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Prologue

	His hooves pounding the stone carapace of the Uninhabitable Lands, sending sparks from his hooves as his great lungs worked like great bellows in the blacksmith forges of Wexbury. Goliath thundered past the front lines of the largest fighting force that Sparo had ever assembled, my gypsy hunting cloak billowing behind me, trailed by the misty afterimages of myself as my magiks seeped from my pores.

	I rasped out from vocal cords damaged in what felt a lifetime ago, “Hold! They are but ranging shots! Do not break formation, we will not be cowed, we are Sparo!”

	Explosions of stone, shrapnel, and dust swirled up in gouts of flame as the Avalonian guns rained down metallic projectiles. They believed themselves safe, five hundred yards on the other side of one of the serpents of fire which broke up parts of the barren rocky landscape of the Uninhabitable Lands. Out of the range of our catapults, ballistas, and trebuchets... and well out of archer range.

	This fissure torn in the very Earth itself, with molten lava, the lifeblood that coursed through the planet's core, flowing far below, was to be where we hoped the final battle against Avalon would occur. This war has been raging now for the past two years, and it was time to end it.

	For weeks, the enemy's mechanical monsters have been massing there, our airships tracking their progress from a safe distance, out of the range of their guns. A lesson learned the hard way, as we lost the Intrepid from New World to enemy fire. Avalon technology, while wasteful and dependent on consumption of many nonrenewable resources, was superior to that of Sparo.

	They had used that superiority against other lands in the past, subjugating them while raping their lands of resources to power their war machines and their homeland's industries. What they had not counted on, was coming up against an opponent who knew all to well just how to wage war. An opponent who could counter their technology with something they had never come across. The magic of the Altii of Sparo, and magiks of the Mountain Gypsies.

	A future version of myself snapped back into me from five seconds ahead, I hissed in the pain of my death I experienced there when a lucky round from an Avalonian tank found our front lines. A few rounds had landed in the middle of our ranks, sending bodies flying like straw caught in a tornado. But this was the extreme range of their tanks, which is why we massed here. Their long guns were the exception.

	We had learned that around four hundred and fifty yards was the range of the main guns of their tanks with any accuracy and that quickly fell off to their extreme range of around six hundred yards. The projectiles they flung were but twenty-three pounds, propelled by almost four pounds of the same sort of chemical reactive blasting powder the miners of Highland used in their mining operations. But the amount of damage they could do was immense, especially if they used the explosive-packed projectiles they would sometimes fire, telling us they had less of those than their standard ammunition.

	I spun in my saddle and growled out in anger and pain, and slapped the air with my hand, my magic batting away the metal projectile which I had foreseen with my Sight, coming in at unimaginable speeds. It struck the ground fifty yards from our people, sending up a spray of rock chips and dust which rained harmlessly down upon us.

	Metal likes me, being an Adept, and when my magics reach out to it like that, I can almost feel the metal reaching back, wanting to touch my magics, wanting to help me.

	This wasn't the attack, I knew it, they were just ranging their weapons. Something we were about to do as well, to show them they were not out of our range as they believed. It was senseless death before the actual battle.

	I knew the attack would happen under cover of night, with only the light of the Three Sisters and debris ring in the sky illuminating the battlefield, obscuring the enemy movements from our spotters in the dirigibles above.

	I turned my attention to the people of Sparo, who roared in defiance of Avalon at my display. Good, this would help to quell the rising panic I saw in the eyes of some who had never known battle. It pained me to see the men and women of Sparo who held magic sparks within them, and any Mountain Gypsy who was among the touched, gathered here. Most were not knights, nor warriors... some were weavers, woodsmen, bakers, minstrels, and husbands and wives. People's sons and daughters, all standing with the lines of knights assembled in front of them, shielding them.

	I could feel foreign magics being directed to me, coating me as I rode, my magics pulling it apart, restructuring it into power I could use, as not to deplete my own modest inner reservoir. I knew that along the lines, the other four Adepts of the realms were being fed by the Mountain Gypsies in the same manner. Though the others had to expend that magic regularly, as I seem to be the only Adept to be able to deconstruct and reshape the power into my own. Great Mother Ranelle believes it is because Mountain Gypsy blood runs through my veins as sure as Altii does.

