in the distance.  “Umm, Mother?  How did you get here?  The gates are closed at midnight.”

 She looked back toward the main portcullis as if she could see it from here and asked innocently, “Are they?  Well, so they are.”  She winked, and I saw the nervous look on Celeste's face.  This Mountain Gypsy woman had somehow got past all the security of Wexbury Keep and was now on our doorstep.

I shared the concern to a certain extent, but this was the leader of the Lupei, one of the thirteen most powerful, possessing the magik of the People, second only to Great Mother Ranelle.  So it is foolish to think a little thing like a three-ton steel gate would pose an obstacle to her.

I again gathered my wits about me, shook my head incredulously at her, and moved back inside, offering, “Please, Mother, come in.”  She inclined her head and stepped in.  I looked out the door in all directions one last time, then pulled back in and shut the door behind me.

I motioned a hand to the little table by the stove which Celeste was starting a fire in to chase away the slight chill of the night air.  Udele sat, and I cocked an eyebrow expectantly at her as Celeste joined me.  We took the other chairs, and I prompted, “Now then, what's going on Mother?”

She smiled, her eyes swirling with white mist.  I realized we were all sitting in the dark, the only illumination in the space was from the light of the three moons in the sky, in their endless pursuit of each other, filtering through the windows.  We were just all instinctively using our magics to see.

I reached over to the wall and twisted the switch, and the electric light came on powered by a magic spark vessel hidden in the cabinets that lined the wall. My silk gloved hand blurring and leaving wispy white afterimages in the air... weighed down by the weight of all of the Gypsy charms and spells woven into its very fabric.

It was her turn to cock an eyebrow in amused interest.  All of the Gypsy wagons I had been in were lit by oil lamps.  I had some minor modifications made to modernize ours over the past couple years.  I figure that we have access to all of this technology, why not put it to use.  So I had Bex install electrics in both rooms of the wagon.

If our dear Bexington had his way, he would have installed one of those new electric heaters that have been popping up in the Uptown area here and there, in the homes of the nobles who wanted to use them as status symbols.  But that's just silly, then how would they cook their food if it replaced their wood burning stoves?  So they have both, and I believe it is opulence to have an electric heater and a wood burning stove when one can do the duty of both.

Though we did have a little electric space heater the woodcutter Corrick bought mother when I was little.  So I guess it wasn't too outlandish.

Udele placed her time withered hands on the little table, one crossed over the other, and I ignored the scars on her fingers.  Evidence of torture, both physical and magical, which she had endured at the hands of the ex-Duchess Alwen in Solomon.  I would show no pity nor revulsion, they were simply a sign that she persevered, they show her strength of mind and body.  She simply bore her battle scars just as I did, and they made her more than the sum of her parts, they did not define her.

Truth be told, I think that scars are sort of beautiful to me in some ways, since they show our strength, not our weakness.  I always feel I have insight into a person's true nature and true character through their scars and how they bear them.

Take Lady Verna, one of our dearest friends.  The woman bears that diagonal scar across her face from temple to neck, from the long-ago battle of York, which nobody will tell me the truth of.  Yet she is possibly the strongest woman I have ever met, and the ragged scar makes her seem more dangerous and alluring at the same time.

I suddenly became aware of my own damage, and I stopped my hand from absently reaching over to rub the nub of my missing finger through the white silk glove.  It is a bad habit that I do subconsciously, which causes Celeste distress, so I try to catch myself before I do it.

Udele was studying my hands then looked up and said, “There is much to discuss.”

Celeste nodded and admitted, “Yes.  Not even Sylvia knows what you are up to, Mother.”

There was another knock at the door, and we went silent, all of our eyes on the door.  I didn't see a shadow through the oval stained glass window, just the light of the Three Sisters.  Was all of Wexbury out in the middle of the night?  I stood and stepped to the door and opened it, then looked down and smiled.  That is why we didn't see a shadow in the glass.

Misty just stood there, her blanket over her shoulder and her arms held out.  I squatted and scooped her up, and she laid her head on my shoulder.  She murmured, “I couldn't sleep.  It was too quiet.”

I just nodded as I moved to the back wall and stepped through to the other room, glancing back at the two women who were watching with looks of love and understanding.  “I know baby.  Did I ever tell you how I couldn't sleep when I first came to live with Celeste as her Squire?  It was so quiet I could hear myself breath.  I had never slept alone before.  You can always come to us.”

I still remember that first night.  I had felt so oddly alone.  I had always shared the little straw mattress with my mother as a child until Jace came along, then I shared a mattress with him on the floor of our little cottage.  I had gone to sit in front of the fire in Celeste's chambers in the barracks.  She had come out of her bedchamber and just sat with me, holding me until I could sleep.

I tucked Misty into the large bed which took up most of the space and kissed her forehead.  “We need to speak with Mother Udele, then your mom and I will join you.”

She nodded, her eyes heavy with sleep.  I whispered, “Love you.”

She smiled cutely with her eyes closed and said, “Love you too.”

I stepped back into the main room and closed the door quietly and gave the girls a nose crinkle as I sat.  Udele reached out to hold my maimed hand.  “How is my beautiful granddaughter?”

I swelled with pride.  “She is constantly surprising us, and is just the sweetest girl.”  Since we accepted the blood bond with Udele's family, that effectively made us her daughters, so she, like my own mother has been gushing over Misty since we fostered her.  They both wanted grandchildren, and now they have one.

Celeste chuckled. “Yes, she's full of surprises.  Just a few hours ago, she had assaulted two of the Prince's guard.”

Udele's eyes flew wide. “She didn't?”

I smirked. “Yes, she did.  Bested them with her toy blade.”

She looked pleased as a chipmunk, her wrinkled face radiant with her mirth.  “Ah, another Femeie de Sabie in the family.”  She had the sort of vicious pride on her face which I carefully hid from mine.  I know we still had to have a long talk with Misty about what had transpired.  And violence is never the answer.  But she did get away from two trained knights and brought one down... with a stick.

I narrowed an eye. “You're stalling, Mother.”

She chuckled, switching to the tongue of the People. “Yes, I suppose I am.  I despise speaking of distasteful things.”  She settled in as I moved over to place a kettle on to boil on the stove which had already chased away the cool air in the little place.  I know how Udele loves her tea.

She looked at her hands. “A messenger from the Prince had arrived in our camp weeks back.  It was odd to begin with, but odder still that it was not a court messenger, but one of the Prince's own.  His most trusted guard who usually looked after Lady Everly.”

She looked up to the left like she was reviewing it in her head.  “That should have been the first indication that dire things were afoot with the Altii.  If the ruler didn't trust his own court to deliver a message.”

She placed a hand on the table like she was resting it on something, I knew it would be where she kept her seeing stone in a box on her own table.  It was the focus she used to see into the future.  She could guide her visions unlike me.  “The Highlander brought word of an insidious poison that had been seeping through the courts of the Altii and that it appears to be originating somewhere in the Prince's own inner circle.”

She shrugged and smiled almost apologetically to us. “He shared that the unrest and animosity between the crown and the Lower Ten are at higher levels than when Highland temporarily took control of all the realms from their Dukes after the Great Mage War, until order could be restored.”

I stood behind Celeste as I listened, a hand on her shoulder, and one absently running through her mane of rich fire.  Udele went on. “He requested the use of the only two Altii he knew for a fact would not be involved in the treasonous treachery.  The two who had averted a war between the People and the realms of Sparo.  My Soras.”

She sat back heavily in her chair and gave us an odd, crooked smile. “He wished to use my Soras to investigate his court covertly, under the guise of a Mountain Gypsy invitation to the Royal Masquerade.”

She smirked. “He is wily, that one.  He added that it was past time that the Mountain Gypsies were included in the celebration anyway.  So this served two purposes.  Showing the other realms that we stood equal and not apart, and to foster more cultural sharing between our peoples.”

She sighed. “This was too important a decision for me.  Since you would be actively participating in the politics of the Altii under the banner of the Lupei.  And it would put my Soras in possible danger.  So I sent for the Great Mother.”

I smirked, and Celeste voiced in English, to my amusement, as I moved to make the tea, “So you passed the buck.”

Udele gave us a fierce, toothy grin, as I pondered that odd saying.  I knew what it meant, everyone did.  Passing on the responsibility.  But how did it come about, why would one compare passing a deer to passing the responsibility?  Or was it another of the old archaic expressions that had carried over from the before times and nobody ever thought to question it.

I placed a cup of tea in front of her, she smiled and patted my hand and sipped, nodded in appreciation of it, and then cupped her hands around the teacup.  “Yes. I... passed the buck.  And Rain ordered the Lupei to accompany our Soras in this endeavor.  To make this a diplomatic mission to share our cultures as George suggested, and to be the first Mountain Gypsy clan not to just travel the Gap to Highland Keep.  But to also Carnival during the biggest celebration of the Altii... the Masquerade.  Both peoples sharing their way of celebration.”

Then she screwed up her face in conspiracy. “While my Soras sneak around to flush out a rat.”

My mouth worked soundlessly.  Never had a band of Gypsies crossed the Gap.  Sure there have been visits by small contingents, like when the Great Mother goes to speak to the crown, or the cultural exchange representatives, but never has a band gone to Carnival at the biggest city in all the realms.  And it would be the Lupei!

Then I realized what she was really saying.  Ranelle was dispatching my band of the Lupei as backup support in the guise of games and entertainment for the Highlanders.  Why must politics be so duplicitous?  But even so, this was exciting.  Not only was I, Laney of Wexbury, going to see the capital of the lands of Sparo in my lifetime, but I would witness a first of its kind event, history in the making.

She smiled at us, and I looked up at Celeste who was at a loss for words as well.  Then the silver-haired woman inclined her head and stood. “The Lupei will celebrate life with the people of Wexbury for two weeks before the caravan heads north, to the Gap.  The Prince assures us the new road which has been paved through the uninhabitable lands to the northern realm, is well suited for the passage of our wagons.  We will escort you to the Masquerade, my Soras.”

Celeste found her voice. “The Prince wants us to make a statement with our arrival.  And where arriving with the first caravan of Mountain Gypsies at the gates of Highland Reach would be quite a statement... arriving in the first airship of the Altii, the Outrider, would make even more of a statement.”

Then she smirked that half smirk of hers. “Especially since Lord Bexington assures us his inspiration for the wondrous machine was the hot air balloons that the Mountain Gypsies fly at Carnival.”

Udele got an appreciative smile on her face at that. “Your Prince is a very sly showman.  He has played the game of politics for a very long time and is intimately familiar with all the moves.  I shall let you get your rest, my Soras.  We will discuss the planning more in-depth in the coming days, and don't think I didn't hear about your discovery, Laney, that is the most exciting news I have heard in all my years.  Tomorrow will be quite a busy day, so get some sleep, for on the morrow we Carnival!”

We stood with her and hugged her.  Then escorted her the single step to the door.  Celeste held it open for her and asked, “Would you like an escort to the portcullis, Mother?”

This just got a conspiratorial smile from her. “I can find my own way back to camp, I found my way here, did I not?”

Celeste chuckled as I wondered again, just how she had made her way through all of Wexbury's security to see us after the gates were closed for the night.  I shook my head as I grinned to myself.  Did I really want to know the answer to that?  No... not really.  We bade her good night and watched as she disappeared into the night by the light of Mother Luna, her sisters Athena and Freya falling behind in the debris ring around the Earth.

I again wondered what it had been like before the Great Impact, when there was but one moon lighting the night sky, instead of the broken egg-shaped moon and the two smaller moons which were pulled from her when she was torn asunder.  Scholars say that it will again be round one day as gravity reshapes it as it spins. She appears to be always looking down on Earth with her red eye, which is the pale red glow of the vast magma fields on her broken edge that will eventually be swallowed.

We saw a pinpoint flash of light on the surface of Mother Luna and smiled as Celeste lowered her head to rest her chin on my shoulder and whisper, “Make a wish.”  I had to smile and sigh, she was such a romantic.  It had been years since I wished upon a strike before we met.  But she is always having me wish upon them now.  I had nothing more to wish for.  I had my family, my love, and my daughter.

I felt goosebumps race down my neck and arms from her hot breath on my cheek.  Well, there was one more thing to wish for, but Misty was in our bed, so that was out, I swear that I was going to get a little alone time with the knight of my heart soon.

I voiced that in a whisper, “I would but...”  I nudged my head toward the inside of the wagon.  “Misty.”

The smoldering look she gave me as she stood back up to her full height had a fire burning inside me as I swallowed down my arousal.  She gave me a gentle whispering kiss and said, “Soon, Laney, soon.”

I stuttered, “O... ok.”  And gave her a dreamy smile.  We glanced back up to watch Mother Udele go before we shut the door, but unsurprisingly, she was nowhere to be seen.



Chapter 9 – The Gap

I stood in the front of the main cabin of the gondola of the Outrider, as Bex turned us to the north.  I could just barely hear the steady whup whup whup of the great propellers slicing through the air, pulling us forward as the great airship slid through the air.  It was such an amazing sight, seeing Wexbury Keep and the castle passing beneath us.

I smiled a little when I realized it looked just like the maps of the Keep I have stared at so many times.  But it was like a map in motion now as we saw the people of Wexbury scurrying about on the streets as they tended to whatever task they been set out upon.  They all looked so small from our vantage point. It was like we were on a high peak above them, an observer to their daily life.  Though I knew we were only a couple hundred feet above the highest tower, it still felt like a mile to me.

I glanced back to see a smiling Celeste watching me, as Bex smoothly steered the craft with its great wheel which he had brought in from Solomon, from one of the craftsmen who fashioned them for the ships that sailed the Great Sea.  I said to him, “The Outrider truly is a wonder, Bex.  You've outdone yourself.”

He blushed under the praise and Celeste clapped his shoulder, causing him to stumble a bit.  He gave me a grin which showed his teeth and said, “Two other realms have begun construction based on my plans.  It could mean a new era of inter-realm commerce and shipping.”  Then he whispered, “And exploration.”

My eyes automatically swung to the west, to the Fringe, where the green grasslands of western Wexbury faded into the rocky, barren lands which were currently inhospitable to life as we knew it.

I understood his excitement.  For all our modern advancements, we still haven't been able to explore more than just a few hundred miles from the Habitable lands to see if there is anything else out there in the great expanse of lifeless land.  But with vessels like the Outrider, we could go far beyond the reach of the explorers of old, in mere days.

We shared an excited smile, and Celeste looked between the two of us, and she smiled fondly, muttering, “I am surrounded by dreamers.”  It didn't sound like an admonishment in the least as I reached a hand out which she took. We stared out at the world from our unfathomable vantage point.

Bex said, “From this height, the horizon is over seventeen miles away.  At a cruising altitude of two thousand feet, it will be over fifty miles in all directions.”  My mind was ready to shut down at that.  Everyone knew the horizon was just over two and a half miles out unless you were in a tree or on a hill.

We could just barely see the standards waving over Wexbury Minor from the gates.  That thought had me letting go of Celeste and moving to the other windows to look back.  Wexbury Minor was clearly visible.  I smiled and then looked at our progress as we slipped through the air, occasionally buffeted by winds that caused us to sway and Bex to compensate at the controls.

I had to blink, our speed was deceptive.  It felt as if we were barely moving as the world passed so slowly below us.  But as we passed over the grasslands and the North Holdings, I realized they were almost ten miles north of the Keep, and we were already passing over them in just over fifteen minutes since we took flight.  That was just over half the time our quickest steeds could cover the distance.  Mother Luna!

We grinned down at a lone rider in the grasslands on the Ring, in colorful garb who was chasing us and falling farther and farther behind.  That would be Alexandru, he took his responsibility as our garda personala quite seriously.  He had argued with us until he was blue in the face to accompany us in the Outrider.  Mother Udele said it wouldn't be prudent, that he could join the small band of Lupei that would be crossing the gap to Carnival at Highland Reach.

Celeste, in her armor, moved over to sit at the table in the mess area of the gondola.  I was a little jealous as I looked down to the bright gypsy garb I wore.  The dress had the green piping of Great Mother Ranelle herself on it.  She had made me a Champion of the People for my part in stopping the war between the People and the Altii.  From what little people will tell Celeste and me, it is similar to the blood bond we have with Mother Udele, but they won't tell us in what ways.

I put that out of my mind and looked around, the cabin was compact, but that too was deceptive.  The main room was where the controls were located, and long benches which doubled as beds at the table in the kitchen space.  Then there were three doors at the back of the cabin.

One door was to the larder, where the rations and supplies were kept.  One to the ummm... facilities.  I didn't want to think about where our waste went when we had completed our business.  Then the third door led back to the small gondola bay, where cargo could be loaded, and all the mechanical systems could be accessed.

Not much cargo could be carried.  The lift capability was ten people and a thousand pounds of cargo to be what Bex called 'buoyancy neutral,' but it could carry an additional five people with that cargo if he put the motors into overdrive and umm... vectored the motor blades?  Which pulled us through the sky.

But still, a thousand pounds, or fifteen hundred pounds if you had a smaller crew, could make the difference in emergency situations.  Getting needed supplies or medicines to any place in the habitable lands at unimaginable speeds.

I giggled as a gaggle of geese flew past the window when I moved over to sit across from Celeste.  I grabbed a grape from the large bowl of fruit that Emily insisted we take.  She was always feeding everyone fruit and cheese.

I stopped at that thought and then grinned at the mystery that was our librarian.  Celeste had remembered to ask her father about Emily's status.  She says she has never seen her father flummoxed before, but he was then, and said he honestly didn't know if she were noble or not and had never even considered it before then, he just assumed like the rest of us.

I did so love a good intrigue.  I made a mental note to get with the diminutive woman who would soon be my mother in law, and ask.  Would that be rude?

I said to the redhead who was looking around the cabin with curiosity, “We're already passing over the North Holdings.”  She blinked at that and just shook her head in the same disbelief I felt.

She asked Bex, “Could we not make the crossing in a single day then instead of two?”  She chuckled at herself as if two days would be an inconvenience.  When it was normally a week to a week and a half journey up to the keep in Highland Reach, depending on the agileness of the party.

Bexinton staggered as we were hit by a stiff crosswind, and he planted his feet on the floor and heaved the wheel and moving a lever, turning us into the wind to arrest our side slide.  Then as he turned us back on course, he glanced back at us.

He looked sheepish as he said, “I have to rest the motors every six to eight hours, we wouldn't want to overheat and melt the windings in them.  Plus, I know I make this look easy...” He repeated the maneuver when we were again struck by that crosswind.  I could see the sweat beading on his forehead, as he finished, “But I'll need a rest too.  Unless either of you wishes to learn to fly her.”

We both held our hands up in surrender.  Heaven's no.  I'd be terrified to take the controls.  Mankind was not meant to fly, or we would have wings.  I was still a little confused as to how something which we couldn't see, which was lighter than air, could even lift us into the sky like this.

I thought of the last two weeks as they had passed by in a blur.  There were preparations to be made and the treasures from what, to my embarrassment, people were now calling the Penny Library, had to be moved into temporary storage to be protected as the Techromancers and scholars of all the realms were summoned to start the preservation and restoration process.

Before leaving for Highland, George and Everly commissioned local stonemasons and artisans to restore the public library at the Dig.  It would be a Treasure of all Sparo, not just to the realms.  I had to blush that the man took me at my words and was contributing to my vision of the library being neutral territory, where no realm held sway, for all seeking knowledge to come and go freely.

The most heartbreaking was arranging for mother and Misty's biological parents to take care of my daughter while Celeste and I were away.  I would have taken her in an instant to witness the spectacle of the biggest city in all the realms with me if we weren't doing something that could become dangerous.  She had cried in my arms when I told her she could not come with us.  I swear that part of my heart actually did break at that, I could still feel the ache even now.  This would have been such a grand adventure for a young girl to embark upon.

Besides, she couldn't miss any school, now that Wexbury educates every woman, man, and child in the realm.  I don't care if Jacklyn says Misty is top of her class.

Other realms have taken notice of this, and I hear rumors that Solomon, Far Reach, and Hell's Gate have all started similar programs now.  Wouldn't it be grand if one day, all the people of Sparo were educated, and not just the nobles?  Imagine what we can all accomplish together and the knowledge we can share.

It took Jace a few grumpy days to forgive me for letting him stay locked up by the Magistrate while I revealed the library of the Before to the people of the Keep.  But he has to learn that we are responsible for our own actions, noble or not, and we have to pay the consequences for the decisions we make.  Then I gave him a cheesy grin as I shared that I was proud of him for taking on the Smith bullies.  All but Joseph Smith, whose nose he had broken, have started talking with him again.

But to make it up to my brash brother, I allowed Yvette to smuggle him and little Elise Baker into the library at the Dig to see the sight of so much knowledge within arms reach.  It was a humbling sight to me each time I saw it myself.

I absently ate another grape, but couldn't bring myself to sit any longer.  I heard my traitorous wife chuckle behind me as I sprang up to go to the windows again to look out at the world.  I glanced back and scolded as she stood to join me, “Oh hush, you.”

We stood there and just watched the world roll by beneath us, the great sweeping grasslands with huge herds of bison and elk grazing below, as we followed the Ring.  The ancient cobblestone highway that the lords of old had set up between all of the keeps of the Lower Ten.  And now it connected us with Highland now that the Great Bridging has completed its first phase.

Bex wore that look which was issued to all men who haven't outgrown the child inside, the lowered us to fly low, to within thirty feet of the prairies to get the massive herds moving.  I shook my head and muttered, “Boys.”  Though it was fascinating to watch the herd flow like ripples through the grass in our wake.

Celeste just held me from behind as we took everything in, and I drank in her warmth and strength.  As exciting as this was, just like all my other journeys, after the novelty wore off, I got a little of bored.  So we all joked and sang and talked about all the wonders we could see with the Outrider, to pass the time.  Bex informed us that he and Brenda were trying to have a child.

I almost squeed in excitement, until I saw Celeste squinting in pain in anticipation, so I slapped her shoulder lightly and defended, “I'm not that bad.”

They both replied in unison, “Yes you are.”  Traitors.  Fine whatever, if and when they did have children, I was going to make sure to spoil them rotten so that they'd be a handful for their parents.

I was about to admonish them when I realized they were both distracted by something up ahead as they were staring with wide-eyed disbelief.  We were approaching the Toran of King Ulysses the Bold, so that's what I expected to see when I followed their gaze, and I froze.

Instead, I saw that we were coming upon a caravan of brightly colored wagons pulled by great oxen.  They traveled two by two, side by side with riders flanking them.  We had expected to come upon our branch of the Lupei band of Mountain Gypsies on our way up to Highland Reach.  After all, Mother Udele had told us as much.

What we did not expect was the procession of hundreds of wagons reaching half way to the horizon, where I could see the towering stone arch with the eternal fire blazing at its zenith, the Toran, the gateway from Highland to the Lower Ten.  It was built centuries ago as a monument to where King Ulysses had discovered the new world.

I mumbled in disbelief as we started passing over the caravan, all of the Gypsies below cheering as we sliced through the sky above them, “This... this is the entire Lupei family.”

Celeste got over her shock and chuckled. “Udele is full of secrets and surprises.  I wonder where the rest of them were camped while our band entertained Wexbury Keep.  And how do you hide almost five hundred gypsy wagons with over two thousand four hundred Gypsies from our scouts?”

It was my turn to chuckle.  We were talking about Mother Udele after all.  Bex just whistled at the sight.  We were going to land at the North Outpost at the Toran for the night, and it looked as though the Lupei had timed things perfectly.

I blinked as we approached the freestanding archway that reached the soaring height of one hundred and fifty feet, almost at the height we were cruising.  I saw the men standing watch at the top by the massive bronze bowl filled with burning oil.  They were just gaping at us while we approached.

I should have been gaping right back at the architectural marvel the monument was. Instead, I was staring at the Gap, and the thin band of the canal and the wide cobblestone road of the Ring as it disappeared over the horizon.  There were hundreds of oversized Auto-Wagons and mechanical earth-moving machines all along the distance, moving viable soil from both sides of the Gap.

I had not thought of the monumental scope of the project, as it was only an abstract idea to me, I had never in my life been north of the Keep, so even the Gap itself was something I couldn't fully grasp.  A forty mile wide gap of uninhabitable land between realms, but now, it was connected, and soon there would be a great bridge of grassland a mile wide here.  We only saw less than half the distance of the Gap from our vantage point.

But as mind-boggling as what I was seeing was, it was something else that held me in thrall.  Just peeking over the horizon from where we cut through the sky, I could see in a haze, the snow-covered peak of a mountain I knew would be impossible to see from the ground.  I saw the glacier of the highest peak in the Dragon's Backbone range in Highland itself!  And it was well over a hundred miles away!

That of everything got my heart pumping and my magics dripping from my eyes.  It made this all real, I, Laney Herder, was heading to the Capitol of Sparo.  I was going to Highland, and I could see it from here!

Celeste's hand on my arm broke the spell, and I looked at her and then the mountain peak with a goofy smile on my face.  She just smiled down at me in that loving way that let me know that I was hers.  That was an even more amazing sight than seeing my first glimpse of a land which seemed like a fairy tale to me for my entire life.

Bex called out, “Get seated and hold on, I'm bringing the Outrider in for a landing.”

We rushed to the benches and sat as my heart pumped, and Celeste grasped my hand.  What an adventure this has started out to be.



Chapter 10 – Stowaway

The people in the tiny North Outpost settlement, and the Knights manning the Toran were shocked and overwhelmed to see a great airship descending upon them as an endless caravan of Mountain Gypsies rolled up.

The Toran was manned by eleven knights... and one gypsy now.  One Knight from each realm and after the events at Solomon, one Mountain Gypsy representative.  As the Toran was seen as neutral ground as a place of peace and celebration of the joining of two lands.  It was a great honor for any Knight to man the Toran.

There are great lotteries each year in every realm, and one name is drawn in each.  I was actually a little excited to be here, because one of our friends from Wexbury, Lord Henry had been selected this year, it would be good to see him again, especially since my mother seems to have taken a shine to the silver-haired Knight.  He was with the Home Battalion under Lord Tiberius.

The moment we touched down after the great anchors were dropped, and Bex started compressors to remove some of the helium from the Outrider into storage tanks, the lead wagons converged upon us.  They started forming an ever expanding spiral of defense around us as more wagons arrived.

I huffed in exasperation, they treated us like we were fragile because we were their Soras.  The part of me which wasn't exasperated was blushing profusely over they way my second family treated me.  I loved them too.

The gypsies on horseback formed a wall between the approaching knights and villagers as we disembarked.  Celeste and I moved quickly through the gathering wagons and up to the line of men and women on horseback.  They moved aside to allow us through, I noted every one of them acted aloof, yet the straps that held their bows on their saddles were unclipped.

I huffed again.  We were in friendly territory, and these people were our comrades.  Silly, overprotective people.  I shook a finger in warning at them as I eyed the entire line.  This brought some chuckles and smiles from the Gypsies nearest.  Just great, it seems I couldn't intimidate anyone if I tried.

The Knights approached apprehensively, their hands resting on the hilts of their swords.  Then I saw Henry's eyes go wide in recognition and he dropped his hand and beamed a smile at us.  The Knight in the colors of Solomon stepped up to us and demanded, “What is going on here?”  He must have been in charge this month.

I wasn't one to play politics, but I felt affronted by his lack of proper decorum and greeting.  Even if he didn't know what was going on, Celeste was in proper armor wearing the colors of Wexbury, and there was protocol.

I rested my hand on the hilt of Hera, with the royal seal of Solomon plainly visible on the disc at the end of the hilt of the bronze sword.  I said cooly, “Salutations, Solomon.”

The man's eyes moved to the sword then his eyebrows threatened to be swallowed by his hairline as he looked back up at me in shock, and the man took a knee.  “Baroness Laney, forgive me, I did not know it was you.”  Then he gathered his wits as I motioned for him to stand, then he offered the proper greeting from one representative of a realm to another, “Salutations, Lupei.”  Duke Liam of Solomon told me when he had gifted me Hera, that all the Knights of Solomon would recognize the seal of Lord Cedric on the blade, and follow my command.  I had never had the occasion to test his word until now.

Hera was a doubled edged blade, as well as a double-edged gift.  It served him and Solomon two purposes.  One was to reward me for my help in stopping his ex-wife and her plot to have him killed, and the other was so that Solomon would have ties to the Mountain Gypsies like Wexbury did.  Since he made clear, he was gifting the blade to Sora Laney of the Lupei and not Lady Laney of Wexbury.

Henry stepped past the Solomon Knight and to my side, now that the greetings were exchanged, he put his hands out, and I clasped them. “Laney, what brings you and... this procession?”  Before I could answer, he said, “The Prince's own had told of the great airship of Wexbury... but seeing it... it boggles the mind.”

I glanced back at the Outrider as Bex hopped down to the ground from the gondola door, having finished powering everything down.  Then back to the Solomon Knight who was looking between Henry and me.  I patted Henry's hand then looked at the other man and said, “As you have deduced, I am Sora Laney of the Lupei, and my family is heading to Highland to Carnival at the Masquerade.”

The shock of that statement had the man's mouth working as he fumbled for words.  Yes, it was a historic occasion, as everyone knew the Mountain Gypsy bands did not traverse the Gap.  I gave the poor man mercy by motioning my hand. “My Wexbury diplomatic escort, Lady Celeste of Wexbury...”  Bex stepped behind Celeste and to her left.  “And the pilot of the Outrider, Sir Bexington of Wex...”  I trailed off as I looked at the line of knights standing before us and saw for the first time, the dark skinned man in gypsy garb, with the brilliant white smile.

I squealed with delight and ran to the man, opening my arms.  Alexi of the Aratreya!  One of my personal heroes from our time in Solomon.  The fisherman had turned his boat toward the enemy on the Great Sea to defend us while we fled down the coast.  We had thought never to see him again, but the man survived, just barely, against all the odds.

He was a tall, skinny, but powerful man.  His dark hair pulled back into a ponytail.  He had the rich ebony skin that was prevalent in two-thirds of the Aratreya band.  Which would make one think he hailed from Hell's Gate if it weren't for the bright Gypsy garb.  He scooped me up into a hug. “Mother Laney... I mean, Sora Laney.  It is good to see you again.”

I giggled as he set my feet back on the ground.  “What are you doing here?  I thought it would take an army to pry you from the Sea.”

He shook his head. “An army, or Great Mother telling me I needed to represent Aratreya this year at the Toran.”

I chuckled again, that certainly would do it.  Then he added, “And how could I say no to Mother Tianna?”  There was that too.  The young leader of the Aratreya had been just sixteen when I saw her last, with an infectious smile and wisdom beyond her years.  You couldn't help but feel protective of her.  She would be what, nineteen now?  Having reached her majority.

I asked quietly, a smile on my face, “How is Tianna?”

There was nothing but pride bursting from the man as he said, “She excels.  And has blossomed into a beauty unmatched.”  I had no doubt of that.  Even at sixteen, she was radiant, with that golden brown hair and olive complexion, she was a heartbreaker.

He glanced around then confided under his breath, “I can't seem to find my land legs, and there is no water around except the canal, and it has no fish yet.  The Prince says there are plans to stock it.”

I smiled and shook my head at the fisherman as we clasped each other's shoulders.  Then I stepped back so Celeste and Bex could greet him as I turned my attention back to the leader of the blended battalion.  “Apologies sir, Alexi is an old friend.”

He inclined his head in amusement. “I have heard you have a tendency of either making friends wherever you travel, or enemies.  There seems to be no in between.”  Then he offered his arm. “Wellford, of Solomon, my Lady.”

We clasped forearms, and his eyes drifted down to my silk gloved hand with its missing finger.  I subconsciously rubbed my hand after we released each other.  I already knew I was a freak.  I inclined my head. “Wellford.”

He glanced back at me as Celeste then Bex clasped forearms with him in turn.  “Sorry, lady, I just thought you would be...”

Celeste and Alexi offered, “Bigger?”  As Bex and Henry offered, “Taller?”

The man nodded, and they all chuckled at my expense.  I shook a fist at all of them while I squinted.  “What you said about enemies, Wellford? You're all edging toward that list.”  This just made them all chuckle some more.  Grr.  Then I broke and grinned and said, “And please, call me Laney.”

With the ice broken, he went about offering introductions to the other knights.  The knight from Hell's Gate, Koren, had a big smile on her face and even darker skin than Alexi.  An adaptation from countless generations under the relentless heat and light of Father Sol in the Burning Desert.  Her shaved head gave her an almost regal appearance.

Mother Udele, and Sylvia and some of the other minor Mothers from the various bands of the Lupei joined us, and yet another round of introductions were offered around.  I had to smile at the warm look that Udele gave Alexi, and her mild but happy surprise to see him here.

With all of the niceties observed, the riders melted back into the huge spiral of wagons which were still arriving, though some still stayed close to me and the assemblage of Mothers.

Wellford dispersed the people from the outpost, and I wasn't sure what to do next, so I asked him, with my eyes on Sylvia, to make sure I wasn't overstepping, “Please, why don't you, and the men of the Toran, feast with the Lupei tonight?”  I opened my eyes wider in question, and Sylvia inclined her head almost imperceptibly as she grinned, indicating she approved.  I almost sighed in relief.

Then Udele clapped her hands at the growing camp,  and called out in the tongue of the People, “Quickly now, you heard my mostenitor, prepare a celebration for this great place of joining cultures!”

Everyone was all smiles as they went into motion, to put together an impromptu feast that only the Mountain Gypsies could.  Celeste moved behind me and laid her hands on my shoulders, letting me know that as always, she was there.  I reached a hand back and rested it on hers and just basked in our togetherness.  I swear after all this is over, I would have an uninterrupted night with her.

I noted a couple confused looking knights who didn't know I was also Lady Laney of Wexbury.  They were likely wondering why a Gypsy woman and a Knight of Wexbury were sharing affectionate touches.  That was after all, what the Prince was counting on in Highland, that people would see me only as a Gypsy woman.

Or maybe it was the simple the fact that we were both women.  It was not unheard of that a woman be with a woman, or a man another man, but it was uncommon, so I could understand some curiosity.

I shrunk under their gaze and grabbed Celeste's hand and dragged her behind me into the relative safety of the spiral maze of the caravan.  Sylvia and my traitorous wife chuckled at me the whole way.  I paused when we were a few wagons deep and asked the smug looking healer,  “Which way is home?”

This got an aborted giggle.  I also realized that here, among the Lupei, I felt as if Sylvia's wagon was home.  Udele walked past us all, more spryly than one of advanced years should have been capable of, and she joined in the mocking. “Come now, my Sora.  This is the Lupei, it is all home.”

Syl called after the woman, “Nobody here is talking to you, you old bat.”

Udele called back without looking, “Yet there you are speaking to me, child.  I swear, such insolence.”  We all smiled.  In such good spirits listening to the women's familiar banter.

I sighed as we reached the center of the wagons where tables and a fire was being prepared in the looming shadow of the Outrider.  Yes, this too, was home.  I looked up into my Lady's eyes, shared a smile then went to work, to help set up the feast.  This is how it ought to be, people helping people.

***

In the morning I awoke and stretched on the bed in Sylvia's wagon with Celeste at my back holding me.  I hugged Ingr, whose bed we shared and grinned at her little goats which were always present and keeping her warm.  She blinked herself awake and smiled at me cutely.  Eli had already gotten up and started to help break camp, so the overcrowded bed wasn't as overcrowded as usual.  I had to chuckle over the fact that Sylvia now had the larger bed in the other room all to herself.

It had been quite a fun and entertaining night, visiting with men and women from each of the realms.  We were shocked to find most of the wagons already moving along, as our band remained in the center of the receding spiral.

We bid our extended family goodbye, we would see them in two or three days in the capital city of the Altii.  I had to chuckle as we saw Alexandru arriving just as we boarded the Outrider again.  The poor man was pushing his horse.  He had to have ridden all night to get here.

Then we took a minute to bid open trails to the Knights of the Toran.  I promised to give Henry's regards to mother when I returned home.

As we took to the sky again, I noted a band of people approaching the great gateway of the Toran from the east.  They looked to be bedraggled and weary, as they pushed or pulled carts with not a horse nor oxen among them.  Outsiders.  They were the Altii equivalent of Gypsies.  People who had left their own realms to travel to try to find a better life.  A life of endless wandering, hiding from marauders and taking handouts from the friendly realms of the Lower Ten.

Outsiders even had their own language, a mashup of English, Gypsy, and Welsh.  I felt for them but also knew they preferred a life, not under the auspices of any realm.  Not being governed by any keep.  They obeyed all the laws of each land in their travels and were ostensibly peaceful people unless backed into a corner.

I found it intriguing that they were heading to the Toran.  They were going to make the crossing to the lands of the north now that there was water and a paved roadway crossing the Gap?

It made me think of Prince George's grand idea that woodland creatures would use the mile wide stretch of artificial grassland to migrate between the two land masses.  It apparently held true for people like this as well.

I shuddered as I realized that it would make it that much easier for marauders and Rogues to make the same journey more easily in the cover of night.  It was not wise to attempt the traverse of the rocky and inhospitable environment of the uninhabitable lands at night.  But an artificial rolling grassland would pose no deterrent.

The world was getting smaller, and with that brought unintended dangers.  I pointed to a large Auto-Wagon below us with an immense spool and workers all around it.  I asked my companions, “What is happening there?”

Bex brightened and said with pride,  “That would be the light communication cable being laid from Wexbury to Highland.  It will also light the Ring across the Gap.  It will be powered by dedicated water wheels on either side of the gap, so no magic potential will be required.”

The silly man was positively brimming with pride, and I could again see the gangly and awkward boy he had once been, shining through with his excitement.  His wide grin split his freckled face under his short spiky blonde hair.  He was another of the rare blondes I knew.

I had to grin back and again think of the wonder of instant communication between the keeps.  It was staggering how quickly the realms adopted technology.  I believe that we as human beings are hungry for it, and the more we consume, the more we feel the want and need to make our lives easier To enrich our standard of living while utilizing it and everything it entails.

I grinned at our absentminded tinker, many of the current advancements came from his overactive imagination and ability to improvise.  Though most of his attempts ended in spectacular failures, we all secretly cheered him on in our heads.

I pulled Celeste over to the mess area and sat down for a moment to rest my legs.  I glanced back at Bex and wondered about him, did he not get tired standing at the wheel all day?  Maybe he should install a pilot's chair.

I was about to ask as I reached for some grapes on the table but hesitated.  All of the grapes and the tangerines were gone, they were my favorites.  So I opted for one of those red apples that Emily has shipped up from Far Reach.  I chuckled and asked, “You spent the night on the Outrider, Bex?”

I was in mid-bite as he said, “No, I was with the Gypsy metal smiths.  Did you know they have ingenious methods of creating alloys and carbon steel that we have never even imagined?”

I stood quickly, leaving a ghostly afterimage of myself on the bench before the wisps caught up with me.  My hand blurred as I instinctively rested it on the hilt of Anadele while I looked around for anything out of place.  They both caught my sudden vigilance and Celeste stood beside me, drawing her blade smoothly as Bex glanced between us and the world outside, concern etched on his face.

My magic bubbled up to meet Celeste's in a joyous dance as she pulled hers to herself as we scanned the cabin.  “What is it, Laney?”

I pointed hesitantly at the fruit bowl.  “Someone has been in the Outrider.  The grapes and tangerines are all gone.”

She looked at the offending bowl then me.  “I had thought you ate them, they are your favorites after all.”

I shook my head as I started toward the cargo area.  “That much fruit would have me running to the Auto-Pot all day.”  When I opened the door, Celeste at my back I heard a little squeak off to the side.  I paused, and my heart started pounding in my chest.  No.  It couldn't be.

I looked at Celeste who had paled as well, as she came to the same conclusion as me.  I spoke out loudly as I moved back and over to the larder door and opened it, “They happen to be somebody else's favorite too.”  I saw one of the potato sacks wiggle and go still, then reached out with a hand and pulled the sack away as I asked, “Isn't that right, Misty?”

We stared at a sufficiently embarrassed little girl who had a half eaten tangerine in her hand.  She said with a mouthful of the citrus fruit, with a shrug, “They're really good.”

It was so hard to be cross with her, she was far too cute for her own good, and quite funny.  She had Celeste's sense of humor.

I squatted down and admonished her as I pulled her to me in a tight hug.  “What are you doing here young lady?  We left you with our mother for a reason, this could be dangerous.”  It was far too late for us to turn around.  We wouldn't be able to return to Wexbury and get to Highland before the Masquerade.

She moved out of my arms and stood up from where we crouched and drew her Anadelea and said, “An aspiring knight of the Junior Regiment must disregard danger to protect those less able, and to stand with her Knights and Soras.  It is when we are not vigilant, that evil can take root.”

I had to cover my mouth to hide the smile, she was quoting my Lady again.  It was one of the speeches Celeste gave to the new squires, with a few embellishments of course.

Celeste was able to keep her own amusement hidden well as she scowled at our daughter and said, “Misquoting me won't get you out of trouble, Misty.”  She pulled her to her and hugged her, stroking her hair and bending to kiss the top of her head.

She kept speaking, “This is not just a party, a Masquerade that we are attending, and it could put you in harm's way.  You are our top priority, and it was for that reason we left you at the Keep.”

She muttered in an impetuous tone, “I know.  You are to investigate who is altering the communiques from the crown to the realms, which is causing all the unrest.  I can help.”

Bex blurted, “You are what?”  Mother Luna, we hadn't confided in him on the orders of the Prince, and it felt like a betrayal to those we held dear.

I stepped out of the larder and squinted one eye and scrunched up my face in apology. “Ummm... yeah.  What she said.  I'm sorry Bex, the Prince decreed that we keep it compartmentalized.”

His eyes were wide.

Then he exhaled once, long and steady then shook his head, obviously hurt as he prompted, “Even from family?”  Now that really hurt, playing the family card, he knew we loved him like a brother.

I nodded. “Yes, even from family.  Now you are the only one who knows... well, except the little stinker there.”

Celeste came out with our embarrassed looking daughter.  I asked her, “What were you thinking?”

Then Celeste added as she squatted in front of her to meet her eyes and ask, “And where did you hear that?”

She shrugged as she deflated a little, seeing our concern.  “The commander of the Junior Regiment must be ever vigilant.”

I translated for everyone, “In other words, you were sneaking around, getting into mischief, and spying on us.”

She nodded. “Yeah, that.”  She tried a sheepish smile, testing the waters.  I was concerned as how to protect her during all of this.

I fought a smile as I admonished her, “Stowing away was reckless and irresponsible.  And we will have words about this when we return home.  When the Lupei arrive in Highland Reach, you will be confined to Sylvia's wagon, is that understood?”

Her eye watered, and she asked, “You're... you're grounding me?”

Mother Luna preserve me, I almost broke, but I nodded.  “Yes.  But Maybe, if we resolve this quickly, there will be time to explore the great city and all of its wonders.”

She perked up at that, then asked hopefully, “Will Ingr be there?”

I rolled my eyes.  What a punishment, being confined with your fastest friend in all the world.  I muttered, “Yes she'll be there.”  She brightened and smiled.  Wasn't this supposed to be a punishment?

Then Celeste asked carefully, “Misty, who else knows about this?”

She looked down at her feet and shrugged. “Nobody.  Just the Junior Regiment.”

This time I cursed out loud, “Mother Luna!”

She quickly added, “They won't tell anyone, they have all sworn allegiance to my Ladies and Soras.  We can keep state secrets.  You didn't know I knew until I ate all the tangerines.”  She gave a toothy, overacting grin.

I couldn't help it.  I started chuckling.  Then my stoic Celeste broke and joined in.  Even Bex seemed to find the humor in it, even though I knew he was truly hurt that we didn't seem to trust him.  But we did, with our lives, we were following the demands of our Sire.  Have I mentioned just how much I dislike political machinations?