	It had long been a secret that I am an Adept when I had been a knight of the realm of Wexbury, but when war descended upon Sparo, the time for secrets between realms was behind us. As a Templar, outside the governance of any realm, I had been contemplating revealing it anyway.

	I glanced back at the four knights with me and smiled. Lady Verna, Sir Kristof, Sir Tennison, and his squire... my brother, Jace. To my other side were the four gypsies flanking me, completing a Greva with me consisting of Alexandru, Elaineia, Mother Corrine, and Angelus.

	Verna called out to me sharply, “Laney.”

	I glanced back, and the muscular knight motioned her head to a disturbance in our unorthodox lines, with magic users all grouped in waves of colored tunics indicating the magic affinity they possessed. A small handful of people in blue tunics were attempting to make their way away from the slowly approaching explosions.

	I guided my mount to the line, and the well-disciplined knights split before me as if rehearsed. I rasped out, “Hold there!” as Goliath huffed and sidled a bit, making his own agitation known.

	The man, leading the group in retreat, looked back, panic on his face. It was the same panic being restrained in the faces of those all around him, and it seemed to be spreading from them like a insipid sickness bent on consuming all.

	He looked to be a noble from Treth. Most of the Altii magic users were nobles and Techromancers, not knights. It just seemed so wrong to me that they were out on this field of battle as well, they were no warriors. But George and Ranelle believe that a show of overwhelming power and force is the only way to get Avalon to see reason and approach us in peace, not war.

	Apparently, Avalon had the same idea, as they seem to be taking a similar stand here in the middle of hell itself in the Uninhabitable Lands north of Highland at the outer marker of the North Weigh Station.

	The man looked up to me and hesitated before bowing in deference to my rank. I stood as Templar of Sparo, a woman above any rule, a Sora of the Lupei, princess of the Gypsies, and Mother pro tempore of the Cristea family of Gypsies from New Home in the Westlands.

	In most cases I despised the titles, feeling an imposter, a simple chicken farmer who was just putting on airs. I have come to terms with it, and know who I am now, and those titles that I came upon by happenstance are part of the whole of me. And at a crucial moment like this, I hoped I could rise to the occasion to show that I can be worthy of such things.

	I prompted in a raspy tone, my arms resting over the pommel of my saddle, reins hanging loosely from my fingers, “Why do you break formation, sir?” I realized my posture and aloof bearing was a mirror of Celeste's. Throughout this war, I had been taking on more and more of her mannerisms. I've seen how she used her body language to inspire, to intimidate, and in cases like this... to put at ease.

	He looked around at the group of water magic users from various other keeps, judging by the realm colors of their trousers. He eyed the misty white magiks that drifted from the scars on the side of my face, a reminder of the Battle of the Great Monolith and the cost one pays for committing unthinkable violence in the defense of peace. Then he addressed me with the tone that far too many nobles used. Righteous indignation, and a note of entitlement. “This is no place for nobles. We are not knights, we don't belong here.”

	Almost to punctuate his point, a group of knights a dozen yards to our left, slammed their heavy shields down in front of them forming an overlapping wall as gouts of stone were blasted up in a line toward them, as enemy automatic long guns tried ranging us.

	They roared in challenge as the shields were struck by multiple lead projectiles before a stream of projectiles which raised in an arc above and past them. The men leaned into the strikes, the secondary line of archers pushing at their backs to support them, so they didn't stumble and break the wall of shields.

	When it was over, they all roared loudly and slammed swords on the heavily dented shields when the danger had passed.

	I had to shake my head at the ingenious wonder those shields were. Solomon and Hell's Gate had worked with Bexington of Wexbury to devise them when it became obvious that our armor affords our knights next to no protection from the Avalon guns.

	The shields were a sandwich of tempered steel plates from Hell's Gate, with sixteen layers of spider silk sheets between them. I had never known that spider silk was stronger than steel, and didn't understand the reasons why when Bex had tried explaining to me, and why the weave could stop a projectile more efficiently than a steel plate. Regardless, they had created projectile resistant shields for our knights. And when the touched of the People, the Mountain Gypsies, laid charms of strength and luck upon them, they went from simply projectile resistant to virtually projectile proof.

	I glanced from the knights roaring their defiance, to the enemy, then the heavy leather and steel armor under my gypsy cloak. It too had segmented panels overlapping each other which contained layers of spider silk harvested from the old mines of Perth Hollow and Defiance, and hardened ceramic.

	It took me a while to get used to fighting with the added weight of it, but this kind of armor has proved invaluable to both our magic and non-magic users when fighting the enemy at range. The Avalonians have proved not to have the martial training our knights have at hand to hand combat, so they prefer to try to pick us off at range with their guns.

	I doubt any Avalonian has ever held a proper blade in their lives, as they rely upon their killing machines instead of their own might and cunning.

	I looked down at the noble with patience and understanding because what he said was true, these people were no warriors, and they did not belong here. It was us knights of the eleven realms, well twelve realms now, it is hard to get used to that, who fought for the people. None of these people should have been put in harm's way here. But it was time for Sparo to end this. So many people have been lost on both sides in the past two years in this senseless conflict.

	More than ten times the number on the Avalon side have been lost, but I feared that some were not even Avalonian, that they were just conscripted soldiers from the lands that Avalon had conquered, and they were using them as fodder as they planned for this massive assault. We still didn't know how many knights, how many 'soldiers' Avalon possessed, let alone where their homeland was, other than to the north, where it is cold all year round since they cannot abide the heat here or the Westlands when we view our heat, even in the summer, as moderate.

	George and Ranelle had explained to me why they believe Avalon is chancing everything in an all-out offensive. Attrition. Maybe not by manpower, but by equipment. And from what I see of the gathered enemy, I believe them to be correct. When they wage war so far from their home, they depend on their machines. And in each engagement, save a few guerrilla ambushes, Sparo had come away victorious. And we had either destroyed or commandeered all of their conveyances and destroyed the tanks and guns.

	The rulers of the realms wished to commandeer the captured tanks from battles won, but when I stepped forward to argue against that, that nobody should have such indiscriminate killing power... the other Templars, Celeste, and Bexington backed me. We said that if Sparo were to use the tanks, that the Templars would not fight for Sparo. And we were the symbol for all the realms to join together in our fight against our common enemy.

	I put forth that Sparo was better than Avalon, and that we didn't need to bend our morals to defeat them. There are lines that as a people, we should not cross, lest we become what we are sworn to protect our people against. I could see the conflict within my wife as she weighed it all, before agreeing, as she was a knight of the realm, through and through, but her moral compass shone brightly that day as she stood at my side.

	George thought long and hard on our words, and after consulting with his co-ruler, Great Mother Ranelle, they sent out a royal decree, that all guns and tanks were to be destroyed in the field after any engagement. But all other conveyances and devices were spoils of war for the realms as convention dictated.

	I remember Everly and George smirking at me after that, with him teasing, “And you say you are no politician, Laney?”

	Now I looked at the enemy so far away and saw auto-wagons spewing that black, caustic smoke, as they moved about, using fuel made from the tar pits in the various lands they subjugated. And mixed in was a larger number of clunkier looking vehicles spewing wood or coal smoke, and releasing steam. We had been diminishing their numbers of more advanced military machines, and we know they have no resources of their own left, that they were getting desperate since we destroyed their equipment faster than they could produce it.

	So that, of all things, was the likely reason they were going to attempt to roll over our defenses with one great push, showing overwhelming force to take the seat of power in Sparo from us. But Highland will be defended, we would not fail here.

	I drew Anadele from her sheath at my hip, the light gleaming off of her pristine blade reflecting the reds of the impending setting of Father Sol and coating her in the illusion of the blood she has spilled and the blood that was still to be spilled this day.