Celeste hugged her again then released her, and she looked over at me with her big doe eyes and held her arms out questioningly.  I sighed heavily, crouched, and opened my arms, wiggling my fingers in invitation.  She dove into my arms, and I gave her a tight hug, kissing the top of her head.

Then I stood with her on my hip and walked to the windows and pointed, “Behold, the Great Bridging.”  She scrambled from my hip to lean against the windows and looked down in wonder.  I ruffled her hair and looked aback at an expectant Lord Bexington.

I sighed again and said to Celeste, “We ought to tell the boy everything.  Lest there be surprises in Highland.”

She nodded in agreement, and we began our tale, beginning the night the Prince had shown up at our doorstep.

When we were finished, Bex whistled at all of the implications.  His attitude had shifted from one of hurt and wounded pride to one of reluctant understanding.  If someone could manipulate entire realms, then it would be almost impossible for the crown to know who to trust.  And that it was not us who chose not to tell him.

He muttered, “Amazing what changing but a few words can do.  If done subtly and with great finesse, it can change the entire meaning of a message, as it appears has been done in this instance.”

He nodded as he braced his footing as we were hit by a cross wind which had us swaying and sliding off course.  He wrestled the wheel and a lever to get our nose pointing back up and in the right direction.

Then he added, “I can see the Prince's reluctance to speak with the Dukes himself, as it would take one of great political understanding to orchestrate such a treason against the crown and the eleven realms.  And it has to be an inside job if the messages were changed before reaching their destination.”

Celeste added, “And knowing that does not indicate the espionage to have originated in his court. Once the traitor or traitors are located, then perhaps it can be learned if anyone from the other realms was involved.”

His eyes went wide. “He can't suspect Duke Fredrick?”  I understood the reaction, and I agreed with him.

Our Duke was a man with many failings, true. He was human like the rest of us.  But I knew another truth, that he loved Wexbury and the people in it and would fight to the death for us all.  I have witnessed it at the Battle of the Monolith, and I took the measure of the man I swore my fealty to, and he was a good man.  He was loyal to the crown, even with things strained as they were.

He is, we are, Wexbury is, dedicated to lending aid the weak and aiding our allies no matter the odds.  We stood at Far Reach to end the great Mage Wars, we stood at York to stop the Horde, and we stood at the Monolith to prevent another Mage War.  We will always lend our blade to those in need.  It is the legacy we leave our children, and the example we set for all.

I answered emphatically, “Do I believe that Duke Frederick could be involved in this treachery?  Impossible.  Even Duchess Licia and her strange one-sided feud with my mother stood for all of Wexbury and the realms at the Monolith.  Though a little spoiled, I truly believe she is not involved either.”

Bex chuckled, just a few years ago I would never have deigned to even infer that our Duchess was spoiled.  Maybe I was evolving and slowly accepting my noble status.

Then he cocked his head as he fought the buffeting wind and brought us a little closer to the ground where the winds weren't as fierce.  “You truly don't know why the Duchess disliked Lady Margret?”

I perked up.  Bex knew something about her animosity to mom?  I shook my head, and he glanced at Celeste. “You never told her?”

I swung my eyes to my guilty looking wife as she muttered, “Big mouth much, Bex?”  What?  She knew?  And never told me?

I pointed at the table and narrowed my eyes.  “Spill it, woman.”

She shot another accusing look at Bex, and he held up a hand and looked away from her.  “Payback.  You didn't tell me what was going on here when I was drafted to be your transportation to the Masque.”

I chuckled at the man.  He did have a point.  I squinted playfully at an over pleased looking Misty, now that the attention was off of her own indiscretion now.  I pointed at her and her lips pursed as she tried not to smile.  Dear Lord, my daughter was too cute at times.

We sat at the table, and Misty came over and sat on my lap.  She reached for the fruit bowl, and I stopped her before Celeste could relay what she has been keeping from me.  “Have you eaten anything but fruit since yesterday?”  She looked down at her hands.  Mother Luna, the girl, was going to be the death of me, I worried so.

I moved her to the bench and stood.  Then said cooly to my red-haired warrior wife, “You tell me what you've hidden while I make Misty something to eat.”  I asked, not really wanting to know, “Have you had to use the Auto-Pot?”  Knowing it wasn't going to be pretty if she did since she had been eating nothing but fruit for over twenty-four hours.

She nodded sheepishly.  “When you were out last night, and before you got back this morning.”  By the look on her face, she was learning the folly of overindulging on fruit.

I huffed and turned on the electric stovetop.  I'd call it opulence if it wasn't prudent not to be burning anything in vessels suspended by a bag of air and gas.  I knew helium wasn't flammable, but the sail material the vessel was constructed of, which Bex had coated with some sort of rubberized material, certainly was.

As I made my daughter a meal with the supplies in the larder, Celeste sat back with an apologetic look on her face and tried to defend herself, “It was never my story to tell.  I figured your mother would tell you when she felt it was time.”

I sighed as I prepared soup with some of the smoked meats and dried vegetables.  Mother and her secrets.  One day she will realize that we weren't in Cheap Quarter any longer and that she didn't need her secrets to protect Jace and me anymore.  But I suppose that old habits die hard.

Celeste began, “Back in the days of Sir Tannis, Hero of the Realm, Duke Fredrick was single.  Lady Margret and Lady Lucia were the best of friends.  Thick as thieves, and two of the fairest maidens of the court.”  They had been best friends?  But what could possibly have poisoned that friendship?

She went on, lost in the tale, “Fredrick had courted many Courtiers as he searched for the one who could fill his heart.  He had even taken Countess Lucia to royal gatherings a time or two.  Lucia was completely enamored with the Duke, but he had only eyes for another young Techromancer, the nature elemental who championed the people of his realm.  The Shining Lady, Lady Margret.”

She grinned with silent conspiracy when she added, “Your mother was the only noble who openly challenged him to do better for the people of Wexbury.  She questioned the social divides, and the decisions he made which benefited only those of means.”

She was openly smiling now as she seemed lost in the spinning of the story.  “She showed him that every citizen of Wexbury was important.  From the serf who cleaned the sewage tunnels to Techromancer Donovan who was tasked to protect our greatest treasure, the knowledge amassed in the Great Library of the Techromancy Scrolls.”

My wife made a sad sound as she shared. “One day, the Duke paid a visit to Lucia and Margret as they picnicked on the Great Meadow by the castle.  Lucia was so very excited, and Margret was ecstatic for her, as he held the jeweled ring of Wexbury which had been passed down for centuries to the betrothed of the rulers.  That is where everything went horribly wrong for Lucia.”

Celeste made an apologetic wince and shrugged as she said, “There he proposed marriage to Lady Margaret.  She declined.  She shared that another man, a commoner had come courting, and that she had great feelings for the man.  She was also horrified for her friend, who she would have done anything for.”

She leaned back with her back to the wall as I started absently dishing up a bowl of soup for Misty, my attention riveted on what my wife was sharing with me.  She spread her hand's palm up on the table and cocked her head as she added, “Lucia couldn't forgive your mother, though it was no fault of her own.  She disavowed their friendship and wouldn't have anything to do with Margret after that day.  In time the Prince grew to love Lucia more than he had Margret, and asked for her hand.”

Emerald fire glowed in the back of her eyes, making her already green eyes look like two bright green diamonds as she said through clenched teeth, “So later when Margret married beneath her station after her father, Sir Tannis died in Far Reach, stopping the great Mage War...  Lucia used an archaic law to strip Lady Margret of her title and banished her from the court.”

I just stared at her, and after a few seconds, Misty pried the bowl of soup from my fingers and started eating.  Celeste continued, “She disappeared into Cheap Quarter and was never heard from again.  All thought her dead.  Until one day, this impossible Herder girl, who had stolen my heart, brought our Shining Lady back to us.”

I blushed then blinked.  “Doesn't Lucy know that mother never wanted Fred?  I know it hurts mother, the way Lucia treats her, but she never says a word.”

Celeste shrugged. “I'm sure she knows.  But in her head, she was humiliated in front of the rest of the nobles.  I would imagine that she questions herself every day, wondering if Fred truly loves her or if he just settled for his second choice.  Though anyone who sees the way the man looks at her knows that he is in love with his bride.”

I said absently as I let it all soak in, “That must be a terrible feeling.”  I understood my Duchess more than ever now.  And I felt for my mother, seeing her best friend happy but not being able to share that with her.  Instead having to shoulder the burden of her animosity.

Didn't Lucia know that when mother committed to loving something or someone, it was or life?  I sighed.  It was such a sad secret.  I wish mother would have told me.  Then I balked at a sobering realization, “Mother would have been Duchess of the realm?”

She nodded then gave me a sly smile as she said, “Thank goodness she turned him down, or the world would never have been blessed with you.”  Then she saddened a bit, her face dropping as she mused, “That is another bone of contention.  Not only did you mother flourish in her new life, but when she returned, she did so with the one thing the Duchess could never have.”

I paled in realization and whispered, “Jace and me.”  She nodded.  All knew the tragic story of the rulers of Wexbury.  They tried for years to have children, but it was determined that Lucia was barren.  And for all her numerous faults, the woman loved children with a passion.

So I understood that this woman, her friend who she believed betrayed her, the woman she had banished from the court, returned not beaten, but happy, and with the children she could never have.  I wonder why they have not fostered children of their own, to give the Duke an heir.

I mumbled as I turned to the pot, “I'll have to speak with Lucia some day soon.”

Then to the others, I said, “I made too much soup, anyone feel like any?  I'm full from breaking our fast this morning.”

Bex brightened up.  I chuckled at him. “Of course you're hungry.  You're a boy, and as such, are never full.”  I poured the rest of the soup into a bowl and brought it to him and set it on the tiny table attached to the control console, which had rails around it, so nothing fell off when the Outrider swayed.

Celeste warned in a pitiful voice, “Laney, don't get involved.”  I gave her a toothy, defiant grin that just made her moan, knowing the futility of her protests.  I loved mother, and I loved Lucia, and by the Three Sisters, I would mend this chasm between them.

Bex was chuckling around the spoon in his mouth and said, “That's like telling Father Sol not to rise.”  Then the airship skewed right, he dropped the spoon into the bowl and grabbed the wheel as all of us reached for something to stop ourselves from stumbling.  He brought us back around on course, and I shot him a wicked grin in a “so there” attitude.  He shook his head at me, and I virtually skipped over to join my girls.

I worried about Misty as we sliced through the heavens, leaving the Lupei caravan far in the distance.



Chapter 11 – Highland!

We all crowded near the windows when we left the Gap and entered Highland Reach, flying over the other Toran on this side of the Gap.  This side was manned by only Highland Knights.  They were pointing in disbelief as we passed over.  Misty started waving down at them, and to my amusement, a couple knights waved back, shocked looks on their faces.

I held back a chuckle of appreciation for George's plan to have us arrive in style.  This would definitely make an impression on all of the nobles and royals gathered for the masque.

Then I looked up to the looming mountains to the north.  Its highest point still covered in snow and ice, the glacier peak I had seen from the sky on the other side of the Gap.  For some odd reason, I felt pride in the Lower Ten as I looked at the range of craggy peaks in the distance.  As impressive as the mountains we approached were, even the smallest peaks in the Whispering Walls dwarfed them.

Still, it was a sight to behold... a sight I never thought to see in my lifetime.  Celeste has traveled to all eleven realms and has seen all the wonders of Sparo.  Until I met her, I had only been outside of Wexbury once, when my mother had business outside of Flatlash Keep.  But I was young and didn't remember much of it.

But now, here I was, Laney Herder, with my wife, Celeste Trapper, going to the capitol.  I will now have visited over half of the realms.  I wanted dearly to visit the other five in my lifetime.  A goal that would have seemed impossible when I was younger, but now it seemed within my reach.  I looked around the cabin and smiled, then added, especially now.

Bex said to us, “May as well get settled, it'll be about another four hours, weather permitting, before we reach Highland Reach.”  Highland Reach was the old archaic term for the Highland Realm, and it is also used interchangeably with Highland Keep, the capital city.

I have never thought to ask why the name could be used in so many ways, I have just accepted it as the way things were.  Now that I was actually going to this place which I had only heard of in stories and fairytales that mother told, I was sort of curious.  I'd have to ask Celeste later.

Misty moved over to Bex and grabbed the bottom of the wheel and pretended to steer as he compensated for some mild wind turbulence.  I watched, he was so good with children, always sharing his latest finds with them, teaching by example.  He'll do well with children of his own.

I asked, “Are you sure you wouldn't want one of us to spell you?  It must be tiring fighting this mammoth beast hours on end.”

He shook his head with a grin on his face. “I'll teach others to fly her when we return, but this is thrilling for me to be able to fly her.  I don't mind in the least.”  Then he narrowed his eyes. “Though I may install a seat here, I hadn't originally thought of that.  It does get a little tiresome being on my feet.”  I smiled at that as I had had that thought earlier in our trip.  Then he added, “Besides, I have my co-pilot here to help.”

Misty beamed a smile over at us, and Celeste chuckled at the display, then took my hand and dragged me away from the wonders, where we were passing over one of the multitudes of villages I could see all the way to the horizon along the Ring.  Highland was the most heavily populated realm, being the origin of us all.  Only Solomon came remotely close to the sheer number of people who lived in the lands of old here.

I absently thought of the billions of people who were rumored to inhabit the Earth before the Great Impact.  Those were numbers I just couldn't wrap my brain around.  How did they feed so many?  Was it village after village all packed into the available space as I saw here in Highland?  Most of the planet was covered by great bodies of water called oceans, so there wasn't a lot of lands to go around.  But the great wizards of the Before had been so powerful, so I'm sure they had advancements, for supporting such a population, that we can't even begin to imagine.

Oh, what a wonder it must have been like to live in such times.  We had lost so very much.

I glanced back at the windows at that thought, and noted that the Three Sisters were pale ghostly shadows sitting low on the horizon, they had just about reached conjunction.  The Spring Solstice.  Signaling the Royal Masquerade.  I smiled, though part of me was still terrified, the rest of me was excited.  I was going to the masque!

As we sat and discussed how we might go about investigating for the Prince without drawing undue attention.  I voiced my concern then paused, narrowed my eyes at a smiling Celeste, then my thought process caught up with me, and I got it just before she prompted, “I'm pretty sure drawing attention is our Majesty's plan for us.  A Mountain Gypsy princess has come to the ball.  Representing their culture and being the first official representative of the indigenous people of the land.  Again, sharing cultures.”

I nodded slowly and added distractedly, “Yes. And arriving in a great airship, bringing Carnival in my wake.  A spectacle that none in Highland have experienced this side of the Gap.”

“Mother Luna.  His plan was not stealth.  He wants the visiting Sora to be brash and curious, getting into everything.  Seeing how the Altii live, and how their government and politics are run.  All in the guise of cultural exchange.”

Celeste was shaking her head though it was plain she agreed. “The man is brilliant, but he could have given us some warning or at least laid out his expectations.”

I narrowed my eyes,. “But, will the people of Highland not know of me?  That I am a Wexbury Knight?”

She nodded. “A few.  We keep stories of you as closely guarded as we can, and most of our own people do not know the full truth of you, except rumors that none will acknowledge.  So most outside of Wexbury know of the girl of two people.  A mother of nobles and father of Gypsy blood, who married a Wexbury Knight.”

She smirked. “They will most likely believe you have chosen one over the other, and as you will not be in the colors of Wexbury.  And that would be why you were chosen as the bridge between the two peoples at the Masquerade.  None know of your part in the Battle of the Monolith or even know how close we had come to war with the Gypsies, something you averted.”

She looked at me with pride.  My hand absently went up to the faded red handprints at my throat at the memory.  The battle-hardened red headed warrior who held my heart narrowed her eyes and reached out to take my hand.  My injuries bothered her, she believed them her fault because she was not at my side to prevent them from occurring.

I shook my head at her and brought her hand up to kiss each of her fingers before lacing mine with hers.  I weather my scars, they are the price one pays when standing for the weak, and I wear them with pride.  They are no matter to me, I will never be pretty, vanity neither puts food on the plate, tends the fields, nor protects the people.  There is always a cost to freedom, and if there weren't, then there would be no value in it.

She reached her other hand up to cup my face.  Always the side where my scars bled white mist which seemed to shimmer in the light, like cracks in my being, allowing the magik of the People to spill out.  This knight of my heart and Misty are the only two people who will touch my scars, and it brings me to tears at times over the loving looks they give when they do.  I truly believe they don't actually see them, and I feel almost... normal when they look at me.

I looked at our hands, they looked odd with only three silk covered fingers clasped in hers.  Yes... there is always a cost.  I blinked out of my thoughts when her warm lips were on mine, giving me a tender kiss.  I grinned as I felt I was floating in the air.  Oh wait, I was.  I glanced back to see Misty holding her hands to her chest when she uttered an “Awwwww.”  She was a romantic like me.  I gave her a little wink and she shot a grin that was all teeth back at me.

From his pilot's console, Bex muttered, “Get a room.”  The poor boy was hundreds of miles from his own girl, so I felt for him.

Celeste, not so much, as she teased, “You're just jealous.”

He nodded.  “Yes.  Yes, I am.  I wish Brenda had come on this journey... well, mission.”  He said mission with an accusatory tone.  I scrunched my head to my shoulders sheepishly as he shook his head and smiled.

A couple hours later, I made lunch for all of us.  Opting for sandwiches and fruit since it would be easier for Bex to manage as he flew the vessel.  Misty, got no fruit.  She was suffering from her fruit diet the past day and had to make various trips to the Auto-Pot already.  I figure that was punishment enough.

When we finished, I asked when we would arrive at the keep.  He indicated about an hour.  Bex looked back and smirked then asked, “Misty, do you want to see something amazing from the window?”  Then he lifted his nose in the air and said regally, “You two don't deserve to see this.”

We smirked right back at him as we stood and walked to the front windows with Misty, and I stutter-stepped as my jaw dropped.  From horizon to horizon, stretching out in front of us, we approached a village.  No, not a village, a city.  A city without equal.  Not even Outer Solomon at Solomon Keep was so expansive.  As we crept forward, the city took up more of the view.

Thousands upon thousands of people on foot, horseback, and even auto-wagon were moving about in the streets below.  We saw streaming banners waving on the horizon.  I heard my voice rasping out, “But, you said we had an hour before reaching Highland Reach.”

He chuckled. “I did.  Those streamers on the horizon are at the peak of the castle in the Keep.  This is just Outer Highland.”

Just Outer... MOTHER LUNA!

I thought never to see a grander city than Solomon.  I never thought the capitol could compare.  Now I felt so very small, knowing how tiny Wexbury truly was.  There were ten times the number of people in this single city than in all of our realm.  I always knew that intellectually, but seeing this brought it to staggering clarity.  Now it was real to me, and I still couldn't quite grasp the enormity of what I was witnessing.

I exchanged broad smiles of excitement with Misty, then looked around to find our two companions looking at us smugly.  Well poo on them, they may have seen this wonder before, but my daughter and I thought never to witness it.  I grabbed Misty's hand in solidarity then we both plastered ourselves to the window to watch the buildings and market squares passing below us as the Keep started coming into view, looming like a great leviathan on the horizon.

There was at least a dozen soaring stone cathedrals in just the parts of the city we could see.  We had but the one in our keep.  The farther into the urban sea we proceeded, the bigger and taller the buildings got.  They were so tightly packed near the center, that there was no green space to grow herbs or vegetables between the structures.

Most buildings near the Keep were multistory, like those in the Belt back home.  I could see groups of children running along in the streets, pointing at us in the sky.  Misty was waving at them, though I don't think they could see from that distance, not like the men on the top of the Toran could.

And towering above it all was a castle beyond compare.  It's soaring watch towers, spires and turrets reached for the heavens, dominating the sky.  The flags and streamers waving from the ramparts were the things of fables, like in the fairytales mom would read to us at night, or the songs the bards would sing as they moved through the lands, sharing knowledge through their tales.

I was beyond awestruck as I heard the large blades of the motors whupping down as we slowed.  The castle alone had to have been over a mile in length, the courtyard grounds within the inner walls alone would have swallowed our entire keep whole.  The outer walls of the Keep enclosed, I know from my studies in the Great Library, over twelve square miles of space.

I looked west and pointed.  Like in Wexbury, Highland Reach was built on the bank of the largest lake in the realm.  We gazed at the waters of Lake Hope, and I felt a warm pride knowing that this was at least one point which excelled over Highland.  While impressive, Lake Hope was a bit smaller than our Dragontooth, and it had no islands in it as ours did.

I know I sound childish making comparisons like that, but the sheer scale of everything I was witnessing in this oldest of realms, was making me feel a little small, and insecure about our own realm.

But then I straightened when I saw great paddle wheels on the river leading into the lake.  I swiveled to look at the castle ramparts again, they were lined with windmill generators.  Then I peered down, craning my neck until I found a couple auto-wagons going about their business in the streets below.  Pride swelled inside to replace that insecurity.  These modern advancements were all Wexbury's doing.  We may be small, but our people are causing sweeping changes through all of the realms, even Highland.  We were making an impact even here, making life easier for all.  That heat I felt burning inside was the fire of Wexbury.

There was a huge grassy buffer between the keep and the buildings of Outer Highland, at least two hundred yards wide.  I knew this buffer to be a defense so that nobody could sneak up on the walls of the Keep under the watchful gaze of the dozens of lookouts on those walls and in the towers.

A low stone fence divided the defensible space from the city.  There appeared to be people picnicking and just lounging in the warm spring breeze.  I said, “Look there,” to Misty as I pointed out a couple entertainers and minstrels about.  It was almost like Carnival but not quite as grand or merry.  Was this how it always was in Highland?

I almost slapped my own forehead, of course it wasn't, they were preparing for the Royal Masquerade.  Guests have likely been arriving for days now, and the entertainment was to lighten spirits after some have traveled weeks to get here.  I tried to quell a smirk.  We had traveled a week's time in under two days in the Outrider.  I congratulated Bex silently in my head.

The motors started rotating backward, pulling us quickly to a halt a hundred yards from the Keep walls and then Bexington chuckled.  “Well this is problematic, I hadn't thought this through.”

Celeste looked at him then the green space below, teeming with people, then started chuckling.  I realized what they were speaking of and had to chuckle too.  Misty just looked at all of us like we had lost our minds.  I asked Misty, “Where are we to land?”

She furrowed her brow then turned back to the window and waved her arms frantically like that would make the people below part to give us space.  She had a look of consternation on her face which was completely adorable.  She turned back at us and shrugged, causing another round of chuckles.

Celeste's eyes furrowed as she glanced back out to the Keep.  I followed her gaze and dozens upon dozens of archers streamed out onto the wall-walks on the battlements, aiming iron-tipped arrows our way, I could taste them from here.

She moved to a side window with me following.  Mounted Knights and Footmen streamed out of one of the four great portcullis arches.  Blades drawn.  She muttered a curse then shot me an apologetic look when I looked back to our daughter.  I mused, “Apparently George didn't inform his people about our means of transport?”

She shook her head. “Apparently not.  I swear that man has an overactive flair for the dramatic.”  Then she looked back and said in the tone she used with the green Squires in the training courtyard.  “Misty, you stay beside Bex.”

Then she moved to the egress door and slid it up.  I was hit with the smells of a spring breeze mixed with the unpleasant smells that accompanied all of the larger settlements I have visited.  She held onto the door frame and leaned out a bit and called out, “Bex, bring us lower.”  He moved the large lever back, holding down a smaller lever on the handle which he called his deadman's switch.  I could hear the compressors as they pulled helium into storage tanks and we started descending.

He moved the huge propellers to a horizontal orientation with another lever and started them slowly whupping in the air, stabilizing us in a hover, and moving us down, bit by bit.  I moved beside Celeste and looked through the open door to the ground far below.

The heavily armed Knights were moving people away, clearing a large space and lining up in a double flank battle configuration.  Mother Luna, they were prepared to attack!  I placed a hand on Celeste's shoulder.  She was an open target for the archers in the group below.

I wasn't worried too much about the ones on the battlements we had dropped below now, they were over a hundred yards off and would have to be exceedingly good shots to hit anything accurately from that distance.  Though that didn't stop them from showering the Outrider with a rain of arrows that would perforate it's rubberized canvas skin.

She looked back with confidence and patted my hand.  When we were but fifty feet from the ground, Celeste called out over the sound of the crowd which was reaching us now and the sound of the Outrider's motors whupping, “Salutations Highland.  We are here under invitation from the crown.”

I heard a man's baritone rumble in return, “Land that confounded contraption and come out where we can see you, leave your weapons on board!”  Then he added after a moment, seeing Celeste's armor, “Wexbury?”

She nodded then said, “There are but four of us.  Myself, another Wexbury Knight, a Gypsy Sora, and a child.  I regret that neither the Sora nor I can leave our weapons inside.  Mountain Gypsy protocol.”  I was so nervous my magics were bubbling up and spilling from me as my eyesight changed, bathing the world in tints of amber.  Would they truly attack us?  I felt the answering magic of people below, they had Techno Knights in their ranks.

The man growled out a curse, then before he could protest she called to him, “Have your men stand back, we must drop anchor.”  I heard him bark something out, and then she looked back over her shoulder and nodded to Bex.

He nodded back and winked at a nervous looking Misty, then pointed at two levers.  Her nervousness faded into excitement as she grasped one lever and looked up at him questioningly, eyes hopeful as she asked, “Really?”

He nodded again. “Of course, it is the job of my co-pilot.”  He was so good with her.  She grinned maniacally and then pulled the lever down.  We could hear the sound of metal chains clinking loudly and then a thud as the first anchor hit the ground.

Then she looked up for confirmation, Bex winked, and she grinned and pulled the second lever.  The cacophony of sound, and answering thunk, followed again from the other side of the gondola.  Our chivalrous companion nudged his chin.  “Now pull the smaller lever on them and push them back up at the same time.”

She did as she was told then we heard the sound of chains sliding on metal and the Outrider lurched then started descending to the ground as he cut the motors and started the compressors while the chains were reeled in.  I had watched him doing all of this on his own a couple times now.  It seemed a lot to do to land the vessel, but then again, there was nothing else like it in this world of ours, so I suppose complex was better than impossible.

The gondola contacted the ground, causing us to adjust our footing, so we didn't stumble.  Then the man called out again as Bex started twisting knobs and pulling levers to power the airship down, “Now step out slowly, keeping your hands visible.”

Celeste almost growled.  I understood.  Why hadn't Prince George told his men of our arrival?  The distress it was putting on us, on my daughter, could have been avoided.  I held an arm out to Misty, and she hugged onto my waist.  We looked back and had to smile through our discomfort as our dear Lord Bexington disconnected wires and unclasped gadgets from his armor.  He stacked it all, and his pack then pulled his blade and laid it across them before he joined us.

The man called out, “Knights first.”

Celeste nodded and stepped our, keeping her hands held to the side, palms up.  Bex followed.  The silly boy held his hands up above his head.

Then I followed with Misty, and I looked nervously around, trying to pull my magics in before I started calling metals to me.  The Outrider was surrounded by a ring of footmen, archers, and mounted knights.  All with weapons drawn.

Celeste took a step toward a man who was as large as Sir Tennison, with a battle-scarred brow and a chin of granite.  He was imposing in his gleaming plate mail and cape, in the greens and gold of Highland Keep.  But most noticeable to me was the feel of the immense spark of magic he held inside, his eyes trailed silver sparks in answer to my own magic.  He was a Techno Knight.

Celeste allowed her emerald magics rise and spill out unchecked to let the man know what we were as well.  Then she offered an arm, “Salutations Highland.”

The man growled and didn't clasp her arm. “Wexbury.”

Then another man pushed through the line of knights, he was not a magic user, but he had fire in his eyes as he pointed at us and almost bellowed, “They dare defy the commander of our home battalion?  Remove your weapons now or face my blade, insolent woman!”

Celeste stepped foot over foot to the side, creating distance between her and us as she smirked and growled back, “I'll do more than be insolent, pup.”  What was she doing!?

My heart was pounding, and fear was rising as men stepped between us, their weapons raised, stopping us from aiding my Lady.  What was happening?  This was supposed to be an adventure at the Masquerade with a little sleuthing for the Prince.

The young man strode forward confidently.  If he weren't threatening my wife, I'd have said he was an exceedingly handsome young man.  Lean and tightly muscled with the roguish looks that would have the maidens in Wexbury clamoring for his favor.  He had a cocky grin on his face, and his wavy dark hair flowed over his shoulders like Alexandru's.

His slate grey eyes burned with intelligence and I couldn't shake the feeling of familiarity.  He didn't even slow.  His powerful stride continued while he smoothly drew a thin longsword fluidly as he started to pivot to slash out at Celeste.

I swallowed a scream as my Lady just pivoted away from the slice as the blade stopped just inches from her face.  She smiled fiercely, and I let out the breath I had been holding when I saw she had stopped his blade with a small dagger she kept in her belt.  She leaned over the two crossed blades, hers looking humorously small against his long double edged sword.  “You'll have to do better than that, pup.”

I pushed Misty into Bex's side, and he placed a hand on her shoulder, and before I could step forward, I had no less than ten blades pointing at me.  I paused and held my hands to the side and moved back to Misty as I helplessly watched the battle unfold before us.

The man spun the other way, and Celeste countered by spinning and landing back to back with the man, her forearm blocking his and arresting the progress of the blade in the air.  The men and women in the line of Knights started cheering and egging the two on.

The man dropped and heaved his shoulder into my redheaded warrior.  She let the momentum push her away from him, and she turned it into a graceful somersault that ended with her dagger across her chest, stopping his follow-up strike inches from contact again.

She spun away chuckling, unsheathing her short sword fluidly to wind up facing the man, her blades crossed above her head, catching a downward strike.  He growled and pushed them apart, drawing a second parrying blade, which was as long as Anadele, to my chagrin and embarrassment.  He was smiling.

Celeste smiled back.  She was in mortal combat, and she was enjoying herself.  I was going to have heart failure, and she was smiling.  If we survived this, I was going to kill her.  She tucked her dagger into her belt and drew the parrying blade strapped to her left calf.

The two knights dove at each other, blades clashing, clanging and sparking.  I could feel and taste all the metals around me and in the Outrider.  The iron in the blades, armor, arrowheads and even in the blood of all those standing around me.  The nearest knights noticed their blades being gently tugged toward me and I tried to calm myself before I called them to me to have a deadly cyclone of metal orbiting me.

I watched the deadly dance of two well trained Knights.  Celeste matched the young man blow for blow.  What was she doing?  She was faster than that.  I saw her pull her strikes a dozen times, and she could have disarmed him another half dozen times to put an and to this.  Then maybe we could plead our case.  She hadn't even used her magic, she could have ended this in moments against a non-magic user.

She leapt over his sword then wound up side by side, her arm along his arm and she dropped her blades and hooked his arm, throwing him over her back.  His blades clattered to the ground as he was flipped, but he managed to land on his feet and then reversed the throw.

Celeste was extremely strong, but this man was stronger, and he had her flipping through the air a moment later.  She landed smoothly with a fierce grin, in a sliding three-point stance.  She stood and beckoned him in a taunting manner.

He straightened his chest plate.  I noted his armor was unmarred, undented, gleaming as though it were brand new.  Was this why she was going easy on him, had he just been newly knighted?  And was he now trying to prove something to his fellow knights by attacking a woman who offered no insult, no violence of her own?

He didn't wear the full plate mail his commander did. Instead, he opted for the leather armor with plate protection for his chest, arms, and shins like most knights preferred, giving up protection for more agility and speed with the lighter and more flexible arrangement.  Us Wexbury knights, like Celeste and I, opted for this option, though there were a couple old school knights in the ranks who preferred the heavier and more archaic plate mail or chain mail.

The metal pieces of my armor were thinner, stronger, and lighter than anything any other knight in all the realms possessed.  It was a high carbon steel alloy that the Gypsy metal smiths had devised.  And I felt oddly vulnerable standing there in a bright gypsy dress instead of that armor.  It was only the weight of Anadele and Hera at my hips and the reassuring coolness of my small dagger against my skin in my boot that took the edge off of that discomfort.

The man growled through a smirk. “Not bad, for Wexbury.”

Celeste chuckled then they charged at each other, bellowing their battle cries as they collided in a flurry of blows and kicks that would have knocked me senseless.  Again and again, they clashed.  The boy was visibly tiring, and I don't think my girl was even breathing hard yet.  He said with false bravado, “Is that all you got?”

She cocked an eyebrow imperiously at him then she spun under a strike, hooked his arm and spun low, ramming her other elbow against the back of his leg.  He crumpled back as she kept twisting under him.  She rose at the end of her move with the young man off the ground, his back stretched across her shoulders.

This was it.  The man dangled helplessly.  All she had to do was yank down to break his back.  I had seen her do that in battle before.  I wanted to call out and tell her not to, but I stopped when she looked over her shoulders at the grinning man, and said almost primly, “No, this is all I got, pup.”

He tapped her back twice in surrender, and they both started chuckling as she set him on his feet and they clasped arms.  Then she hugged him almost desperately, her eyes welling with tears.  I blinked, getting a little jealous as he hugged her back.  What was happening?  The other knights around us, all started laughing uproariously, lowering their weapons to hold them aloofly, or sheathing them.

The Knights moved from in front of me, and I ran to my Lady's side, then stutter-stepped when she said, “By the gods Michael, you look well.”

Michael?  This was her brother?  Then I realized why I recognized his eyes, they were the eyes in the painting of Celeste's family she keeps in our wagon.  They were but children in the painting, but this was the boy depicted in it.  Then I could see the similarities to Donovan in the young man and absently wondered if this is what the Prime Techromancer would look like with hair.

He smiled and looked her up and down. “As do you, sister.”

Celeste shook his shoulders once as she looked upon him with pride, looking at the armor which didn't bear the mark of a squire.  “You received your commission?”

He nodded and said almost sheepishly, “His Majesty thought it would make a fine surprise for you to do it before you arrived.”

She just beamed at the man, and you could see that blood or not, he was her brother, and she loved him as such.  Then she looked quickly back at me with a hand outstretched, which I took and slid in beside her.  She said with pride that caused a blush to burn on my cheeks and down my neck, as my magics bled away, “And this my brother, is Sora Laney of the Mountain Gyspy Lupei, my wife.”

He beamed a smile down at me, and I blushed and offered an arm.  He instead bent and lifted me in a swinging hug as he said, “So you are the one to tame the unruly beast?  It is a pleasure to have you in the family, Laney.”

I couldn't help grinning as he set me down and I replied, “The pleasure is mine, it is so good to finally meet you.  Celeste is so proud whenever she speaks of you.”

He nodded and teased, “Well, she has good sense that one.”  She backhanded his gut and her gauntlet clanked against his armor's breastplate.

I rasped out as I narrowed my eyes and accused, “You set all of this up.”  The evil man was trying ever so valiantly not to chuckle at me.  He was just as infuriating as my Lady.

Then Celeste came to his rescue and held her hand out, making grasping motion, and Misty came running over to take her hand.  She said with so much warmth and pride, “And this, Michael, is our daughter, Misty.”

His eyes shot wide in surprise, shock, then joy.  So, there were some things the Prince hadn't told him yet.  Celeste said, “Misty, this is your uncle, Michael.  Well not really your uncle because he was fostered out, but he is still my brother in my heart.”

He crouched and she narrowed an eye at him then stomped his toe, he was so surprised that he stumbled back, then Misty's stick was at his throat as the crowd laughed at the surprised young knight.  She said coolly, “You tried to hurt my mom.”

I reached out, pushed Anadelea slowly down, and shook my head. “No, these two jerks were just saying hello, and giving me a panic attack.”  I shook a finger at both of them accusingly.  They had the good sense to look sheepish.

Michael squatted again and opened his arms and asked, “Apologies?”

She nodded with a harrumph and slid her stick back into her sash and then stepped forward to hug the man.  He looked at us and said with a nod, “Fierce.”  I beamed with pride, though she has to stop assaulting Highland Knights.

Then Misty asked, “Are you really my Lady Celeste's brother?”

He nodded as he hugged her then stood back up.  “I can't seem to shake her, so it would seem so, little Misty.”

Misty looked pleased with herself, learning her extended family was growing then she came to my side and I draped an arm around her.

Michale straightened when the Techno Knight cleared his throat beside us.  And the young knight said to the man, “Oh, proprieties.  Countess Celeste of the Techno Knight Order, Blade of Temperance of Wexbury, daughter of Prime Techromancer Donovan, Lady of the Court, and her wife Sora Laney of the Mountain Gypsy Lupei band.  Their daughter, Countess Misty of Wexbury?”  We nodded.

When he said my Gypsy title, all the knights present offed a surprised shallow bow.  I felt self-conscious and made a desperate rising gesture before I died of embarrassment.  They were all trained, most from the day they were born, how to comport themselves in front of nobility that outranked them, or royalty, which is what my Sora title equated to.  It was surreal that when using that title instead of my Countess title, I was a peer of the Prince and Princess of the realm.  They stood straight again to my relief.

Then Michael turned to us and introduced the man, “Count Silas of the Techno Knight Order, Blade of Right of Highland, Lord of the Court.”  This man was Celeste's counterpart here, but the commander of the home battalion instead of the mobile battalion.  I had heard of this man's fighting prowess.  It was spoken of by Sir Tiberius and a couple of the Wexbury nobles who had met the man.

Celeste again offered the formal greeting, “Greetings Highland.  We have come to court for the Masque.”

He grasped her forearm. “Greetings Wexbury.”  He tightened his grip, then she followed suit.  He cocked an eyebrow then they got into a childish game of who had the bigger dick as they tightened their grips even further.  I slapped both of their arms. “Would you two stop it, you're setting a bad example for my daughter.”

They released each other, trading smirking grins.  I swear I can't bring my wife anywhere.  So I took control before they started wrestling or something.  I offered my arm and said, “Highland.  I bring my family to Carnival at the gates.  They will arrive in the next couple days.”

His eyes went wide in shock as a murmur went through the crowd.  He promted in a stunned tone, “Your Highness?  The Gypsies come to Carnival at Highland?”

I nodded then hissed, “Call me Laney, please.”  I pointed all around me accusingly. “The whole lot of you, not Sora, nor Majesty, just Laney.”

He nodded still shocked about the historic event that was to occur in his lifetime.  I pressed on, motioning my hand toward Bex, who had joined us, looking around nervously, still piecing everything together.  “And this brilliant man with us is Baron Bexington of Wexbury, Knight of the Realm, and Lord of the Court.  He is the captain and inventor of our airship.”

The men clasped forearms and Sir Silas cocked his head and said distractedly, “So you're Bexington of Wexbury?  All in Highland know of your inventions.  I thought you'd be...”  He trailed off and then changed subjects. “Nevertheless, welcome to Highland.”  I understood, Bex wasn't really what you would expect of one of the most creative minds of Sparo.  But he was ours, and we loved him.

Bex nodded in confusion of his own, and half asked, “A pleasure?” 

The big man chuckled at him and clapped his back.

Then Silas motioned an arm toward the soaring portcullis nearest us. “Come, the Prince is expecting you, Sor... umm... Laney of the Lupei, and your escort.”

I noted Bex wasn't included in the summons, so I squatted in front of Misty and said, “You have to stay with Uncle Bex, this is Crown business like in the Duke's chambers.”  She didn't look happy about that but nodded.

We followed the huge Techno Knight, and he led us through the Knights and the crowd of people who had gathered beyond, to gawk at us and the Outrider.  George wasn't going to like the fact that Bex knew the score now, but I trust Bex with my daughter's life, that should assuage the Prince's concerns.

I hear murmurs of gypsies as I passed, and some of Carnival.  I hid a smile, knowing that if the Highland grapevine were anything like Wexbury's, then this entire city would know within hours.  The more different the various realms were from each other, the more they were alike.

I smirked at Celeste when I refused to take her offered arm.  That would teach her to give me a heart attack like that.  Grrr.  I caved and rolled my eyes, then laid my hand on her proffered elbow.  Then I blushed, she always treated me like a lady, like I mattered.  I pushed Micheal who was accompanying us, because of the little grin on his face at my hand on her arm.  This just got all three chuckling. I grumbled, “Truly, am I the only adult here?”  They were all on my smiting list.

Then all of my plans of revenge slipped out of my mind when I glanced up, and my jaw dropped in awe of the sight of the soaring castle in front of me.  It looked so much more imposing than from the air.  This, more than any of the wonders I had seen this day, drove home the fact that I, Laney Herder, chicken farmer, was in Highland!

 



Chapter 12 – Audience

We made our way through the cavernous entry hall, with its smooth polished ashlar, and rows of great carved arcading pillars.  Two grand staircases arched gracefully up to a second tier which flowed around the space in a balcony promenade around the grand room, with a third, huge staircase at the far end leading up to the balcony.  I could see a corridor beyond of such size it must have reached three or four stories in height. Nine or ten knights could have ridden their chargers side by side down its length.

The place was bustling with people and an excited and nervous energy.  I could pick out castle staff in the colors of Highland moving about the people heading down the corridor to what I assumed would be the receiving room, to discuss all manner of things with the crown.

But like Wexbury, I noted they were all dressed as nobles, but of various realms here, and only one or two commoners who were given a wide berth by the nobles, like they would catch something from them if they got too close.  This division seemed universal.  There would always be nobles and serfs, with no mixing, and this laid heavy on my heart.

We traversed the stairs and then navigated that herculean corridor, passing large oversized doors its entire length.  I caught a glimpse through an inordinately huge set of doors into a room that had stairs leading down into a grand ballroom which would have swallowed an entire wing of Castle Wexbury into its voluminous space.

It appeared that there were close to a hundred workers in it, setting up for a celebration.  My heart sped up, knowing that this must be where the Masquerade would be held in just two days time.

We reached the end of the corridor where four footmen and four armed guards in the colors and armor of the Prince's personal guard stood in front of another set of high arching doors.

The timbers were so huge I could hardly imagine the great trees which were felled to create the portal.  I could taste the huge bands binding the slabs and the great hinges that were each taller than myself with their spaced bands bolted through the timbers.  They were steel, not cast iron, most likely to take the huge weight of the mammoth doors.

There was a line of people which stretched possibly a hundred yards down the corridor toward the entry hall.  I felt for the Prince and Princess, they had to contend with requests from people like this constantly, plying for just a moment of time turning the ear of the crown.  I would assume they had just certain hours of the day like our Duke and Duchess where they would receive their subjects and grant audiences.

People started murmuring as we walked past, I heard excited whispers about a Gypsy at the court, rippling along the line.

I paled as we were marched past the line, catching glances of the gifts and baubles, each had in hand for the crown.  I smiled at a man that the others in line kept a couple paces from.  A strong man with honest dirt from honest labor on his hands and patchwork clothes.  He held a live chicken under his arm for his rulers, likely all he could tithe.

Then I paled and almost panicked.  We were going to enter the receiving hall without a gift for our rulers.  Celeste cocked an eyebrow at me.  I exhaled, deflating a bit and whispered, “We have no tithe.”

She chuckled low and whispered back, “We were summoned, Laney.  It will be fine, just relax, you're starting to bleed energy.”

Relax?  As if I could relax in the castle of the crown of Sparo.  Had insanity taken my wife?  Her smirk started growing as she watched me then whispered, “Internal rant?”

I growled at her and then whispered a confirmation, “Internal rant.”  I smiled on the inside, she knew me better than I knew myself.  I let my building nervous magic dissipate.

Michael asked us, “What are you two going on about?”

Celeste just rolled her eyes at the man and shoved his shoulder playfully.  He shook his head and smiled as he turned back to the doors as we arrived at our destination.

The guards saw me and their eyes widened almost imperceptibly, and the four of them bowed slightly at the waist.  One said, “Sora.”  The footmen glanced back at the guards in surprise and then bowed deeply at the waist.  Gasps and expressions of surprise rolled along the line of those assembled.  I heard whispers of “Princess” and “Gypsy royalty” traveling like a ripple across the surface of a still pond.

Then to my eternal embarrassment, first one Lady, then a Lord took a knee, head down in supplication and the entire line followed suit.  I was so flustered, a hot blush burning on my cheeks.  What were these people doing?  I said loudly in a hoarse rasp, “Mother Luna... please rise, all of you.”  I did a double take up at my red-haired traitorous love, she looked overly smug and amused.  Smiting list for her.

The people all rose, and the whispers began anew, eyes that just before had held a spark of curiosity, now burned in true interest.  I hated having so many eyes trained on me.  Celeste whispered, “Stand tall Laney, you represent all of the Mountain Gypsies here at the court of Highland.  Do us all proud.”

I exhaled, nodded, then took a deep breath, standing to my full five foot one.  She was right, I would do Ranelle and Mother Udele proud here, and not cower like a rat before a barn cat.

That thought distracted me, and I suppressed a chuckle.  Misty had taken to befriending the stray cats that roamed the streets of Cheap Quarter and the Trough.  The feral beasties loved her, it had to be her affinity for the nature element.  They all acted tamed pets around her when we strolled my old streets together, instead of the rodent hunters they were.

I have always heard rumors that in some realms, they were actually domesticating the small felines.  I didn't see the draw before, everyone knows that dogs make the best companions.  But seeing the cats around Misty was a wonder, and they were sort of really cute.

A minute later the great doors groaned as they opened wide enough for a person to step through.  A young man stepped out wearing a page's cap, dressed immaculately in a page uniform with the crest of Highland emblazoned on it.  He did a shallow bow, lowering his eyes and making an ushering motion.

A couple dressed in court finery stepped out, not even paying attention to the page as the woman scolded the upset looking man.  She muttered to him as they just stepped past us, “I told you, you were overreaching with your request, but did you listen to me?”

The slightly plump Lord shook his head and said in resignation, “No dear.”

I tried not to smile as they kept walking down the corridor, her chastising, “Right, no dear.”

The page looked at the line, and a Lady started to step forward.  Sir Silas held a hand out, stopping her and he shook his head and said, “Apologies, Lady, but the Prince will see Sora Laney of the Mountain Gypsy Lupei now.”

The woman bowed slightly to all of us and said graciously, “Of course.”  Then she added almost shyly, glancing at me, her eyes lingering on my shimmering scars,  “My Lady.”

I almost harrumphed at the absurdity of it all.  I was nobody's Lady.  Instead, I gave her a smile as Silas whispered into the page's ear.  The young man nodded once, his face schooled and serious, like well-trained pages should be.

Then he looked at us. “Follow me please, Ladies.”

We started in, and Michael went to follow, but Silas laid a hand on his shoulder, lightly restraining him and saying, “Only the Sora and her escort, Greenie.”  I suppressed a smile.  They called the newly minted knights in Wexbury, greenies as well.  It was good to see that our cultures weren't that far divided.

The receiving hall was just that, like in our own castle, the room was barely twice as wide as the doors themselves. Arcades of fluted columns held up the soaring arched ceiling, making you feel smaller, and the thrones on the raised platform at the end seem farther away than the fifty yards or so.

There were raised steps on either side, rising up through the columns making it a tiered trough which we traveled through.  I caught in my peripheral vision, the shadows of the Prince's own standing between the pillars.  This was possibly the most secure room in the castle next to the royal bed chambers.

Torches in sconces on the pillars added a sense of timelessness though most of the light was coming from somewhere else, lighting the space wth a steadiness that could only be electrical.  I reached out to taste the power and could feel it answer, validating my observation.

The closer we got to the thrones, the heavier I felt, as my magik of the People started blanketing me as if to protect me from the nervousness that was building exponentially inside of me.  Which was just silly, as I have met George and Everly many times before.  Yes Laney, but never in the receiving hall of Highland Reach.

I was leaking white misty magik everywhere as I blurred when I moved, leaving ghostly afterimages which seemed to linger a moment then rush back to me as if afraid to stray too far behind.  My shadow was blotted away by the soft glow surrounding me.  Celeste took my hand and gave it a squeeze, reminding me that she was there, and I relaxed a bit, taking a small measure of her strength into me.

We stopped at the halfway point, where the hall widened into a circular area, and the ceiling high above was a domed, sweeping arch shape, lit from below by some of the hidden lighting.  The page moved in front of us to the middle of the space and said in clear, crisp tones that were seemingly amplified somehow by the shape of the space and that oddly scalloped ceiling, “Sora Laney of the Mountain Gypsy Lupei.  And her escort, Countess Celeste of the Techno Knight Order, Blade of Temperance of Wexbury, daughter of Prime Techromancer Donovan, Lady of the Court.”

There were handmaidens, a scribe, and a couple footmen standing at the base of the thrones, who all bowed at my introduction then stood again.  George was draped aloofly across his great throne which had images caved into its tall back, which looked to be a dragon's head beside the crest of Highland.  He had one leg dangling off the arm of the throne and swinging idly as he steepled his fingers to his chest while he grinned at us.  I knew this just to be an act, to keep those around him off guard, as the man didn't want people to know his true depth.

Everly appeared to take her position more seriously, as she sat regally on her matching throne.  I noted that the thrones were the exact same size, rather than hers being smaller like Duchess Lucia's was back home.  This leant credence to me, of George's assertion to us that he ruled equally with his wife.  She looked radiant and regal in her court finery, only her own crooked smile as she looked at us ruined the illusion of a ruler who stood apart from us all.

George hopped spryly to his feet beckoning us forward as he jumped off the platform then reached his hands up to receive his wife who had followed.  He lifted her down like she weighed nothing more than a sparrow in his hands.

He said, “Thank you, Rafael, that will be all.”  He looked around. “The rest of you are dismissed, I need to speak with the princess in private.”

The page, Rafael, and the rest all gave a bow and then filtered out behind the columns where I had no doubt, servant's doors were located.  This left us alone with the rulers as they quickly approached.  Well as alone as one could be with a couple dozen armed guards that is.

I was about to curtsy when Everly pulled me into a hug.  I stood there awkwardly, not knowing what to do as she said, “Laney, you made it.”

George patted her shoulder and said with humor coloring his tone, “Love, I believe you've broken the poor girl.”

The Princess released me with a chuckle. “Come now Laney, aren't we past that yet?”

I shrugged in apology. “Sorry, Highness... I mean Everly.”

Celeste seemed overly amused at the whole situation.  I'd be sure to make her pay for that later.  She offered a slight bow to then said, “Majesties.”

Everly huffed out a breath of exasperation then sighed.  My girl clasped forearms with George and then gave Everly a little hug when the crowned princess wiggled her fingers.  I offered my hand to the Prince and inclined my head as he grasped my forearm, “George.”

He looked at us. “You had a good trip?  How long in that wondrous flying machine?”

Celeste said with pride, “Yes, thank you.  And under two days.  The flight could be made in ten to twelve hours if we had another pilot to spell Bexington.”

The man just shook his head at the impossibility of it as he said in incredulity, “Amazing.”

Then he brightened. “You've seen  Michael?”  He was like a child with a new toy.

Celeste beamed a pleased smile to our rulers and nodded. “Yes, he met us at the gates.”  She shook her head and said in a proud tone, “A knight no less.”

Everly waved that off. “Like sister like brother.”

Then with the niceties dispensed of, George moved over to one of the steps lining the hall and sat, we all followed suit and he let out a long sigh and seemed to deflate a little as he said, “Let us discuss this nasty business of treason then, shall we?”

The rest of us deflated in resignation too as we agreed and we started discussing how to proceed.



Chapter 13 – Family

We were thoroughly briefed, and a plan of action solidified by the time we stepped out of the receiving hall an hour later.  Michael and Silas were still waiting for us at the door with the guards and footmen.

Rafael was with them, waiting when I pulled one of the massive doors open with less effort than I would have thought possible.  Celeste had an amused look on her face when I looked shocked.  She whispered, “Counter-weighted pulley system within the wall.”  Ohhhh.  That was ingenious.  I would have thought it would take a small team of horses.

Rafael looked inside a moment taking his cue from the Prince then shut the door and looked at the expectant people lined up for an audience.  “The crown will retire from the receiving hall for the day.  Please remain in line, and I will add you to the ledger so that you do not lose your place in line tomorrow.  The crown will grant audiences between two and four tomorrow afternoon.”

There was moaning and complaining, and even one woman burst into tears, the other nobles in line comforting her.  I felt rather guilty that we had taken up half of the time for audiences without meaning to.  Then I narrowed my eyes.

Wait.  George had done that on purpose, he could have just as easily have summoned us afterward.  I guess it could get tedious having to listen to the concerns of citizens or overtures from nobles day in and day out, but that is a burden those who rule must shoulder.  A sneaky man was George.

Michael asked Celeste as Silas started leading us back out, “What did his Highness have to say?”

With a twap, Silas slapped the back of the younger knight's head and chastised, “The doors were closed for a reason, and it isn't your place to ask what goes on behind closed doors with his Majesty.”

Michael dropped his head in mock resignation then Silas leaned in toward us. “So, what did his Highness have to say?”  I actually snorted then slapped a hand over my mouth as I prepared to die of embarrassment.

Celeste placed my hand on her arm and patted it, looking like a pleased barn cat who had just eaten a mouse.  Then she told the big man, “He was just asking about our travels, and about the Outrider.  He is fascinated by the vessel.”

I looked up at her.  It was a smooth and plausible response even though I knew how she disliked deceiving fellow knights.  But until the traitor or traitors were unmasked, we didn't know who we could confide in.  And besides we were in a public venue with hundreds of ears present.

I paused mid-step, pulling my Lady to a halt at the distressed looking man holding the chicken, and a fine hen it was.  The others stopped with us as I looked at the man, offering him a warm smile as I laid a hand on his shoulder to stop him when he started a nervous bow.  People started murmuring, and I ignored them as I asked him, “Sir, what brought you to seek an audience with the Prince today?”

He looked around nervously like he wasn't sure how to respond to me.  I assured him, “It's alright sir.  What is your name?”

He licked his lips nervously then found his voice when Sir Silas nodded to the man.  “Renner, Highness.  Renner Herder.  I'm from the East Holdings.”

I grinned. A kindred spirit.  I didn't know where the East Holdings were, but I assumed it was on the outskirts of the big city where there was more space between buildings to raise livestock.  I said, “No need to be nervous Renner.  I too was a Herder in another life.”

His eyes couldn't have gotten any wider if he tried.  I added, “Please, just call me Laney.  What do you raise? And again, what brings you to court today?”

Then I prompted with my eyes.  He looked down like he were ashamed and said, “Chickens and guinea hens, my... umm... Laney.”

I held my hands out. “May I?”  He handed me the hen, and I looked her over and stroked her feathers, lulling her into passiveness just bordering on sleep that the repetitive motion induced.  She was a fine hen, clean and well fed, and was likely a good layer.

I handed her back to him as he shared, “One of the rain barrels went afoul with botulism.  Wiped out most of our flock, over thirty birds.  Only Henrietta here and five others survived because they were in the laying run with a different water source.  I've come to plead audience with the Prince, that he might show pity on my family and afford us to replace our flock.”

He looked ashamed as he almost whispered, “We do not have the means to replace the dead birds, and cannot sell the tainted meat.  I do not know how we are to survive another season.”

It was obviously a blow to his sense of worth that he wouldn't be able to provide for his family.  I knew the feeling well, it was a fear I lived with every day when my mother was sick in bed, and Jace and I tended our own flock.  One instance of happenstance like this could have done the same to us, and I don't know how I would have provided for Jace and mother then.  I would have probably have been forced to take Kyle Smith's offer of marriage just to ensure my family's survival.

I nodded and looked back at the closed audience hall doors.  Then I looked questioningly up at Celeste who was watching me intently.  She shrugged a little and smiled, indicating she knew my thoughts.  I smiled back and sighed then reached for my coin purse hanging at my waist.

I said as I tugged the strings, “The Lupei family would like to do business with you if we might, Master Herder.”  I pulled out five gold coins.  That would replenish his flock, twofold, allow supplies to improve his holding and coops, and feed his family in the meantime.  It was likely more coin in one place than he had seen in his lifetime.

I held them up between my fingers, and his eyes went wide as the murmuring around us increased in volume.  I said, “If you would accept this payment, all the Lupei family would require of you, is to provide three eggs daily to a different family in need in your area each morning.  And to provide eggs or chicken jerky to any Gypsies who may travel your way, now that the Lower Ten is now connected to Highland via the Great Bridging.  Would you agree to this Master Herder Renner?”

The man just stared at the coins then at me.  He glanced around with a look of incredulity, wondering if I taunted him.  I understood, I would have thought the same had some noble or royal approached me with the same offer.

He finally locked eyes with me and stood to his full height of over six foot, tall and proud, and just nodded solidly once. “Yes, my Lady.  I mean, Laney.”

I spat into my hand and offered it, and he spit into his, and we shook, sealing the deal.

Then I gave him a brilliant smile as I internally exhaled in relief.  I pressed the coins into his hand as I inclined my head. “Good.  Now that our business is concluded, I must be off to explore this amazing metropolis that the Altii have built.”

I almost rolled my eyes at myself, I was getting into my Gypsy role a little too much, though I did feel like a different person when I was out of my armor.  I was, for the moment, just who we presented, Sora Laney of the Lupei.

As we started to turn to go, Renner said hastily as he held his hen toward me, “Laney, please.  Take Henrietta as tithe for your audience.”

I was almost appalled that he felt it necessary, he needed all the laying hens he could get until he replenished his flock.  Celeste came to my aid and said smoothly, “Master Herder, it is not the Gypsy way, and you would lend insult to the Sora if she accepted a gift for your business arrangement.  Besides, where would she keep it on her airship?”

He hesitated, pulled the hen back, and offered hastily, “No offense was intended.”  He bowed his head.

I assured him, “None taken.”  Then I cocked my head at a thought and shared with the man, “If you add limestone to your rain barrels, it will kill the bacteria and keep your water safe for your birds.”  It was a lesson I had learned when I was a chicken farmer.

He looked up at me, forehead furrowed in thought, then he cocked his head at me in appreciation and said, “Thank you High... Laney.”

I winked at him, looped Celeste's arm, and marched down the corridor with our Highland escorts, mindful of the blatant stares we were getting from the virtually silent line of courtiers.

Michael murmured a sentiment my red-headed love had said years back, “And she's generous too.”

Celeste echoed him with a look of pride on her face.  “And she's generous too.”  I blushed and hugged in closer to her side, burying my face in her arm.

Then Sir Silas slowed a bit and lazily shook a finger accusingly at us as he verbally pieced things together.  “That was like something the Penny Lady of Wexbury would have done.  We've all heard the stories.”  He whispered in exasperation, “You are that Laney?  Techno Knight of Wexbury?”

I nodded as I looked down at my silk gloved hand but then corrected, “And I am also Sora Laney of the Lupei.  Which is why I was selected to represent the Gypsies at the Masque, I am a woman of two worlds, two people, and I can bridge the gap between cultures.”

He nodded with a sly smirk at my Lady. “I knew you had married a Sora, making you one as well, but I had no clue it was the Penny Lady who gives penny vouchers out like candy.”

I glanced quickly at Michael, he knew who I was but hadn't shared it with his commander.  I admired the man even more now.  He, like his sister, could keep a secret.

I sighed and shrugged and muttered, “If only I could give them out here as well, there are so many families who could benefit from a good meal.”

Michael chuckled and said with a smirk on his handsome face, “Oh, but you can short sister of mine.  The vendors in all the markets don't like it, but they are required to accept vouchers from any realm.  When the treasurers of the Lower Ten visit each quarter with the tax tithes to the capitol, they compensate for any vouchers of their realm at that time, but in some cases, they have to hold the vouchers for almost three months.”

My smile must have grown five times its size as my wife chuckled. “Now you've done it, brainiac, she's already scheming, you can tell by the steam coming out of her ears.”

I narrowed an eye at her in mock warning, and she mirrored it.  I had to chuckle, as I was indeed scheming, wondering if I could find a sufficiently mischievous bunch of local children to do my bidding.  I had possibly a hundred vouchers in my coin purse.

I followed our escort with a little more spring in my step.  I looped my free arm in Michael's. “You must join us for supper, I need all the dirt you can give me on my blushing bride.  I'm in serious need of blackmail material on my unflappable Lady.”

He chortled at that and Silas snorted, then my brother-in-law countered, “Actually, I was hoping you would dine with us this evening.  I'm sure whatever you and our Liege were cooking up in there is going to occupy you until the Solstice Celebration.”

In unison, both Celeste and I piqued up in curiosity and chimed out together, “Us?”  Our eyes wide in expectation.

***

As it turns out, Michael was courting who he said was a simply delightful young noble, a Baroness named Heather.  Before we met her, we had retrieved our daughter, where Michael extended his invitation to our shaggy-haired Bex.  But our wide-eyed dreamer politely declined as he wished to explore the wonders of Highland, and maybe meet with some of its scholars and Techromancers.

Always seeking knowledge that one, though I couldn't blame him.  My every waking moment when I wasn't on patrol, dealing with the Dig, or having family time, was spent in the Library of the Techromancy Scrolls.  Learning every little scrap of information I could about the world around us and the world that came before.

He led us to a small manor near the castle gates where the two were co-habitaing.  A bold move as that wasn't considered entirely proper among nobles, though was quite common among serfs who were in a serious relationship before they married.  Like mother and Jace's father, Corrick, who had aspirations to marry mother before his untimely death at the hands of marauders.  The woodcutter was a father figure to me, as I had never known mine.

Misty was happily riding Celeste's shoulder as we arrived.  Michael stepped in, holding the door for us to step into the foyer as he called out, “Heather, I have brought the family for supper.”

Misty hopped down and started looking around as she absently held my hand.  A chambermaid stepped into the room and said, “She'll be right down my Lord.  She's...”  Then she trailed off, and the tawny haired woman hoisted her skirt and hustled over, her brow furrowing and eyes narrowing as she looked him over.

She chastised him like she would a child, “What have you done?  I'd just polished your armor, now you come back with it marred and dented?”

Michael chuckled. “Yes, thank you for asking about my well being Corrine, I'm fine, thank you.  And the damage is my sister's doing.”  He motioned toward Celeste.

The thirty-something woman blinked at us like she had not seen us until just then.  Her eyes darted around, categorizing us and I saw the start of a soft smile when her eyes landed on Misty.  She turned to Celeste, being the only one of us she could identify the station by her armor, and curtsied, “My Lady.”

Michael supplied, “Corrine, this is my separated sister, Countess Celeste of Wexbury, and the little one is...”  I fully expected him to say Misty, bu then I blushed and growled at the man as he said, “Her wife, Sora Laney of the Lupei.  And their adorable yet capable daughter, Countess Misty of Wexbury.”

The maid turned to face Misty and curtsied, “My Lady.”  My daughter looked as embarrassed as I did when I was addressed so.

Then Corinne turned to me and offered her hand.  “I'm sorry miss, I'm not familiar with the term Sora.  I'm not sure the protocol, do Mountain Gypsies take the title of their betrothed like we do?”

 I shrugged as I really didn't know, and had never thought to ask.  I clasped her forearm then Michael, with mischief in his eyes and a smirk on his face, supplied, “Sora means Princess.  She is of Gypsy Royalty.”

The responding gasp was almost panicked as she took a knee, bowing her head low. “Sorry, Majesty, I didn't know.”

Michael was now chuckling.  Was he one of those nobles who took delight in shaming their staff?  He didn't strike me as such.

I pulled her to her feet.  “Laney, please.”

She wouldn't make eye contact.  Years of training no doubt behind that.

My brother in law chuckled. “Ahhh finally something to shut up the brash wench.”

The woman shot him a look that would get most commoners disciplined, but her smirk and his responding one showed me that this was banter not commonly shared between classes.  She shook a fist at him and said, “Noble or not, I can take you to task you, upstart Knight.  I swear by the Three Sisters, your parents gave me to you as some sort of punishment for some unknown transgression of mine.”

He nodded. “Most likely your disregard for proper decorum around guests.”

She turned to us at the implication, but she still wore her smirk as she supplied to us, “My only transgression is going to be putting starch in his underwear if he doesn't hold his tongue.”  She gave us a wink then cast her eyes down.

I liked her.  A lot.  She was delightful and feisty, not afraid of her master at all.  And they seemed to get on well.

Michael said, a smile lighting his eyes up, “Ladies, this is our chamber maid, and punishment from my parents, Corrine.  A more petulant woman has not yet set foot on this Earth.”

Celeste smiled and countered, “You don't know Laney well enough to make that assertion, dear brother of mine.”

I could see her smile was pained.  When he called Baron Harrison and Baroness Wen his parents, it hurt her.  She still believes it is her fault he chose to be fostered out instead of her, and he missed out on his birth parents lives, and his birth mother's death until he reached the age of majority.

I played along and shoved Celeste's shoulder playfully at her dig at me.  I said matter of factly, “And that my dear wife is how one finds themselves sleeping on the floor tonight.”

Corrine chuckled, and I shared a grin with her.  It was fun giving these nobles the what for.  Though I guess, I was one of those nobles too.

He said to her, “The family will be dining with us tonight.  The woman screwed up her lips and blew an errant lock of that tawny hair out of her eyes and shook her head. “And thank you for all the forewarning.”  Then added with exaggerated respect, “My Lord.”

Michael looked at us and asked, “See what I have to put up with?”

I countered, “And you best get used to it.”

He grumbled, “Outnumbered it seems.”

She kept glancing at the swords on my hips then asked, “Would you like me to take your blades, ladies?”

I sighed and unbuckled my belt as my Lady did.  She took them then snapped her fingers at Michael, who just shook his head and removed his as well.  She hung them on pegs by the door.  Then looked over to Misty, “Come, young miss, let's let the adults speak, I'll teach you how to prepare a meal, a skill that is actually useful in life.”  She stuck her tongue out at our brother at that.

Misty hopped up to her, and they trundled off to the kitchen as Misty said, “I can prepare meals.  I would make lunches for mother and father at our cobbler shop.”

I smiled slyly when that news caused Corrine to stumble on the edge of a runner as they went along.  It was uncommon for nobles to foster or adopt commoners unless the Lady was barren and there were no noble children in need of fosterage.

I chuckled. “I like her.”  She reminded me so much of AnnaMarie.

Celeste nodded in agreement and Michael rolled his eyes and said in mock resignation, “So do I.  She keeps me honest with myself.  Mom and dad insisted she come with me when I finished my squireship and became a knight.  Heather and I just moved into the manor here with the surly beast, and she has already taken over.”

We all turned at the sound of someone descending the staircase in the room beyond the foyer.  A woman with long braided black hair that shone in the sunlight streaming through the windows stepped around the corner and into view.

Her face was rounded with delightfully plumped cheeks, and cupid bow lips.  She held slightly more weight than the almost starved social norm of the Nobles of the court.  I swear some of those women are starving themselves to death just to preen in front of potential suitors.  This woman was healthy and would have fit in well tending the farms with us.

Her most noticeable feature was that one of her striking grey eyes was clouded over and appeared sightless.  She had a shyness about her as she blushed and looked down as Michael held out his hand.  She stepped over, repeatedly glancing up at us as she took his hand.  He raised hers up to gently kiss the back of it.

Her smile lit the place up, and I could see the love in their eyes for each other.  I almost sighed.  Celeste's brother was so very much like her.  Neither seemed to notice our physical imperfections, and I approved of the young man, now more than ever.

He turned his beaming smile toward us and said, “Celeste, Laney, I'd like you to meet the love of my life, Baroness Heather of Highland Reach, Lady of the Court.”

Then he looked at her and said, “Heather, my removed sisters, Celeste, and Laney.”

She curtsied with practiced ease and then she asked quickly with wide eyes before we could greet her, “Are you truly a gypsy princess, Laney?  Mikey speaks of you, but says you are also a knight of Wexbury.  But how can an Altii be one of the People?”

Celeste cocked an eyebrow in glee. “Mikey?”

He hung his head. “Dear Lord.”

My wicked wife was nodding. “You'll not live this down, pup.”  I was starting to realize that she called him pup as an endearment.  I'd have to ask about that later.

Then she turned before I could reply and said, as she offered a hand to Heather, “Laney possesses Gypsy blood, and we were blood bonded to Mother Udele of the Lupei.”  She glurked when Heather bypassed her arm and gave her a quick, almost bashful hug, then gave me one as well.  I was grinning as she stepped back.

She said, “I was sick when I was younger so couldn't travel, so I've never met a real Mountain Gypsy before.  Oh, I'm being rude.”

I shook my head and said, “Not at all.”  Then my smile grew as I shared, “And actually, you'll be able to meet quite a few, the Lupei come with me to Carnival at Highland for the Solstice.”

The ebony haired woman stared at me blankly, blinking, her good eye twinkling.  I thought for sure the barely contained excitement I saw in her was going to burst out any moment.

She grabbed both of my hands, hesitating and looking down at my gloved hand, then dragged me with her into the other room, which was a pretty sitting room.  “Carnival in Highland?  No.  Truly?”  I nodded in earnest, and she lit up like a child at the news of Carnival.  I had always had that same look.  I wondered when I had lost that sense of wonder and awe.  I spent so much time with the Gypsies, they just seemed like family now.

She sat us down on a sofa and didn't release my hands as she prompted, “You must tell me everything.”

I heard my traitorous spouse telling her brother, “Yup, now we've lost them.”  I shot her a narrow-eyed glare from where I sat, and she countered with a nose crinkle.  Ok, she won.  I still maintain that one of the most dangerous women in the Habitable Lands shouldn't be so cute at times, it is endlessly unfair to the rest of us women.  But that she feels comfortable letting down her guard and being that way with me, makes me melt inside.

We spent a while speaking of the Mountain Gypsies, Carnival, and family.  Glancing up every once in a while to see Michael and Celeste in deep conversation.  They had much catching up to do so I didn't want to intrude.  Besides, my shy sister-in-law to be was such a delightful woman.

She had the same disconnect that most nobles had about the divide between commoners and the people of her station.  But unlike others, she truly wanted to understand and help the people of Highland to strive to do better for their 'common folk' as she put it.  She got me talking about all of the education and support programs that mother and I had slowly been getting approval to institute.

She was fascinated with our push to get every man, woman, and child in the realm educated. Teaching reading, writing, and the maths.  And my steadfast belief that any realm is supported by the commoners, and that the stronger that base, the more any realm can excel.

Celeste and Michael finally joined us, my green eyed vixen with her mane of flaming red hair moved me to a love seat with her as Micheal joined Heather.  Then we shared stories of our respective realms, and somehow my Lady convinced me to sing a Bard's song or two to demonstrate the history and wisdom preserved in the tunes meant to educate.

That is when Misty came darting out to hop in my lap and sing with me.  She loved the Bard's tales as much as I did.  I thought Heather might burst into puppies and rainbows when she saw Misty.  I chuckled.  In all the stories we had shared, we hadn't gotten to current events, and I forgot that she hadn't met our rambunctious troublemaker yet.

I noted the way she rested a hand on her belly with a wistful, longing look as I finished the tune and introduced them to each other.  “Misty, this is Baroness Heather of Highland, she may one day be your aunt.”  Heather blushed profusely at that and buried her face in her beau's arm.

Then I said, “Heather, this is our daughter, Misty.”

The noblewoman had an amused smile on her face as her eye twinkled and she inclined her head as she said, “A pleasure to meet you, little one.”

Misty slid off the love seat asking innocently as only a child can, “Are you really gonna be my aunt?”

She shrugged and said as she cocked an eyebrow at ol' Mikey, “Maybe, I mean this big lug hasn't really asked yet.”  That was as subtle a hint as being run over by Goliath, and three wagons, and I bit the tip of my tongue and grinned.  Celeste cocked her own eyebrow at Michael, who was finding something fascinating to look at on the ceiling like a typical man.

Misty darted over and gave Heather a hug.  The woman positively melted.  It was plain to see that she wanted children of her own.  She slid off the sofa and crouched at Misty's level and straightened my daughter's dress a bit.  The woman tapped a finger on the hilt of her play sword and asked in curiosity, “And what is this?”

Misty drew the toy and held it in good form. “This is Anadelea.  I defend those who cannot defend themselves with her.  I'm captain of the Junior Regiment of Wexbury, and Femeie de Sabie of the Lupei like my mothers.”

Heather just nodded her head exaggeratedly and said, “Ahh, so you wish to be a knight?”

Misty nodded cutely with an innocent grin. The woman, to her credit nodded sagely and said, “Well she is a fine sword to help you defend.”

Celeste couldn't resist, as our now beaming daughter slid her stick back into her sash, and supplied, “She bested Michael this morning with it.”

She craned her neck to peer at her man with an arched eyebrow in question.  He held his hand's palm out in defense as he sputtered, “She stomped my foot, took me by surprise.”

This got us all chuckling at the poor man as his girl teased, “Bested by a child with a stick, what kind of knight did you say you were again, love?”

He tried defending by deflecting, “My sister says she bested two of the Prince's own as well.”

The grinning and embarrassed man was saved by Corrine stepping out of the kitchen and walking past us all with a silver domed tray that had the savory smells of roasted meats which had me salivating.  She coquettishly looked over her shoulder and fluttered her eyelashes as she stepped through a doorway into another room.

I smiled and hopped up off the love seat and said to everyone, “I'm not daft, I know an invitation when I see one.”

Celeste chuckled and teased, “But you're spoken for, my love.”

I held my hand out, and Misty took it as I countered, “But she has food.”

The others chuckled and followed us into what I found was a moderately sized dining room.  It was older like the rest of the manor, and had dark paneling and a hardwood floor with a large, thick area rug under the dining table which was of dark carved wood, that just screamed of antiquity.

Corinne looked back to see us arriving then played it up again, acting demure as she pulled the lid off the silver serving tray.  By the Three Sisters, the aroma of the roast beef sitting on a bed of baby potatoes was causing me to drool.

The maid got a cocky look on her face, knowing she had us all enthralled and then she said as she scurried past us all, “I'll get the rest, now stop gawking like simpletons and have a seat.  I swear I'm going to have to train you all.”

This got Michael shaking his head and calling back out the door playfully, “Petulant woman.”

She called back, “You'd better be seated when I get back in there, or I will end you, Lord or not.”

He started to chuckle, then got a look of confused concern, and he quickly held chairs out for each of us in turn before sliding into a chair of his own, just as she returned with fresh bread, and cooked vegetables on another tray.  The pleased smirk on her face, finding us all seated, was priceless.

She started wordlessly dishing us up, starting with the master of the house.  He went to take a bit of the roast on his plate that was so tender it pulled apart easily.  But she slapped his hand and warned, “Wait till your guests are served.  I swear we raised you better than that.”

He grumped out, “You best remember who runs this household.”

Without missing a beat she countered, “That would be me, and you best remember that or no custards for you after the meal.”

She made custards?  I brightened up at that as my brother sputtered, “Custard?  That is dirty pool woman, sedition by sweets.”  So he rolled his eyes and said petulantly, “Yes Corrine.”  The maid winked at the rest of us in good humor.  Yes, I truly liked her.  If she and AnnaMarie ever got together, may Father Sol preserve us all.

Once we were all served, I glanced at the three empty seats at the table then the chambermaid.  I wondered if it would be out of line for me to ask her to join us in another's household.  Heather solved that quandary for me by saying, “Join us, Corrine.  Meals are meant to be shared with family, and we are family now.”

The woman paused and looked around, I could see her waffling between duty and heart.  She nodded once to herself, straightened the apron at her waist and then took a seat beside Misty.  The two exchanged crinkle nosed greetings.

Then we waited as the woman prepared another plate for herself as she chastised, “For you, my Lady, not for the lout with his elbow on the table.”  Michael quickly moved his elbow off the table, and we all chuckled at him.

I marveled at how my family was growing yet again as we ate and visited, all of us getting to know each other better, and comparing the slight differences in cultures between our two realms.

It always amazes me that, just when you believe your heart to be full, it can always expand to include more.



Chapter 14 – Investigating

The next two days were filled with me being escorted throughout the castle so that the Prince's private guard could show the 'wide-eyed and naive' Gypsy Princess how a Realm was run.  Since Celeste wasn't able to accompany me, lest it put the traitors on their guard, she spent the time with the other knights, sussing out any clues or information they may have that would let us piece things together without raising suspicion in the ranks.

And nobody would think it strange that the Prince would assign his personal guards as an escort for a royal who was his peer, instead of just a knight.  And so many nobles treat their servants and the Prince's own as if they are not there, and speak freely in front of them because they know they have their complete loyalty.

Just so, the people of the castle did treat the guards the same and spoke candidly with me.  I fear that is a trap that all nobles fall into, and I find myself sometimes forgetting as well, and that scares me.  I feel I am losing parts of myself at times, and this new and confusing life of mine is changing me not only for the good but for the bad in some cases as well.  I remind myself not to take anything for granted and be thankful for my great fortune and the people around me.

I asked one of my escorts since the Prince's own were the only others who knew my true purpose there, “Can you step me through the typical process of how an edict is processed to be sent to the Lower Ten?”

The man, Danner, thought on it a moment and shared, “Either his Royal Highness or her Grace will dictate to a court scribe, then read over what they have written on the scroll for accuracy.  Once they approve it, then it gets handed to a court page, who takes it to the office of the Communications Minister.”

He rested his back against the wall of the back corridor we were in then cocked his head, thinking.  “Lord Havermill then records the contents in the official register for records and storage, then using the Prince's seal, seals the wax on the scroll himself and sets it in the outgoing basket for the court messengers.”

He nodded to himself as he tugged his tunic straight and then looked up at me. “The Steward doles out the messages to the appropriate runners, and then they deliver them to the indicated realms.”

Then he added, “But we cannot seem to discover when the parchments are altered.  We have had one of our own act as a page and stand and watch as Lord Havermill goes over the communiques and then seals them.”

He seemed frustrated. “They are sealed, and any tampering would show on the wax.  But when our inside man in the messenger's pool received the still sealed scrolls, they are altered.  It is impossible, yet it is happening.  We even checked for residual magics in case someone was using Techromancy magic or even the magik of the People to alter the ink or the seal, and nothing.”

I was at first appalled that they would have checked for Gypsy magik, but then calmed myself, they were checking every possibility, and it would have been irresponsible not to investigate every avenue.

I nodded, the Prince did what I would have.  If they were being altered before they were sent out, then the office of the Communications Minister would have been my first suspect, but if they had eyes on this Lord Havermill, then it was happening between the time it left his office and when it was handed to the runners.

We even ran our own charade, George dictated a request to Duke Fredrick, which could easily be subtly altered to change the intent of the inquiry, something the traitor couldn't pass up.  I accompanied the page to Lord Havermill's office, Danner in tow, feigning interest in how information was shared among the Altii.

That's where I saw it.  My blood ran cold when the young page dropped the parchment into the incoming basket on Havermill's desk, then turned to return back to court.  I stayed behind for a moment to speak with the Minister.  I sat absently on the corner of the desk by that in-basket.  I hoped I was wrong, but one of the things the Knights of Wexbury had pounded into me when I was a squire, was that paying attention to detail, and recognizing patterns, or lack thereof, could mean the difference between life and death.

Lord Havermill looked up from where he was copying a scroll into the record.  The craggy-faced old man's brow furrowed.  His pale green eyes under those white eyebrows that seemed to go every which way, didn't hide how he felt about me.  He saw me as simple Gypsy and nuisance who was beneath him in his opinion.  I saw that look the first time we were introduced as well.

It really got under my skin that a large number of people saw Mountain Gypsies as simple folk just because they did not embrace technology.  When in truth, Gypsies were, in most cases, better educated, more intelligent, and had a much deeper understanding of the world than us Altii.  Their culture was so much deeper, and their views of others more mature.  In truth, us Altii were the younger culture that still had so very much to learn.

But just then I was playing off of the man's prejudices.  He sighed and bowed his head reluctantly and asked patiently like you would with a child, “Majesty, is there something I can help you with?”

I just kicked my feet lazily as I looked around his spacious office with storage drawers covering one of the expansive walls that would hold all the most current records, a realm with such a high population as Highland, no doubt had a huge warehouse somewhere to store their records.  The opposite wall had a latticework of cubbyholes that had tubes, scrolls, and packages in them.  No doubt incoming communications from the other realms that had to be sorted.  The general mail for the keep and Outer Highland would be sorted elsewhere.

The man preferred oil lamps and a candle powered chandelier for light in the space instead of the electrics in almost every other room I had visited in the castle.  This was a hidebound man who resisted change, resisted progress.  I absently wondered if that was what this was all about.

I nodded, my eyes wide with false wonder as I took his office in. “I just wanted to learn more about what you do here.  It seems an important job, routing all this information.”  I blithely took a handful of parchments from his in-basket and flipped through them like a fan as I shook my head in disbelief.  “How do you do it all alone?  We'd need a whole group of men in our caravan to handle this volume of messages.  We want to learn to be more efficient, then maybe we could communicate as well as you Altii.”

He huffed in exasperation and pulled the parchments from my hands to put them back into the basket.  But not before I got a knot in my gut when I affirmed what I had noticed before.  He prattled, “Yes, yes, I do all the court communications myself.  And I'm quite busy right now... Highness. You wouldn't understand the intricacies of our system.”  Then added quickly, “No offense intended.”

I cocked an eyebrow.  Of course, offense was intended.  I contemplated actually debating the man, the communication system utilized by the Mountain Gypsy families was much more efficient than all the bureaucracy of the Altii system.  But I had to get out of there before he started to suspect.  I needed to share with Celeste and George that I had discovered one piece of the puzzle, and I feared I knew yet another piece that was right by George and Everly's side.

I didn't need to feign offense as I hopped off the edge of his oversize desk and looked at the white haired Minister with scorn. “You should really aspire to broaden your mind to other possibilities, Mister Havermill.  Good day, sir.”

He flinched, not using his title was a slap to the face, and I used the fact that I outranked him when I didn't.  He would have to hold his tongue or be brought up on charges if he offered a direct insult in turn.  He just exhaled slowly, eyes burning and then bowed his head, “Majesty.”

I stalked out of his office, and I heard the boom of the door being shut firmly behind me.  Danner, who had been waiting there in the corridor, looked genuinely concerned.  I raised a hand up to him to stop him from speaking, shooting a warning look at the door as I leaned against the wall. Only then did I allow myself a moment to try to calm my racing heart and assure my breathing was under control before my magics could rise inside me.  This was bad.  Very bad.

I took two more deep, calming breaths and then pushed away from the wall.  We made our way to the end of the corridor as my mind went over all of the possibilities.  I worried now just how deep this sedition ran through the capital.  As soon as we turned the corner, my escort asked, “Ar you all right Highness?  You look positively pale.”

I shook my head at him. “No, Danner.  I'm not all right.  We need to speak with the Prince, now.”

I hiked my skirts and headed toward the Receiving Room at a jog, Danner at my side as he nodded once in acknowledgment.  We slowed to a walk as we turned into another corridor that had various servants and nobles going about their business in the seemingly endless maze of offices and halls.  No need to call attention to ourselves.

Danner offered an elbow, and I placed my fingers on his arm, and he helped support me as I labored to keep my breathing under control and my panic down as my imagination supplied an endless stream of scenarios.  I decided I really liked Danner, he reminded me a lot of Sir Bowyn at home.  I muttered to him, “You'll call me Laney if you know what's good for you, Danner, or it is the smiting list for you.”

He chuckled and said, “Whatever the Lady says.”

I suppressed a grin.

We arrived at the main hall, supplicants were lined up again this day like every other day, seeking an audience with their Liege.  Sir Danner just gave the familiar page a nod.  The boy apologized to the Lord he was about to lead into the hall, “I'm sorry sir, but Sora Laney is here for the Prince.”

I sighed as that started the murmuring along the line again as people started to kneel.  I made a frantic rising gesture.  I didn't have time for that.  People didn't need to be doing that all the time, especially to me, I was just a chicken farmer in a costume.  Everyone rose, and I just shot a smile down the line.

I stepped into the receiving hall with Danner and the court page.  Celeste was there standing by the footmen, chatting with Everly.  All heads rose to look at us, and then the hero of my heart narrowed her eyes in question, I swallowed hard and nodded once.

That was all the Prince needed.  He spoke to the room, “Give us the room please.”

Everyone except the personal guards made their way quickly to the concealed doors and filed out.  I kept my eyes trained on one young man in particular in his green court uniform, wearing his gold beret hanging to his left on his head.  He exited with the rest.

I heard the thud of the great doors behind us closing then I exhaled and relaxed the tight control I had over my panic.  A white mist exploded from me, and my eyes started bleeding amber sparks that fought and ate away at the conflicting magik surrounding me.

I stepped quickly forward, leaving a trail of afterimages which fought to catch up with me.  Celeste met me half way at the circular area and engulfed me in a hug, asking quietly into my ear, “Are you alright Laney?  What is it?”

I took one long deep breath, letting her hand smoothing down my hair soothe me.  I pulled myself under control and pulled my power back into me.  I nodded once, and she released me.  I grabbed her hand and dragged her with me to the rulers of the lands of Sparo, saying, “I know how it is happening but not why, or if anyone else is involved.”

I swear that the entire room took a breath.  George, Everly, and all of their guards.  All eyes were plastered on me as I got to the where George had stood, hopped off the platform and held his arms up to lower Everly down.

The Prince looked at me expectantly, and I whispered, I'm not sure why, but still I whispered, “It is Minister Havermill.  And I believe a member of your court.”

There was a pregnant pause before he sat back onto the edge of the platform.  He took a moment then looked up and prompted, “What have you found, Laney?”

I moved beside him and leaned back against the platform to collect my thoughts as the others gathered around.

I nudged my chin toward Danner and said, “As you know, I made a visit to the office of the Communications Minister with the page.  I noted as the page dropped the parchment in the incoming basket on Havemill's desk, that the pattern of writing looked virtually identical on the top sheet in the basket.”

I shrugged as they looked at me in confusion. “I feigned interest in the process he used and absently took a bunch of communiques from the basket and fanned them out.  I caught a glimpse of the top two sheets, and they indeed matched, the downslope of the F in the first few words matched.  It was the same document, he somehow already had it waiting.”

Everly swung her eyes toward the door the royal scribe had exited from.  I nodded and continued, “I noted that whenever you or George go over something the Scribe had written down, checking for accuracy, he was busy writing each time.  I just assumed for some sort of record keeping, but now I believe he was rewriting the contents of the parchments.  Then when he is excused, that second, modified document is getting to the Minister before the court page can get the original to him.”

I shrugged, and George was nodding in understanding as Celeste provided, “Ah, so when the Minister puts the royal seal onto the scroll, he is actually doing so to the copy.  Which is why when he was watched, nothing was noticed.  And why no tampering can be detected.”

Everly closed her eyes in resignation, shaking her head sadly as she said, “Havermill.  But to what end?”

I shrugged, and the Prince added, “And who else is involved.  If Kirk and Havermill are involved, who are they working with and what do they think to accomplish by causing unrest?  It can't be power, Havermill is nineteenth from the throne.  What do they have to gain?”

I shrugged yet again, I seemed to be doing a lot of that.  “The question is, what does whoever they are working with have to gain.  As you said, there is no personal gain for Havermill, and I assume Kirk is your scribe?”  Everly inclined her head. “So whatever gains they get are incidental.  Who would have the most to gain from a civil war between the Lower Ten and Highland?”

That was the question, and looking around, I could see the others were at a loss as well.

After a few moments, George exhaled loudly as he ran both hands through his silver frosted hair in exasperation.  He said with confidence befitting a ruler, “That is for us to find out.  First, we need to confirm your hypothesis.”  He turned to Danner. “Place a man in the servant's hall once I call Kirk in.  Detain him or anyone he speaks with once he leaves.  Have a man watching Havermill until I call for him, but do not approach.”