	I jabbed my blade toward the enemy and growled out, “That is why you are here. Your people, your knights, need you. This is what all of Sparo faces. And we cannot defeat them alone. Their might is in their machines, and they are as cold and heartless as those machines.”

	Then I turned to him, my blade still pointing at the enemy. “If they defeat our knights here, do you truly believe they will stop at Highland? No, they will tear through the Lower Ten like an unstoppable wave of fire, consuming everything in their wake, leaving nothing but ash. They will enslave us all, noble or serf, and make us their tools in which to rape and pillage our own lands, taking all until there is nothing left. That... is why we are all here today.”

	Then I looked from him, addressing the people around us, raising my voice so it would carry, “We will not stand for this, we will show them the folly of crossing swords with our people and us. We shall show them the fire that burns in the heart of all of the people of the twelve realms. Inside of me, inside of you...” I swept my blade wide over the expanse of tens of thousands of warriors, nobles, gypsies, and even commoners who have developed a magic spark.

	I could feel my amber magic coated in my wispy white magiks of the people, dripping from me and sparking from my eyes, rise with my conviction. Then I thrust my sword high, Anadele a conduit between me and the sky, my magiks questing as the gypsies around me fed me their power. I tore the static which charged the air around us, and pulled it down from the heavens to me, causing a massive lightning bolt to split the very sky as it seared a ragged path down into the fissure dividing the two forces, punctuating my growl, “We are Sparo!”

	The masses around me roared out, “Sparo!” as the thunder rolled across us, drowning out the explosions from the enemy guns.

	The man looked a little hesitant, but I could see him gaining confidence as the fire inside him ignited to raise with us as he raised a fist, and roared out, “Sparo!” twice more with the crowd.

	He stood taller with his pride for Sparo, and then moved back to his position in our formation, the others doing the same. And I beamed at them in pride. I was just as afraid as them, but I learned long ago that it is how you use that fear that defines you. You can take that fear and forge it into a tool to use against the enemy.

	I inclined my head to the man, then my group turned and rode back out to the front of the lines and continued on. The hooves of our mounts thundered along as we moved toward our objective, eliciting cheers as we went. Verna came along side me and just smirked. I growled out through an embarrassed grin, “Shut up.”

	Kristof smirked at his musclebound wife, pointing out to my chagrin, “She did good.”

	Then in the ever-present joke about my diminutive height, Tennison boomed out, “Just a little.”

	I narrowed my eyes and shook my fist at them, causing them all to chuckle. I looked at my white silk covered hand with its one finger missing, wondering what scars we will have to bear as the cost of this impending battle. There would be so much death on the barren rocky landscape tonight, and I wondered if the world would weep over the sea of blood that was soon to coat it.

	I looked up, knocked out of my dark musings when a hand rested on the wrist of the glove which stretched to my shoulder, covering all the burn scars which could never be healed, even with the magik of the People.

	Elaine wasn't even looking at me, her eyes gazing straight ahead. She's become a little sister to me over the past two years, and she was just as intuitive as my daughters and Celeste when it came to my moods and thoughts.

	I just smiled at her and placed my other hand over hers and patted it, letting her know that I let the dark threads of thoughts drop from my mind. She smiled almost sadly and released my arm and fell back to the others in my Gypsy Greva.

	That thought had me wondering where Sarafine was hiding, shadowing us. She was my Garda Personala now that Elaine has taken Alexandru as her husband and he has moved to the Westlands. Sara was a shadow, a wraith, just as Dru had been for Celeste and me for so many years prior. And the woman was good at her job. She shadowed our Greva, the group of five to satisfy Great Mother Ranelle's... Rain's overprotectiveness of me.

	I had thought her to be protective before, but after the death of her love and my friend, Bowyn, she won't let Celeste, me, or our daughters go anywhere without protection. She views us as her's, and she will not let anyone else she claims to be hurt. I glanced down at the two stripes of green piping on my cloak.