Danner bowed, his long dark hair sliding forward off his shoulders, he turned and pointed to one man then toward the hidden doors, and another to the main door.  The first man nodded and the second headed toward the main doors of the hall.  They all knew what was at stake.

Then George grabbed his wife by the waist, she gave a little surprised squeak as he lifted her effortlessly to the platform, then he hopped spryly up, and they took their thrones.  It would have been cute to watch had the situation not been so dire.

The man just lifted a finger slightly, and one of the guards moved to one of the doors and opened it, murmured something, then pulled back.  A moment later, the inner court came back in.  Once they were in, bowed to their rulers, and settled, Everly said to the scribe in the floppy gold cap, “Kirk, take a message please.”

The young man pulled his sheaf of parchments from his bag and held his self-contained, quill-less pen at the ready.  “Highness.”

She dictated a request to Duke Hajar of Hells Gate, across the Burning Desert.  “The crown requests that Hells Gate provides knights to escort a Rover representative of the Mountain Gypsies to the Meeting Spot on Father Stone, in the shadow of the Heaven's Gate peak, for the Autumnal Solstice.  The dignitaries will be in touch three months hence to discuss the particulars.”

Then she waved her hand airily in space as she muttered, “Princess Everly, Highland, blah blah blah...”

She was good, it was completely plausible since the only Gypsies that may be in Hell's Gate would be Rovers, not tied to any family.  Since Gypsies rarely traveled away from the Whispering Walls Range, especially to cross the Burning Desert if it weren't for Carnival.  Great Mother Ranelle mandated one family visit once a year on a rotating schedule.  That gave each band twelve years between each visit so they could prepare for the crossing of the sands.  The other realms, more accessible to the mountains, like York, Perth Hollow, and Treth, sometimes got Carnival sometimes twice a year.

Now, in Wexbury's case, any time my 'other' family came to visit was Carnival.  Three times last year.  I know that it caused jealousy in the Lower Ten, that our realm held favor and a relationship with the People, which has been unheard of since the first crossing of the Gap.

I watched the scribe.  He was barely of majority.  If I had to guess, I'd say he was just nineteen, and sort of gawky in that transition period where your body is maturing between your teen years and the adult you will be.  His face beneath his dark brown hair, which hung below his cap, was average, with pock marks from acne from years gone past.

He held himself in a courtly manner, his uniform impeccable, and I had never heard the young man say a word except “Majesty” when one of the rulers asked him to scribe a note.  I hoped I was wrong about him because he had a certain earnestness about him.

He finished writing and then handed the parchment to the Princess to read, his gaze averted down in respect.  All eyes in the room were discreetly upon him, as he stepped back with deference and looked down at his papers and started scribbling on another parchment while he awaited Everly's approval.

He finished, then Everly, a sad look in her eye, handed the parchment back to the young man almost in resignation.  She gave him a smile and inclined her head indicating her approval of the communique.  He bowed slightly and said, “Majesty.”

We all watched as he headed to the doors, where we knew he would hand the parchment to a page in the servant's hall, before stepping back in.  Castles and Keeps had certain similarities.  In a feudal system like ours where there is a separation of classes, most nobles prescribe to the concept that servants are better not seen.  So separate halls behind the walls that parallel the common halls are constructed to facilitate the movement of the maids, kitchen staff, and the like, out of view of the nobles and their guests.

Generally, only the senior staff are allowed in the common halls.  The exception is generally where there is no direct access to an area in the servant's halls, or where they have to transition from one to another.  I think it is appalling that nobles think that their staff don't deserve to be seen by the public, and should be as unobtrusive as possible.  They'd prefer invisible if they could.

The castle in Wexbury Keep is no exception.  It is rare to see anyone but chamber maids tending to cleaning rooms in the main corridors.  The one exception is the barracks wing, as most knights, but not all, do not care for that system.

I actually go out of my way to walk with castle staff in the main halls whenever possible.  I know it makes them nervous when I drag them into the light, but I believe all people should be seen as people, not as a tool of convenience.  Their jobs are no more nor less important than the duties I perform.

There is an added bonus, as I draw the ire of the most snobbish nobles of our realm to me, instead of the staff.  I grinned at the thought, then the grin was gone just as quickly as I watched Kirk pass through the side door.  Again I prayed I was wrong.

We all watched the door, I glanced over to see Everly sitting with her eyes closed in anticipatory sadness as we waited.  Then we heard raised voices and a scuffle.  And...  Celeste and I were on the move, as was Danner and three other guards when we heard a woman scream and the sound of steel on steel.

I hadn't even realized I had drawn Anadele and Hera as we moved.  Celeste had her blade laying along her forearm in a reverse grip as we moved.  We all stopped when the door flung open, and a man in a page cap was flung through it violently.  Blood on his chest, soaking his tunic in an ever expanding stain as he slid to a stop on the floor, life leaving his wide, dark eyes.

Kirk was protesting, “Unhand me, sir.”  He was hauled back into the receiving hall by the arm like an errant child, by the guard sent out to watch.  The tall guard held his saber style curved blade in his free hand, it was dripping with blood.  With a yank, he thrust Kirk forward into the arms of two other guards, each grabbed one of his arms, and two others went out into the corridor beyond.

Kirk's eyes were wide and almost manic as he looked around like a trapped animal and tried to cover.  “What is the meaning of this?”  His voice cracked.  He wouldn't look at Prince George who had pushed Everly behind him protectively.

My Liege narrowed his eyes, there was sorrow in them, then he glanced back and with barely a nudge of his chin, two guards stepped between him and Everly to protect her as he strode forward.  It didn't seem right for me to have bared blades in his presence and I quickly sheathed them, as did Celeste.

My red-haired wife moved to the body on the floor as did Danner, while the Prince looked at the guard who took a knee as the Prince approached, laying his bloodied steel on the floor.  George made a lifting motion. “Stand.”  The guard did, wiping his blade on a cloth and sheathing it.

Kirk chanced a glance up and squeaked out, “Sire?”

George looked so tired suddenly, and I could see his age.  He always looked so much younger, but he was dealing with the betrayal of someone in his inner circle, and I could see that it weighed heavily upon him.  That affirmed to me the type of man our ruler was, and my heart went out to him.

George asked in a faraway voice, “Why, Kirk?”

It appeared as if the scribe was trying to think of some way he could spin the situation, but the tall guard moved over to the body of the man in the page uniform and pulled a parchment from a satchel that was on the man's shoulder.   Kirk looked worried, and he paled and squirmed against the men holding him before he went limp in surrender.

The guard held the parchment to his ruler, eyes down. “The scribe gave a parchment to a page to bring to Lord Havermill.  But as soon as the page left, he handed this parchment to this other page who I did not recognize.”

His brow creased as he continued, “I stepped up and instructed the two to hold, but this one – he indicated the dead man – drew on me, I had no choice but to defend myself.”  He arched an eyebrow at the body. “He was not well trained.”  That self-apparent statement would have been sort of humorous if a man hadn't lost his life in the process.

Celeste and Danner were searching the man as George exhaled audibly and then looked over the parchment.  He sighed and looked to Everly who was staring at the dead body, looking ill.  I glanced over, then wondered when I had become so calloused that the death of a traitor didn't make me nauseous.  I remember it was all I could do not to vomit at the sight of the first dead body I had seen.

George stepped between her and the dead man, to block her view.  He said, “Where you had stated 'The crown requests,' Kirk changed it to 'The Crown demands.'”  He shook his head and closed his eyes. “The power of a single word.”

He crumbled the parchment in his fist and turned back to Kirk.  “Again, why?  Who put you up to this?  And to what end?”

One of the guards, who had gone into the servant's corridor, returned with a rough short sword with a serrated blade and bone handle.  He knelt and offered it to the Prince.  George took it and held it in front of himself as he examined it.  Celeste stood and asked in an incredulous tone, “Marauder?”

I blinked, but... there are no marauders in Highland.  None brave crossing the Gap to the most heavily patrolled and fortified realm of Sparo.  The most they have chanced in the past were setting up ambushes in the Gap, attacking from the cover of the rocky landscape.  My thought the other day was already becoming a reality, and the Great Bridging is not even completed yet.

Celeste glanced back down at the man then almost growled when Danner caught on, and tore the man's tunic sleeve off.  All along the man's arm were scars formed into fangs, bones, daggers.  The markings of a marauder.  They marked their own skin, sometimes filed their teeth, anything to instill fear into their enemy.  At his wrist were the scars from shackles, he had spent time in one of the dungeons in the Lower Ten.

Could he be the one that Kirk and Havermill be working with?  I doubted it, too many people had seen his face, and whoever was behind the sedition would stay to the shadows.  These were just puppets.  I moved to Everly's side, she was looking positively green.  I pulled her to my side, and she hid her face in my shoulder as I asked, “Can something be done about the body?”

One look at his bride and George's eyes widened, and he made a motion with his hand, and two men grabbed the marauder's body and carried him swiftly out to the back hall.  He stepped to Everly and offered a hand.  She smiled weakly and took it and gave it a squeeze. “I'll be fine.”

He smiled softly then nodded once before he spun on Kirk, grabbing the front of the scribe's tunic and hoisted him. The young man's toes barely touched the ground, and the Prince lifted him to meet eyes burning with intense silver sparks which had a heat to them I could feel from where I stood by his wife.  My own magics rose to meet his and so did Celeste's and someone else in the hall.  One of his men was a Techromancer.

The boy looked terrified, and I marveled at how much physical strength His Majesty had.  The mild looks of a middle-aged high noble which he projects, are just a facade, there is a reason he is the ruler.  And he was demonstrating just why he has weathered so many attempts on his life and so many challenges to the throne over the years.  And the magic he hid from the general public rivaled that of many Prime Techromancers.

His voice reverberated with the power that any not touched with a spark of magic could not see, “I will ask just once more, Kirk.  Why have you betrayed us, and who are you working with?  We will find them.”

The boy swallowed and lowered his eyes in shame.  The prince shook him with one hand like a rag doll and the boy looked back up, shaking his head and then lifted his chin in defiance. “No, I will not give her up, Sire.”

Her?  Everyone in the hall exchanged glances.  The boy was giving us information without meaning to.  George prompted, “You have sworn your fealty to the crown.  You would break your oaths for a woman?”

Kirk narrowed his eyes. “She loves me.  I will not betray her.”

Danner growled from beside Celeste. “Yet you would betray your people, your realm, your Prince?”

The prince shoved the boy, his feet leaving the ground, and the men behind him caught and restrained him.  He said in a cold, detached tone, indicating he was through with the young scribe, “Bring him to McCallister in the dungeons, have him interrogate the traitor.”

The men bowed their heads and said, “Sire.”  Then started dragging Kirk to a door on the other side of the Receiving Hall, behind a column.

The scribe started protesting as they dragged him off, “It isn't I who has betrayed Highland, Majesty, it is you.  You are weak, soft.  She said we will make Highland strong again.”  His continued tirade was muffled by the door closing behind him.

George closed his eyes, exhaled, then opened his eyes as he tilted his head back to gaze at the ceiling arching high above us, letting his magic dissipate.  He sounded tired as he shook his head. “To manipulate someone so young through his heart.  And to be working with marauders?  I swear, the longer I live, the more I am amazed at the depths that one would stoop for their own treachery.”

The rest of us realized we still had our magics coursing through us and allowed ours to wane as well, to lock itself back behind the doors in our minds, waiting until we had need of it again.

He looked back down and all of the weariness just dissolved from him as he stood tall again, every inch our ruler.  His voice strong and commanding again he said, “Word travels through the castle like water through a sieve.  Danner, bring me Lord Havermill now, before wind of this reaches his office, and he disappears into Outer Highland.”

The guard stood straight, his heels clicked from the force of standing at attention so quickly. “Sire.”  Then he turned on a heel and headed to the main doors of the hall.

Everly called after him, “Have the page inform the supplicants that we will be granting no farther audiences today please.” The man nodded sharply as he walked.

When the door closed, and some chambermaids flowed in from the side to start cleaning the blood off the stones of the floor, George took his wife's hand then turned to Celeste and me.  He inclined his head to me. “Laney, you have done a service to the crown, something our own investigations could not do.  You not only discovered how the communiques were being changed but given us the starting point we had not had, in finding those truly responsible.  We can now safeguard against any similar treasonous activities.  If the Lupei or Wexbury are ever in need, you may call upon Highland, and we will be there.”

Celeste chuckled. “In other words, you owe her one, George.”

Princess Everly chuckled and looped an arm in mine, her eyes twinkling as she affirmed, “Yes, we owe you one.  Not one to mince words ever are you Celeste?”

The knight of my heart gave the rulers a toothy smile as she agreed, “No, Everly, that I am not.”

We all chuckled, and I felt awkward.  Was that it?  But we hadn't found who was behind the sedition.  Was it enough we discovered how the dissent had been accomplished and who the lackeys were?  It all felt so anticlimactic to me, except the part where a marauder died.

I asked in a sheepish tone, feeling foolish for asking, “Now what?”

Everly hugged my arm and gave us a silvery laugh, she cocked her head almost cutely; is the ruler of the known world allowed to be cute?; and said, “Now, my dear Laney, we prepare for the Masquerade tomorrow!  Let George and his stodgy Knights investigate now that they know what they are dealing with.”

I smiled hugely at the mention of the Masque.  My excitement was building, but it was washed quickly away when the war horns of the keep shook the very stones of the castle.  We were all in motion, running the length of the hall to pull the great doors open.

The people in the corridor were in an excited turmoil, George asked the footmen, “What is it?”  They looked as confused as us.  Was Highland under attack?  I could hear dozens, or maybe hundreds of great cathedral bells coming from outside, all around the castle.  How many churches did they truly have in Highland to be able to hear the bells through feet of stone and into the core of the castle?

Guards were all around us, hands on the hilts of their blades at their hips.  We all looked around.  Had Highland Reach gone mad?

Then we saw an excited page of the court running up to us.  He skidded to a stop in front of us as he stopped in a sliding bow.  George asked firmly, “What is it?”

The boy, no older than Jace, looked up and stood, his excitement barely contained as he blurted out, “Sire!  Gypsies!  As far as the eye can see!  There are Mountain Gypsies at Outer Highland!  They are heading to the Keep!”

All of us relaxed, and I noted my hands were on the hilts of my blades as well.  It had become such a natural protective action after so many years of training.

I hid my smirk as I took one step in front of Prince George and raised my chin regally like I had seen so many nobles do and said, trying not to giggle, “Salutations Highland.  The Lupei have come to Carnival.”

Though he already knew they were coming, the man tipped his head back and laughed a long and hearty laugh, then he looked down at me.  I think he was so distracted that he forgot.  He inclined his head just as regally and responded in kind, “Salutations Lupei, we are honored to receive you.”  Then he slapped Celeste's back playfully and promoted me, “How many wagons?”

I shrugged and scrunched up my face apologetically, since I'm sure that he, like Celeste and I, was expecting just the few dozen wagons from our band of the Lupei, and I almost asked, “All of them?”

He blinked in incomprehension, then I saw the realization dawn on his face as Everly gasped at my implication.  Then he tipped his head back and laughed heartily again.

Celeste and I were grinning like fools, and I shrugged and held my hands to my sides, fingers splayed as I said, “Umm... Surprise?”

The crowd around us was getting louder as excitement built, our words being repeated down the corridor.  Then my excitement and celebration were suddenly dampened as Danner appeared in the corridor, dragging a struggling Lord Havermill behind him by the collar of his robes.

Everly sighed and looped both Celeste's and my arms and said, “Come, ladies, let's go meet your family, let's leave this unpleasantness to George and his men.”

I exhaled, and she looked back, “Catch up when you can, love.”

The man chuckled. “Traitorous woman, feeding me to the wolves.  I won't be long, dear.”

With that, we were being dragged down the hall by an excited Princess, and I realized it didn't matter who you were, common serf, noble, high-bred, or one of the rulers of Sparo... everyone loved Carnival.

 



Chapter 15 – Gypsies At The Gate

By the time we had arrived at the Outrider to retrieve Misty, that the war horns and church bells had silenced, though the excitement welling in the great city was palpable.  They were witnessing history here in Highland as the immense caravan wove its way through the teeming metropolis and toward the castle gates.

I was impressed by Everly's personal guards, they blended into the crowds around us as we moved.  If I hadn't known they were there, and that there were archers taking positions everywhere, I wouldn't have seen any of them.  I was impressed at how well protected George made sure his bride was.

She couldn't resist giving Misty a hug, then asking tongue in cheek, “How is the commander of the Wexbury Junior Regiment today?”

My daughter beamed at her, curtsied, then relayed, “I am guarding the Outrider with Sir Bex.  All clear your Highness.”  It was cute how serious she sounded.

I wondered why Everly didn't have any children, she was so good with them.  I marveled as she inclined her head royally to our hyper girl.  Which just made our Misty glow in pride.  I slapped Everly's shoulder lightly and rolled my eyes at her.  Then I froze as she bit her tongue and grinned back.  Mother Luna, could I get the stockade or worse for striking one of our rulers?

It was her turn to roll her eyes as she apparently read my mind.  She looked at an overly amused looking Celeste, the traitor, then asked her, “Really Celeste, when is Laney going to realize you two are my peers?”

My wife came to my rescue. “She still hasn't come to terms with being a Knight, so how do you think she can accept that?”  Ohhhhh... smiting list.  Top of the list.  Celeste kissed my forehead, her emerald eyes gleaming with mischief.  Ok, maybe second or third on the smiting list.

The crowd all started surging away from where we stood near the Outrider, toward the edge of the meadow as the crowd volume and excitement seemed to build upon itself.  I had learned that this defensible green space between the walls of the Keep and the low stone fence that divided the green space from Outer Highland was called the Circulum.

Celeste had chuckled when she heard the name, and she had mumbled, “I suppose they couldn't have two rings, now could they?”  I was determined to ask her what she meant by that, when things weren't as hectic.  Maybe I could bring it up on our return flight to pass the time.

Misty swayed a bit looking momentarily dizzy.  I was almost instantly by her side, my hand on her forehead.  “Are you feeling alright, sweetheart?”

She shook her head and dismissed my concern. “I'm fine mom.  Just too much excitement coming from all the people, it is just a strain.”  I narrowed my eyes and glanced up to Celeste who was by my side.  She shrugged.  Could our daughter feel the emotions of those around her because of her latent nature elemental spark?  She had never said anything like that before.

Then I looked around, there were more people in this area of the Circulum than in our busy market at home.  Could it be the sheer numbers of people radiating their emotions causing some sort of pressure wave a nature sensitive could actually feel?

I just put a hand out, and she took it, and I gave hers a little squeeze, letting my magik of the People flow around us both in a light mist of warmth and calming.  Perhaps I could help shield her from the emotional onslaught.  I exhaled in relief as the strain on her face seemed to lessen.

Then there were shouts and cheers and whistles as the first of the wagons lumbered out from between the large, multi-story brick and stone buildings at the perimeter of the green space.  The great oxen at the yoke pulling the brightly colored pentagonal dwelling on wheels along the ancient cobbled road.

Then we heard three short blasts from the war horns of the keep.  People parted like a wave, this must have meant something to them, a code for the villagers like we use when us knights are doing drills in Wexbury.  I watched as hundreds of mounted knights, including a grinning Michael, poured out of the four portcullis and swept into a wide line, shooing the nobles and commoners in the crowd forward, clearing half the width of the Circulum.

It was something to see.  I hadn't seen that many knights together in one place since seven realms of the Lower Ten assembled to liberate Treth and Far Reach from the remnants of the Rogue magic users, after the Battle of the Monolith.  They had assembled in Wexbury, and the very ground shook when they started the march to free the two Keeps and lend assistance to New World Keep, who had also suffered at the hands of the Rogues. But they managed to retain their own sovereignty at the loss of their Prime Techromancer, Count Eric, before their home guard could break the siege.

The sobering realization that this was just a fraction of the Highland Knights, kept our own realms in perspective to me.  This was the capitol, and they were the peacekeeping force that was called upon whenever the realms found that they alone could not stand against the enemy.  The last time they had ridden across the Gap was to assist the Lower Ten in the Great Mage War.

It was now easy to see why there had never been an uprising against Highland Reach in all the centuries that had passed since the first crossing of the Gap.

A lone woman in colorful flowing robes, wearing a grand Carnival mask that rivaled the most beautiful and ornate masks I had seen in paintings of the Royal Masquerade, rode upon a horse at the front of the long string of wagons that were slowly emerging from between the buildings on that great cobbled road.

The first wagon paused at the low stone fence, the woman moving forward as we watched.  My eyes arched in surprise when I saw the green piping on the woman's dress, knowing that there were only three people who could display it.  But Celeste and I were here, so that left just one woman, and it was a genuine surprise.

I grinned up at Celeste who looked smug.  Had she known that the woman was hiding in the sea of Lupei when we met up with them at the Toran?  I narrowed my eyes at her accusingly, and she just winked and bumped my hip.  Ok, fine, I smiled and then looked back at the leader of all the Mountain Gypsy bands, as Great Mother Ranelle rode confidently toward the line of mounted knights alone.

Her confidence radiated from her like her barely contained magik, which was so powerful I knew it took a toll on her to keep it in check.  And magic touched or not, everyone could feel that power as she passed.  I smirked, Rain was a showman, a minstrel in another life, and she certainly knew how to make an entrance as all eyes were upon her.

It wasn't until I saw Princess Everly moving swiftly along the line of knights, toward a stunned looking Sir Silas as he realized who was approaching him.  She had her skirts hiked as she moved in front of the man, her personal guard swarming around her.

She reached Silas just as Rain stopped in front of them.  Then the crowned Princess of Highland, Lady Everly, the most powerful woman in all of the lands of Sparo, co-ruler of all the realms, took to a knee and bowed her head to the only woman of higher rank than her, since George has never taken the crown.  Great Mother Ranelle, Queen of the Gypsies.

Upon seeing one of their rulers bow to the statuesque woman riding high on her horse, the murmuring crowd silenced and everyone started dropping to a knee and dropping their heads in supplication, even through the wave of confusion I'm sure Misty was being pummeled with.

Silas pulled on his reins, and his horse backed a step and then brought itself down in a kneel.  Then with a thrum and clanking, hundreds of horses with their knights knelt.  It was such a sight to see, I was delighted and awed that their horses were so well trained.  But even so, none held the majesty of my Goliath.

Ranelle silently looked up and down the line of knights, and I could see the amusement twinkling in her eyes even from where we stood.  The only three not bowing.  She had decreed that we not do that in her presence, though I sneak in a bow or curtsy when I can.  She caught sight of us by the Outrider because of it.  The mask she wore was a work of art that just accentuated her youthful beauty, though I knew the truth of her age.

She winked from behind that intricately crafted mask, then cleared her throat toward Everly who was still bowing, but with a wickedly playful grin on her face.  The Princess stood, causing a wave as the knights all had their chargers stand, signaling all of those gathered to stand as well.

Everly was making a grand spectacle of the historic event so that everyone would speak of it for years to come.  The day the Gypsies came to Highland.  And Ranelle's presence just helped her drive the fact home.

The leader of the Mountain Gypsies looked down from her saddle and greeted Everly in the way of us Altii Knights.  “Salutations Highland.”

I wondered how Everly would respond since Ranelle was not one of the Lupei, nor any other Gypsy band.  It was a curse of her position to be held apart, not one of any band since she was one with all.  But the Princess surprised me with her response, “Salutations, Lider al Poporului.”  She spoke the tongue of the People?  That was a pleasant surprise as she greeted her as Leader of the People.  Then she turned her gaze to the waiting wagons a hundred yard beyond and called out, “Salutations Lupei.”  The man at the reins of the lead wagon, Mother Udele's wagon, just inclined his head in acknowledgment.

Then Everly returned her gaze to the mounted leader.  Rain gave her a smirk and said, “If it pleases Highland.”  She turned her gaze to me as she continued to speak to the Princess, “Sora Laney has brought her family to Carnival.”  Mother Luna, she was making it seem as if I were the one to bring Carnival to Highland for the first time ever.  My smiting list was getting awfully long.

There was silence as if the entire population of the grand city was holding its breath.  Everly, who I am beginning to believe is just as big a showman as Ranelle, inclined her head.  That was all the crowd needed, and a deafening roar of cheers and applause went up, and the wagons began to move again.

The crowd parted around them, still cheering as they approached like some great serpent twisting through the city as far as the eye could see.  I felt like a fool.  I had tears rolling down my cheeks, and I knew not why.

The knights parted, allowing the wagons to move in behind them into the half of the Circulum they had cleared of people.  I just shook my head.  They would be arriving for a couple hours at least, were the knights just going to sit there until the last wagon had taken its place at the base of the great walls of the Keep?

Ranelle slid off her saddle and then embraced Everly as we approached.  The crowd surged to the line of knights to gawk at the wagons assembling behind them.  The Princess' personal guard keeping a pocket of space between them and their charge.

We reached the two as they were chuckling and joking about something.  Ranelle turned to look at us then just held her arms out.  Misty let go of my hand and almost leapt into the Great Mother's arms.  Rain hugged her with that far away look on her face that she got when children were around.  I knew how lonely she got, being so isolated from her own people as she traveled from band to band, family to family in her duties as ruler.  She loved children so much but had none of her own.

When she first met Misty, she almost exploded into adoration of her.  I understood to an extent since I still didn't quite grasp how the bond between her and our families worked.  But I was afraid it was the same as the blood bond we shared with Udele.  So in effect, Ranelle saw Misty as her granddaughter.  The two got along like cookies and milk.

Still hugging my daughter, she held one arm out to me, and I hugged her, trying hard to get the smile off my face which was so wide it was making my cheeks ache. “Rain.”

She kissed my cheek then released me as she looked me up and down. “Laney.”  Then she cocked her head expectantly at my wife, the always serious commander of the mobile battalion of Wexbury, who took life outside her own family so very seriously.

Rain wiggled her fingers on her outstretched hand, and Celeste shook her head, sighed then grinned as she leaned in and hugged the Queen of the Gypsies, echoing my greeting, “Rain.”

This pleased the smug looking ruler as she said in the exact same flat tone as Celeste had used, “Celeste.”  They shared a chuckle as my wife stepped back, blushing.  I arched an eyebrow and bit my lower lip, it was such a good look on the woman I loved.

Ranelle chuckled as she looked at us. “I see the honeymoon still isn't over.”

Our traitorous princess chuckled and teased, “You have no idea.”

To everyone's amusement, I muttered, “Hey.”   Ok, I'll have to learn not to fuel their teasing fire one of these days.

We all paused and looked down when Misty squealed in delight and watched as she darted away from our side.  I was about to call her back when I saw her destination.  Sylvia's wagon had just passed by, and the back door was open with Ingr looking out at the crowd, her tiny goats at her feet.  Her eyes widened as she saw my errant daughter.  Then she was urging Misty on, as she chased the wagon as it passed through the gap in the line of mounted knights.

Ingr reached down and took Misty's hand and pulled her up into the moving wagon.  I shook my head in amusement and said in my hoarse and raspy voice, “Oh, no, by all means, join Ingr.  Thank you for asking.”  Then after a beat, I mused, “That girl... I swear that one day, she'll be the death of me.”  This just got another chuckle from those gathered around us as I realized that by the grace of the Three Sisters, I was starting to sound like my own mom.

The guards all tensed and a familiar male voice spoke from behind us, “Ah but they grow up so very fast.”  We didn't even look back, I had actually been expecting him.

I nodded and said, “Yes they do Dru, yes they do.”  It was true, I still remembered the wide-eyed little girl I had met on the stairs of Castle Wexbury years back.  This girl who had eyes filled with wonder over my scars instead of repulsion.

Celeste reached her hand back, and he grasped it a moment then stepped up beside us, just in view but always apart.  I almost cannot remember a time when our garda personala, and surrogate brother, was not hidden somewhere nearby, ever vigilant, always protecting.

His presence surprised Everly, which just got a chuckle from us.  Celeste said in mock grumpiness, “Yes, he does that.”

I turned back to Ranelle. “I didn't know you were coming.  What a pleasant surprise.”

She chuckled at me and said, “You don't think I'd miss this historic event and make sure you didn't create a mess representing the People, now did you.”

I narrowed an eye. “Hey, I wouldn't make a mess of things.”  She cocked an eyebrow at me, and I grumped, “The Monolith and Solomon were not my fault.”

She chuckled. “Whatever you say my campion al poporului.  Trouble follows you like a cloud, Laney, it is good that you have the strength to shoulder it.”

Celeste pulled me to her and gave me a good natured hug.  I smiled up at her then looked around.  “Why do I feel as though I am being ganged up on here?”

Rain cocked her head, her eyes looking out from behind the mask.  Then she said, “Let us retire to someplace more private so we can discuss events, shall we?”  She looked at Everly and asked, “Will you speak for Highland, or should we get George?  Your Altii hierarchy still confounds me that a man is in charge.”

The Princess chuckled and said with wry humor, “I prefer your ways if only I could convince the other realms of it.”  We all snickered at that, then she got serious and said in a low voice,  “No, George is currently attending to an important court matter.  I can speak for Highland, I stand as my husband's equal.”

Then with a sly smirk, she whispered, “And all of your concerns may be unnecessary now as our Laney here may have already uncovered the seditious treachery just before your arrival.”

This got Ranelle looking at me, her head cocked, and a look I had seen once before from her, and it made me blush just as hotly now... pride.  She stole me from my wife's side, dragging me toward the already parked wagons from the endless caravan, her arm looped in mine.  She held her chin high, and I couldn't help but smile as the other women trailed behind us.

***

We wound up in Mother Udele's wagon, and it was a little crowded with five of us in the outer room.  Alexandru and the Princess's guards stood outside to ensure our privacy.  They were most upset when she wouldn't allow one into the wagon to stand behind her, and even more upset when they were refused when they asked to search the wagon first.

Udele had chuckled at them and said, “If it is weapons you would look for, then everything in my wagon would be a threat, especially the tomes.  The written word is the most powerful of weapons, child, as they have the ability to expand the mind and change the very world if we heed their wisdom and not repeat the mistakes of those who came before us.”

Everly smirked and told her guards, “Translation... no.”  She rolled her eyes at their consternation then supplied, “Just stay out here and be alert.  If Mother Udele or Great Mother Ranelle wished me harm, they have the power within them to level our courtyard.”

Ok, right there, that was exactly the wrong thing to say, and she knew it.  She was enjoying riling up her men, who looked twice as nervous now, their hands absently resting on the hilts of their swords.  Then I thought about it again and realized it was an abject lesson that no matter your strength, there is always someone out there who is stronger and more powerful.

As we entered the wagon, I scolded her, “You are an evil, evil woman, Ev.”

She said in her regal tone she used in court, “Why thank you.”

I muttered, “It wasn't a compliment.”

Rain shook her head, grinned, and asked, “Laney, is that any way to speak with a leader of the Altii.”

I nodded emphatically and supplied, “Yes.  Yes, it is.”

She snorted. “Good.”  Then she looked around as Celeste closed the door behind her then stood with her back to it, her arms crossed behind her, and legs slightly apart at parade rest.  It was obvious to all as the flames of the lamplight reflected off her armor, that she intended to guard our impromptu meeting.  And Mother Luna help me if the determined look on her face didn't look sexier than hell.

Rain prompted and the rest of us took seats at the table which Mother Udele did her Seeings... peering into the future of those around her.

It felt odd to me that Rain sat me beside her and Udele sat with Everly.  I felt a warmth inside that the Mothers didn't sit on one side, and us Altii on the other.  This was them including me as one of their own again.

Udele was the first to speak, “So, Everly, child, tell us of the mischief our dear Laney has gotten into in this grand settlement of yours.”

I growled when the crowned princess started with one of Celeste's jokes.  “It was just a little mischief.”  Smiting was impending.

The next couple hours were spent sharing our findings, and that now that Highland knew how it was happening, they could put a stop to it and investigate the whys and whos of it.  Everly was quite certain that the crown could get the men to speak.  It was also plain by her reaction that she found the methods which would be employed, quite distasteful.

Then matters turned to more pleasant topics as the Princess shared with us, the other impending matter.  She leaned in like a gossip over a fence, and I found myself leaning in to listen as the others did, and she said brightly, “Now that the nasty business of state is put behind us.  Tomorrow is the  Spring Solstice, and that means the Royal Masquerade.”

We were all grinning like teenaged girls in the market when knights passed by.  I had to suppress a squee, I was going to the Masqe!  Then I suddenly paled and looked down at my gypsy dress, with its green piping down the sides.  It was fit for court, but the Masquerade?  Where all of the most influential and powerful nobles in all the realms would be gathered in gowns and finery so rich that they could feed an entire village for a year.

I muttered under my breath, “Shit.”  This got all eyes to snap to me.  I've tried so hard the last few years to not use such vulgar terms.  They did not fit nobility, and I didn't want the children I liked to surround me, to pick up bad habits because of my loose tongue.  But there was no other word that would work in this instance.

They all looked over amused, and Celeste prompted, a laugh threatening in her tone, “What is it, Laney?”

I looked around in fear, and incredulity over their incomprehension as I rasped out like it was plain to see, “I'm going to the Masque.”  I motioned my hands up and own in front of myself in explanation.

This got Everly to burst out in giggles.  “I'm sure we can find you something appropriate to wear, Laney.”  I absently reached up and rested my silk gloved hand on my scarred cheek.

I normally didn't care what I looked like, or what others thought of me, as vanity did not put food on the table.  But I would be there with all the most beautiful people in the lands... a chicken farmer, scarred and disfigured.

For the first time since we entered the wagon, Celeste moved.  She was quickly by my side, grasping my hand and moving it from my face.  She looked at me with nothing but concern and love in her eyes, and I marveled again at that love.

Everly virtually growled at me.  “You are a rare beauty, Laney.  One day you will realize that.  Your scars dance with a magic that just enhances what makes you... well... you.”

Udele spoke as if I hadn't dampened the mood.  “No need to dress our Sora, Everly.  The whispers on the wind tell me that the Lupei has been hard at work to prepare something for our little Femeie de Sabie to wear, since it was announced that one of us would be attending the Royal Masquerade.”

The Princess was undeterred as she reached over to run her fingers through my dark hair as she nodded her head and mused out loud, “Alright, I'll see what our stylist can do with her hair.”

I slapped her hand away from my hair playfully and muttered, “Ladies. I'm right here you know.  I can hear you.  Hello?”

Celeste scolded with a suppressed smile twitching at the corners of her mouth, “Shush, Laney, we're working here.”

I had to hide a smile of my own.  With the nastiness of the sedition and treason behind us, I was letting the excitement of the impossibility of me going to the Masquerade out to play.



Chapter 16 – The Fifteenth Band

The next twenty-four hours were a whirlwind of shopping, and appointments with various beauticians of the castle, who made me feel as though I were just a serf again as they picked apart my look.  And of course, sightseeing Outer Highland with Misty since we hadn't had a chance since we had arrived.

Highland was treated to the biggest Carnival ever held since my family had followed me home from Solomon.  I witnessed the wonder of people who had never experienced the mystifying and thrilling entertainment of the Mountain Gypsies of the Lower Ten.  It reminded me of myself as I still vividly remember my first Carnival with my mother in Wexbury, when I was no more than four or five.

It was the most magical day of my young life.  Seeing these strange and amazing people as they celebrated with us.  The music, the performers and the games.  I had my first hot air balloon ride then, I believed I could reach up and touch the clouds.  It was then that I knew that anything was possible in this world.

My favorite things were the bright costumes they wore, and the jugglers with stilts hidden under their long trousers.  It made the Mountain Gypsies seem like otherworldly creatures spreading joy to those of us who only saw a portion of the wonders of the world that they lived in.

I smiled, because though I was still entertained by Carnival, now it was the knowledge the People had to share that held me in rapture.

I can never get enough of learning and knowledge, it has expanded my mind so much from the days that finding an exceptionally large egg in our daily collections was a wonder to me.  I aspire to learn as much as the scholars of the Keep one day, before I pass on from this world.

I chuckled to myself at the thought of the torture I must put Celeste, mother, Emily, and Donovan through with my incessant questions about every topic I become curious about.

My smile grew at the thought of the public library from Gus Davis FORD, or actually Cedar Ridge. It would take me some time to get used to the new name.  Now I would have access to even more information to me than was available in the entire Great Library of the Techromancy Scrolls.

Celeste shook my hand to bring me back to myself, as she walked beside me as we strolled through a nearby marketplace that put ours to shame.  I looked up at her in question, and she gave me a warm smile that was reserved for me alone and prompted, “You were giggling.”

I blushed and looked away to the wagons and tables filled with all types of wares and foodstuffs as I denied, “No I wasn't.”

Misty countered from her perch on my Lady's shoulder. “Yuh huh, mom.”  The little rascal was beaming a smile at me.  I looked the other way to where Ingr was nodding in agreement beside Sylvia who had joined us in our explorations of the great metropolis.

I shrugged, maybe I had been.  I explained, “I was just thinking about the path of life, how it can take you to so many unexpected destinations.”  My daughter nodded her head sagely with a far too serious look on her face for a young girl to have.

Some laughing children ran past toward the Keep, or more specifically, toward Carnival.  That reminded me.  I got a little smirk on my face as I looked around.  Celeste was on guard at that, the silly Knight, then she knew what I was on about.  She hoisted Misty to the ground, and I leaned down as I rasped out to her behind my hand, like we were to commit some great mischief, “You know what I found out about Highland the other day?”

She leaned in, Ingr at her back, and I had to smile at their wide eyes as Misty shook her head.  I stood and said in as commanding a tone as I could muster without cracking a smile, “Junior Regiment commander, I have a task of mischief for you.  There are shenanigans to be had.”

She stood straight pulling her stick and held it at the ready as she saluted with her other hand, “Misty of Wexbury, prepared for shenanigans, my Lady.”

Celeste snorted gently as she smothered her smile with a hand, lest we witness her amusement.  I slapped her shoulder lightly then turned back to the girls, an entertained looking Sylvia watching.  I slowly reached into my coin purse on my hip as I whispered, “I learned that Highland honors vouchers.”

Misty's eyes bulged at that, and her lavender magics glowed in her eyes as she grinned with understanding.  I shared my evil plan. “I task you to locate a band of giggling accomplices, and spread these penny vouchers around to the neediest children in the crowd.”  I pulled out a handful of violet strips of parchment and gave them to the girls as I added, “Then report back to us at the wagons on your success.”  I flicked an iron penny to her cohort in crime, and Ingr caught it neatly from the air as I said, “And get yourselves a treat.”

Ingr looked hopefully up at her mother, who just nodded, a crooked smile on her face.  “Just be back at the wagon by nightfall.”

The girls squeed in excitement then Misty looked at Ingr and prompted, “We'll need squires.”  They ran off into the crowd, my girl paused long enough to look back and say, “Love you, mom.”  I waved as the went, “Love you too, little one.”

This caused Sylvia to chuckle. “Not many you can call little one, my Sora.”

I huffed. “Brat.”  Then we all shared a laugh as I absently looked to where our daughters had disappeared into the crowd.

Celeste, reading my mind yet again, assured me, “They'll be fine.  You don't worry like that sending them off to the market at home.”

I exhaled audibly and shared a sheepish smile with the women who looked overly amused at me.  I couldn't help but worry.  I don't know how mother survived when I would dash off to market from our cottage when I was but five.  I reminded myself that Misty was ten, practically a woman, and by far more capable and intelligent than I had been as a child.  I smirked... and she has bested three knights now.

I looped my arms into theirs and dragged them to a cart overflowing with fine fabrics as I admitted, “I know, I just worry, she is our first child.”

This got Sylvia chuckling and said in the tongue of the People, “Just wait, you'll get over it especially if you have another.  Then you will be relieved whenever they go off to make mischief.”

We hadn't been browsing the wares for more than a minute when church bells in the distance peeled out twice, paused, then repeated.  The bells of a nearby cathedral answered in kind.  Two deep bongs, a pause, then again.  That was answered by a five-second blast of the war horns of the keep.  The people all around us cleared the wide cobblestone road that bisected the market square.  What was going on?

Celeste was on alert, her hand rested on her blade.  Again I was surprised to find my hands resting on the reassuring solidness of the hilts of my swords.  We turned at the sound of steel on stone thrumming as four knights on great chestnut chargers galloped through the market from the direction of the castle, heading through the city.  The thrumming of the great steed's shod hooves kicking up sparks from the cobblestones as they went to deal with whatever had raised the alarm.

The crowd closed into the roadway after they passed, all stretching their necks in curiosity just like us.  I glanced at the potter at the table. We were browsing over the hand turned vases as he bowed to me then shrugged.  He answered my unasked question, “The patrol from the West Weigh Station is due to return today, Lady, but Knights never ride out to meet them, nor do the approach bells ring.”

I started looking around frantically for Misty.  He must have seen the fear in my eyes and mistook it for fear for myself.  He assured me, “Don't worry, my Lady, two strikes are for friend, three for foe.”  My beating heart calmed at that.

Then the man furrowed his brow. “Though they never ring the bells for the patrol.”  Then he shrugged and went back to painting a floral design on a clay pot.

Celeste looked at me and tilted her head in a half shrug and said, “Outer Highland is so huge that it makes sense to have a series of codes to relay activity at the outskirts to the Keep.”

I nodded, all in Wexbury could hear the alarm bells at the Main Portcullis from anywhere in the Keep, so had no need for elaborate relays, and the war horns only signaled a contingent of knights heading out of the castle, this gave our people a chance to come to the road and watch.  If we came under attack, then all three war horns would sound for a full minute, the three tones carried for miles.

Then I thought of the new communication system with the lettered lights, some day soon, there would be instant communication between the lookouts at the fringes of the villages and the Keeps, thanks to Bexington's imagination.  That would do away with the need for relays or signal fires, and any delays in getting messages across to the defenders.

We turned back to our browsing.  I couldn't help picking out a beautifully crafted pair of calfskin boots, dyed a rich green from a master Tanner's wagon as a gift for Jace.

I had thought of being funny and getting him a tunic in the colors of Highland like so many nobles did when they traveled but left their children behind with their nanny.  But I couldn't bring myself to be cruel.  I still owed him for letting spend a day in a cell.

Celeste had already found some beautifully crafted necklaces for my mother and Emily.  She was overjoyed that umm... Father?  Had finally manned up and admitted his feelings for the diminutive Matron of the Library.

He had thought his daughter would look down upon him as Emily was only eight years her senior.  But she was delighted that her father had found someone to let into his heart after her mother had died.  And let's face it, who didn't love Emily?  She had this way of worming into your heart, and I swear that half the nobles have a secret crush on her, including some of the women.

We looked up when the crowd started growing louder as everyone started backing from the roadway again and crowding in to look at something approaching.  I couldn't see anything from my vantage point, and my curiosity was killing me.  Celeste was looking over the crowd then looked down at me and grinned as I was straining to see.

She looked around and said, “Come on.”  She pulled me along, Sylvia on our heels, to a group of barrels beside a building.  She lifted me effortlessly onto a barrel, and I looked out over the crowd.  I heard a squeak and then grinned and crinkled my nose at Sylvia as she got the same effortless airlift to a barrel perch.

Then my unfairly tall wife just turned and watched as I absently dropped a hand to her hair and played with it from behind.  I swear the woman purred.

A few seconds later a wagon, surrounded by the four knights who had gone past earlier, and two others.  The crowd murmured as the wagon passed with a man in torn, and dirty garments laying in the back.  Had I not seen his chest rising in haggard breaths, I would have thought him dead.

My eyes widened as I realized he was wearing an odd combination of gypsy garb and some more traditional clothing of a style I wasn't familiar with.  The bright colors of his tunic were muted by the dirt and dust caked on them.  I didn't recognize the yellows, oranges, or grays as any Sparo realm or gypsy clan.

It was the gasp from Sylvia and the almost shocked and incredulous look on her face which signaled that there was something important about the man.

Her wide eyes just tracked the wagon, she seemed frozen in place.  I asked, “What is it, Syl?”

Her returning whisper was just barely audible above the rising rumble of the crowd.  “Impossible... the Fifteenth Band...”

Then she was in motion, hiking her skirt and jumping from the barrel, blurting, “We need to get to Great Mother Ranelle.  Now!”

I jumped into Celeste's waiting arms, and she lowered me to the ground.  Before we could ask anything, she had grabbed our hands and was dragging us through the market toward the Castle, and the Lupei caravan.

***

We arrived at the castle gates, and the Mountain Gypsies were already abandoning Carnival and gathering near Ranelle's wagon.  We stepped up as Rain was attempting to quiet the crowd of people shouting questions at her.  The Highlanders were starting to gather around as well, curious as to why the Gypsies had stopped the celebration.

Rain called out, her voice rolling over the crowd, carried by her power, “Everyone, go back to the celebration.  I will share what we discover when we speak with the Altii.  I know only what you do at this time.”

I was still a little confused as to what was happening, but I knew it had Sylvia excited, and even a little frightened.  She pulled us through the crowd and up to the Great Mother.  She stepped right up to her and moved close, keeping her voice low so those gathered would not hear.  “The Fifteenth Band.”  Then she pulled back, the two women shared a look I didn't understand, and Syl nodded once in affirmation.

Rain shook her head and hissed out a curse, “Rahat!”  Then she looked around and got a look of determination on her face as she whipped her ponytail around her neck and hiked her skirt.  “Come with me.”  She looked between Sylvia, Celeste and me, indicating who she was speaking to.  Her guards started moving too, and just a glance and a barely perceptible shake of her head stalled them, and they took their places around her wagon again.

She grumbled, switching to Gypsy, “So this is the revelation Udele had witnessed in her seeing.  The wise old bat could have shared at least that much with me.”

Sylvia chuckled as we headed to the closest portcullis of the four, speaking Gypsy as well, likely to avoid prying ears, “You know why she didn't, she saw many possible futures in a seeing and didn't wish to get your hopes up.  Her visions are not as accurate as our Laney's here.”  I blushed.

Then I asked in the tongue of the People, feeling foolish for not knowing the answer, “You say this man is from the Fifteenth Band.  But there are but thirteen families of the People.  I sometimes hear people say there are fifteen yet only thirteen attended the war council at the Meeting Spot on Father Stone.”

We paused at the portcullis when Highland Knights barred Ranelle's approach.  They realized who she was and bowed to her. “My Lady, we are on lockdown until the Prince gives the word and the all clear is sounded.  No one may enter or leave the Keep.”

Celeste stepped up and said, “The man your Knights brought in was a Gypsy, will you deny the Great Mother her right to attend her vassal?”  She was pulling out some sort of protocol I wasn't familiar with I realized.

The man took a deep breath and exhaled audibly, obviously conflicted then he nodded once.  “Alright, but just the Great Mother.”

Ranelle shook her head and countered, “This is my personal healer.  The man looked to be in need of one, she can attend to his specific needs.  And these two are mine.”  She indicated us.

What did she mean by that?  We were hers? I looked at the green piping on my dress which matched the piping on hers.  One day I would get a straight answer as to how we were tied to her family.  They were always so evasive when we asked.

Was it the same as our inadvertent blood bond to Udele?  Were we somehow the equivalent of her daughters, though she looked barely older than Celeste.

We knew her true age though, and it still boggled my mind that her aging had slowed so much because of the sheer amount of magik that flowed through her.  She would be what?  Fifty-two or three this year?

Sylvia supplied, “You can have guards accompany us, but I must see if there is something I can do for the man.”

The Knight actually chuckled at that. “Guards?  I'm not sure I have enough men to cover the Harbinger of Wexbury.”  I glanced at Celeste, that was one I had never heard applied to my love.  Celeste looked overly uncomfortable, shifting from foot to foot.  Then he shook his head in amusement, signaling a single Knight over.

I asked him, “Harbinger of Wexbury?”

He nodded seriously. “Yes.  Even here in Highland, we hear the stories, which everyone who knows her denies when pressed.  That when Lady Celeste of Wexbury takes the field, all is lost for the enemy.  She will bring them to task and collect their souls.  Many here have longed to cross blades with her on the practice grounds to see the truth of it for ourselves.”

I reached out and grabbed my Lady's hand and laced our fingers, giving her a gentle squeeze.  I knew the look in her eyes.  She was exceedingly proficient in doling out violence and death, though she took no pride in it.  I knew that the blood on her blade haunted her as much as the blood on my hands.  Could we ever balance the scales?  All those lives extinguished at our hands...

He turned and addressed the other knight, “Ben, please accompany the Great Mother and her companions to the infirmary.”

Celeste inclined her head in appreciation to the man and offered an arm.  He grasped forearms with her, and she said, “Perhaps we can find time to spar before my stay here is done...”  She left a question hanging in the air.

He nodded with a grin. “Jared.”

She smirked back, letting a hand drift to the hilt of her blade, “Jared.”  The man had that gleam in his eye of the anticipation of battle, and he nodded once and turned back to his guard duties.

I noted the other Knights still looked at Celeste and me warily.  They didn't like the idea of armed outsiders in the Keep and didn't understand the Prince's edict to honor Gypsy traditions on that point.  And now another blade joined us on Ranelle's hip.  If they only knew just how powerful the Queen of the Mountain Gypsies really was, they'd know the blade was the least dangerous thing about her.

As we followed the younger Knight, Rain turned to me and spoke in Gypsy, answering my previous question. “There have always been fifteen bands.  Though only thirteen speak for the People.  This is done by necessity.  You know the thirteen core families, and even the fourteenth.”

She had a sly grin on her face. “You yourself originated from the Fourteenth Band, Laney.”

The guard kept looking back, suspicion in his eyes as the Great Mother spoke in a language he did not comprehend.  Sylvia smiled at him and laid a hand on his arm in a gesture to show there was no ill intent being contrived.

I was getting more confused and almost asked, but she clarified, “Nicholas was of the Fourteenth Band, the Gypsy Rovers.  The ones who left the mountains to roam the lands of the Altii, to learn of their ways, to share in their culture and report back to the Great Mother.  Yet he made a wonderfully foolish mistake and fell in love with an Altii maiden so fair, and with a heart so accepting, that even the Three Sisters looked upon her with hooded eyes.”

I blushed at her description of my mother.  I often wondered what she had looked like at my age.  Everyone spoke of her beauty and I figured it just skipped a generation with me.  Duke Frederick had told me I should visit the vault in the Great Library and go through all of the court paintings, that there were a couple of mother in there.  I have never built up the nerve to do so yet.  And especially now that I knew she had been Frederick's first love, yet she did not feel the same.

Then I blinked when I realized that she had just casually told us that the Gypsies were keeping tabs on our realms from within.  Celeste didn't seem concerned, and I realized that it made sense, and I was sure that each realm was even keeping tabs on the other realms in some manner as well.

Rain cocked her head at me with a thoughtful look as she shared, “Then there is the fifteenth family of the People, the Cristea band.  They were the great visionaries, the scholars, the thinkers.  They believed that we couldn't possibly be alone in the world, that other pockets of land which could support life had to have survived the Great Impact.”

She idly touched the pommel of her blade, and I realized that the chains of flowers carved around her crest numbered fifteen.  Then she sighed and continued, “They set out centuries ago, on a great quest.  They divided their family into four groups and all headed out of the Habitable Lands toward the four points of the compass, loaded down with supplies for three months travel.”

She almost whispered pain in her eyes like she had witnessed the event, “And they were lost to time.  She tapped her blade. “A decade later, the first Highland expedition had crossed the Gap, and the Altii proved the Cristea's beliefs.  We have ever remembered the lost band.  The Fifteenth.  But now...”

Ranelle gazed at the castle as we entered near the barracks. “Now it seems they may not be as lost as we have thought.  It seems they have finally found their way home after so many centuries.”  She seemed so hopeful, her eyes still lost in a memory that wasn't hers.

I furrowed my brow and prompted, “If some went north, then how did they not find Highland?”

Celeste nodded in realization and provided the answer, “Because if they left the Whispering Walls due north as the compass points, they would have missed Highland, as it lies to the northwest.

I nodded my understanding, and now my curiosity returned a thousand fold as I asked in English, “So the man in the wagon with the patrol from the West Weigh Station...”

Sylvia nodded and finished for me, “Was dressed in the colors of the lost family of the Cristea.”  The weight of the impossibility pushed down upon us, and my smile slowly bloomed.  So they were not lost to time after all.  And if the group who had traveled west had survived all this time, then what of the other three?  Bex's excitement for the possibilities of exploration was now burning inside of me.  Would we be able to find the Fifteenth Band in my lifetime?

The knight brought us to what looked to be an infirmary that had more advanced equipment than our hospital in Wexbury.  There were two knights and even two of the Prince's own guarding the doors at the end.  Was Prince George already here?

To her credit, Ranelle addressed the men at the door instead of simply trying to pass, Sylvia said, “Please inform your Prince that the Great Mother is here to see her vassal.”

One of the Prince's guards bowed slightly and went into the room beyond.  A few seconds later, the man stepped out with Princess Everly, who seemed relieved to see us.  She actually hugged Rain who stood there looking awkward like she wasn't sure what to do.  Ha, take that!  Now she knows how she makes me feel when she does that to me.  The ever dignified Queen of the Gypsies caught my look of amusement and stuck her tongue out.  Very regal indeed.

Everly released her and asked in all earnestness, “One of yours?  He wears odd garments we have never seen before, and we didn't recognize the colors.”

She pulled her through the door, and we followed to see the man, who looked on the brink of death, laying on a bed surrounded by doctors.  George was there, speaking with a Knight who's cloak was caked in dust and sand.  He had goggles at the crown of his head, and his face was grimy and caked in dust except for where his goggles had been,  It gave him a sort of reverse raccoon look.

When George saw us, his eyes widened, and the tension in his shoulders seemed to relax.  He stepped forward taking one of Rain's hands between his as he guided her beside the bed by the man.  I looked at the poor soul.  His lips were cracked, and he looked half starved, his eye sockets were virtually hollow on his gaunt face.

The doctors were cutting off the man's clothing as nurses started washing him down while others checked the lines of fluid they had connected to his arms with tubes.  I have never seen leather tunics nor trousers like what he wore.

They were an odd style, and looked very industrial, like you would see in a smelter or smithy.  Yet they still had the flair and color which marked the man as a Gypsy.

George asked, “Is he one of the People?  He was found unconscious at the outer marker of the West Weigh Station by the monthly patrol.  All indications were that he came from the west.  We don't know how he survived in the uninhabitable lands, nor how he had come to be there.”

Rain stood behind the doctors and just stared at the man, her eyes wide in disbelief as she nodded slowly and almost whispered, “We believe him to be of the missing Fifteenth Band.”

The Prince looked at the dusty Knight and inclined his head.  The man held out a curved blade in a scabbard to Rain, like he was presenting a gift.

She reached out and accepted it in one hand, palm down and just stared at the hilt.  Her lips were soundlessly working as she brought the hilt closer to her face, and her other hand sought it out, her fingers brushing the fifteen links of the flower chain around a family crest I didn't recognize.

She slowly drew the blade. I blinked when I realized that it was bronze not folded steel.  Gypsies like us Altii moved beyond bronze weapons a millennia ago.  The guards were getting visibly nervous as she drew the blade free of its scabbard in the presence of the royals.

She started twirling it in one hand, making graceful sweeping motions in an intricate pattern, testing the weight and balance of the blade before sheathing it again and nudging her chin toward the seal.  “This is the crest of the Cristea family,” she said in a faraway voice when she looked back at the man lying unconscious in the bed. “They have finally come home.”

Sylvia couldn't hold herself back from watching anymore and moved forward, moving a doctor out of the way, “This man does not have long if you don't do something now.”

Then man growled at her. “How dare you.  I am the lead physician here, this man is malnourished and suffering from extreme exposure and critical dehydration.  We are replacing fluids and electrolytes, but his system is in shock and his organs are shutting down.  We can only make him comfortable until he passes.”

Sylvia snapped back, “Children, you are all children, so young, you have much to learn.”  Then she spread her arms out above the man and in a whump of power, her healing magiks exploded from her in sheets of silken sheets.

My own magics wanted to answer, to wrap around and lend its power to the intricate dance of healing of each wispy white tendril, each layer upon layer of the magik of the spirit that cocooned the man, seeking out that which was not in harmony with life and lending its own vitality in its stead.

The man inhaled sharply once, then exhaled slowly, the strain and pain on his sleeping face bled away as the peace and harmony which Sylvia's magiks invoked, calmed his soul, and started the healing.  We all stood there entranced as her hands wove intricate patterns in the air, her eyes looking blankly into space at things we couldn't hope to see or understand.

Her voice sounded from far away, in multiple tones, as the strain started creasing the corners of her eyes, which were now a solid white mist.  “There is so much damage.”  She turned toward Rain, almost sightlessly and her voice chimed in that odd reverberating tone, “He is close to death's door.  It will take me days, maybe weeks, but I believe that if he is strong, I can bring him back from the brink.”

Ranelle nodded, hope in her eyes, and then said with a surety only she could muster, “He is strong enough.  If he was strong enough to find the outer marker and survive until the Altii found him, then he will beat all the odds against him.”  She didn't leave any room for argument.

I was watching Sylvia and my brow creased in worry as I saw the immense strain she was putting herself under.  I had never seen her use so much of her healing magic at one time like this, even when she saved me from death... twice.  She dropped her hands as she exhaled loudly, her magiks burning away as those silken sheets of healing seemed to evaporate into the ether they were constructed of.

I glanced around, the Gypsies tried not to show their magiks around us Altii.  Wexbury had been the recent exception.  This man must truly have been on the cusp of death if she would make such a  display in front of so many.

She swayed, and George and Celeste reached out to steady her as she looked up at us and smiled. “I have done what I can to stabilize him until you can get him to my wagon.”  The doctor looked at the man who looked a little better, then Sylvia.  Then he lifted his stethoscope and pushed past Sylvia to take the man's vitals.

He listened a few seconds, then turned to some gauges and needles on some sort of medical device which looked like a gizmo Bex would dream up in his shop.  After a second he turned an incredulous gaze to Sylvia.  He said under his breath, like if he spoke too loudly, the fates would hear and undo the weavings that the Gypsy healer had spun, “His vitals are stabilizing.  His color is returning like the toxicity from his organs shutting down has somehow left his system... how... is... what did you do?”

Our healer sighed, looking extremely tired and worn out. “The Altii are yet too young to understand.  Until you can learn to be in harmony with your own spirit, you will not be able to grasp the movement of energies in nature.”

The man just looked at her for a very long five count and turned to the Prince as he slung his stethoscope over his shoulder.  “I don't know how.  But whatever she did... the man has a chance now.”

That was Rain's cue.  She took one step to George and asked, “May we take our man to a more appropriate location for his recovery?  Our healer has much left to do to ensure his survival.  We owe Highland our thanks for his care and returning him to his people.”

Political mumbo jumbo if there ever was, it wasn't a question, it was a statement.  I grinned at her as she gave the man a sly smile.  George chuckled and inclined his head. “Of course, Great Mother, we are at your service.”

The doctor started to protest but was cut off by Prince George raising a hand and looking away from the man.  Everly spoke for her husband, “Have the patient prepared for transport and get some men to get him to Sylvia's wagon.”

The doctor sighed and took a deep breath through his nose and bowed his head. “Yes, Majesty.”

We all stood there silently looking at the sleeping Gypsy, wondering about the impossibility of him.  Then Everly looped an arm in Ranelle's and started dragging her out of the room, the rest of us with the exception of Sylvia in tow, as she asked, “The Cristea?  Truly?  I thought that was just a myth.  Bedtime stories told amongst the Mountain Gypsies.”



Chapter 17 – Preparation

After a good meal, and listening to Ranelle tell the story of the lost family again, the topic was changed to the Masquerade.  I wanted to run screaming from the women as they all started looking at me with wicked grins on their faces.

Everly had me stand and walked around me.  I felt so self-conscious that my power was bleeding from me, and I blurred with every movement, most likely painting a ghostly picture for the women.  Then the evil women started talking as if I weren't there.

The Princess kept looking at me, fluffing my hair as she spoke to the others while I nervously swatted at her hands, then crossed my arms over my chest.  “There isn't much time, the Masque starts in six hours, when Father Sol sets.  We have to do something with those nails, they look rough as a knights... and this hair.  Oh, and she'll need makeup to bring out that glow of hers.  It's good we have good material to work with.  Has she a gown?”

I rasped, “I'm right here.”

Rain nodded. “Yes.  Have your people do what they can to enhance her natural adorableness, we have a special gift for our Sora here.  Our artisans and seamstresses have been working diligently on something special since news of the Masquerade spread.  We'll make a princess out of her yet.”

Celeste was grinning at them as I grumped out, “Right here ladies.”

Like I hadn't spoken, my traitorous wife interjected, “Duchess Lucia had special shoes commissioned for our Laney, and we hid them on board the Outrider.  I'll go with you Rain, and we can discuss accessories.”

I humphed and moped. “Right here, does anyone even see me?”  Then all three women broke into chuckling giggles, and I got a group hug that had me blushing to my toes.  I was correct in my ascertain that they were indeed evil women... they had been playing with me.

I looked down as I ground my heel into the stone floor and mumbled, “I hate you all.”  This just got more giggles.  Maybe I wasn't too convincing, what with the big smile on my face and all.

Then I made a gleeping sound as I was dragged bodily away by Everly, my white misty afterimages and guards trailing behind as she called back, “We'll be attending our girl in my rooms, retrieve her things?  We have lots of work to do.  And Celeste?  Have you proper attire?”

Celeste chuckled. “Yes I brought my dress cape and court accouterments.”

Everly said absently as we left the private dining hall and into the maze of corridors of Castle Highland, “Good, good.”

I called back, “Find Misty?”

I wanted to hug myself when the knight of my heart called back, “Yes, my love.”  She had this way of putting so much meaning and weight into those two words 'my love'.  And I still to this day cannot believe that she means them, and I feel blessed each time I hear her speak them.

This got my Liege to say as she shook her head in amazement, “That look.  Even after the years that have passed between you.”

I was getting tired of blushing, it seemed my cheeks have been permanently on fire the past few minutes.  I parried and reflected it back at her, “You're one to talk, Ev.  You and George act like infatuated teens.”

She chuckled and inclined her head as she hurried me along. “Fair enough.  But in my defense, he's still little more than a boy.”

I smirked and agreed. “Aren't they all?”

This got her to titter and shake her head, “Yes, they are.  And you, my dear Laney, have a bit of a wicked streak hiding under that bashful exterior, now don't you?”

I felt emboldened, for the first time I was feeling that I was speaking with someone I was starting to regard as a friend instead of my ruler, and I said in a false hushed tone, “I'll tell you of my smiting list one day.”

She cocked an amused eyebrow. “Color me intrigued.”

We bantered all the way to her rooms, and we entered the apartments with their soaring arched ceilings and grand pillars.  The word palatial didn't do them justice.  You could have fit half of Wexbury's market square in the receiving room alone.

There were ladies lined up in waiting, all weighed down with various beauty supplies and implements, she had obviously had this planned out ahead of time.  Mother Luna, this was to be my end, now wasn't it?  I squeaked. “Help me?”

She gave a suitable cackle that was equal parts evil and amused as her hoard of coiffeurs descended upon me.  I had no doubt, all my days spent on the training ground with my blades had not prepared me for the horrors to come.  I gave a resigned smile as the women went to work.

***

Cosette chastised me again, “Highness, I can't see what I'm doing again, you're blurring too much.  Can you not control your power?”

I sheepishly shrugged. “My Techromancer magics, yes, but the magik of the People has its own way with me.  I'm sorry Cosette.”

She just gave me a crooked grin and shook her head, amused by my admission.  Then she said, “Then close your eyes, take three deep breaths.”

It was what instructors told young magic users who had just ignited, to help them center themselves and calm their magics.  I was embarrassed, I had been a Techno Knight for years, yet the magik had a mind of its own.  Mother Udele says that it is because I do not allow the two sparks to coexist inside of me, that I am conflicted.

I did as she asked, and could feel my magik settling a little.  I opened my eyes and smiled.  She nodded and said, “Good.”  Then attacked my lashes with that torture device that felt like it was going to pull my lashes from my lids.

She stepped back and looked at me, a line of women with Celeste and Misty at their center all cocking their heads and regarding me.  Then Cosette said, “And let us finish with a light shimmer to match the amazing sparkle from your cheek.” 

I blushed, why did everyone find my scars so fascinating, they made me look a freak.

She lightly dabbed at my face, neck, and to my embarrassment, the valley between my breasts with a feathery pad.  I hesitated, I could taste something in it with my sensitivity to metals.  Amber sparks started drizzling from my eyes as I took in its flavor in my mind.  I blinked, it was gold dust she was powdering me with.

She stepped back into the group of ladies and regarded me a moment.  I got lost in Celeste's eyes when I glanced at her.  They burned emerald, tinged with lust, as she licked her lip absently.  Oh, dear lord, it was heating me up.  Then Cosette looked to her Princess. “It'll do.  It was good to start with such good base material.”

Seriously.  Was I not right there in the room with them?  I looked around for a mirror.  They had denied me one the whole time they worked on my hair, manicure, pedicure, and now cosmetics.

I didn't understand why I even needed a pedicure, I'd be wearing shoes.  And I almost died of embarrassment when I had to remove my glove so that they could work on my right hand.  Why did I need to have my nails done on it?  It would be covered with my silk glove.

I felt a sort of shame I can't properly describe, when the girl, Patty, hesitated when she saw the mangled flesh of my burns and my missing finger.  But then she schooled the look, replacing it with a determined professional one, and went to work on those I still had.  Did I catch a glint of sympathy in her eyes?

They even, to my chagrin, shaved my legs and arms of their peach fuzz and worked lotions and oils into my skin.

I have to admit that the part of me which was a woman, instead of a Knight, was really enjoying the pampering.  I had never really embraced my femininity before.  I mean, sure, I have gone to balls and court functions in Wexbury on Celeste's arm from time to time, in my court finery, but nothing compared to the Royal Masquerade.

I was relieved that it was over as I sat in the oversized silk nightie that Everly had me wear after they stripped me down.  Well not really oversized, I mean it would fit her, or Celeste just fine, hitting around their knees, but on me, it hung half way down my calf.

I asked as I shot a pleading look at the marauder hoard, giving my best puppy dog eyes, “Right then, can I see the damage now?”

They all exchanged looks and Rain smirked as she picked up one of the packages she had brought which were wrapped in soft calfskin and tied with green ribbons.  She said in a sing-song voice, “No... now we dress you.”

I protested weakly, knowing it was futile, “I can dress myself.”

Then she tugged the bow on the ribbon, and the calfskin fell away to expose a gown.  My breath hitched.  I was looking at a gown like no other, which was so grand it was fit for a queen.

The delicate outer covering looked like a golden mist that had patterns swirling around it that I recognized.  It was like the silken sheets of magik I could see when Sylvia was healing.  It was like laying my eyes upon the very structure of life and nature itself.

I found my left hand reaching out timidly to touch it.  It was impossibly soft.  She said in a voice filled with reverence, “The finest spider silks, with strands of spun gold woven into it.  Only the best for our Laney.”

The bodice had green piping woven through it, like twisting vines, marking me as one of Ranelle's chosen.

I could also feel the power radiating from the gown.  I knew from experience that my Lupei family spoiled me, and the under layers of the gown were layered with hundreds of charms and sigils to protect me and give me luck.  They treated me like I was actually someone special and it warmed me inside.  I loved them all so very much.

Everly was covering her eyes which had silver sparks dripping from them.  She pushed her magic back down inside then grinned and muttered, “So much power.”  Then she smiled at me and echoed my own thoughts. “The Lupei must love you to share their gifts so freely.”

I shrugged and said hoarsely, “I love them too.”

Rain just smiled at that and then looked around and asked, “Girls?”  Then my eyes widened as they descended upon me again, gown in hand.

By the end of the ordeal, I wondered if I could even breath.  The built-in corset in the gown was pulled so tight I could only take shallow breaths.  The only negative was that it hung too low and brushed the floor.  I didn't wish to ruin such a work of art.

That's when the shoes came out, and I knew that Lucy had been in contact with Rain at some point before we left.  They were fine leather heels, embossed with gold filigree that seemed to wrap around them in organic patterns.  The leather below was bleached white and dyed to appear as if the gold was emerging from a smoky mist, which reminded me of my wispy magik.

Now, I am far from a girly-girl, but I do believe that I fell in love with those shoes.  Now the pedicure made sense, the shoes were open toed and had a modest inch and a half heel, not the three and four-inch ones the ladies of the court preferred.  And they were wide heels, almost the width of the shoes themselves, instead of those needle thin ones that most of the courtiers wore.

They laced them up my legs with the long golden silk ribbons on them, making a net pattern up to my knees.  Then I attempted to stand.  I have tried low heels before and found them uncomfortable and awkward.  I wobbled but re-centered myself and found them almost comfortable.

I took a few experimental steps.  Unlike the others I had tried, these were easier to adjust too, I think the wide heels helped.  I felt... tall.  I blushed.  I looked down to see the gown now hung a hair's breadth above the floor.

I felt silly, so I spun for the women, and they all just beamed satisfied smiles at me.  Except Celeste who had a look on her face, that was a cross between hunger and lust.  It was making my heart beat faster and causing a warm rush to radiate from all the most interesting parts of my anatomy.

Everly's giggle broke our locked eyes from each other.  The woman teased, “Lady Celeste, please refrain from ripping the gown from your girl until after the Masque, if you please?”

I had to grin at the cute blush that colored my Lady's face as she looked away sheepishly.  It was good to see that my love was actually human like the rest of us and could be embarrassed.  She said in a voice as hoarse as mine, “I better get ready.”

Everly nudged her chin. “You can use our bedchamber there.”

Celeste inclined her head in thanks and grabbed her own things and headed into the royal bedchamber.  I was curious as to what it looked like.

Misty walked up to me, her eyes wide, and she silently reached her hand up.  I bent at my knees since I couldn't bend at the waist if my life depended on it.  And my daughter delicately touched my glowing scars, running her fingers along them and I had to fight back a tear for some reason.  She never really saw me as disfigured.

Then she lowered her hand and said, “You're so beautiful, mom.”

It was getting hard to fight back that tear, so I looked away.  “Thank you, baby.”

I exhaled and then forced a smile as I looked around and asked like a whiny, petulant child, “Can I see a mirror now?”

They all broke into chuckles, and that brought a real smile to my lips as Everly looked over and prompted, “Cosette?”

The striking redhead bowed low to me and made an ushering motion. “Highness, there are mirrors in the closet.”

Closet?  Closet?  The room we were in could have housed my old cottage twice over.  It was filled with gowns and finery, and an entire wall stretching up at least fifteen feet was filled with all manner of shoes.

Over by one of the two sitting couches were some floor to ceiling mirrors like they had at the seamstress rooms at our Keep. I paused from where I stood, afraid of what I might see.  A herder girl pretending to be a noble, like a child playing dress-up with her mother's things.

Rain had her hands pressed together in front of her lips, eyes wide in anticipation as she prompted, “Go on now, Laney.”

I closed my eyes in resignation and moved to the mirrors.  The slight disorientation of seeing multiple wispy ghosts of myself, blurring to keep up before settling into me like a morning fog settling on the lawn, was washed quickly away as I froze.

Laney herder was nowhere to be seen.  All I saw was an elegant lady staring at me in shock.  I was... pretty?  I swallowed hard as I looked at my scars, they shimmered in the light as the rest of me with that warm glimmer from the gold dust.  They didn't look too bad like this.  I absently touched them and then turned myself slightly, so I didn't see them in the mirror.

I felt... I felt like a grown woman for the first time, as I looked at the Lady of the Court before me.  She had a dangerous flair with the twin blades hanging on her hips.  My eyes watered, and I looked away, it does not pay to be vain, this was but a costume I wore.  I looked around at all the women who were watching in anticipation.  I gave them a smile and rasped out, “Thank you I look... I look like a Lady.”

Rain was giving me a look full of sorrow and understanding and Everly almost growled, “Because you are a Lady, you best learn that Laney.  Try seeing yourself through our eyes, and you will be much happier, and maybe it will allow you to resolve those inner conflicts of yours.”

I exhaled and gave a more heartfelt smile as I approached them all and took each of their hands, “Thank you so very much for this ladies, you do remarkable work.”

They beamed at me then Everly excused them, and moments later it was just us.  Everly, Rain, Misty, and me.

That's when a vision strode into the dressing closet.  Celeste had polished her armor and wore a stunning dress cape which I had never seen before.  When she stopped moving, it wrapped around her like a cloak as grand as any ball gown I had ever seen.  The crests were emblazoned on the violet cape with its emerald lining, in gold to match my dress.  The crests numbered so many now, like mine, that they flowed down the length of the cape just like the green piping, marking her as one of Ranelle's 'children' just as mine did.

I looked at the crests, Wexbury, the House of Celeste, The House of Laney, the Lupei, and even the crest of the Great Mother of the Mountain Gypsies.  Where had she hidden this magnificent cape from me?  Her flaming hair was pulled back in a tight complex braid, exposing her delicately carved features.

Only her eyes betrayed that this vision of grace and beauty held one of the most dangerous women of the lands of Sparo inside, and that excited me even more.  My magics sought hers out, and her emerald eyes became a fire that sparked and drizzled emerald sparks that danced on the floor at her feet.

Rain placed a hand on her chest and gasped, “Oh my.”

Everly was almost panting as she said, “Agreed... ladies if you could please tone it down a bit.  You're bleeding emotion into your magics somehow.”  She swallowed, and I blushed and reigned in my power as Celeste did.

The women exhaled in relief and Everly shook her head and glanced at Rain. “Are they seriously always like this?”

Rain nodded sheepishly.  “Worse.”

My Lady looked embarrassed and aghast, and I defended weakly in a rasp, “Hey.”  Ok, so it wasn't my best defense, but the sight of Celeste... would it be wrong to purr?  She looked so strong and feminine at the same time.  And... she was smirking at me, the minx!

I looked away to hide my amused smile.  Misty hugged Celeste. “You look great too, mom.”

Then Everly said, “Now away with you all, I'll see you at the Masquerade, my ladies in waiting are giving me the stink eye, time for me to get ready.”  Then she added, “Ranelle, you will be attending won't you?”

The Great Mother looked resigned, it seemed a trap to me as well.  Good, at least I wasn't the only who had to suffer.  I gave her a triumphant grin.  She smiled in return and shook her head as she said, “Fine, you manipulative wench.”

Evelry tittered in amusement. “Takes one to know one.”

We headed toward the doors of the royal apartments, and Rain grabbed a package from one of the sitting couches as we left the Princess to prepare.  The bells started ringing outside, indicating the beginning of the Masquerade.

Bex and Michael were waiting outside.  I looked down at my foster daughter and took a breath, as much as I could, being strung up like a turkey, and said, “You'll need to stay on the Outrider with Bex tonight since Sylvia is healing a man in her wagon.  I shan't be much longer than midnight.”

She deflated and lost her smile.  Then she looked up hopefully. “Can Ingr come?”

I chuckled, “If Sylvia is alright with it then yes, she can until her bed time.”

She stood tall and said almost royally, “She's a Gypsy, she has no bed time.”

Celeste warned, “Misty.”

Our daughter had the sense to look sheepish.  She was after all supposed to be grounded for stowing away.  She said, “Yes ma'am.”

My Lady winked at her. “There's a girl.”

I glanced up to Bex, and the poor boy was staring, his mouth hanging open as he looked to be trying to find words, while he looked at me like he never had before.  Instead of feeling self-conscious, I felt, I don't know... pretty?  I smirked and reached up to shut his mouth as I said when we passed by, “What?  Have you not seen a girl before, silly boy?”

Celeste called out to her brother, “Can you see them back to the wagons please?”

He nodded and we marched down the corridor with Rain beside us.  The Gypsy woman chuckled. “That was wicked, Laney.  I like it.”

Ok, now I did blush.

We got lost in the corridors and had to ask for directions from a passing noble dressed in a well fitted suit, wearing a colorful hawk mask.  Once he got over the shock of a Gypsy Sora and her Queen wandering the halls, he was happy to oblige.  He had bowed deeply then escorted us to one of the entries into the grand ballroom.  There weren't many people there, but then again, it was the second floor, most would be using the main doors in the main entry corridor.

We thanked the man, and he bowed again, then excitedly went back on his way.  I can imagine the stories he would be telling his compatriots about the meeting later.

Rain stopped us before we reached the footmen at the door.  She held up the package in her hands and said in Gypsy, “It wouldn't be a Masquerade without masks, now would it my mostenitors?”

We looked on in curiosity as she pulled out a grand, white porcelain peacock half mask with a plume of feathers dyed in the colors of Wexbury.  I had never seen so delicate or feminine a mask.  Even our finest artisans would be hard pressed to match the abilities of the Mountain Gypsies.

She presented it to Celeste across her arm like a wine of fine vintage. “To make the Lightbringer shine like the day she bloomed.”  She was referring to the day Celeste had ignited on the field of battle at York.  The Gypsies had been there, watching as things unfolded, chronicling the battle of the Altii as they came to the aid of their brethren.

It is said that she had an uncommon igniting, though she had just barely more power than me.  That it went up like a flare that blinded magic users for miles around.  How I wish I had been there to witness the event.  Then maybe I would have learned the truth of what she did in the Great Raid of York.  Where the Reaper fell to the Knights of Wexbury and Flatlash to end the siege of York.

Rain stepped behind her and tied the mask to her with streamers of violet and emerald ribbons.  I saw a single forest green ribbon in the mix and had to grin, the Great Mother was possessive about those she viewed as hers.

My wife looked up at me and smiled.  How could such a lovely creature grace us with her presence?  My heart sped, and I kept my magics at bay this time.  I whispered, “Beautiful.”

She looked genuinely bashful as she looked down at her hands.  This was the Celeste the rest of the world didn't see.  This was my Celeste, not the Knight everyone else saw when they looked at her, and my heart ached with the depth of my love for her.

Then Rain turned to me with a smirk.  I knew that smirk, so I asked, “What fresh hell do you have for me now, you surly Gypsy Queen?”

This got an explosive burst of sound from her as she tilted her head back to laugh heartily.  She calmed, gave me a pursed lipped smile, fighting her giggles as she shook here head. “Oh, Laney, I do love you so.  You are a source of endless amusement for this old woman.”

I snorted. “Old woman?  You look my older sister.”

She waved that off and said, “Be that as it may, I have a mask for you as well.”  Then she pulled out another work of art which took my breath away.

It was a golden mask that looked to be made of delicate gold fabric, embroidered with gold filigree that accented the curves of the half mask which hung below the cavalier style hat of the same material it was attached to.  The thing that struck me most, was that the left side of the masterpiece dipped low to cover the left cheek of whoever wore it.

My hand started to drift up to my cheek, but I stopped myself.  I glanced up to a grinning Rain, she looked quite pleased with my reaction as I whispered, “It's beautiful.”

Celeste took it from her then lowered it over my head, then fanned out my long dark hair over my shoulders.  She cupped my exposed right cheek, her eyes glistening, and she whispered, “Fit for a princess. My... Sora.”  Then she bowed.

Ok, I melted on the spot, I leaned up to steal a kiss when she stood, but Ranelle put a hand between our faces. “You'll not ruin all the hard work Everly's people put into your makeup, Laney.  There will be plenty of time for ravishing after the grand ball.”

I deflated, it seemed that lately, whatever gods there may be, were determined to leave me frustrated, with no time alone with my wife.

Rain was looking all smug as she gave us each a peck on the cheek and said, “I'll be but a moment, once I change into something more appropriate.  Now shoo, have fun.”  She made a dismissing motion with her fingers.  We turned to the footmen whose brows were furrowed and eyes narrowed a bit in confusion as they tried to make sense of what we were saying.

I hid a smirk.  With the Gypsies now willing to make the crossing at the Gap, more people in Highland would do well learning the tongue of the People.  I realized that again, I was thinking like a Mountain Gypsy in my role. Separating myself from my Altii half.  I absently wondered if this duality of mine was damaging my mental processes, and if it truly was the reason I couldn't get my magics to work together properly.  At the very least, it couldn't be healthy for my psyche.

Celeste whispered something to the Footman, and he cracked the doors and relayed something to the Royal Crier on the other side.  The man nodded once then the footmen pushed the grand doors wide.

People walking in the corridor paused to look over at us, stunned looks on their faces.  Like they couldn't believe we were entering there.  Had we committed some faux pas in social protocol here?  Should we have used the lower entrance?  But this is where our noble guide said we were to go.

I paused as we stepped through the doorway into the sounds of festivities in the ballroom below and I asked a rather young looking footman, “Are we not supposed to use this entrance?  Should we retire to the lower entrance?”

The boy bowed at the waist and refused to meet my gaze as he said in a low voice like he was afraid to address me directly, “I beg of you, not at all, Majesty.  This is the entrance for royals such as yourself.”

I exhaled loudly.

I was quite tired of all this Majesty, and Highness nonsense.  Did the boy not know that he outranked the herder girl from my prior life?  I really disliked the cavernous social divide between nobles and commoners more than ever, whenever I was treated this way.

No one individual should hold more importance than another, no matter their station, that is what mother has taught me.  Well except our rulers, of course, someone needed to lean into the wind undaunted, and steer us to our future.

I inclined my head in thanks, and he and the other footmen made a well choreographed, synchronous bow, sweeping their arms in a grand gesture toward the ballroom.  We stepped in to find ourselves on a grand balcony that encircled the cavernous ballroom.

Though the Masquerade had only just begun, the lower level was already teeming with some of the most beautiful and influential people in the lands of Sparo.  They milled around in finery and masks of fanciful creatures or more traditional theatre masks from comedies and tragedies of the classic plays that Celeste brings me to at the playhouse in Wexbury.

Instead of minstrels at a regular gathering, there was a full orchestra playing on the far side of the balcony, and the music drifted lightly over the cacophony of voices below.  Servants in the colors of Highland wove through the crowd with extravagant offerings.  Appetizers and what was most likely flutes of what was likely a very expensive champagne.

Streamers hung gracefully from the chandeliers and carved stone arches which reached for the painted ceiling so far above.  It was painted with scenes of fantastical beasts and the oceans I had seen from the Before Times, which used to cover much of the Earth's surface.

Entertainers hung from trapezes and silken sheets from the ceiling, and performed graceful aerial displays of daring that had me momentarily mesmerized as I watched them perform their gravity-defying dance above the floor below.

I was on sensory overload as I scanned the other performers below.  Some juggling or blowing fire to the excited amusement of the guests below. It was a wonderland of fantastical storybook proportions which rivaled the Carnival at the gates.

I was snapped back to myself as the Royal Crier pointed at two men at the top of the grand sweeping staircase that gracefully descended from the balcony to the ballroom floor below.  Then I paled when the two men raised their trumpets, and I realized the significance of this entry.  Mother Luna, no!

They sounded three piercing notes. Everyone below hushed and turned their eyes to the staircase. All eyes were on us as the Royal Crier said in a clear, ringing tenor voice, “Her Royal Highness, Sora Laney of the Lupei, Femeie de Sabie of the Mountain Gypsies, and Campion al Poporului of Great Mother Ranelle, Queen of the Gypsies!  On the arm of her wife and escort, Countess Celeste of the Techno Knight Order, Blade of Temperance of Wexbury, daughter of Prime Techromancer Donovan, Lady of the Court.”

Lords above, did the poor man even breathe through all of that?  My cheeks were positively burning, and I just wanted to slink away into the shadows as everyone, to the woman, all took a knee.

Celeste caught my eyes, and she nudged her chin almost imperceptibly.  Right, I was here representing the Lupei, the Gypsies, I would not embarrass them.  I stood tall, well taller than normal in those wondrous shoes, and tried to take a regal bearing as I nudged my chin up and everyone stood.

The applause rang out as Celeste offered an elbow to me.  I laid my fingertips lightly on her arm, and we made our way down the stairs into the crowd, our chins up as I repeated in my head, “Don't trip, Laney... Don't trip, Laney...”  By the Three Sisters, I just knew I'd trip and make a fool of myself and my Lady.  To my surprise, we alighted in the grand ballroom without me being splayed across the floor like a goose in need of plucking.

I gave a weak smile to the people we passed through, as Celeste moved us to one side.  People offered up Majesties, or Highnesses as we passed.  Most had looks of wonder or amazement on their faces, though on some I could see a resentment of a Gypsy savage daring to believe herself an equal to the nobles of the court.  Could they see through my masks, to see the girl pretending to be something she was not?

Celeste laid her hand over mine on her arm, and that gave me the strength to stand tall and meet the eyes of my detractors as we walked.

Before long we were having a wonderful time, just sharing our closeness and being able to relax after days of tenseness.  It was all behind us now, and we could focus on the fact that we were at the Royal Masquerade!

We took in the entertainers and wonder all around us, I don't think my smile ever faltered, even when so many people stopped us to introduce themselves and ask rather silly and naive questions about Mountain Gypsies.  I may or may not have started some unsubstantiated rumors when I played with the answers a bit.  Celeste seemed overly amused with my mischief.

Among the people who wished to speak with me, were counts and countesses, and even the dukes and duchesses of Defiance and Perth Hollow.  I had never been in the presence of so many top nobles before.

And Duke Garrett of Defiance was better informed than others as he kissed the back of my hand and said in a hushed voice, “A pleasure to meet the Penny Lady of Wexbury.”  He knew that the Sora of the Lupei and Laney of Wexbury were one and the same.

I was surprised all of them didn't know, the way the rumor mills in Sparo worked.  But Celeste provided when I asked, that unfortunately, most nobles were not interested in things that did not affect them directly.  So trivia and minutia about members of other courts weren't particularly of interest to them.

After a bit, the trumpets sounded again, and we all turned to look at the top of the stairs, and I had to cover my mouth and stop a snort of pure amusement.  At the top of the stairs in a white blouse with billowing sleeves, and brown leather trousers that looked painted onto her shapely legs, instead of her traditional colorful Gypsy garb, was Ranelle.

She wore a feathered cavalier hat and brown leather gloves that matched her trousers and hunter's boots.  Her beautiful long curly locks of midnight black hair shone in the lights from the chandeliers. She wore a little black mask over her dark eyes and a huge cocky smile, as she pulled her gloves on snugger, then rested one hand on the hilt of her sword at her hip.

She looked every bit the swashbuckling Mountain Gypsy from all the children's tales, bent on mischief, and stealing the hearts of lords and ladies with but a smoldering glance.

I caught myself chuckling.  She was playing up to people's expectations, instead of being trapped in a strangling gown like me.  But, Mother Luna did she look spectacular.  Celeste grinned and muttered, “Wow.”

Celeste had a way of summing thing up succinctly, and I nodded my agreement with her as the crier called out, “Her Royal Majesty, Great Mother Ranelle, Queen of the Mountain Gypsies.”  Then he hesitated and glanced at her, and she prompted him with her chin and a smile.  He sighed and added, “And purveyor of the absurd.”

A rumbled chuckle ran through the crowd as we all bowed deeply.  Celeste and I, as well as many others, took a knee as we prostrated to the only woman in our world who outranked our Prince.  She cocked an eyebrow and gave a confident smirk as she moved her hand palm up, and we all rose.

Then the applause started, though I could see the disdain on the faces of a few, that this savage and barbaric Gypsy who called herself a queen would sully their celebration dressed like that instead of a proper gown.  And I knew that that was exactly why she did it, for those types of reactions as she studied the crowd, eyes stopping on each person who seemed out of sorts in the now crowded space.