	It was almost laughable in a macabre way that she always wanted me protected when my chain of sin weighed heavier than anyone in all the lands of Sparo. I had more kills, which haunted my dreams every night, than any Knight of the twelve realms. A feat many cannot come to terms with as my wife has made sure that nobody would teach me how to attack, and only to defend, upon threat of grave bodily harm.

	I glanced back to my other side, where, to my amusement, the other Greva I completed rode. To help blend the cultures of the Altii and Gypsies, the realms have augmented the number of Knights in a squad from three to five. It is a testament that our new, oddly blended governance, having co-rulers between the two cultures, making us one people... is working.

	George rules as primary for five more years, before the pendulum swings and Rain, becomes primary. There have been a few rough patches, usually Altii not wishing to take Rain's word as law, being the co-ruler, but they are quickly taught the folly of such belief. And I have also seen a few Mountain Gypsy feathers ruffled, having laws dictated to them by an Altii, but that friction is quickly addressed as well. I think the genius of preserving both cultures separately is what makes this unique style of governance work.

	I saw the outer cairn as we approached, the watchtower that had been built there after the Westlands and New Home were taken on as a protectorate of the realm before they entreated us to join Sparo as a full realm. The tower watched for and relayed any sightings of Avalon movement in the Uninhabitable Lands.

	We believe that the only reason Avalon had not discovered Sparo in the past, was because of the Northern Rift. The fire serpent which stretched for hundreds of miles in either direction, creating a natural barrier to their ground exploration.

	We approached the outbuildings constructed where once was only an outer marker of stacked stones, signifying the northernmost point of our own exploration into the barren wastelands to find other inhabitable lands. It was just seventy-five miles from the North Weigh Station, any further exploration stopped by the Rift.

	The cheers, following us in our progress, like a wave in the Great Sea, was punctuated by the occasional explosion caused by the ranging guns of the enemy.

	When I saw those gathered in a small group in front of the continuous line of Knights and magic users, I sat higher in my saddle, letting Goliath know my intentions by slight pressures with my legs rather than with the reins, we were so in tune with each other, and he instinctively knew my intent.

	I couldn't contain my blush nor smile at the appreciative look, the knight of my heart was giving me as I approached. Duchess Celeste of Wexbury, Highland, and the Westlands of the Techno Knight Order, Blade of Temperance of Wexbury, daughter of Prime Techromancer Donovan, Lady of the Court, Sora of the Lupei, and Templar of Sparo. To me, the titles meant nothing, for to me she was simply Celeste Trapper, my wife and mother of my daughters.

	I had to tear my eyes from her on her charger, Canter, the setting sun gleaming off the armor, which matched mine, under her own Gypsy hunting cloak, looked as heavy as a mountain in my eyes. What with so many spells and charms imbued into it like mine.

	I inclined my head to the others present. King George of Sparo. The regal and powerful man with his salt and pepper hair, who blamed me for forcing him to finally take the Crown. As Prince he felt that no man should hold absolute power over all, so always refused the Crown. It was my accidental pledge of the blade of Sparo to New Home, making it a protectorate of the realm, which forced his hand, as only a King could ratify that.

	I'm not sorry.

	The old man should have taken the Crown long ago and some of the discord in the realms in recent years would never have occurred. The amusement on his face told me he knew where my thoughts were. I inclined my head in acknowledgment, having to fight the urge to bow. A lifetime of deference to the royals will do that to a woman, but as Templar, I stood outside of his rule now. Templars stood alone. “George.”

	He chuckled at me and teased, “Penny Lady.”

	I groaned. I would never outlive that title which the people of Wexbury had bestowed upon me just because I will not see any go hungry if I had any say. Not to mention the multiple programs I had spearheaded, which gave penny vouchers to the serfs of the realm.

	I shook my head and smiled as I turned my attention away from the smug man. This time I dipped my head farther as I greeted the Queen of Sparo, who looked magnificent in her gleaming armor on her mount. “Everly.”

	She was nothing but smiles as she returned the greeting, “Laney.”