Always playing games that one.  I flashed back to the memory of our first meeting with the woman when she was playing the part of a traveling Gypsy minstrel in Owensdale, in the eastern part of Wexbury.  She wanted to take our measure before our official meeting.  She was shrewd and intelligent in a way that sometimes scared me.  I was just glad she was on our side.

She winked down to the crowd then hopped up onto the banister, balancing with no effort as she slid down to the ballroom floor.  Hopping off lithely at the bottom.  She landed lightly and gracefully.  She smiled at a couple in front of her, the woman with her hand to her chest and the man grinning broadly.

She ran her fingers across the brim of her hat and winked at them, then strode confidently into the crowd, calling out loudly, “Why is there no dancing?  This is a ball isn't it?”  She looked up to the orchestra expectantly and asked, “Make it something lively?”

They started with an upbeat arrangement with lots of flute and piccolo, she grabbed a passing servant who was holding a tray of champagne, and twirled the girl in time the music; snagging the tray from her before she dropped it.  She returned the tray to the now blushing and giggling girl then she spun off with another woman's man.

She grabbed another girl and slid her in her place with the noble as the crowd slowly started pairing up and moving to the huge dance floor below the musicians.

She danced her way to our side, and I smirked at the woman.  “You, Rain, have no shame.  And don't think I don't see what you are doing here.”  I moved my finger in a loop, leaving ghostly trails of mist in the air as I indicated the ballroom.

She arched an eyebrow and played at innocence, then turned to my red-haired escort.  “Shouldn't you be pushing her around on a dance floor somewhere, instead of letting her sling around baseless accusations?”

My wife inclined her head. “You know, Rain, you're right.”  Then I made a squeaking sound as I found myself being dragged through the crowd by both hands, as Celeste pulled me with her as she backed through the mass of people like she was just pushing through a curtain.

Before long we were laughing and dancing and having more fun than I had had in months.  We stayed out on the dance floor a couple dances, my favorite being a slow classical piece that had me dreaming of mountain creeks on a warm summer day. I just laid my head on Celeste's shoulder as she led us slowly around.  I soaked in her warmth like I would that of Father Sol by the bubbling water I had imagined.

A Count, Lord Trevor of Solomon, stole me from my lady for a dance, while a young Lord in the colors of Hell's Gate, barely past the age of majority, danced with my lady.  It had me glancing over and grinning as Celeste continually raised his hand up from her buttocks to the small of her back.

I could see the blush on his face, even under his dark ebony skin, when she gave him a kiss on the cheek when the music ended.  This was likely the boy's highlight of the night, and I wondered how he would embellish it when he retold the story to his friends back home.

When I rejoined her, I asked, tongue in cheek, “Do I have a need to be jealous?”

She shrugged, acting coy. “I don't know, Count Geone said he had a prize winning stable at his family's holdings along the God's Eye.  Do you have a stable?”

I tilted my chin up and looked down my nose at her and said with regal flair, “I don't need a stable, I have a Goliath.”

She giggled.  It was so wonderful to hear, she so rarely let her guard down in the public eye.  She tilted her head a bit and nodded, her lower lip protruding in a silly pout as she conceded, “That you do.  Alas, poor Geone will have to find another.”

She started to lean down, my eyes on my prize, her glistening lips.  A moment before our lips met, the trumpets sounded, caused me to jump.  I closed my eyes and muttered, “Oh, come on now!  There's a conspiracy against me, isn't there?”  She chuckled as we turned to the stairs.

Prince George and Princess Everly were at the top of the landing, and they looked beyond amazing in a sharp suit and elegant gown which did their stations proudly.  There were some gasps in the crowd.  I understood, I didn't know who was prettier up there, George or Ev.  They were the epitome of style, grace, and royal bearing as the crier announced them.

If I thought Celeste had been silly for making the poor crier get out most of our titles, this new litany of titles was going to take quite a bit longer.  I cocked an eyebrow at one. “Defender of Virtue?  Truly?”  I bit the inside of my cheek to stop the grin.  I'm sure when he was a virile young man, many a father didn't believe that title.  Even as an upper middle aged man, he turned heads.

Then the world felt as if it closed in on me and all the sound bled away while time seemed to slow to crawl.  Eyes were on us somewhere.  I looked around quickly, I seemed not to be in that time envelope the rest of the ballroom was in.

I saw through a gap between the tightly packed bodies, a woman making her way smoothly through the crowd in a blood-red gown.  She held herself like a royal, and the eyes behind the blood red feather mask were on mine.  Her cupid's bow lips held a partial smirk.  Warning bells were ringing inside of me as I tensed.  I knew those eyes from somewhere, but I couldn't quite place them.  But they had a white hot panic rising in me.  Who was behind that mask?

Then sound and motion came rushing back into the world as everyone started clapping.  I clapped woodenly, looking toward where I saw the woman.  I had seen her, hadn't I?  Celeste lowered her head to ask over the crowd, her eyes darting around, on alert, taking in the room, “What is it Laney?”

I scanned the room.  I couldn't see much from my vantage point, but I saw no sign of the woman in the red gown.  I shook my head and forced a smile, “It's nothing.  I'm seeing things.”

I tuned out George's traditional welcoming speech, greeting the Spring Solstice, and thanking everyone for attending the Masque.  My eyes were constantly scanning the crowd as Celeste grasped my hand.  I absently clapped when everyone else did again.  Then George bellowed, “Why are we all just standing around?  This is a celebration!”

The music started back up again, and we made our way to the buffet tables to get a drink and a bite to eat as we watched the merriment.  I got caught up in it again and had a wonderful time.  We danced some more, then a waltzing line dance was announced.

I don't know how to waltz, so I tried dragging my stubborn wife off the dance floor.  She just gave me a wicked grin.  “It will be fun, short stuff.”

I growled in frustration. “If you weren't so sexy, I'd give you a what for, woman.”

This just got a chuckle from her, and she assured me, “You'll do fine.”  I didn't feel reassured.  I vowed that she would pay for this later.  I shook a fist at her as we were pulled apart as the dance floor divided, and a classical waltz concerto started drifting through the ballroom.

I have to admit that my first two times through the line were quite fun.  An elderly Lord in a goat mask led me effortlessly through it the first time.  He smiled and bowed to me when we reached the end.

The second time I got a portly fellow in a jester's mask, who's name I couldn't quite get, as he seemed to mumble everything.  He was a bit clumsy and shy, so I tried to make it fun for the man.  We left a misty trail behind me as we spun.  He was smiling, and we were laughing when we separated at the end.

I kept an eye on my shining warrior.  It was wondrous to see her smiling and having a good time – All the blood on her hands pushed to the back of her mind.  I chuckled as she bowed to another young man... they all seemed to be lined up for my magnificent knight.

I put my hand up and other at waist level absently as I looked away from her to my newest partner and my heart stopped beating in my chest, cold claws of chilly ice holding it as the woman in the blood red gown grasped my hand and pushed my other to her waist.

She started leading, and I moved woodenly as she turned us round and round.  The whole world was spinning around me as I looked into eyes I should know.  Eyes that seemed more dangerous than a rattlesnake's.  They were so pretty, hiding the malice I could sense behind them.  She wasn't much taller than me, and her light brunette hair was in an intricate braid down her back.  Those cupid's bow lips, which looked pretty from across the room, like you would see in paintings, were twisted into a wicked smile.

Then my blood chilled in my veins, and my eyes went wide as she leaned in and whispered in my ear.  “Hello, you worthless Gypsy bitch.”

In my panic, I tried to pull away from Aelwen, ex-Duchess of Solomon.  The most wanted criminal in the Lower Ten.

It was she and Prime Techromancer Kennick of Solomon who had tried to kill Duke Liam and take over the realm.  They almost caused a war between the Altii and the People in their greed, arrogance, and quest for power.

Kennick had died at my hands, and she had escaped with fifteen dark knights, traitors to Solomon.  In the years that followed the events in Solomon, everyone in the Lower Ten has been hunting the woman, but no trace of her has ever been found.  Only rumors and whispers were found, of pacts the marauders and rogues have made with a mysterious woman who matched her description.

But she was here... in Highland.  At the Royal Masquerade.

My heart started beating overtime as she held me against her.  She hissed out from between her teeth, behind her forced smile, her hot breath on my ear, her voice dripping poison, “Ah, ah, ahhh.  You wouldn't want all these nice innocent people around here getting hurt now, would you? I have over sixty men in this castle.”

I paused and stopped struggling.  If anyone would hurt innocents like it was nothing to her, it was Duchess Aelwen.  She had had Gypsy men, woman, and children killed in an attempt to get what she wanted.  The life of others meant nothing to her, unless she could profit from them somehow.

She growled. “I'd suggest you rein in your magic or my men start killing.”

 I looked around frantically, trying to locate any men who looked out of place.  She might have been bluffing, but I couldn't chance it.  The waves of rippling and sparking amber energy I hadn't noticed dripping off my arms faded as I centered myself, trying to calm, trying to think.  I nodded.

She stroked my back with her hand. “There's a good girl.  See?  We can be civil.”  I caught Celeste's eye as we spun past, leaving a trail of white mist.  Her eyes were dripping emerald power, and she looked concerned as she glanced all around, looking for whatever had frightened me.  I shook my head once at her.  She just kept staring at me as we moved on.

Aelwen whispered, “I couldn't believe my luck when I heard that the little Sora bitch who messed up my plans in Solomon was here for the Masque.  Then a little bird tells me you're the one who just fucked up my plans here in Highland.  I just had to come see for myself.”

She hissed. “I did enough to destabilize relations between the realms here.  Don't think I'm done yet.  I have people in every realm to continue my work.”

I rasped out, “What do you want, Aelwen?”

She pulled me almost violently against her as we spun, I was getting queasy.  She ground out, “What do I want?  What do I want?  You Mountain Gypsies pretend to be so enlightened when you know nothing.  You have it, and don't use it.  What I want is power.  But right now, I'll settle for hurting you.”

I swallowed. “What do you mean?”

She chuckled, the sound was like acid in my ears, and she said so very sweetly, “What I mean is that I know your weakness.  You took my power from me, I'll take your heart from you.”

I smirked at that.  It was possibly the stupidest thing I had ever heard.  I dared her. “You'd die before you could draw your blade against Celeste.”

We reached the end of the line, and she released me and spun away laughing, and said more loudly as she disappeared into the crowd, “Who's talking about Celeste?”

I started running for my wife, and she met me half way when she saw me cutting through the dancers, I grasped her arms and started dragging her toward the two thrones set up near the stairs, where the Prince and Princess were sitting the dance out.

She looked alarmed, and I rasped out, “It's Aelwen, she's here!  We need to warn George!”

We started running through the crowd. Celeste bodily moving people aside... then the world closed in on me, then expanded and stretched, taking me with it and I found myself standing in the corner of what looked like an old disused armory.  The metal of the chains on the empty weapons racks was tarnished and rusted with age, the stones of the pillars of the room crumbling.

Aelwen was there yelling, “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” at a figure tied to a chair with her hands behind her in metal Faraday cages to ground her magic, a figure in unmistakable armor.

Celeste chuckled, and one of the four men surrounding her with blades to her neck pulled an arm back and backhanded her.  Her neck got shallow cuts from the other blades before the men could pull their swords back.

Celeste turned to the side, and I winced at her beaten and bloodied face, and she smiled and said, “You even hit like a pussy, no wonder you washed out as a Solomon Knight, they only have real men in their ranks.”

The man raised his hand to backhand her again, and her foot shot out like lightning from where she sat, striking his ankle.  The impact whipped his feet out from under him, and he came crashing down, striking his face on the chair between her legs.  He slumped to the ground with a groan... and then she stomped.  I winced at the sickening crunching sound.  One of the other men gasped, “She killed him!”

Aelwen pulled a small blade from the red gown and turned the other way, her arm reaching out as she hissed, “Stop!”

Celeste froze, then one of the other men went to backhand her, but paused, looked at the dead man at her feet, and moved back.  They all put their blades back at her throat again.

I turned to see what made Celeste stop.  That's when I saw the other chair for the first time.  The world dropped out from beneath me, and I fell to my knees.  Misty was tied up there, Aelwen's knife at her throat.  That was what the Duchess meant about taking my heart.

Misty looked up at her with violet fire in her eyes, a smirk on her lips, and asked as I was sucked back through a tunnel to the present, “You want to know a secret?”

I staggered back in the ballroom as time caught back up to me, and Celeste steadied me.  I looked up at her with pleading eyes and said hoarsely, “Misty!”  It took only a moment for her to understand.

She yelled toward George and his guards, “Duchess Aelwen is in the castle!  Sound the alarm!”  Then we were off, dashing to the ballroom doors toward the Outrider and our daughter.

 



Chapter 18 – Bexington's Stand

We had just made our way out of the portcullis when the alarm went out.  Trumpets and the Keep's war horn rumbling.  The heavy iron gates hit the stone entry behind us with a solid thud, shaking the ground, and knights were running everywhere.

The commoners at Carnival all started making their way quickly across the Circulum into the safety of the buildings in Outer Highland in a controlled panic.  Questions were being thrown out everywhere. An oddly detached portion of my mind noted in approval how well they were drilled to handle emergencies.

I was gasping for air, taking the short breaths the constriction of the corset forced upon me, and my feet ached from running in the heels.  I didn't have time to unravel the long ribbons.

Celeste was spinning suddenly, her cape spinning out from her as her arm came up swiftly, blade in hand.  She paused, and removed the point of the blade from where it hovered and inch from Michael's throat, his eyes wide.

She hissed at the man, “Don't sneak up on us like that.”

He held his hands up, a sheepish look on his face. “I didn't sister.  I was assigned the gate tonight, and when you ran out before the alarm was raised, I came to lend assistance if needed.”

She exhaled, shook her head and grinned at her brother as only a sister could.  Then we turned back toward the almost empty Circulum around the great airship.  The cabin door was closed.  I saw blood on the latch, and a vise bore down upon my heart.

Celeste explained as we ran to the door, “Duchess Aelwen is here.  We need to check on Misty and Bex.”

I reached out to the door with one hand as I drew Anadele with the other.  Michael drew his own sword, and I noted a group of Gypsies was heading our way, Sylvia and Gabrielle at their front.

I glanced at Celeste and mouthed a countdown as she prepped for entry. “Three, two, one.”  I yanked the door open, and she went high with her blade, I followed low.

Mother Luna!  The cabin was virtually destroyed.

There was blood, debris, and bodies everywhere.  Bex was laying crumpled amongst the remains of the table, bleeding but breathing raggedly.  I dropped Anadele and ran to his side and looked the man over.  He had some superficial wounds, but one bad one to the gut that had been thrust up under his chest plate.

I glanced around at the bodies of three dead men.  Two in dark knight's armor, and one man dressed as a court page, who had marauder brands showing on his torso where his tunic had been torn away.  That man had one of the Outrider's controls levers shoved up through his skull from under his chin.

Another had his throat slit from ear to ear by something that had cauterized the wound, as there was virtually no blood.  It had been inflicted by what had to have been Bexington's powered blade.

The third was gruesome, the ornate silver dagger which Brenda had given Bex on their wedding day, was hilt deep in the man's eye socket, and his head lay in a pool of blood.

I noted my unconscious friend's knuckles were swollen, bruised and bloodied, as I hugged him to me.  I whispered as I started stuffing the tablecloth, from the wreckage, against his wounded belly, “Good on you, Bex.”  He had taken a stand and had gone down swinging.  I'm sure these men hadn't expected the fire of Wexbury from our unimposing Knight here.

He moaned, his eyes fluttered open, and he blinked a couple times.  Then he winced and focussed, recognition in his widening eyes.  He coughed out quickly, “Laney.  They took Misty.  I...”  He coughed up some blood and shook his head to clear it then started again. “I tried to stop them... there were so many...”

I shushed the silly man as he closed his eyes and drifted into unconsciousness again.  Then I heard a familiar voice saying, “Out of the way you lout, the boy is injured.”  Yes... Sylvia... she could help!

I looked to where she pushed past Michael and I put an arm out, almost in pleading.  Bex was one of my oldest and dearest friends, he didn't deserve to die because some power-crazed Duchess wanted me to suffer.  He was like an awkward and gawky brother to me.

The healer's power was already bursting from Syl, to drape down over Bex, as she reached us.  I laid him down as her eyes became a solid white foggy mist.  I could see the silken sheets start to probe at the wounds and she paused a moment.  She said, her voice an odd two tone as she was still in the throes of her power, “He should already be gone.  Someone has already used magik to slow the bleeding.”

We looked around, and I held a hand palm down to quiet everyone as I listened intently, then I heard a slight sob.  I went running to the larder door and tore it open, calling out in desperation, “Misty?”

Ingr was there, huddled behind a sack of potatoes, her arms were wrapped around her legs, holding her knees to her chest and she was rocking, tears streaking her cheeks.  My heart broke, knowing they had Misty, but this little one was terrified.

I held a hand out. “Ingr? Baby?”  She stood and ran to me, hugging me tight as she sobbed into my chest.

She blubbered, “They took her.  When the men tried getting in, Uncle Bex told us to hide, so Misty dragged me in here.  She pulled her wood blade and stood guard at the door.  We heard all the yelling and crashing.  Misty told me to close the door behind her, that she had to help Uncle Bex.”

She lifted her chin and wiped her cheeks on her sleeve and said proudly, “Before I got the door closed, I saw her hit one guy in the leg with her blade, and when he turned and tried to hit her, she dove on his arm and bit it, hard.  His shirt tore off when he pulled her off of him, and Uncle Bex shoved a hunk of metal up through the man's chin from behind, then spun backward and kicked it all the way up.”

She shuddered and closed her eyes to block out the memory before continuing, “There were more shouts and crashes... I heard Misty start to scream, then everything was quiet.  I snuck out, and Uncle Bex was hurt... really bad.  I tried to help, to fix the wounds.  I'm not strong enough.  I'm sorry.”

Then she sounded ashamed. “I hid again when I heard someone coming.”

I hugged her tight. “It's ok baby, you did good.  Your mom says you saved his life.”

Sylvia paused in her healing long enough to look over at her daughter in pride and reach out with an arm.  Ingr ran into the arms, and her mother soothed her with gypsy words I didn't know.  Then she kissed the top of her head. “You did so well, my Ingr.  I am so very proud.  You were so brave.”

She snuggled into her mother and shook her head and said with surety, “No, Misty was brave, she wasn't even afraid.”

I asked as Sylvia held her daughter in one arm and kept working her healing with the other, “Did they say where they were taking her?”

She shook her head, looking embarrassed.  Then the little healer to be, started putting her hands over her mothers and I could feel her tiny spark of magik adding to the healing.  Ingr was simply amazing, for someone so young who hasn't yet ignited, her latent magik abilities were astounding.

I slumped back onto the floor and watched as I relayed what I had seen in my Seeing, my transference.  Celeste turned to her brother, and he shook his head in apology. “That narrows it down, but not enough, there are dozens of old armory locations, some outside the keep.  Was there anything distinctive?”

I shook my head. “I didn't see much of it, I was concentrating on my girls.”

He nodded then looked at Sylvia. “Will he make it?  Do you need assistance?”

She shook her head and replied, “He will live.  Once I have him stabilized, we will move him to the other bed in my wagon.”

I laid a hand on her arm and gave it a squeeze as I stood.  I retrieved Anadele from the floor and paused as I saw Misty's Anadelea laying on the floor, as Celeste told Michael, “We need to start searching all the possible locations now!”

He was already moving with us, I paused at the door and thanked our Gypsy healer, “Thank you Syl, he's family.”  She nodded once, with a sad smile, and turned back to her work.

We sprinted toward the gates behind Michael, as more Lupei gathered around.  The outer guard was now blocking each closed portcullis, locking down the Keep.  A few men crossed pikes in front of us.  One said to Michael, “Nobody in or out, you know the protocols, Greenie.”

Michael spat out, “Fuck protocols, get the Commander of the Watch now!  My niece has been taken by Duchess Aelwen and her men.  We need to start searching now!”  He loomed in front of the man, and it was the first time I realized just how big my brother-in-law was.

The man stared at him a moment then exhaled and nodded once.  He called out, “Bring the Commander of the Watch!”

Then Michael added in a less demanding tone, “There are slain enemy on the airship, we need men to handle the bodies.”  The other Knight snapped his fingers and pointed, and a couple men took off past us at a jog.

We saw a crowd gathering on the other side of the massive iron gate, behind all of the knights who were lined up in four rows, pikes to the front, archers to the back.  I nodded to myself as I recognized Siege Formation.  I saw a familiar friendly face in that crowd, watching studiously, the feathers in her her cavalier hat flowing in the breeze.

A man in full plate mail, dented and scraped, but polished to a fine sheen, stepped up on the other side of the gate.  He was a rugged man with auburn hair shot through with silver. His jaw of granite was clean shaven, and he held himself like a man who had seen far too much battle and has weathered them all.  He regarded us for a moment, under his dark hazel-eyed gaze, then he settled his attention on Michael.

His voice was raspy like mine, and I noted a clean scar on his neck, cutting down diagonally like the sweep from a blade would have left.  “Why did you leave your post, Knight Esquire Michael?”

Michael indicated the Outrider and us, “Her Majesty's escorts were attacked by Duchess Aelwen's men, and her daughter spirited away under our watch.”  Then he added through clenched teeth, his voice full of restrained anger, “They took my niece.”

He calmed his tone and inclined his head in deference to the Commander of the Watch. “I assisted the Sora and lent the protection of a blade of Highland.  She has used her Gypsy Sight to determine the girl is being held in an old armory, we need to start searching the possible locations.  It is the responsibility of Highland to assure the girl's safe return, and bring those who perpetrated the act, to justice.”

The man realized who I was after that and his eyes widened a bit, and he gave a bow of his head and spoke with me instead of Michael, “Right away, Highness.”  He made some hand gestures and a dozen men peeled off of the line and pushed their way through the gathering crowd of nobles from the Masque.  “Please accept our deepest apologies and assurance that we will do all in our power to bring your daughter back safely.”

I pleaded with the man, “Please, we need in, to assist.”

He softened, looked over our group, and shook his head. “I'm sorry my Lady, we are on lockdown, nobody in and nobody out.  Even if I could, it would take almost ten minutes to raise the gates.”

My heart sank.  Even the gates of the main portcullis in Wexbury took three or four minutes to raise, and this mammoth one was easily three times the size and mass.

My power started to surge in response to a magic buildup nearby which felt as ominous as an earth rumble.  Ranelle stepped through the lines of Knights, who tried to stop her but the sheer weight of her magik was pushing them aside like they were no more significant than leaves on the wind.

Rain had a gift for explosive expenditures of magiks, which could utilize amounts of energy that were too staggering to comprehend at times.  It was quite odd because the finer castings and manipulations of energy exhausted her because it takes so much more mental effort to contain her power on such delicate matters.

She growled as men started to surround her, “I have this, stand back everyone.”

The unassuming woman didn't give anyone a chance to comply as she planted her feet and then shoved her hands to the sky.  With a thrum and tremble of the Earth, the stones under her feet cracked and she strained as if under a great weight.

With the moan of metal protesting under its own mass, the tons of iron that composed the gate started rising.  The Earth shook more violently as a sweat broke out on her face.  White wisps of power seemed to stream out of her in a great torrent and slammed into the gate.  With another screech of metal and a great moan of protest, the gate moved up another ten feet.  Pebbles and debris from the archway rained down on us.

The men standing around her with blades drawn, looked around nervously as they paled.  The Commander held a hand out to them, and they lowered their blades.

I just stared gape-jawed as I witnessed the power of the Queen of the Mountain Gypsies one more time.  It was terrifying, amazing, and awe-inspiring all at the same moment.  Columns of violent mist, pushing up on the gate, pouring out of her.

She trembled, the sweat on her face pouring off in sheets now as she growled through clenched teeth, “Laney now would be a good time.  I can't hold this much longer, and it will take all I have to lower it after your passing without dropping it and destroying the gate.”

I glanced at the Commander of the Watch, and he looked between her and me then gave me a nod.  We all ran through the gate, the ground trembling like a heard of bison were stampeding through the keep.

I glanced at Rain.  This was why the Altii never dared to impose their will upon the Gypsies, this is what they feared.  And she was spectacular, this Great Mother of the People.  I could feel an odd pride swelling within me, pushing away part of my panic and concern for Misty.

The stones around her feet cracked more, and she sank down a couple inches as her arms started to shake.  And with a groan, the gate started slowly lowering again as we moved swiftly through the assembled knights who were looking a little skittish watching the display of raw power before them.

We tried to get through the mass of nobles in their masks and gowns, but most were standing in awe or fear as they watched the spectacle.  We couldn't get through, and Rain gasped out, “Gabby.”

I glanced back, and Gabrielle stepped in front of the other Lupei on the other side of the portcullis her hands weaving complex patterns in the air.  I could feel her pulling the entity of her power to herself, not much more than I could access, then she cupped her hands at the wrists and screamed as she thrust them forward.  An immense white dragon of mist, right out of the tomes of fantastical tales, shot out from them.

Knights dove away, some brave ones swiping at the beast with their blades as they ducked, their weapons passing through the specter.  Lords and Ladies screamed and dove or ran from the now roaring apparition.  Leaving a path through the crowd when it exploded into a dissipating mist.

I looked back to see her crumple as two Gypsy men caught her.  Then turned my eyes to Rain who growled out to us, “Go, I will follow when I get this gate down.”  I nodded once and the three of us charged through the opening Gabrielle had made for us.

I felt guilty that they were showing the people of Highland, some of the capabilities of their magik which they normally diligently hid.  It was my fault that they exposed it now, but I could worry about that later, my current concern was for Misty.

We turned back and saw the group of knights which the Commander of the Watch had dispatched, disappearing in all directions.  We looked at Michael, depending on his knowledge of the Keep.  He scanned the area then said, “This way, there is an old armory at the old Magistrate's Office in the castle proper.”

I was panting already taking the short, shallow breaths allowed me by my gown.  I rested a hand on Celeste's arm then exhaled and pulled my little dagger that got me such ridicule among my fellow knights, and moved the 'paring knife' as they called it, toward my abdomen.

I muttered, “Sorry Rain,” as I slashed the strings of the corset.  I inhaled deeply as my chest expanded as it was freed, allowing me to breathe properly.  Then I hitched my skirts and slashed each leg, cutting a little flesh but severing the ribbons and I kicked the shoes off.  I felt immediately much shorter but more sure footed.

I shared a look with Celeste, and we nodded to each other as I sheathed my dagger.  Then we were off, sprinting toward an older section of the castle as we wove through the lanes of the Keep.  Commoners moving swiftly out of the way when they saw two knights running with a small Gypsy woman.

We reached a door half way to the barracks wing of the castle, it was guarded by a footman.  Michael yelled out, “Open the doors, now!”  As we approached, the men, well trained and drilled to accept orders from Knights for most likely their entire lives,  yanked the doors open swiftly and moved aside.  I felt the arrow slice through my arm and strike Celeste's waist, just below her chest plate before the arrow was actually loosed.

I hissed in remembered pain of a wound that didn't occur as I changed the outcome of our future by diving into my wife's back to push her out of the way as the arrow whizzed past, striking the wall of the castle, sending up sparks when the steel arrowhead struck the unyielding stone.

Celeste and I rolled with the impact on the ground and came up on our feet, standing back to back, our blades drawn.  Looking at a corner by a stable where a man dressed in a black cloak stood, preparing another arrow.

He was knocked back suddenly, like he had been kicked by a horse, and spun to the ground with an arrow with colorful feathers sticking out of his chest.  We glanced up to the wall walk near a guard post on the outer keep wall to see Alexandru running along the wall.  Just before he dove off and flipped in the air to land on a nearby roof inside the Keep, he saluted with his bow, and I could imagine the smarmy smirk he would have had on his face just about then.

Michael glanced at him and Aelwen's fallen archer and asked incredulously, “How did he even get up there without the guards seeing?  And that shot...”

Celeste shook her head. “It is best not to ask, and just be thankful he did.”  She looked at me in concern as I held my arm, trying to push away the phantom pain of the future injury I had avoided.  Transference is a gift at times and a curse at others, since just because an event didn't happen, didn't mean I don't experience it.

We dashed through the door behind our brother, and through the halls.  There weren't many people about and this area looked mostly unused.  They all moved quickly aside to give us room to pass.  Michael explained as we ran, “This entire area and parts of the barracks are under renovation.  They are the oldest parts of Castle Highland and structurally unsound.  It will take a few years before the masons are done reinforcing things.”

We passed a few spots where there were stacks of large, fresh cut stones, and masons tools where workers have been making repairs.  The deeper we went, the more it felt eerily similar to the construction of the Great Stronghold of Lord Cedric in Solomon.  Was this part of the castle really that old?

We skidded around a corner and into a large space that had old cells along one wall.  This had to be the Magistrates Office.  We kept the Magistrate separate from the castle in Wexbury since our Magistrate was a commoner.  We didn't wish our people to feel uncomfortable with the lawman, thinking him a noble who was above them.

There was an archway with doors similar to what I saw in my vision, but not big enough.  We passed through them into an armory which had materials for construction strewn about.  And the weapons racks had been moved to the center of the space to allow the masons to work on the walls and columns holding up the ceiling.

I shook my head and voiced the obvious, “This isn't it.”  My heart was threatening to explode as my panic continued to rise. “This isn't it.”

I looked at Celeste almost pleading.  Her lips were pressed into a fine line, and she asked Michael, “Where next?”

Before he could respond, I was torn from the room in a rush, my vision a blur of white mist and motion as I was pulled into a vision by my own sheer force of will for the first time in my life.  A portion of my mind wondering over the fact that I had control of the Sight for the very first time.

I snapped to a halt as the world came into focus again, and I found myself looking up at Duchess Aelwen from a chair.  And though my face and ribs ached in the pain of a beating, my body felt stronger than I had ever felt, like I could do anything.  I could feel a disdain radiating from me that was not my own.

That's when I realized I was seeing from Celeste's eyes, as the prior vision started playing out from a different point of view this time.  The Duchess was yelling at me, at us, “Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

But then the vision changed as I felt a smirk on my lips and spoke in Celeste's voice, “Why bring us into the old armory under the barracks, Aelwen?”  I realized that she was saying it for me, changing the vision because she knew I was watching since I told her of this moment.  The love of my life was always thinking.

The woman hissed at her, “That is Duchess, or My Lady to you!”

I smirked again.  I could touch Celeste's feelings.  There were so many it was almost overwhelming.  But over it all, I could feel her fear for our daughter and confidence that I would arrive any minute.  There was love and pride in that feeling.

My head rocked back as a man backhanded me.  My jaw ached, but I, we, smiled in a predatory manner, knowing this man had made a fatal mistake by stepping directly in front of me.  I muttered, “You even hit like a pussy, no wonder you washed out as a Solomon Knight, they only have real men in their ranks.”

I, she, we baited the man to open himself up again as I felt her calculating the best way to dispatch him with our, her, hands in Faraday cages behind our back.  It struck me just how cold and calculating she was when determining the best way to kill the man simply to make a point to the others.  It was a counterpoint to all of the compassion I knew her to be capable of.  It was but a simple calculation for her, and she held no regret for what we were about to do because their man and the others dared to threaten an innocent, our daughter!

I sat back, afraid for myself as I realized I had that same cold detachment, as the man raised his hand to backhand us again.  I had to stop from smiling at the man's stupidity as our foot shot out to strike his ankle at a right angle to the where it supported his weight.

I felt the satisfactory crunch of snapping bone and tendon, and barely caught the surprised and pained look on his face as he tumbled forward and came crashing down, striking his face on the chair between our legs.  As he slumped almost bonelessly to the ground with a groan, I looked directly up into Aelwen's eyes and smiled as I lifted my leg and started to bring it down in a stomp on the man's skull.

Just before the impact, I was snapped back to the present.  Adrenaline pumping from the scuffle I hadn't really been in.  Celeste was steadying me, and I turned to meet her gaze as I blurted out, “She's in an abandoned armory below the barracks.  You told me.  You changed the vision.”

We looked expectantly at Michael.  He had paled when I said where Misty was being held.  He swallowed and asked carefully, “Are you sure that's where she is?”  Was there some significance to , which suddenly made him guarded and nervous?  I nodded.

I said, “The Duchess is there with at least four men.”

Celeste grasped his forearm.  “Where is it, Michael?  We'll need knights, Aelwen said she had scores of men.”

He knew she was just getting him out of the way so that we could do what we needed to do without risking her brother.  But he also knew we needed men.  He almost growled at her, “Fine.  It is part of the oldest portion of the castle, down two levels by the dungeons to the east.  That armory is to be the last room renovated in the repair cycle.”

Again, there seemed to be something he was holding back.  That room made him nervous.  Then he warned in a serious tone full of concern fro his sister, “I will be there with a contingent quickly, don't do anything stupid.”

She just nodded and said with false humor, “Would I do that, pup?”

He exhaled in defeat and started out into the corridor with us, “Yes, yes you would, Celeste.  I suppose it would be too much to ask you to be careful?”

She winked at him and clasped his arm and said, “Be swift.”

He nodded once, unsure then turned away and started running, “Be well.” We started running the opposite direction, to the east, at a dead run.  My anger and panic fueling me as my bare feet slapped the cold stones as we went.

I looked at Celeste's back.  That bit of insight into her told me so much.  She always seems detached and shamed about the warrior Celeste, instead of proud of her accomplishments.  She was a cold and calculating killer when it came to protecting those she loved, and I think that scared her a bit.

She didn't realize that that was just one facet of her psyche.  I had so many reservations about myself when it came to all those I had killed to protect those who could not.  But I had seen the endless fountain of compassion and love that balanced out the need for her to be that dark person when we needed her.  It is what made her such a force for good on the battlefield, and someone the enemy feared.

We reached an archway on the side of the corridor that had a stairway leading down, and we headed down into the bowels of Highland Reach, our magics sparking and our vision brightening in the dimly lit space.



Chapter 19 – I know Who I Am Now

Celeste stepped out into an older looking stone corridor which was dimly lit by oil standards mounted on the wall.  Before I could step off the steps, three blades were pointed at Celeste's neck, from men who were waiting in ambush.

Almost faster than I could follow, my girl slapped one blade aside with the flat of her hand and punched the wielder solidly in the throat as she ducked the thrust of a second blade.  She grabbed that man's arm as he overextended, while his companion fell to the cold stone floor, grasping his crushed throat and gasping for air that would never come.

She pivoted, moving the second man's arm at an unnatural angle, using his blade to deflect a sweeping downstroke from the third man as I heard the crunch and pop of his elbow dislocating.  She caught the blade falling from her opponent's nerveless fingers and thrust forward, impaling his poorly armored companion in the gut.

Then she spun back to block a feeble blow from the second man, and grabbed his throat, her fingers sinking into his flesh.  She shoved up and she stepped forward, leveraging the man up the wall as she hissed out, “Where's my daughter?”

There was rage and worry in her eyes, and I just looked at the two men dying on the floor then to her.  It was frightening just how much she held back in the training courtyard and how lethal she truly was.  Everything had happened so quickly, in sparsely a second.  These men had released her inner wraith by taking Misty, and I found I couldn't muster any pity for them or their fate at Celeste's hand.

The man wheezed out, trying to pull her hand away with his one good arm.  “Fuck you.”

She sighed and said, “Wrong answer.”  Then with a popping wet sound, she tightened her grip on his throat, crushing his windpipe and tearing some flesh.  It was chilling to watch her lock eyes with the now terrified man as the life left his eyes.

Then she let go and stepped back as he slumped to the ground in a lifeless heap against the wall.  I stepped out into the corridor and looked at the men.  One dark knight and another two marauders. It was a little sobering seeing that the rumors of Aelwen marshaling help from the marauders and Rogues seemed to be true.

Though we haven't run up against any magic users yet here in Highland. Hopefully, she wasn't successful in wooing any more Rogues, since her last scheme with them had their two Adept commanders and many of their numbers wiped out at the battle of the Monolith.

I exchanged a nod with my Lady, and we turned to run down the hall, just as three men at an intersection thirty feet down, stepped into our path bows in hand, arrows already nocked.  I was just barely able to reach out, tasting the steel arrowheads with my magic, and batting them away in mid flight before they reached us.  The steel sparking on the stone walls and the shafts clattering along the floor.

The men were fast and were already nocking arrows for a second volley.  Celeste moved slightly in front of me and pulled her blade over her head and down along her back then whipped it forward with a grunt.  There was a whupping sound as she released it and it tumbled end over end at the men.

They dove away, but one woman was too slow as the blade struck her in the side, tearing through the light archer's leathers and sinking half the blade's length into her gut, knocking her off her feet.  She gave a strangled cry as she hit the ground.

We charged forward as she pulled her shorter parrying blade.  My anxiety ebbed a bit, realizing we were going the right direction if Aelwen had her men waiting in ambush for us.  The other two men stepped back out and released a quick volley.

Celeste batted an arrow away with the flick of a wrist, and I missed mine, but as luck would have it, it passed through the puffy sleeve of my gown, just grazing my arm.  I could feel the heat and taste the bright power of one of the luck charms which the Lupei had imbued into the garment as it burned itself out.

I had to calm myself and get centered, or this would not end well.  I closed my eyes for a second and took a deep breath as the men ducked back around either side of the intersection for cover.

It is just like in training, Laney, now concentrate.

I opened my eyes as we ran, and the world got even brighter around me as I let my Adept magic flow freely so I could taste all the metals around us for dozens of yards.  White mist was sizzling on the rivulets of amber which ran down my arms, burning away into the ether it was flowing from.  Celeste was pulling in her own power as we reached the intersection, ducking as we entered, arrows whizzing past.

The men were on the move running in opposite directions.  We hesitated and looked around as she retrieved her blade from the still dying archer who was wearing Highland colors.  That gave me pause, Aelwen had not only gotten men in page and servant positions... but placed as Highland archers too?  It made me think about her implication of having men in all the realms.  Surely we would ferret out any traitors hiding in our ranks in Wexbury, wouldn't we?

I shifted my concentration back to the current dilemma, there were three possible options there at the intersection.  We both knew the answer, though neither of us liked it.  Odds were better that Misty was in the direction one of these men had run in the labyrinth of tunnels and halls under the barracks above us.

So we had to split up.  Celeste paused, concern for me in her eyes which were burning and sparing with brilliant emerald fire.  Then I nodded once at her, something unspoken passing between us.  She whispered, “Be careful, Laney.  Remember your training.”  I nodded at her and then ran off in pursuit of my archer.  I had gone four or five steps before I heard her start off in the other direction.

I shuddered, feeling suddenly naked and exposed to the world as I turned left at the next intersection, moving east after the archer.  I paused and listened, and could hear shouts and the clanging of steel from the other direction, Celeste had met resistance.

 I was worried I had gone the wrong way, heading away from Misty if Celeste had met more resistance.  My panic and worry over everything were threatening to swallow me whole.  Knowing that my visions were only a possible future.  Celeste knew now, so she wasn't going to get captured as I had seen... right?

I froze and swallowed as I realized that it was not true.  She would get captured somehow, else how had she given me the message as to where they were being held?  And how far into the future was the vision?  It could be anywhere from a few minutes from now to weeks.  No, the visions were clear and strong, so it was in my immediate future, no more than a couple hours on the outside.  The nearer something I saw with my Sight was, the more vivid it was.

I looked down at my arms again, my two magics sparking and consuming each other.  I was useless as Laney of Wexbury, a knight who did not attack.  And though my Adept magics were my greatest strength, they were underpowered and easily exhausted.

And as Sora Laney of the Lupei, I couldn't control my magiks well and could only use them to see a couple seconds ahead in a battle or get random visions whether I wished them or not.  I couldn't weave them into spells like the Gypsies could.  I knew it was all intent with the magik of the spirit element.  And I had successfully done it in Solomon once.

I glanced at the dusty corridor and realized I was following a single set of footprints in the dust and that there were no torches.  Had my power not been active, I would have realized the lack of light sooner, but with my magic flowing through me, I saw the world as though it were bathed in sunlight.

I turned to look back, Celeste was going the right direction.  I screamed as the arrow struck my back.  A searing, ripping pain seemed to numb me from the waist down, and I tumbled forward on my useless legs as the white hot agony washed through me.

Then I snapped back as I started to turn to look back again, I gasped and staggered under the remembered pain, but dove to the side, ghostly afterimages rushing after me to catch up.  There was a tearing sound as the arrow whizzed past, slicing through my gown and stinging my side as it grazed my flesh, leaving a hot trail of blood in its wake.

I growled out a challenge as I rolled and wound up on my feet facing the Archer, who had faintly glowing silver eyes.  A Rogue, with even less of a spark than me.  He could see in this darkness as well as I could.  I shivered as I realized I had probably jinxed us by saying we hadn't seen a Rogue yet.

I thrust my hand forward, questing with my magic as tendrils of amber energy lanced from my fingertips.  I tasted the dagger in his boot, the very iron in his blood, and the trace metals in the stones of the corridor.  The metal in the hinges on the various doors and even a massive amount of metal behind one door where some of the stones had crumbled, one of the dungeons and cells most likely.  But I also tasted what I was looking for and yanked.

The man fell forward as his quiver was torn from his shoulder as I pulled the arrows to me by their steel arrowheads.  The arrows started orbiting me as the man scrambled back to his feet.  He stared at me wide-eyed for a second, then looked behind him and then took off running, his bow in hand, then he turned north at an intersection, most likely to join those fighting with Celeste.  Coward.

My rage seemed to build upon itself, and I was heating up as if I was standing too close to a fire.  I realized that was exactly what these men and women who were helping the Duchess were, cowards.

They would use a child in their games of power, their plots of petty revenge.  My daughter... my child!  The corridor was getting even hotter, and I started sweating and panting.  I swallowed trying to think past my rage.

As the feathers on the arrows orbiting me burst into flames, I snapped my head back the way I came.  Celeste!  I growled as I turned and started running back down the corridor the way I came, peripherally aware of the arrows clattering to the stone floor behind me, their shafts now aflame.

I ran past the bodies of the ones who had ambushed us, their clothing catching fire as I passed.  My anger and frustration driving me.  It was a white hot anger I have never felt before.  It was fueled by my fear for my daughter and that I had let her be taken from me.  I was supposed to protect her, and I had failed.  It left a pit in my gut.  Aelwen's petty vengeance should be aimed at me, not an innocent girl who hasn't even lived her life yet.

I panted, I felt as if I were in a furnace for some reason.  I turned a corner into an open area that had construction materials stacked up near a crumbling wall.  There were at least a dozen bodies strewn about like gruesome, bloody, broken dolls.

I saw Celeste's mask and cape lying on the ground there... and her blade.  I screamed in frustration, they had taken her!  I started panting and had to put my hands on my knees.  Sweat was pouring into my eyes, burning and stinging.  I tried to wipe my forehead with my sleeve, but the mask was in the way.  I tore it off, and it burst into flames as soon as I released it.

Why was it so hot in there?  I looked at my wife's sword, covered in blood, just sitting on the stone floor as the clothing of the bodies of the marauders and a couple dark knights started to smoke.  It was up to me now.  I couldn't fail them.  I would not fail them.

I was panting, my entire body was on fire.  I wiped my brow again as all the clothing on the corpses, and the building materials burst into flame.  I gritted my teeth and growled, “I'm coming, Misty.”

I tried to push away the heat that was threatening to consume me.  I heard the sound of multiple feet approaching at a run from ahead, shouting out commands in Outsider, and I brought my blades up to a ready position, and I bared my teeth.  I would not fail, I could not fail.