	Then I cocked an eyebrow, challenging everyone around us as I called out, “And why is she on the field?”

	This got everyone looking around innocently as if they hadn't heard me. She growled at me and huffed out in exasperation, “There was a call to all those who held a spark, to rise to the challenge of a stand against Avalon like no other, a chance to land a deciding blow in this war. I hold a spark, larger than many, and I will not be coddled and hide away in my castle while my people...” She motioned her arm across the sea of people on the line, “...fight for the freedom of Sparo.”

	I could almost hear the, “So there,” in her tone. And I couldn't help but swell in pride, knowing this was exactly why the most powerful man in all the Realms had chosen Everly as his bride so long ago.

	George shrugged in apology, and she pointed at him even though he was behind her and said, “I saw that!”

	He muttered, “Yes dear,” to the chuckles of all around us. Was it wrong to say that the King and Queen were a cute couple?

	Then I slid Goliath between Celeste and Rain and leaned over to hug the Queen of the Gypsies. “Rain.” As we hugged, I felt a pain in my chest as I saw the twin blades sheathed across her back. The blades of Sir Bowyn, who had fallen in the battle of Journey's End, protecting the innocents of the Westlands, and taking a strike from a gun which had been meant for me. He had been her lover and my friend.

	“Mother Laney.” Grr, I'd get her for that.

	We shared a sad smile there on the field of battle. Then she wiggled her fingers in expectation as she stretched out an arm, and Elaineia rode up to her other side and blushed as Rain leaned over from her saddle to hug her. Still, after two years, the young Sora of the Cristea saw the Great Mother as a legend, a story told to children of the almost mythical lands of Father Stone in Old Home.

	And now that the fifteenth band had been reunited with the Mountain Gypsies of Sparo after so many centuries, they are learning that all the old tales were true. Now here she consorts with the Great Mother whenever she is in the Lower Ten. And Elaineia, though possessing no magic of her own, is the wielder of Sabie Acasa, Home Sword. The blade of Mother Racina herself, which I had enchanted on accident and imbued it with the magik of the People.

	Home Sword, when wielded only by her owner, Elaine, is neigh unbreakable and can cut through even the plate steel armor of Avalon tanks.

	“Great Mother.”

	Rain cocked an eyebrow at the girl and sighed out in exasperation. “Elaine, I swear that you are worse than Laney was. Please, call me Rain. Have no doubt that I will decree it if you do not.”

	I prompted, “She'll do it too.” Then added, “She abuses that.”

	Celeste prodded us, “I'm sorry if our impending battle is interfering with your reunion, but shouldn't our attention be on that lot across the fissure?” She nudged her chin toward the rift.

	Rain sighed and looked over to Celeste. “Blood and death... anything that can postpone such a thing is worthwhile, would you not agree?”

	I nodded then looked at Queen Everly again and grumped out to her, “You should really be with that lot at the line, not here at...” I trailed off when I looked over to where the Prime Techromancers of the realms were lined up behind knights, Celeste's father, my father in law, Donovan, among them.

	I hated that a man of knowledge would be called upon to help in violence. And my heart still ached at seeing my own mother standing behind him, but she was one of the most powerful nature elementals in all of Sparo, a fact she hid from Jace and me for most of our lives. It was the diminutive blonde beside Donovan who gave me pause. Her braided blonde hair dropping to her ankles behind her.

	I said in my distraction, “Excuse me one moment.” Then I rode Goliath back to the line. My trusty mount sidled a bit and pawed at the ground as he caught my mood when I asked over the knights, “Emily? What are you doing on the...”

	I could feel it. A power which tasted of crystal and sky, a magic I had never felt before. It seemed to boil off of her in waves. But... Emily had no magics. She looked sheepishly up to me as Donovan took her hand and gave her the look of someone being patient with a loved one. She raised her chin and said almost in defiance, “When the call went out that all able-bodied adults of Sparo who possessed a magic spark were asked to come out in defense of the realms, I knew that the time for hiding was over.”