I know who I am now.  I am not Laney of Wexbury.  I am not Sora Laney of the Lupei.  I am neither, and that is why I never felt part of either world.  I was Laney, mother of Misty, and wife of Celeste of Wexbury.  I would follow my own path, not one that others would dictate me.

I screamed as something inside of me opened up, searing my very soul as I had that epitome.  Then for the third time in my life, I ignited.  My two magics mixing inside of me and exploding out in a tsunami of amber mist and fire, leaving white trails of ghostly streaks in its passing, with me at its epicenter.

The men and women who had just turned into the empty space with me, weapons drawn, were all screaming with me as the shock wave of the magic which burst forth from me slammed them with deadly force.  Bashing them into the walls along with the other bodies, construction material, and debris in the space.

The two closest stone support columns cracked and settled a few inches into the floor.  The flames from earlier were snuffed out instantly as the odd mixed magic washed over them.

Then I sagged in exhaustion, and found myself just standing there in a pit of crumbled stone flooring, panting in silence and complete darkness.  The explosion of magic had snuffed out the torches and oil sconces in the area as well.

I reached for my magic, but something else answered.  It tasted vaguely similar to my Adept magic.  It instantly responded, almost as if it were happy to help me, like it had an intent of its own.  The world came into such clear focus, and my hearing sharpened until I could hear my own heart beating.

I looked around and swallowed hard, noting that intense heat from earlier had dissipated.  Then exhaled when I realized I had just added eight more links in my chain of sin, and had to look away from the mangled bodies, their eyes frozen open in shock and terror.  What scared me more was that I couldn't find it in myself to find pity for them.  They took Misty, a little girl, an innocent.

I contemplated that.  Did it make me a bad person that I barely felt any guilt from taking the lives of others?  I was angrier that it was their own acts that had caused me to have to do it, even unintentionally as it was in this instance.

Two men came around the bend at a run, long swords at the ready.  They hesitated at the sight of the bodies piled against the wall, one hanging through it.  Then they came for me.  I pushed myself into the future.  And I saw it... I actually saw a ghostly white version of myself step out of my very being and meet them with Hera and Anadele singing and deflecting blow after blow.

With morbid curiosity, I watched and felt everything, every blow, every deflection.  My doppelganger blurred and ducked, leaving her own wispy amber and white afterimages.  I hissed as she took a glancing blow off her upper arm and slapped my hand over the wound I didn't yet have.  Then I noted something, and she turned and stepped back into me as the men started their initial charge.

I was slower with Hera since my arm ached with the phantom slash to it.  I avoided the slash then paused a second until they were in the stances I had seen play out, and I bent backward, arching my back at the last instant as the two untrained marauders thrust their blades at me.

It was a sickening thud and sucking sound at they impaled each other on their blades as I rolled away.  The last of the phantom pain ebbed as I watched the men fall.  They were still alive, one not for long, but they were no threat to me now.

I turned my back on them, as I wondered how I had done that, seeing the future play out without snapping back like usual, and for almost ten seconds instead of two.  I averted my eyes as I searched along the wall until I located Celeste's blade, then slid it into Hera's scabbard.  It stuck out higher since the scabbard was too short but I wasn't leaving her blade behind.

I stepped carefully around the corner to look at the corridor beyond and cocked my head to listen.  One of the fallen marauders was reaching out a hand to me looking down at the blade through his gut in confusion, and he gurgled out a plea.

I snapped my gaze to him amber and white blurs catching up with the movement and then warned, “Hush, or I'll finish you now!”

Before he lost the battle for consciousness, he blinked and asked, “What are you?” Judging by the position of the blade, if he didn't bleed out, he would unfortunately live.

I moved into the corridor to listen again.  I couldn't hear anything with the enhanced hearing this new power of mine had gifted me.  I stood at the intersection and looked in the three possible directions they could have taken the two loves in my life.  There were torches and oil pots down all of them, and they looked well traveled.

Ok, I closed my eyes and whispered, “I'm coming girls.”  I reached into my reservoir, and again was shocked how quickly it answered.  There was... so much there.  Then I shook my head, no, not that much.  I was just used to having a tiny spark of each of my magics, but now they were combined, freely flowing together.  But when you aren’t used to so much together, doubling it seemed immense.

I smiled to myself, was this how Celeste felt all the time?  Being able to touch all her power at once?  I was still fairly weak for a magic user, but now I'd probably rank on the lower side of average now.  For me, used to being frugal with what I have, it was like suddenly having a huge supply.

I got back on task and said to myself, “Alright Laney.  Like Rain and Mother Udele told you.  Magic of the spirit element is all intent.  I didn't know the sigils to draw in the air to focus myself and power, so I had to rely on brute force of will and hope it was enough.

I gathered that new magic that tasted as though it were excited to be let free then screamed out a challenge to the universe as I threw my arms wide.  Two ghostly versions of myself started sprinting down the corridor in opposite directions, leaving white misty afterimages tinged with amber.  I could see the mist wrapping around and containing my Adept magic to stop it from dissipating, feeding off of it as the two of me ran into the future.

I ran straight ahead, to the east, as fast as my bare feet could carry me.  At every intersection, I dashed off in three different directions.  I hissed in pain as future copies of me ran into opposition before snapping back to me.  I stumbled and fell to a knee as one of me died when she ran into another ambush.  I gasped for air from nonexistent punctured lung, and the minor wounds the others had incurred.

I stumbled to my feet then spun and ran back that way.  Sending off runners in every direction as I went.  I was likely heading the right direction with so many ambushes.

I gasped as a rain of arrows slammed into me from the ambush location, one ripping through the protections of the gown and through my lung. Mother Luna, it happened again.  And four more hit me as I was falling.  I snapped back realizing that I only had a second this time and spun to the side, windmilling both blades through the air.

One arrow slammed into my shoulder, and I winced and bit my tongue to stop from crying out in pain.  I had felt a thunk as the tip embedded in the bone of my shoulder blade.  All of the other arrows went wide save one I was able to bat away with my blades.  I swallowed a gasp and gritted my teeth and spun back toward the enemy.

I absently swung Anadele at my shoulder.  I knew not to pull the arrow out so sliced the shaft off a couple inches from my shoulder.  I bit my tongue at the sharp pain that bloomed from the contact.

Then sheathed Anadele as another volley headed my way.  I spread my hand in front of me and grabbed the arrows out of mid flight with my magic.  Instead of batting them away like I normally did, I sent them flying back at their owners.

Most avoided the counter attack but two didn't.  On man grasped his throat where he was bleeding out as he fell to the stones, the other man landed hard on the ground, his own arrow through his hand.

The other three archers retreated down the stone corridor.  I blocked out the pain, both real and phantom, drew Anadele again as I rolled my other shoulder with Hera in my left hand.  It was stiff and pain shot through it with every movement, but I could still use it.

Then I took off at a run after them, my heart thrumming with each of my steps.  My concern for my girls my driving force.  I had burned a good amount of my magic already, and I didn't know how much further I had to go.

I came up to another open space and noted the columns looked even older here, and I realized that maybe they hadn't taken Celeste back there after all, as there were another half dozen bodies here.  I noted that none of them had stab or slice wounds, one woman's head was twisted in the wrong direction, and one Marauder had a hole burned through his chest where his heart should have been.

She had taken them on hand to hand and used her magic.  Bursts like that, where she use raw force to take down an enemy, used most of what she had.  I started to worry again.  And started running.  But the archer on the ground, who had the injured hand, lunged at me as I passed and caught a leg.

I went down hard, dropping my blades, and rolled with it, breaking his grasp.  I leapt up, spinning backward as he stood.  He didn't even see the dagger in my hand until it dragged across his eyes, and he would never see anything ever again.

I screamed at him and ran at past him, throwing my arm out and clotheslining him.  Pulled him off balance as he clawed at his eyes, and with a crack, his head hit the wall, and he fell unconscious to the floor.

I grunted as I kicked him in the gut for good measure.  Not a good idea in bare feet, as my foot now throbbed.  I retrieved my swords then took off in a run again.  

It was getting harder and harder to split off those ghostly apparitions of myself.  I was exhausting my magics.  And I was getting sloppy with the pain and damages, both real and physical.  And after two more altercations, resulting in three more of my deaths, and one of theirs, I was nearing the limits of my endurance.

I couldn't throw out my future selves anymore.  I had to rely mostly on my training and pushing myself a second or two ahead.  I broke into what Verna called a whirlwind defense as I waded into a group of three swordsmen.  One was a Rogue, and he tried to burn me with the fire he pulled from the nearby torches.

I silently thanked him as Anadele sank deep into his blade, chopping into it like firewood.  Imagine his surprise when I pulled his flames inside of me.  His magic giving me a tiny boost of power in my emptying reservoir.  I used his power to bolster my own.

He drove his blade down on me, and it finally sheared off as it sparked against the steel of Anadele.  After redirecting or grounding so many magical attacks with me, the Gypsy weapon smiths say that she has changed in nature.  Her blade is unbreakable and ever honed, she can't be dulled or chipped.  And with the trickle of energy I pour into her when I fight, my opponents may as well be using sharpened sticks.

I hissed in pain as I felt a blade on my right side and back as one of the other swordsmen, slashed blindly in the darkness since the Rogue had stolen the light from the torch fire.  He must have swung at the sparks from our blades clashing.

I could feel the blood flowing down my back and leg, and I rolled aside.  There was a gurgling sound as the man swung again and struck his own companion.  The reddish glow faded from the rogue’s eyes as he fell.

I rammed the hilt of Hera back violently and struck the lucky swordsman in the face, twice, and he went down as I heard his jaw snapping.

I swung both blades toward the third man who had a hand out reaching for the corridor wall his sword moving in a slow sweep in front of him.

I moved soundlessly on my bare feet, with a slight limp.  I moved behind him and next to his head rasped out, “Boo.”  He started to spin as I brought the pommel of Hera down at the base of his skull with all the force I could muster, putting my weight behind it.  He fell, and I hesitated there a moment, Anadele pointed down at his throat.

It would be so easy.

I growled at myself, moved my blade back, then stomped off.  I was no murderer, like them.  My grip on Hera was getting tenuous as my hand was slicked with blood flowing from my shoulder.

I was feeling a little light headed.  How much blood had I lost?  I had to push myself through the pain which was tunneling my vision, and the exhaustion that was trying to overwhelm me.  I took a deep breath and exhaled, then tightened my grip on my swords and started trudging forward.

I screamed as two arrows sliced through either side of me as I reached an intersection where torches dimly lit the corridor.  I snapped instantly back to myself, no more than a second behind and fell to a knee, head bowed in the pain of the memory as I stumbled into the corridor.

Because I fell, one of the arrows missed, striking his companion instead, the other sank deep into my back near my soulders.  I gasped, it was hard to breathe, but I was able to twist as I hit the stone floor and get Anadele up just in time to intercept the longbow the man was swinging down at my head like a club.

I saw through the haze of pain, his eyes go wide in disbelief as his bow separated in two, and his momentum carried him onto my blade.  It was frightening just how easily my sword sliced through his light leathers and his ribcage.

I turned to push his falling form to the floor beside me then hissed in pain as I saw stars swimming in my narrowing vision when I heard a crack, as the shaft of the arrow sticking out my back snapped.

I was panting, trying not to pass out when a weight was on me and pain bloomed on my cheek as someone struck me, hard.  I saw the other archer, an arrow in a shoulder, his arm dangling uselessly at his side as he reared back his other fist and hit me again, and again.

I couldn't fail Misty... Celeste...

I screamed out in defiance and grabbed the man's hair and yanked down then bit his ear as hard as I could.  He bellowed in pain and instinctively yanked his head back.  There was a sickening, wet tearing sound as he stumbled back onto the ground with only half an ear.  I spit the rest out as I skittered away from him and used the wall at my back to push myself to my feet.

I rasped as I held my hands up in front of me, spreading my feet shoulder width and redistributing my weight.  “Come at me again, coward.”

The man took his hand away from his ear.  Blood rolled down his neck from the wound.  He pushed himself to his feet and then hissed as he yanked the arrow from his shoulder.  That was foolish, he'd cause more damage that way and possibly bleed out.

The man rushed me, assuming that since he was twice my size, he could just overpower me.  I side stepped his lunge and executed a roundhouse kick, sending him stumbling into the wall.

I winced in pain.  Realizing that without boots, kicks were out.

He muttered, “Time to die little girl.”  He spun on me and tried to backhand in one movement.  I was too slow and stumbled back when his arm impacted my chest.  I couldn't think about the pain.

Years of training, with knights two or three times my size, kicked in, and I brought an elbow down on his arm, and he hissed at the strike and then tried to kick me.  I spun the other way and dropped, my elbow striking the soft tissue at the side of his knee.

He lashed out with a fist, and I blocked one way, deflecting his arm, then backhanded his attempt to redirect his errant strike.  It didn't hurt him, but it did what I intended and kept his attention on my hands as I rammed my knee up into his groin with all the force I could muster.

He crumpled holding his groin howling in pain, but he was made of sterner stuff than I thought as he got to his knees and started to rise.  I leapt into the air with what little strength I had left and came down with a hammer strike to his jaw.  Blurring and leaving visceral afterimages of mist in my wake, the blow felt like three as the mist caught up with me.

He went down with a groan but then started to push up again.  I repeated the strike and again he went down.  Again it had felt as if I were catching up with myself and delivering multiple blows at once.

He struggled to rise again and surprised me with a quick strike to my ribs.  I took the blow, stepping into it, grunting as a new pain pushing away the others.  But I blurred and dropped my arm down around his then pulled up, pinning and overextending his arm.  

He slurred out in confusion, “How?  Who... what are you?”

I said in a hoarse, pain filled voice, “I am a Knight of Wexbury, cross us at your folly.”  Then I brought my fist down in one final blow.  With that oddly multiplied strike, he fell face first on the stone floor as I stumbled forward to a knee, one hand against the wall for support.

I turned back to look at him, one of my eyes was swelling, and it was hard to focus.  He was down for the count and the knuckles on my hand were bruised and swollen.  I glared at the man then wiped my nose with the back of my hand and sniffed in disdain as I retrieved my blades and stumbled down the corridor, leaving a trail of blood in my wake.



Chapter 20 – The Dangerous One

I reached another wide area in the corridor.like a troop staging area, and paused when I saw a familiar set of heavy oak doors.  There were some old stone benches set into the walls.  And just one sconce had a flickering flame in it, with the accompanying acrid smell of animal fat and tree oil fueling it.  It was making my eyes water.  The smell never bothered me as much before.

I blinked at that and then let the tiny bit of power I had left fade.  The world dimmed around me, and it was like I had put on earmuffs as the sound seemed to deaden.  Then thankfully, as my eyes adjusted to the dim flickering light of the flame, the pungent smell was muted as well.  I staggered a bit and sidestepped to keep upright.

I stared at the doors, knowing that if this were indeed the right place, then those doors were barred on the inside with a large oak timber.  I swayed and looked down.  Seeing the blood dripping at my feet.  The gash on my back was bleeding too much, I was feeling weaker by the minute.  The other wounds were a concern as well but not as pressing as that one.  I needed to stop the bleeding, or I'd be useless when I got to Misty and Celeste.  There were still four men in there with the Duchess.

I stared at the door again then down at Anadele.  I recalled the first day I met the red-headed Techno Knight who stole my heart.  After a battle with marauders, Sir Bowyn was injured.  She used her magic to cauterize his wound to stem the bleeding.

I didn't have enough left inside me to heat Anadele enough, so I looked at the flame in the sconce.  I exhaled a shaky breath then looked around again before moving to it.  The heavy brass cup was blackened by age and soot, and I swallowed then held my blade in the flame, mu muscles aching.

It felt like it took forever and I felt so exposed just standing there, and there were still men out there looking for me.  But I know it couldn't have been more than a minute before I saw a slight reddish glow emanating from the steel.

I twisted to see if I could see the wound on the side of my back and sucked in a sharp intake of breath over the pain the motion caused.  I slid Hera into the belt beside her sheath, then tore back the material around the wound.  It was deep, the flesh around it swollen, and the skin around the oozing blood looked sickly to me.

I looked at my blade, and the wound, hesitating, then pulled my dagger.  I bit down on the leather wrapped hilt and pulled upon the memory of standing at the whipping post, taking my lashings and not crying out as mother told me.  Not showing weakness.  I could be strong, I wouldn't cry out.  I pulled the fabric back again and closed my eyes and centered myself, preparing for the pain to come.  Then I opened my eyes and slapped the heated blade to the wound.

It took everything I had not to scream out as the pain became my world, agony my god, it was my everything at the moment as I dropped to my knees, my vision swimming in motes of light as it tunneled.  Even when I had been hit by the lightning summoned by the Rogue Raneth, I had not experienced such pain.  I was taking shallow breaths around the dagger I was biting down upon while Anadele clattered to the stone floor.

The noise was enough to snap me out of the delirium as I glanced around quickly, afraid someone in the room or some of the men searching nearby would have heard, but nobody came running as I retrieved my blade from the floor, my silk gloved hand shaking.

I checked the wound which was still sending fire through my nervous system, to see that most of the bleeding had been stemmed from the now bubbled and mangled flesh.  The odd thing was that the wound felt ice cold now instead of that burning sensation of the heat.  I knew that was a sign of nerve damage, but I didn't have time to worry about that.

I needed to know if this was the old armory... if this is where my girls were.  Then I had to figure out how to get in there when the door was barred on the inside by a beam thicker than my legs.  I quested for my power, and it answered, but there was virtually nothing left.  Not enough to burn through the door and the offending timber on the other side.  If only it had been metal, even with this small trickle of power, I could have moved it aside.  Metal likes me and my magic.

First things first.  I shook my head to clear the fog that kept threatening to take me, and I dragged myself to the door, my limping more pronounced, I squinted through one good eye and one that was swollen mostly shut at the door.  Then I carefully laid my head against the door.  I couldn't hear a thing.

I moved back and had to stop myself from growling in anger and frustration.  I was so very tired, but I needed to know if they were there.  Then I felt myself being pulled forward, I covered my face with my arms as I was about to hit the door, but I passed through it.  I glanced back to see myself unmoving, the flames from the sconce behind me were frozen in place like time had stood still.

I realized that I was being pulled into a vision, a seeing of the immediate future.  I had never experienced it like this before.  Was my new blended magic somehow changing how my Transference worked?

I marveled at how much time I had to contemplate this, though I knew this was all occurring in but an instant.  Again I was grinning at the Duchess in defiance as I felt a satisfying crunch of bone under my heel as I dispatched the man who had struck me, Celeste, us?  The fools should have bound my legs too.

One of the other men said, “She killed him!”

I sneered but then my blood chilled as Aelwen pulled a small blade from her red gown and spun toward Misty, her arm reaching out as she hissed, “Stop!”

My anger was boiling in counterpoint to the chill of my blood, but I had to stall for time.  Misty didn't need to be hurt because of my brashness.

I was getting all of Celeste's feelings and some of her thoughts.  It was disconcerting as I kept forgetting who I was or that I was just a voyeur watching this all play out.  But my Laney... I mean, I had seen this, and she knew this part.  So we stilled, I felt her flexing her powerful muscles and testing the strength of the wood of the chair, it creaked under her probing, she smiled inwardly, she was simply biding her time for the right moment, the chair wouldn't be an obstacle.

I found myself smiling internally too, knowing that if it were me, the bindings would have held me tight, but not my Celeste.  I felt so strong, so powerful sitting in her place.  She was slowly replenishing her magic as well, she had depleted almost all of it earlier in battle.  But the Faraday cages would stop her from projecting her magic.

We glanced up as another of the men lifted an arm, preparing to strike at me like a coward.  I couldn't kill another or Aelwen would probably injure our Misty just to torture me.  But the man looked at the dead man at our feet, and moved back, confirming his cowardice.

I turned at the sound of my daughter's voice.  That was still so amazing to me, I Celeste, had a daughter.  I corrected myself, remembering who I was.  We had a daughter.  There was so much wonder in my wife over the subject.

Misty looked up at Aelwen with a pinkish violet fire in her eyes, and a smirk on her lips.  She had no fear, she will make a Knight with no equal when she grows up.  We swallowed as a little voice of self-doubt crept into my wife.  If she grows up.  We tightened our muscles, the ropes creaking.

Then the little imp asked, “You want to know a secret?”  There was a commotion outside the doors that made the Duchess turn to look.  There was a huge timber barring it.  She nudged her head, and one of the men ran to the left of the door and stood with his back to the wall.

Then the Duchess turned her attention back to Misty.  Our daughter looked around then whispered, “It is a secret about Wexbury knights.”

Aelwen regarded the small Cobbler girl who had stolen our hearts and said, twirling the dagger in front of her, “Please, child, do go on.”

What was Misty doing?  I could sense Celeste's confusion as well.  Then Misty looked around again, looking like a little sneak ready for mischief and she said in a conspiratorial tone, “Come here, and I'll whisper the secret.”

Aelwen's curiosity got the better of her, and she leaned in close.  That's when our daughter slammed her head over, striking the ex-Duchess' nose squarely with her forehead.  There was a sickening thud and crack, and Aelwen stumbled back a couple steps grasping her nose, blood flowing from between her fingers as she dropped the dagger and shrieked.

Misty smirked at her. “The secret is, that we Knights of Wexbury are taught that the forehead is the hardest bone in the body.”  Then she paused and squinted one eye as she said, “Owwww.”

Celeste's heart filled with equal parts pride for our daughter, and fear of Aelwen's reprisal.  The woman screamed at Misty in a nasal tone as she reached down to retrieve the dagger, “You little bitch!  Don't you understand, you are going to die today?  Hopefully in front of that Gypsy bitch.  If I didn't need you for insurance to get out of Highland after she messed up my plans again, you'd already be dead.”

She grabbed Misty's hair and pulled her head back the dagger close to her neck. And she hissed into Misty's ear, our daughter's face twisted in pain, but she didn't cry out. 

“Nobody is going to save you, do you get that?  The Lightbringer has the same weakness as that stupid Sora.  For someone spoken about in hushed tones, someone who's lethality has no equal, she was stopped by the simple threat of your death.”

She smirked and shoved Misty's head back then stepped back two steps as she sneered and said, “That makes her weak.  You saw how she gave up the fight the moment I brought you out with a blade to your throat.  I know what true power is... fear... and not even this overrated Knight is immune.  Just know that the great Celeste of Wexbury will die this day too, because of you little one.”

I felt amusement for some reason, and we snorted then started chuckling in Celeste's tones.  The Duchess spun on us holding her dagger at arm's length toward us.  Her picture-perfect nose was crushed over to the side and swollen, blood dribbling down over her lips as she almost screamed, “What?  You find it funny that you are going to die today, woman?”

We shook our head, and I felt a fire deep inside us as Celeste said with a surety that stunned me as she said, “No, I find it funny that you believe that 'I' am the dangerous one.”

The doors thrummed and slammed back into their frames with a crashing sound, dust and detritus falling from the frames, but they stayed closed and barred.  I felt that fire building in her, and we felt smug as she said, “That, would be my wife knocking.”

The doors slammed back into the frames again, the sound deafening.  “Lady Laney of Wexbury is possibly the most deadly woman walking this Earth.  Nobody has more kills in all the lands of Sparo. And you took her daughter.”  We smiled the toothy smile of a predator.

The doors slammed back a third time, and I heard the sound of bending metal.  The huge strap hinges were giving way.  Aelwen paused in confusion as she looked between us and the door, then comprehension slowly donned on her.

She said in her new nasally tone as she put it all together.  “Laney of Wexbury and the Gypsy bitch are the same woman?”  Then she nodded to herself. “That incoherent babbling from those two fools in Wexbury is starting to make sense now.”

She smirked and said, “It was a nice try, but all know that Laney of Wexbury holds virtually no spark inside.  I felt it earlier tonight, and she has less power than me.  They say that she goes out of her way not to kill, so you sabotage your own distraction.  She is a joke of a Knight and bleeding heart for her commoner pets in your realm.”

The doors shook again, and there was a splintering sound as the hinges were pulled half way through the aging timbers.  She made a motion with her chin and a second man moved to the other side of the door, both men held their blades ready to strike.

Aelwen took a step toward us hissing, “I only need one of you.  Time to die Celeste.”  I lifted my chin in defiance, exposing my, our, neck.  Laney was here, she would save our daughter, I was ready to die.

Then I heard a shriek from outside the room and the doors slammed back one last time, some of the stonework of the arch crumbled and the hinges were all pulled violently back through the door in a tremendous crack of timbers.

Aelwen turned to the doorway, genuine concern painting her face as the color drained from it when the doors fell slowly forward and landed with a boom which shook the armory, kicking up a cloud of dust.

I prepared to make our move when the dust settled to reveal a diminutive figure standing in the doorway.  My heart beat faster, and I looked on in awe, there was that impossible Herder standing there.  My fierce warrior who had more heart than anyone I knew.  My Laney.

I winced inside at the sight of myself standing there, arrow shafts sticking out from me, my face a mashed mess of blood and bruises, one eyes swollen mostly shut.  I was covered head to toe in blood, standing in my torn and shredded gown like some bride of the damned.

But here was my wife staring at me, and I got a bizarre impression from her which made no sense to me...  I got the impression of her words, echoing that thought, as I snapped almost violently back into myself in the present, “So beautiful...”



Chapter 21 – Rescue

I took two deep breaths to center myself, reminding myself who I was.  I was Laney Herder.  My mind drifted back to how Celeste truly saw me and I felt tears stinging my eyes and wetting my cheeks.  Did she really see me that way?  It seemed impossible, but I could feel her love and awe.

I marshaled what little strength I had left and steeled myself, knowing what to do now... how to get into the room.  I had seen it.  I would free my girls.

I started reaching deep down inside myself for the last trickle of energy inside me, but froze just as the world brightened around me, when I heard footsteps rapidly approaching.  Mother Luna, would I not get a chance to catch my breath?

I exhaled then inhaled deeply as I brought my two blades into a guard stance.  My legs felt rubbery as I adjusted my footing, centering myself as a man with blue flames in his eyes came jogging onto the troop staging area.

He was dressed in all black, his silver chest plate gleamed, his sword well maintained.  The armor was well fitted, and I knew he must have been one of the fifteen Dark Knights of Solomon who escaped with Aelwen.  The man was a Techno Knight, and he betrayed his own people.  I couldn't comprehend that.

He looked over to the door in genuine concern before looking back toward me.  Then I understood.  That was the same look that was likely on my face.  Concern for the people I loved.  This was yet another man that Aelwen had convinced that she loved them.  She controlled them not with the lure of power, but the promise of favor.  Of sex.  I was seeing her as no more than a madame at the brothel in the Trough now.  This man believed she loved him and he betrayed his own people for that love.

His eyes widened when he realized who I was under all the blood and a slow, vicious smile spread on his lips.  “The Gypsy magic user.  I'm surprised you made it this far.  A shame, you look half dead, I was looking forward to taking you down like I did the boy playing Knight when I went to retrieve your daughter.”

He started walking around me, leg over leg, watching my response as I turned slowly.  “I've killed Rogues, and marauders, now a Wexbury Knight.  I think they are overrated if one magic user can take one down so easily.  I admit he was a scrappy one, and was a handful for the others until I put his blade to task with mine.  It took only three blows before I gutted him.”

I knew what he was doing, he was trying to raise my ire so I would strike first as he stepped around me, swatting lightly at the tips of my blades as she spoke, the contact making little pinging noises.  “Your little girl gave us more of a problem than he did.  But a single blow silenced her mouth.”

That almost got me to lunge at the man, and his eyes widened a bit in anticipation.  He continued, “A shame I didn't get to test my skill against the Blade of Temperance.  She had taken out more than a dozen of our men before we dragged your little brat out.  The great Celeste of Wexbury just gave up.  It was sort of pathetic.  But I do give this to her, she took a beating well.  Never made a noise through it.”

He smirked at me, cocking an eyebrow.  I think I amused him that I waited for him.  I was half paralyzed with fear, and the other half of me was so oddly calm and detached as I waited for him to strike.

Then he stepped back and let his blade rest lazily back on his shoulder, opening himself up to me, trying another tact to get me to lose control of my emotions and lunge at him.  He huffed in exasperation and lowered his weapon and took a classic, Hak Tu stance.  He trained under Master Hammish.  I swallowed at that realization.  My panic started rising again.

He started the first motion of five in that sequence, and I dropped Anadele slightly to rest on top of his blade with a small amount of downward pressure so he would have to give up the second movement to keep his blade raised.

Sir Bowyn, Celeste's old partner, taught me the moves and how to counter some of them.  He is the best swordsman in Wexbury and as cocky as Alexandru.  The man seemed perturbed as I stepped around him to his off hand, where he would need to overextend to strike at me.

He then smirked and prodded more. “I've always wanted to take on a Gypsy with a magic spark.  The Lupei we killed didn't have much chance to bring it to bear when we took Udele from them.  There seems to be no challenge to the kills now.”

He reversed his footwork and direction, trying to get an angle as I took a bladed stance, knifing my body and raising Anadele high, dipping Hera's blade to rest on his.  He looked perturbed now as he squinted and asked, “A Mountain Gypsy with Altii weapons training?”

I turned the tables on him and smirked and said, “You don't seem to be very good at it... killing that is.  Sir Bexington yet lives, and Lady Celeste is just inside there.  Are you sure you want to test your meddle against the magik of the People?”  He cocked an eyebrow in surprise at the word of Bex's survival.

Then without warning, he lunged.  I parried down twice as he advanced, thrusting then sweeping.  Then he shoved me back as he crossed blades with me, his stopped between mine.  He was fast.  Too fast.  I could barely react in time.

An odd thing happened as he came at me again, probing my defenses then pressing my weak side.  Luckily for me, that was my right side, not my off hand at this time.  Anadele was there again and again to deflect his blows.  He was of Bowyn's caliber with a blade, and it was going to be a matter of moments before he got through my defense.

He stepped back to look at his blade in confusion, looking at the deep cuts in the annealed steel.  He glanced at Anadele, his eyes drizzling sparks.  He assumed I was powering her in some way.  I swayed and regained my footing.

He prompted as he watched me stumble,  “A shame I can't fight you in your prime.  Is this gypsy magik?”  I saw his blue magic roll down his blade as he powered it up.  This man had much more power than Celeste, it tasted of water and steel.

He came at me with a hacking attack, forcing me to keep Hera low to protect her as Anadele took strike after strike, sparks, and blue magic flaring as he drove me to my knees.  I felt his power leaching into Anadele and being pulled inside me, incrementally filling my virtually empty reservoir.

I normally couldn't hold the magic of others for very long before I had to redirect it, or it slowly burned me up from inside.  But now it seemed like my blended magic welcomed it in, consumed it and channeled it into power I could store and use.

I slashed out with Hera, and he just jumped out of the way in time for my blade to pass harmlessly past.  I instantly dropped Anadele down across my forearm, readjusting my grip as the second blade he pulled as he twisted away slashed at me.

He hit me with such force as I deflected the blow, that I tumbled back and I was barely able to roll to my feet.  Pain flared from my back and my shoulder where the shafts of the arrows struck the ground as I rolled.

His eyes went a little wider as he glanced at the shafts and started to smile.  Then that smile faded as he saw the pristine, undamaged blade of Anadele I had laying across my forearm.  It was my turn to smirk, and I teased, “What's the matter?  Just now realizing your Altii magic is no match for the magik of the People?”

He narrowed his eyes and wiped the sweat from his eyes with his arm.  His black curly locks were glistening.  Was that from his earlier exertion with Celeste, or was he getting nervous.  I noted that if the man didn't have such a black soul, he would have been the sort of ruggedly handsome man who would have the ladies of the court swooning.  But his poisonous soul made him the bitter fruit that was to be avoided.

I took a chance that I was getting to him, and took a step back, exiting our mutual engagement circle.  Then I lowered both my blades and dropped them to the floor in a clattering of bronze and steel, and I brought my hands up, my left in a fist my right open-handed and teased, “Come on big man.  You wanted to test your magic against mine.  Or are you afraid of a half dead girl as you called me?”  I weaved side to side like a snake, leaving afterimages in the air that seemed to linger longer than normal, like the magik I leaked was also taunting him.

I prayed to whatever deities may have been listening that he would take the bait, he would have overwhelmed me quickly if we continued with our blades, he was far more skilled than me, and I had been lucky so far.

He started to raise his blades to charge and hesitated, anger coloring his face and burning in his eyes. Then he lowered his arms and dropped the blades and then stalked toward me as power started building in his hands, and he took a boxer's stance.

He feigned a strike to my side and when I tilted to cover my ribs with my elbow. He stuck lightning fast with his other hand to my stomach, taking my breath away, there was an almost manic elation on his face as he channeled all the magic in his being to burn through me like Celeste does in an endgame strike.

What he didn't expect, though, was me simply gasping for air then striking up with the palm of my hand under his jaw.  Sending him reeling back.  I could feel his magics burning inside me and my own wrapping around it, unraveling and consuming it before it could do any lasting damage to me.

He blinked in disbelief as he looked at the hand-sized hole burned into my gown and my undamaged skin below, as I sucked in ragged breaths, trying to get air back into my lungs.  It felt like he had hit me with a brick.  I had some power now, not much, but enough to defend now.

I got a decent breath then rasped out, “Thank you for that, I needed a boost.”  Then panted and brought my hands up in guard position again and I bladed my body as I motioned for him to attack with my fingers, “Come at me again, coward.”

He roared out in rage and bore down on me in a flurry of blows, I seemed to be working on automatic, all the years of my training countering as fast as he struck.  I slapped away punches and intercepted kicks with my shins.  A couple of his punches made it through my defense and each time it felt like being hit by a sledge.  He was twice my size and easily three times stronger.

After the barrage we separated, but I knew he would best me if given a chance to think, so I waded back into him, pressing my own attack.  He was off balance, not used to fighting someone of such small stature.

I used that as I crouched slightly while we exchanged blows and kicks, my blurring and ghosting was distracting him as he tried to keep track of me.  So I stepped directly under his guard and came up, driving with an uppercut that may have broken one of my fingers as the pain flared under my silk glove.

He staggered back three steps then shook his head to clear it and raised his fists again, visibly shaken.  I was beyond the point of exhaustion.  I rasped out as I raised my hands and bladed my body, “Again!”

I feigned right then left as he charged, using my old training ground trick then stood still as he swung at the swirling mist which worked to keep up with me.  I slammed a roundhouse kick unto his gut, and that got him stepping back and falling to a knee.  I realized it was a feint of his, as he grabbed his blade from the ground and started to swing.

I growled at the fool, metal is mine, it is my friend.  I lashed my hand sideways, and his blade was ripped from his grip by my magics, and it went spinning down the corridor like a whirling dervish.

He dove at me, I wasn't ready for that, and he grappled with me as he drove us to the floor.  He grabbed the arrow shaft and yanked it around.  White hot fire shot through me, paralyzing me as I opened my mouth to scream a scream that wasn't there.

Then I was aware of my head snapping from side to side as the shock of the pain faded.  He was punching me over and over as he straddled me.  I had nothing left, I was beaten.  He put his hands around my neck, and the memory of Prime Techromancer Kennick choking me, came unbidden to the forefront of my mind and I was lost in the pain and terror of that memory.

No!  Never again!  I opened my good eye to see him shaking me as my body fought for air, his face in mine.  I rasped out, barely audible, “My... daughter... reminded... me of... something.”

I slammed my forehead forward and impacted his face.  There was a solid thunk as our skulls collided and a satisfying crack of the cartridge as his nose broke.  He dropped me and fell onto his back, grasping his nose.  I staggered back up to my feet.  Sucking in breath after breath of air and I choked out, “No man will ever choke me.  Never again!”

He started to raise, blood smearing his face, but I flung my arm out, and my dagger yanked free of its sheath and shot forward to bury deep into his left heel, severing his Achilles' tendon.  He hissed in pain and covered the bleeding wound with his hands when a whispy amber-whitish tendril of magic yanked the blade back out to toss it to the floor.

I dove at him and drove my knee into the side of his head.  He went down, his head bouncing solidly off the floor.  He started to try to get up, his eyes not focusing well as he asked in confusion, “Who are you?  Why won't you give up?  What kind of demon are you?”

Demon?  Maybe I was.  I didn't feel very gallant or righteous at that moment, I wanted the man dead, and that scared me.  It would be so easy for me to do now.  He was virtually unconscious now.  To this day it frightens me just how long I entertained the thought, and how much I didn't seem to care just then.  But that wasn't who I was, I wouldn't be defined by a moment of weakness.

I staggered over to him and stepped over his right arm which he raised to try to grab me.  I grasped the arm with both hands just at the wrist as I stepped a leg over him, pulling up and twisting.  He screamed in pain as I felt the sickening pop of his shoulder dislocating.

A detached part of my brain mused in satisfaction that that wouldn't be his dominant weapon arm anymore.  Then I continued dragging him up as I slid in behind him and wrapped an armlock around his throat.  Again, it would be so easy, just seventy pounds of pressure to crush a windpipe.  I whispered in his ear as he struggled with his left arm to pull my arm away, “I'm Laney of Wexbury.  Remember this.  We do not kill the defenseless.”

I held him there until his eyes rolled back in his head and passed out from lack of oxygen to his brain.  I wanted to hold on until his heart stopped beating... He had choked me!  Like Kennick before him.  It was something that still gave me night terrors occasionally.  I still feel his hands on my throat, his magics burning, marking me forever.

I growled at myself and shoved the Knight, who's name I didn't even know, down to the floor and staggered up to my feet and swayed.  I closed my eyes and repeated, “I'm Laney of Wexbury.  I'm Laney of Wexbury... I'm Laney Herder.”  Reminding myself of who I was, and why they didn't have the right to make me someone I was not.

I looked down at the man, watching him breathe.  He looked so peaceful and somehow not as terrifying as before, as he lay there unconscious.

By his own admission, this was one of the men who had killed women, men, and children of the Lupei, to kidnap Mother Udele.  This was the man who had left Bex to die on the Outrider.  The man who took my daughter from me.  Who beat Celeste after she surrendered to save Misty.  The man who was smiling when he was trying to choke the life out of me.

I took a long, deep breath.  No, I was not a demon, this man was the demon.  And now he was less.  He'll always know that he was bested by a woman who's life was insignificant to him.  As he put it, a half dead girl.  If Highland allowed him to live, he would know that for all the days of his life.

I stumbled over to my blades and bent to retrieve them.  I almost fell forward when I did.  I stood and slid Anadele into her scabbard, and secured Hera on my belt beside Celeste's.

I had nothing left in me, my strength was gone.  I had gone past my limits, and then some.  But I felt the warm fire of my magic billowing inside, assuring me that it was there.  It felt so alive now that it could freely mix like it was helping me in some way.

Where I had no physical strength left.  The disgraced Solomon Knight had given me a little spark back.  And I knew how to use it since I had already witnessed it happen.  I stepped over to the door, forcing one foot in front of the other.  Ignoring the pain from all my injuries which were eating slowly away at what little bit of strength kept me on my feet.

I rested a hand on the old oak door and felt its warmth.  I closed my eyes a moment and apologized to this old barrier which had stood sentinel over the room beyond for so many generations.  Then I took a step back and let the bit of power I had stolen, explode from me in an amber tinged white mist.

Tentacles of magic, strengthened by the magik of the People sought the metal hinges on the other side of the portal and grabbed hold.  I tugged, testing the hold I had on the metal beyond which seemed to be reaching out toward me.

I grabbed hold of the mist with my mind and clasped my hands on the very air around me, pantomiming grabbing a rope and I growled out a challenge as I yanked back.  The doors thrummed and boomed into the frame.  Dust filtered down from the stonework above and I heard some wood splintering.

I swear the iron in the hinges was singing to me, calling out for me to embrace it as I yanked again and again.  Each time I felt my power dwindling.  I had only a trickle left as I screamed and yanked one last time.  With great cracking sounds the hinges burst through the seemingly unyielding oak, burning white hot and clattered to the ground beside me.

My spark dimmed and went to sleep, needing to recharge.  I took three deep breaths, trying to gather any physical strength I could and stepped toward the doors.  I paused when I remembered the two men on either side of the door on the other side.  I couldn't time slip without power.  Though I still saw the blurring of my form as I moved.  But how, I had no power left inside?

My eye widened in realization.  The spells and sigils on the gown!  I felt for them, and found them.  They seemed to reach out as I quested for them with my own magic... they came together in a joyful dance, almost like long lost family greeting each other with a spinning hug as I consumed the power to feed my empty well.  There were so many spells, so much power.

I lost most of the power as I tried to convert it, but I was able to reignite my spark and felt a trickle of the welcoming magic coursing through me. I didn't know if the borrowed magik was enough, but I focussed my intent as I drew my blades one last time.

I pushed myself forward, and I took a step and looked down at my hands, they were made of that blended magic of mine.  I turned back to see myself standing there, frozen in time, looking like a wraith or the demon which that Solomon ex-patriot had invoked.  I looked half mad, amber power sparking all over my bloody and beaten form.  Like in the spooky stories the Knights would tell around the campfire to scare me.

I turned back to my task and kicked the doors.  They fell slowly forward and crashed into the room beyond with a boom.  It kicked up dust and debris.  I could see my girls in the room beyond with that crazy Duchess between then.

Celeste smiled, and her eyes virtually sparkled as she looked at me, I blushed and glanced at Misty who was beaming an excited smile.  I didn't scare her like this?

I held my blades to each side in a defensive stance and stepped through to take on the men waiting in ambush.  They both dove at me and I wasn't fast enough, I was too injured, too fatigued.  I had lost too much blood.  I knew how they would attack now and I pulled myself back to where I waited in the past, before their blades finished piercing me.  I swayed under the new pain.

How many times had I died that night?  I hadn't kept track, and the phantom pain and vivid memory of them bore down upon me heavier each time.

I tightened my grip om my blades and took a step forward, kicking the doors and watching them fall.  Then before the dust could settle, I dove forward, somersaulting across the wooden slabs, thrusting my hands wide and releasing my blades.  I pushed hard with my borrowed magiks and Anadele tore through one man's leg and embedded in the stone wall behind him.  Hera sank deep into the leg of the other.

This was Celeste's moment, and she seized it.  She planted her feet on the floor and twisted violently, slamming the chair against the third stunned man.  It shattered sending the man to the ground, and Celeste rolled on the ground as the ropes fell away as she pulled her feet through her shackled arms as she rolled to her feet, her arms now in front of her.

She spun on the man as he regained his feet and swung his blade down at her.  She caught it in the chains between her shackles and twisted, relieving the man of it and she leapt lithely in a spinning back kick and crushed his throat with a strike that sent him flying six feet back into the wall.  He slumped lifelessly to the floor.

Aelwen started running for the back wall for some odd reason, but Misty shot a foot out to trip the woman.  I looked at Celeste and swiped a hand through the air at her as I stumbled back up to my feet.  Her shackles fell to the ground, the metal in the locks seemed eager to help me out and unlocked at my silent plea.

I pulled her blade and threw it back to her as I stumbled after Aelwen.  I froze when she came to her feet behind Misty with her damnable dagger at her throat again.  She hissed out, fear in her eyes, “Stay back, or your daughter is no more.”

I tried to pull Anadele to me by the dying man at the door, but I didn't have enough magik left.  It was barely a trickle.  I reached out for anything, I could taste all the metals around us and the iron in our blood.  For the barest moment, I thought of ripping the iron from the ex-Duchess' blood.

But I couldn't kill like that again, it was a frightening thing when I did it to Raneth.  I had to watch the man die in agony before me, his lungs trying to provide oxygen to blood that couldn't accept it anymore.

She was untying Misty and then pulling her up to her feet and toward the back wall.  I couldn't let her escape with my daughter.  I couldn't lose her, and I knew that the woman had no regard for my daughter's life.  I felt tears welling in my eyes as I struggled to see through my swollen one.

I calmed myself and thought of all I have learned in this world, and all the battles I had been in.  When things seemed darkest, I always went back to the advice of those more intelligent than me.

The smallest thing can have the biggest effect on the outcome of any battle when it is not expected.

The smallest thing... the smallest thing...

I expanded my senses as Alwen raged at me, she sounded like a spoiled child who's toys had been taken from her.  “Why must you ruin everything I do?  What gives you the right?”

I felt Celeste join me by my side, again that little-detached portion of my brain noted something.  For the first time since I met her, she didn't stand in front of me, shielding and protecting me.  This time she stood at my side, as though we were equals.

I rasped, “We are Wexbury, and we do what is right, and fight for those who cannot.”

She chuckled and moved the dagger from Misty's throat and pointed it at me accusingly.  “You are nothing.  I know who you are now, Penny Lady.  The nobles tease you with that name because you dote on the serfs.  You have power but don't use it.  That makes you weak.  It makes you nothing.  But you wear the derision as a badge of honor.”

She kept dragging Misty backward toward the back corner.

Wait.  Penny Lady.  That was it!  The smallest thing!

I could feel them at my hip.  I pushed out that tiny trickle of energy I had left, and my coin purse rose from my hip.  The coins came pouring out of it to orbit me in a halo of iron pennies, and silver and gold coins.

I could feel my rage returning as the scars on my face heated up and magik dripped from those scars which were brought on by another's magic.  I rasped out, almost in apology for what was to come, “Yes.  I am the Penny Lady of Wexbury.  And I am proud of the name.  Others must always come before yourself if you are to grow, and learn to love yourself through all your flaws.”

I nudged my chin and an iron penny shot out from the maelstrom of coins and struck her so hard and fast in the hand that it tore through the flesh of her palm and the dagger dropped from nerveless fingers.  She screamed out in pain and rage.

Misty used this distraction to slam her heel down on Aelwen's foot.  The Duchess threw out some curses even the old Laney Herder would have been embarrassed to repeat.  She stumbled back, and Misty ran forward.  Celeste scooped her up and moved behind me.

I could taste Aelwen's magic surging through her, she had little more than I had when my magics had been divided.  I flicked a finger, and as she thrust her other hand forward to strike out at us, another penny ripped through the palm of her other hand.

I said to the woman who fell to her knees cupping her hands to her bosom, “Surrender Aelwen, don't make me do this.”

She surprised me by standing back up and laughing as if she had gone mad.  Then she sneered and said, “That's your other weakness.  Now that I know who you are, I know that Laney of Wexbury has a conscience and goes out of her way not to kill.”

She dove at an empty weapon's rack in the corner, and it slid forward.  I launched another penny at her, and it sank deep into her leg, and she hissed in pain then dove behind the rack, and it slid back with a thud.

We ran to it and tried to move it, but it wouldn't budge.  No!  She couldn't escape, not again!  Celeste set Misty down and pushed with all her might and the rack creaked but stayed in place.  I realized in horror now, why Michael had been nervous about their room when we told him where Misty was being held.

All Knights know the location of the secret bolthole that royals use when a castle is overrun by the enemy.  It is the most guarded secret in any Keep.  And somehow Alwen had known the location.  I thought of the archers in Highland colors we had fought.  Had she wooed more men yet to disclose this secret?

I started shaking.  She had slipped out of our grasp, away from justice once more.  That's when my strength gave out as the adrenaline of the fights burned itself out.  I swayed and stumbled and landed on a knee.  I looked up to Celeste who knelt to support me.

I smiled through bloody and swollen lips, “Hi love, I've come to rescue you.”

She started laughing, and I couldn't help it, I started laughing too though the motion was sending shooting pains through my... well through my everything.

I turned to look at Misty, whose eyes were brimming with tears as she stood a step away from me.  She wiped her tears and stood straighter and said in a wavering voice, “I knew you'd come for me.”  Then she added in the voice of the little girl she was, “Mom.”

My tears were flowing freely now as she dove into my arms and hugged me tight.  I hissed in pain, and she released me quickly and stepped back with far to much concern for such a young girl to have to shoulder.  I gave her a reassuring smile and said, “I always will.”

Then we heard a commotion approaching.  Boots echoing against stone and men shouting.  I sighed and closed my eyes and forced myself to my feet then shuffled toward the door as I told Misty, “Hide.”

I moved to the men laying at the door and retrieved Anadele from beside the man who had bled out from the huge leg wound.  I yanked my blade from the wall as Celeste moved to the other man who was scrabbling back along the floor, trying to pull a dagger.

Her fist hit his jaw like a runaway bison, and I heard his jaw snap as his head snapped back, and he collapsed to the floor.  I saw the fire in her eyes, she wanted so badly to make sure the man would never hurt anyone again, but she glanced back to where Misty was hiding then to me.  Then it struck me.  All these years she has told me over and over that I made her a better woman.  But now I understood.  The Celeste from before she met me was a killing machine, and would never have hesitated.

She fought for what was right, and for those who couldn't fight for themselves, but she did it with a lethal finality that ate away at her soul.  It is why those here in Highland called her the Harbinger, and why her shadow falling upon the enemy gave all pause. But she was trying to be a person she thought I would respect.

She didn't kill this man.  For me... for our daughter.  She pulled Hera from the man's leg and tossed her to me. I caught the blade without thinking, my fingers instinctively finding their proper grip on her hilt, then we both turned to the door.

I called upon the strength I no longer had, finding something deep down inside as we steeled ourselves and pointed out blades at the doorway.  I filled with heat and strength that I knew I didn't have, realizing it was the Fire of Wexbury.

As we heard the men running closer, I whispered part of my grandfather's battle cry to myself, “To the line.” 

One man called out, “More bodies here!”

I heard Celeste whisper the rest to me, “We shall not toil.”

Then as the men arrived, we both screamed out in challenge and started to charge the doorway.  Michael and Sir Silas skidded to a halt, raising their swords holding palms out to calm us, as Michael sputtered out, “George's balls, women!  We're on the same side.”

Then Silas added, “You two look like boiled shit.”  Then he looked back out the door and asked in a tone of disbelief, “You two did all this?”

Celeste nodded as I dropped my arms and used the tips of my blades to steady myself and stop from falling over.  She was instantly by my side supporting me as I dropped my blades.  Michael asked, “Duchess Aelwen?  Misty?”

Misty came out from behind a rack and came running up to help support me.  Celeste shook her head and pointed her blade to the corner. “She escaped through the bolthole, but she is wounded.”

Silas gave a silent order with the nudge of his chin, and three men went running off at a dead run. I knew she would be gone by the time they reached wherever the bolt hole exited to outside the Keep.

He looked back down the corridor again and asked incredulously, “Really?  Just the two of you?  How?”

Celeste shrugged and said with a cocky smirk, “The fire of Wexbury.”  I swayed and went to my knees as the girls supported me.

Then Michael was yelling, “We need a medic here now!”

I looked up into my wife's beautiful emerald eyes and rasped out in a tiny voice, “Can we go home now?  I think I'm done with Highland.”

The men chuckled as she dropped her blade and cupped my cheek. “Of course, love.”

I chuckled and said to her as Misty hugged my arm, “Would you look at that, our first adventure that didn't leave me unconscious in the end.”

She gave a humorless chuckle and helped me to sit on the floor.  I sighed in resignation as the world spun around me, “Nope.  There it is.” As my vision started to tunnel and everything faded into a blissful darkness, attempting to take all the pain away as it all went black.



Chapter 22 – Aftermath

It was still dark out when I opened my eyes at a voice saying, “She's lost a lot of blood, corpsman get another bottle of plasma.”

I squinted through the light as my eyes adjusted, to see an overly tired looking Sylvia was draping her healing magiks over me, in those silken sheets that felt so warm and inviting.  There was also a chestnut haired woman, in a white doctor's coat, busily sewing up my shoulder as she said to the Gypsy, “Amazing, you've stemmed the bleeding, and I can actually see the blood vessels repairing themselves.  Can you heal the wound completely?  I've heard about what you healers could do, but this...”

Sylvia exhaled as she relaxed, the white mists dissolving as she slumped in exhaustion.  “I can, but not tonight.  I fear I am past my limit now, after working on the man from the weigh station, and then Bexington's injuries.”

The woman chastised her, “You do not need to push yourself, your gift is a wonder, but we could have patched her up just fine until your strength returned.  Are there not other healers in the Lupei who could have come instead?”

My pseudo-sister virtually hissed out, “Of course there are other healers, but Laney... Sora Laney is mine, my family.” The other woman nodded in understanding and inclined her head in acceptance.

I heard Misty saying, “Umm... she's awake.”  I realized her little hand was in mine.

I turned my head to look at her standing beside the raised bed I seemed to be in.  I smiled, my left eye still swollen shut now, and rasped out, “Hi, baby girl.”

She smiled at me, eyes glittering with tears, and launched into a hug.  I winced but wrapped an arm around her head.  Sylvia chastised us in Gypsy, “Easy now, girls.”

My daughter whispered with surety in her voice, “I knew you would come for me.”

I nodded, my eye watering as I kissed the top of her head, and whispered back my earlier promise, “I always will.”

Glancing down I noted that I was in some sort of light robe and winced, remembering the fate of that grand gown that had come right out of the pages of a fairy tale.  I took stock of myself as Sylvia disentangled Misty from me.  Aches and pains greeted me from just about everywhere, and I was exhausted, but I no longer felt on the precipice of death.

I turned at a commotion beside me, a familiar voice causing my smile to bloom as Celeste complained, “I'm fine healer.  Let me up.”

In a tall table draped in white fabric, a redheaded vision forced herself up off the table to the protestations of a couple men in doctor's coats who were trying to stick some sort of needle connected to a bottle into her arm.

My smile bloomed at my bullheaded wife as she swatted them away as she stood in the same type of flimsy robe I was in, instead of her dress armor.  She took a step toward me, and I started to sit up, but my doctor and Sylvia both put hands on my chest to hold me down.  I winced in pain and doubted there was a single part of me which didn't ache.

She moved to my side, and I reached an aching hand out to her, realizing I could feel the burns from my long ago injuries.  I glanced at it, still looking foreign to me with one finger missing, seeing my white silk glove was missing.  My knuckles were swollen and bruised.

Her face was swollen and bruised from the beating at the hands of Aelwen's men, but she was beautiful to me.

She gently grasped my hand between both of hers, then kissed the back of my hand, right on the burn scars that seemed to sparkle in the light, leaving wispy trails in the air when she lifted my hand to her lips.

Everyone had moved back a bit, giving us the illusion of privacy as she whispered to me as she stroked my hair with one hand, not releasing my hand in her other, “There's my impossible Herder.”

I felt my eye watering again.  I had seen myself through her eyes, and I knew the depth of the love I saw in her eyes now, and my heart ached, wanting to reach out to her.  I settled for smiling and whispering back, “Hello my stubborn Trapper.”

She almost cracked as her chest heaved once, before her smile grew on her face knowing we came from the same past, her and I.  A different world of common serfs before being thrust into this world of nobles.  We had both thrived in this new world we found ourselves in.  Celeste through the love of her family, and me through the love of Celeste.

Then Sylvia was pushing between us, making us release each other as we delved the depth of each other's eyes.  “Alright, you've seen her, my Sora, now get back in bed.  Now.  I swear you two don't know what is best for you.”

Celeste chuckled at her as she allowed the doctors to lead her back to her bed.  “Is that so, Syl.”

The Gypsy woman rolled her eyes and looked at me as she answered my girl, “Yes, it is, I just said it hadn't I?”  We shared a smile as she shook her head.

My girl complained jokingly, “Giving orders?  Just who outranks whom here, lady?”

The doctors chuckled when Sylvia just paused and turned without speaking and just cocked an eyebrow.  Celeste had the sense to give a crooked grin and sigh, saying, “Yes Sylvia.”  The gypsy healer nodded once, settling the argument before turning back to me and just looking me over with the eyes of a healer and of a family member as she stroked my hair like Celeste had.

Then she said to me as she turned to the other doctor, “I am at my limit, I can do more on the morrow.  I'll need them transferred to my wagon at that time.”

The other healer opened her mouth to argue, just to be cut off, “They are our Soras.  I thank you for your aid, but they need to be with us.”  There was a slight edge of warning in her tone.

The other woman regarded her for a long moment then nodded once and said, “We'll get them rehydrated, and stabilize her Highness here until then.”

Then the Gypsy woman put on an expression that was all innocent sweetness and light that had me snorting, and instantly regretting it as it sent a bit of pain lancing through my head.  Syl winked at me as she went to slap my shoulder, but paused and opted for my forearm instead, muttering, “There's not a place unbruised.  You need to learn to not get hit, my Sora.  Did you even try to dodge or retreat?”

This got a teasing barb from the other table, “Laney does not know how to back down.”

I muttered to the ceiling as Misty took my hand, “That's enough out of you, my Lady.  I wasn't the one captured now was I?”

She countered instantly, “All part of my master plan.”  I snorted knowing I wouldn't win, then winced at the pain it caused.  I had to stop doing that until I was healed.

Then my eye went wide, my other cracking open a bit as I asked, “Bex?”

She smiled down at me and said, “Healing nicely.  The stubborn boy tried to go after Misty when he came to.  He lost possibly more blood than you, though, and I forced him back down.  His strength will return in a few days.  He'll be fine.”

Then she kissed my forehead and backed up, grabbing Misty's hand, “On the morrow, my Soras.”

I smiled at her and my daughter and said, “See you in the morning.”  Celeste just offered a smile as Syl led Misty toward the door of the overly sterile-looking room.  Just as they reached the door, Misty pulled out of her hands and ran up to me and kissed my forehead then ran over to do the same to Celeste, and she straightened up and said, “The Junior Regiment shall keep the peace until you rise.”

Then she darted off and left with our Gypsy sister.  Celeste looked over from where she lay, medical people fussing over her as she shared, “She had no fear.”

I nodded and admitted, “I know, I saw.”

She nodded in understanding and the woman working on me chastised, “Less talking, more resting.”

I grinned, she sounded like Syl.  Was it something all those in medicine shared?  I mumbled, “Yes ma'am.”

The woman grinned in satisfaction and went about changing dressings and checking wounds until I drifted off into sleep.

***

Six days... six days before that stubborn Sylvia allowed us to rise from her bed in her wagon.  The unconscious man from the Fifteenth Band lay in the smaller bed in the outer room.  I felt guilty as I had no idea where she or Eli slept.  Ingr, Misty, and the little goats joined us each night.

I was going stir crazy.

I had heard her, day after day, turn Prince George and the others away.  She had only allowed Michael and Heather to visit with us each day.  She wouldn't even let Great Mother Ranelle nor Mother Udele see us... we heard those arguments.  I smiled at the memory of the hearing our fierce healer turning them away.

Michael filled us in on the havoc we had wrought in the Keep.  Seventeen men dead five injured.  Seven were Solomon ex-patriots, three were Highland archer turncoats, the rest all had signs of being marauders, some who held staff positions throughout the Keep.  That left dozens of the purported number which Aelwen had bragged of, still out there somewhere.

And sadly, they found the bodies of a Knight and a castle Mason who had the misfortune to stumble upon Aelwen's group that fateful night.

Sir Gerrard.  No, not Sir Gerrard, he didn't deserve a title.  Gerrard of Solomon, the dark knight who had bragged of his murderous campaigns in the name of the ex-Duchess, was not talking.  Neither was Kirk nor Lord Havermill.  Gerrard and Kirk both were foolish enough to believe the Duchess loved them even though she had abandoned them to the dungeons, or worse, for their crimes.

Havermill was more chilling.  The old man had known the depth of the woman's deception from the beginning, but he believed the Crown had gotten soft.  That Highland was no longer the seat of power in the lands of Sparo and that the change Aelwen offered gave him hope, that when Highland rose from the ashes, it would be stronger, and lead in a position of power again.

I shook my head.  All of that because George refused to be crowned King.

George was appalled at the depth of infiltration, and they were now interviewing and vetting every staff member and servant, looking into the past of each.  Messengers were dispatched, men from the Prince's own, to each of the Lower Ten with news of Aelwen's treachery over these past long years since she fled Solomon, and the revelation that she may have people positioned in every Keep.

He sent assurances that Highland would go through great effort to mend the strained relationship between the realms and the Crown, and that reparations would be made.

A platoon of Knights tracked Aelwen to a huge abandoned marauder encampment hidden in the Dragon's Backbone.  They seemed to be massing there, and there was evidence of Rogues there as well.

It struck me that, for the fact that Mountain Gypsies did not roam the Backbone as they did the Whispering Walls, they would never have been able to hide a group like that.  That is why most marauders and Rogues stay on the move or near the Fringe, avoiding the Mountain Gypsies in the Lower Ten.

The stones around the camp fires were still warm, and the platoon was currently perusing the group toward the Fringe, near the Gap.  If they got into the barren rocky landscape of the Uninhabitable Lands, they wouldn't be able to track their movements.

My stomach churned at that.  The Duchess was as slippery as a snake and twice as deadly, as her poison words seemed to sway men to do her bidding.  It seems as though she will always be out there, taunting and mocking us all.

I cursed myself for not having the stomach to have just ended her where she stood there in the old armory when I had the chance, and wondered what my hesitation will cost the realms in the future.

Bex had been allowed up a couple days back and was hard at work repairing the Outrider.  He sent word to us that he could have the controls repaired and have her airworthy in a few days.

After Sylvia had healed my wounds, repaired the nerve damage, and eased the bruising and swelling, I stopped her from healing the new scars on my body.  I had taken her hand and moved it aside and spoke my true belief, “No, I need them.  I need to be reminded that peace has a cost, and we need to be willing to pay that price lest we do not value that peace and become complacent.”

She tried to argue, but it was Misty who stepped between us, her arms crossed defiantly across her chest defiantly, who had won my argument for me.  Syl had just cocked her head, looking at my daughter who had that violet fire in her eyes, and she seemed to see something in my girl that made her smile.  She had just stopped arguing and just inclined her head in capitulation.

Then my girl turned to me and looked at my back where Sylvia was working.  She reached her hand out, her eyes filled with wonder, a smile on her face while she traced the new scar as it glinted with leaking, misty magiks.  She saw my scars differently than anyone but Celeste, and accepted them as just part of who I was.  Have I mentioned just how much I love that little one?

Then she whispered, “Your magic is different.”  I blinked and nodded once, and she never brought it up again.  Celeste was the only other one to mention it, though I'm sure Sylvia must have known, as her magics had touched every part of my being in her healing sessions.

I was taken from the memory by Sylvia and Misty coming in and placing bundles of clothing and our weapons in stacks on the bed beside us.  I almost leapt up, my eyes wide, and blurted, “Really?”

Sylvia tittered and said with a half grin, “Really.”  Then shook her head. “You two act as if resting were a punishment.  Anyone else would have relished the time.”

Celeste didn't hear any of that as she made rapid ushering motions, shooing them.  “Out with you both.  Go, go, go.”  The two chuckled and shut the door behind them then Celeste turned slowly to me, and her smile turned to a serious expression.

I exhaled and blushed in anticipation of what was to come.  The time-honored tradition of the People, of cleaning, dressing, and arming a Femeie de Sabie.  Preparing her to present to the People.  It was a ritual that Celeste and I practiced from time to time in Wexbury, as it seemed so intimate though it was not meant to be anything sensual or sexual.

But between us, it went so much deeper than that.  We saw each other as we were, exposed to the world, as women.  Not as warriors, not as lovers, not as anything but what we were at our core.  And when I gazed upon everything that made the Knight of my heart who she was, I wanted to weep each time.  This ritual brought us closer each time.  Bound us to each other in ways I cannot explain.

She stood in front of me, and I took a deep breath and then put my arms out and stared straight ahead as she concentrated on her movements as she stripped me of the nightdress and grabbed the water basin and started slowly wiping the wet cloth across my form.  Cleaning me and baptizing me in the eyes of Father Sol and Mother Luna.

Again, I felt my eyes welling with tears as she looked at me with awe as she went along.  Then she systematically dressed me in bright gypsy garb with the green piping of the Great Mother on the dress.

Again, I could feel the weight of spells and charms in the fabric.

She finished by wrapping my sword belt around my waist, her face inches from my neck without touching me.

Then she slid Anadele and Hera into their scabbards, and my 'paring knife', which someone had retrieved from the catacombs, into my boot.  Then she stepped back and smiled after she slid on a new white silken glove that had so many sigils of healing imbued in it that it was like a metaphysical lead weight that took away the perpetual ache of my magic scarred flesh.

I shrugged and stood there, and her eyes warmed, her magics rising to the surface, barely contained, causing mine to want to join hers in that familiar joyous dance.

I blushed then centered myself, and she put her arms out, and I ran my hands along her arms and down her chest to rest on her hips.  I exhaled and then concentrated on the task as I pulled the nightdress off of her.

I wordlessly traced the wet cloth over her form, tracing the muscles and curves, awed by the work of feminine art that hid just beneath the armor of a Knight of the realm.  This was the Celeste that not many knew.  Only our close circle of friends and family were aware of the almost shy, loving woman who lay just below the surface.

I paused and kissed her neck softly before finishing.  Then went about dressing her one piece of clothing at a time, then with reverence placed each piece of leather armor on her.  It felt as if her armor served two purposes.  Where it protected her from physical attacks, it also shielded the woman beneath from the eyes of others, showing them only the visage of the dangerous warrior she wore like a second set of armor.

Then I cinched her chest plate in place and slid her blade into its scabbard.  She bent slightly when I lifted the new dress cape that felt suspiciously like gypsy cloth and I secured it around her neck.  We just paused there, my arms behind her neck and our faces inches apart.  She was questing with her eyes like she was awaiting my approval.

I smiled at her, and she seemed to relax then I pulled back and exhaled.  It was getting awfully hot in that wagon just then.

And her smirk told me she was again reading my thoughts somehow.  She gave me a sweet lingering kiss that had me bunching my toes in my boots and panting when she pulled away.  We looked at the door and let out a collective sigh and headed out.

I paused at the door in the other room and looked back at the Gypsy from a bygone era laying in the smaller bed, his chest rising and falling steadily.  He looked much better than when the Highland patrol had brought him in, instead of on the cusp of leaving this world.

Then Celeste gave an ushering gesture. “Shall we see what fresh hell awaits?”

I had to chuckle at that.  Well fine, it may have been a giggle.  But she voiced my fear so succinctly with that.  No good ever came from rising from a sickbed.

We were right.  When we opened the door, the Lupei were gathered around, and there were many Highland Knights in the mix, as well as villagers attending Carnival.  Prince George was pacing impatiently as Everly looked at him in amusement.  Ranelle and Udele were speaking with Sylvia, and I felt a wave of relief when I saw Bex crouched and playing with the girls.  I knew intellectually that the man was ok, but actually seeing him made it real for me.

He was the first to see us, and he stood quickly and said over the murmuring of the crowd.  He looked... shamed?  “I'm sorry.  I tried to stop them.”

This got everyone's attention as all eyes swung to us.  He blamed himself?  I hopped off the wagon and took three steps to him, Celeste at my side as I hugged the man. “Why are you sorry?  You took on overwhelming numbers and almost paid with your own life to protect our daughter.  You showed them the Fire of Wexbury.  We could ask no more of anyone.  You do Wexbury proud, you do us... our family proud.”  Then I whispered as I kissed his cheek,  “You do me proud.”

He straightened to his full height, locking eyes with me, then raised his chin.  I saw his eyes watering as he stood proudly.  Celeste pulled him into a back slapping hug then pulled back, they exchanged smiles, and she released him, and we turned to the rest of those gathered. The cheering started.

Why do the Lupei always have to celebrate everything?  I couldn't help but grin at them as I admitted I envied them.  When I lived among the People, life always seemed like an endless celebration. The Altii could learn much from them.

George started to step toward us, but Everly held him back as a perturbed looking Ranelle stepped up to us.  “Why did you not wait for me?”  I looked up sheepishly, and Celeste shifted on her feet, finding her hands suddenly very interesting.  The Gypsy Queen just exhaled in exasperation, shaking her head, then pulling us both into a hug.

She growled out as she released us, “I came calling, but this one...”  She pointed accusingly at a defiant looking Sylvia, “...refused me at the door.”

I hid a grin by looking away but caught Mother Udele's eyes on me.  She was squinting at me and then she seemed to find what she was looking for and slowly smiled and inclined her head.  And I just knew that she somehow understood that whatever internal conflict I had within myself, which prevented my two magics from living in harmony, had finally been resolved.

As she inclined her head at me, and I gave her an embarrassed smile in return.

Everly slipped in front of her husband and took one of our hands in each of hers, and she said, “Sparo owes you a debt we cannot repay.  I'm sorry that you almost paid the ultimate price for the machinations of others.”

I shrugged, not knowing what to say and that caused both her and Celeste to chuckle at me.  I muttered to myself, “Smiting list.”

Then the Princess turned to look at George and said, “Now you can speak with them, you old blowhard.”

He responded with a sarcastic, “Yes, dear.”  To the chuckles of the knights, personal guards, and Highlanders attending Carnival in the crowd.  The Gypsies just looked on.  That in itself shone a light on the cultural divide between Mountain Gypsies and the Altii.  As the People are a matriarchal society, they thought it appropriate he showed her deference, and so his humor was lost on them.

He glanced over to our friend standing with Misty, Ingr, and Eli, and prompted, “Lord Bexington, if you would please.”

Bex looked around.  I almost chuckled, as I was entirely sure there were no other Lord Bexingtons present.  Then he nervously joined us.  George cocked his head at us and then shook it and asked off-handedly, “What is it about you Wexbury, that you can wade into such imbalanced odds and yet prevail?”

Misty spoke up with another teaching from the training courtyard, “The odds are not relevant when you fight for what is right and just.”

He chuckled.  “Indeed.”

Then he said, “I assume you have been apprised of the happenings during your convalescing?”  We nodded, and he assured us, “The Rogue Duchess will be brought to justice.  Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but I give my word that one day, her deeds will catch up with her when the Crown does.”

I blinked at that, not for the promise but for the fact which had escaped me all this time until he voiced it.  The Duchess was a Rogue.  She wasn't wooing them into her conspiracies, because when she was ejected from the court of Solomon for her misdeeds, she would have been branded a Rogue magic user, so she WAS one of them.  That made an ominous chill ripple down my spine.

He said, “I will be performing the official ceremony in Wexbury soon, but my Everly says I am like a child with a new toy, so I wanted to present you with a token of the crown's gratitude.”

He looked at us and said, “Kneel.”  We glanced at each other then all took a knee in front of our ruler.  I was torn when I did, since I was there under the auspices of Sora Laney, not as Countess Laney.

He drew the two handed great sword of Highland from the scabbard strapped to his back with one hand.  The ancient etchings along its length gleamed in the sunlight of Father Sol.  If one were given to discounting the Prince as an aging relic of another time, that alone would have dissuaded them, as that great blade weighed at least twenty pounds and he wielded it like it were a simple dagger.

He touched each of Bex's shoulders with the blade, then each of ours.  I flashed back to the day of my knighting in Wexbury, when Duke Fredrick had bestowed knighthood upon Bex, Brenda, and me.  I hadn't a clue what was going on now.

He slid his blade absently into its scabbard and made a motion with his hand, and a steward came forward with a bundle wrapped in a cloth of the green and gold colors of Highland Reach.  George held out a hand, and the man pulled a small dagger from the bundle, the small sheath was also in the colors of Highland, but the seal of Sparo was boldly displayed upon it, and the leather wrap on the hilt was blood red.

I heard Celeste's sharp intake of breath beside me as I looked on in confusion.  Then he presented the dagger to me as he said loudly, “Lady Laney of Sparo, I bestow upon you the rank of Templar of Sparo for your deeds in unraveling the plot to throw the kingdom into turmoil.  Your actions have prevented the shadow of civil war from falling upon the realms.  Through great personal injury to yourself and your own.”

My eyes widened.  Templar?  There had only been three in the history of Sparo.  The title was awarded to the greatest heroes, who put aside borders for the common good of all realms, not just their own.  The Templars could command any knights from any realm, but were beholden to none.  He was... he was giving me freedom from all rule, including the Crown?

I didn't know what to do, and he smiled and reached down to grab one of my hands and raised it up to accept the dagger he was presenting.  I took it and bowed deeply.  He shook his head and said softly, “You bow to no man, Templar.”  He pulled me to my feet and moved over and put his hand out.

Another dagger was placed in his hand as he looked down at my Celeste.  He said softly to her, “I know the truth about York.  Don't think the crown doesn't know the depth of its debt to you for all your past deeds.”

There was York again.  I wished so much to know the full truth of it all.  She has shared tidbits with me, but I know she still hasn't given me the whole story.

He spoke strong and sure as he repeated his words to my wife, “Lady Celeste of Sparo, I bestow upon you the rank of Templar of Sparo for your deeds in unraveling the plot to throw the kingdom into turmoil.  Your actions have prevented the shadow of civil war from falling upon the realms.  Through great personal injury to yourself and your own.”

She accepted the dagger then stood, not waiting for the permission she no longer needed.  She had such confidence as she held her chin high as she slid the clip of the dagger's sheath onto her weapon belt with an audible click.  She stood at rigid attention.

He smiled at her then moved on to Bex, wiggling his fingers until a third dagger was slapped into it.  He again spoke softly, “Your intelligence and imagination have already started to reshape our modern world.  That alone makes you worthy of this... but you fight with the fire of your kin, without reservation.  You put yourself in harm's way to do what is right and protect those under your charge.”

He shook his head at our unassuming self-made Techno Knight then spoke loud and clear, “Lord Bexington of Sparo, I bestow upon you the rank of Templar of Sparo for your deeds in unraveling the plot to throw the kingdom into turmoil.  Your actions have prevented the shadow of civil war from falling upon the realms.  Through great personal injury to yourself and your own.”

Bex followed Celeste's example, though the poor boy looked about ready to pass out, and he stood.

Then George offered his arm to each of us, and we all grasped it in turn as the crowd whooped and cheered.  Then he said to us, “You will be awarded lands in Highland befitting your station.”

I still couldn't grasp the enormity of what had just happened.  Then I narrowed my eyes at the man.  People had done far more than us to deserve the rank of Templar.  This was not of that scale.  He was up to something.  He caught my scrutiny and broke into a toothy grin as he winked at me.  I knew it! What was he up to?

Before I could question him, he held his hand up with mischief twinkling in his eyes as the crowd quieted.  He held his hand out, and the steward took one last item from under the cloth and handed it to the Prince.

He cleared his throat. “Would the commander of the Junior Regiment of Wexbury please present herself?”

Bex looked at us and whispered, “There is no Junior Regiment.”  We rolled our eyes.  We knew that, but Misty refused to admit to it.

Misty let go of Ingr's hand and swallowed.  Then she took a deep breath, lifted her chin and marched up to him.  She curtsied, “Majesty.”

Everly was turning to mush over our daughter.  I needed to speak with her about fostering if she could have no children of her own, it was clear she wanted some.

He looked at our daughter with serious regard, though I could tell he was fighting a smile.  He asked, “May I see your blade?”

She grabbed the hilt of her little Anadelea and drew the stick then presented it to him across her arm.  He accepted it with his free hand and nodded as he regarded it.  Giving it a couple experimental slashes in the air, then nodded his approval.

The Prince complimented, “That is a fine weapon.”  Then he said as he looked around, playing the crowd. “Is it true that you fought knights in the airship, and broke Duchess Aelwen's nose in defiance?”

Misty straightened and said, “My Lord.”  The crowd chuckled.

He asked, “Were you scared?”

She shook her head. “I didn't have time to be scared.  I needed to defend Uncle Bex and protect an innocent.”  Her eyes moved to Ingr.

He inclined his head and looked intently at her.  I could tell that he saw my daughter for who she really was for the first time.  He smiled at what he saw burning deep inside of her, and then said, “Please kneel.”  To her credit, my daughter did as she was told.

Prince George looked around then tapped each of her shoulders with Anadelea and said, “Lady Misty of Sparo, I bestow upon you the rank of Junior Regiment Templar of Sparo for your deeds in unraveling the plot to throw the kingdom into turmoil.  You do us all proud, and I know your mothers love you with all their hearts.”

Then he handed her a little carved wood dagger with a blood red hilt.  She stood and slid it into the sash of her dress, and he presented Anadelea back to her.  She slid her stick back in place and then moved between Celeste and me as Bex whispered, “There is no such thing as Junior Regiment Templar.”

As the crowd cheered our little one, I shook a fist in warning to the man as I rasped out, “Shush, you.” 

Then George looked around and said, “Come with me.”  We all followed, with Rain and Udele joining us as he led us into the Keep to the gate guardhouse.  We all stepped inside to the surprise of the men and women resting in cots, or eating at the long plank tables until their shift began.  They all dropped to the ground, prostrating to the sheer volume of royals in their presence.

As members of the Prince's own flowed in to clear the space and take up guard positions, George said, “Give us the room, Please.”  The Knights couldn't have jumped to their feet and left any quicker if they had tried.

I almost chuckled at the amusement on George's face, and I chastised him, “You, George, are a wicked man.”

Everly took her hand out of the crook of his arm and said as she unceremoniously flopped onto a bench at the nearest table, “You have no idea, Laney.”

She motioned to the table, and we all started to take seats, Misty, on my lap with my arms wrapped around her belly.  She cutely rested her head on my shoulder.

As everyone settled, I opened my mouth to accuse the man of shenanigans, but Celeste beat me to it.  She patted the hilt of the Templar dagger and cocked an eyebrow. “Templar?  Really, George?  What's really going on here?”

Ranelle tilted her head back and laughed heartily.  Her laugh was always so clear, musical, and strong.  And it was always a treat to see the weight of ruling her people and being so isolated in that task, melt away if just for a moment.

Udele was close to laughing as well, if the strain on her smirking face was any indication.  George looked a little sheepish as he asked, “Am I really that transparent?”

In unison, down the person, including the guards, we all affirmed, “Yes.”

He grumped. “A pox on you all.”

Ranelle put a hand out toward George, palm up. “I told you.”

He muttered to himself as he reached into the large coin purse on his belt and counted out five iron pennies into her palm.  She grinned then handed them over to Misty nudging her chin toward the door. “See to it that families in need get these?”  Misty nodded like a girl on a mission and hopped off my lap and ran out to the courtyard in a flash.

Then Rain shook her head and said, “You really are shameless you know, man.  You might have spoken with them first.”

He smirked and leaned in. “Where would the fun be in that?”

She cocked her head in thought and said in amusement, “There is that, I suppose.”

Then she settled and looked at him expectantly as George turned from the two Gypsy Mothers and said to us Wexbury Knights – well sort of... I wondered how that worked now – with dire gravity, “This is not to go beyond this room until things are finalized, and it is announced to the masses.”

We nodded, and he continued, “This whole incident of subversion has brought many things to the forefront of our thoughts.  This internal threat has already spilled over from our people onto the Mountain Gypsies.  Not once, but twice now, as my recklessness in using Laney's position as Gypsy Sora in our deception to uncover the traitors, endangered her and the Lupei.”

He almost growled. “Aelwen has already demonstrated that she holds no respect for the cultures of either the Altii or the People, as she and her co-conspirators have killed many on both sides with no regard for the sanctity of life.”

He tapped the table with a finger pointedly.  “If their plot had succeeded, it would have visited a war upon the lands of Sparo, which would endanger the Mountain Gypsies as well.  With their... unique... ties to Wexbury, it brings the possibility of their involvement in any such conflict to the forefront.”

He absently took Everly's hand, his thumb rubbing the side of hers.  He shrugged and said in a tone of resignation, “And now that the Great Mother herself, and that Carnival crier with her spirit animals, have shown what they have been so careful to keep hidden from the eyes of the Altii for so long.  The relationship between our two peoples seems even more tenuous.”

Ranelle rolled her eyes and her hand in the air, wanting him to get to the point.  He chuckled at her, and Everly huffed in exasperation and interrupted him, “Really George.  I swear you should have been a Bard instead of a Prince, you do love to spin a tale.”

She looked at us. “What the windbag is trying to say, is that we have started talks with the Great Mother, to form a pact between our two peoples.  A two-party governance and more complete sharing of cultures, to unite against the common threats against all those living in Sparo.”

George stepped in with an amused grin at his wife. “But we would need a bridge, a group which stood for both cultures to enforce or moderate.  A group outside the governance of either.”

Celeste sighed.  “You sneaky bastard.”  I blinked.  She had just called our ruler a bastard.  But as he mirrored Ranelle's recent display by tilting his head back and laughing, I realized that my thought was in error.  He was no longer our ruler.  That is why he had named us Templars.  She was just faster on the uptake than me.  And being Ranelle's mostenitors we were technically outside the normal family system of the People.

She chastised, “You could have at least asked us first.  You haven't left us much choice here.”

Udele cleared her throat and held a hand out.  George sighed with a smile on his face and dug into his purse again, then counted out five iron pennies.  Mother Udele shot us a pleased grin and said as she jingled the coins in her hand, “I'll see to it that Misty gets these to distribute.”

Bex chuckled. “How many bets have you four got going here?”

Everly held her hands up and said, “It's just these three.  I know better than to make a bet when our Laney here is involved.”

My mind caught up with all of the implications of what was being said here.  And then my eyes snapped wide as I said, “Oh, no, no, no... I don't do politics.”  This got them all chuckling at me as I added Bex to my smiting list when he joined in.

I sighed in defeat and muttered, “I don't see this ending well for anyone involved.”

Everly said with an understanding smile, “Chin up, Laney.  The world is changing, and you have a front row seat.”

I whined, “That's what I am afraid of.”

Bex looked confused. “But, you're not afraid of anything, Laney.”

I let my head hang, and I had to shake my head and grin fondly at the man.  There wasn't a moment that went by during this ordeal that I wasn't terrified out of my mind.

Then George said without apology, “We'll discuss this more formally once the details have been worked out with Ranelle here.”

I opted for the last word by asking, “Are there lands available in the Dragon's Backbone?  Overlooking Highland Reach?”

He looked confused at my apparent change of direction, and slowly nodded. “There are some in holding.”

Then I cocked an eyebrow in challenge as I said, “Then I would request those lands as Templar to be assigned to the Mountain Gypsies of the Lower Ten.  As a Meeting Spot to mirror that on Father Stone.  That the People have free travel of the Great Bridging and the Backbone as they have in the Whispering Walls of the Lower Ten.  If we are to bring the cultures closer, then we cannot hold them apart.”

Celeste chimed in, “I would request the same.”  Then Bex. “As do I.”

All of them grinned like fools as it was Everly's turn to hold a hand out to her husband, who shook his head incredulously.  He muttered, “Fuck.”  Then laid five gold coins in his wife's hand as she chuckled.

She handed the coins to me as she giggled. “I'm sure your adorable daughter can find a place for these as well?”

I took the coins as I narrowed my eyes at her. “I thought you didn't bet on me.”

She shrugged as innocent as could be, and countered sweetly, “I lied.”

I had to chuckle, then I sighed and looked at Celeste, and said in a small voice, “As much fun as this whole adventure has not been, I'd really like to go home now.”

She placed her hands on mine and nodded, the loving and understanding look on her face speaking volumes to me.

We looked around at the looks of understanding from those who used to be our rulers, but who were now our friends and colleagues.  We stood and exchanged grasped arms and hugs.  Then Rain and Udele lead us three Templars out to find Misty so we could find our way home.

Bex asked as he trailed behind, “Shit, what are we going to tell Duke Frederick?”

This got us all chuckling.  What indeed?

 



Epilogue

Had it truly been six months since we returned from our misadventure in Highland?  I stood alone in the Public Library of Cedar Ridge on Celeste's arm, looking at the empty rebuilt space.  There was no way I was calling it the Great Penny Library like everyone else was.

Our breath fogged the air as I looked at the new shelves being built in the repaired building.  They were just awaiting the return of the books that would be shared with anyone seeking knowledge.  Just like the ones in the basement that was discovered.

Emily, our overexcited Queen of the Scrolls, was overseeing the restoration and preservation of the seemingly endless mountains of tomes and scrolls in Bex's old warehouse.

I was excited because the electrics would be finished this week and the place would be heated so the long process of moving tomes in, as they were prepared, would finally begin.  I whispered to my Lady, “It's really happening.”

She nodded and looked down at me, pulling me in front of her as her emerald eyes took me in.  Wonder sparkling in those same eyes with a hunger that warmed the most interesting parts of me.  She leaned down as the heat threatened to consume us, and just before our lips met I glanced at the door.

She pulled back and asked, “What?”

Had my curse finally been lifted?  The hordes hadn't come knocking to interrupt our intimate moment.  I smiled slyly and said, “Nothing.”  Then I snaked a hand around her neck and pulled her down to me and kissed her desperately.  It was so heated, carrying the promises of all she would visit upon me in our bed that night.  I just melted into her embrace as we kissed for a hot eternity.  I felt our magics rise to dance around us, as I felt as if my heart beat in her chest.  That kiss held the same promise of that same eternity in it.

We broke the kiss, the heat still washing through my body as the magics wove around us.  This was the love of my life, and I belonged to her, body and soul.  She...

There was a loud knocking at the doors, and I tilted my head back to laugh my gravely raspy laugh and said, “There it is.”

The door pulled open, and Misty popped her head in and blurted out excitedly, “They're here!”

I smiled and looked up at Celeste, her dilated eyes held a twinkle of amusement as I grabbed her hands and dragged her toward the doors in excitement.  It was the Winter Solstice, that meant the Lupei had come to Carnival in Wexbury.  Misty had been babbling about it for a week.

We stepped outside to see the first of the wagons moving along the road at the Dig, moving west to the Keep.  Misty called to us, “Come on!”  We rushed after her as she made a beeline to a familiar wagon a few from the front.

I waved at an amused looking Yvette as we passed by her as she was walking to another building in mid-excavation.

Ingr was hanging out the back door of Sylvia's wagon, with her hand out.  Misty vaulted and took her hand and was pulled inside.  Sylvia looked out and offered a hand down as we ran up.  I squeaked when Celeste hoisted me by the waist and lifted me effortlessly up, then hopped up behind.

We stepped inside and shut the door behind us, chuckling and sharing greetings with our extended family.  Then Sylvia sat on the edge of the bed and resumed draping the unconscious man there in healing magics.  I asked, “Will he ever recover?”

She sighed and said, “Some day, but we will make him comfortable until that day arrives.”

For half a year the man had been unresponsive.  I wondered what he had gone through to get to that outer marker.  And why, after all these centuries, had the Fifteenth Clan returned to us.

At that unspoken question, I found myself falling into the world as it rushed up at me, and I was pulled along at speeds that defied time and space to the west.  I gasped and stumbled when I found myself running in a field of wheat.  Father Sol beat down upon me, and people were running and screaming with me.  They wore the same strange clothing as the man I had just been standing beside in the wagon.

There were explosions in front of us as people slowed.  I blinked at the unfamiliar range of mountains which soared above us.  They were devoid of trees, just huge granite walls sticking out of the landscape like someone had torn them up from the core of the very earth itself.

I looked back to see five huge metal monstrosities belching black smoke from behind them, bearing down upon us.  One belched fire, and there was an explosion to my right which blew me into the air, pushed by a violent shockwave of heat and shrapnel that tore at my skin.

Instead of hitting the ground, I fell through it, the world tunneling around me, then getting bigger again as I screamed in phantom pain.  I stumbled into Celeste back in the wagon, who quickly engulfed me in her arms, fear in her voice as she asked, “Laney, what is it?”

I looked up into her eyes, tears streaking my cheeks as I gasped and sobbed out in a rasp, “We have to go west!”

Then in a loud inhalation of breath and pain, the man in the bed sat up suddenly, his eyes opening wide in fear.  He looked around and grabbed Sylvia's arm, and said in a pleading voice which was cracking from lack of use, in an archaic form of Gypsy, “Help us!”
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