	Goliath sidestepped as I locked eyes with the matron of the Great Library of the Techromancy Scrolls, or as we affectionately called her, the Queen of the Scrolls when we were out of throwing distance from her. I just called her mom, being my father in law's betrothed now.

	My misty white magiks went questing, stretching the distance between us and I sucked in a breath when they connected with hers. It was like nothing I had ever felt before, and it was as powerful a presence as Donovan's. He was acknowledged to be one of the most powerful in Sparo. What kind of magic was it? And how had she suppressed it for so long without anyone finding out?

	I felt a smile twitching at the corner of my mouth. Nobody really even knew if she was a noble or not, we just all assumed, and nobody has really ever asked her directly. Well, that's not true, I have on multiple occasions, but she somehow always changes the topic or distracts from it enough that you forget she hadn't answered.

	I shook my head at her and then exhaled. How had she hidden this from us all these years? From Wexbury... then again, my own mother had done the same when she was expelled from the court, stripped of her title. She lived in the Keep right under everyone's noses, suppressing her own abilities. So I was just going to have to live with the frustration that both my mother and now Celeste's step-mother were just secret keeping butts.

	Emily shot me a nervous smile, which was half innocence and half apology as she shrugged and squeaked out, “I'm sorry?” The patient and scolding... loving look Donovan was giving her told me that he hadn't known himself until recently. I would have loved to be in on that conversation, so I could give her a good what for as well.

	Well damn... I smiled back at her, still shaking my head. “We'll talk of this...”

	Another voice from the row behind the Prime Techromancers offered, “You'll have to get in line, Laney.”

	I grinned and looked back to Duke Fredrick of Wexbury. Oh, I was quite sure he had a conniption fit when he saw her on the lines here, he was, after all, her ruler. Emily scrunched, making herself even smaller than her five feet even, Donovan draping a protective arm over her. The perpetual twelve-year-old that resides inside all of us wanted to blurt out, “Oooo, you're in troooouble,” but I restrained it inside myself.

	Instead, I looked over to the man who had been my liege for most of my life, until I rose to Templar. “Just so, Fred.”

	I turned Goliath back to the advance party, still looking back at Donovan and the two women I call mother, and said with all the aching in my heart punctuating it, “Be careful.” I looked back to Fred to include him as well, glad that his wife, Duchess Lucia was back in Wexbury. All of the Duchesses were left behind to deal with governing the realms until... hopefully... the return of their spouses.

	I remember how infuriated Lucy had been when the King had informed her she would not be able to lend her magics in defense of Sparo, letting her know that her role was just as important. That they and the few knights left behind in each Keep would have to defend the Lower Ten from marauders and rogues who may take the absence of most of the fighting forces as an opportunity to attack the villages or keeps.

	I remember vividly, the lottery in Wexbury which no knight wished to win, fifteen names were drawn from the pool of non-magic using knights, and one name of a Techno-Knight to remain behind to defend the realm. All wished to go to fight for Sparo. I sympathized with the men and woman who stormed off in anger when their names were called. I felt for them and was so very proud of their fire and driving need to fight for the people of Sparo.

	One name, however, I am quite pleased was called. Lady Brenda, our dear Lord Bexington's wife. She was incensed, but I hid a smile behind my words of sympathy for her. She was a mother to my godson and goddaughter. The twins, one named after Bowyn after he fell in the Westlands. Bryony, and Bowyn, have more godmothers than you can shake a stick at, Celeste, Ranelle, and me. But in case we failed there in the wastelands, little Bo and Bryn would need their mother.

	I had to chuckle at their little family of B's. I just hoped they chose some other letter for any future children, like maybe K for Kyle or some such since everyone already teases, “Here comes the B's,” wherever the young family goes. I may or may not be the guilty party in starting it, but I staunchly maintain my innocence when pressed by Bex.

	I sighed and dropped that line of thought, then glanced to the sky behind our troops, and there beyond long gun range, floated the airship armada, consisting of all the dirigibles of all the realms. A smaller vessel than those mammoth beasts swooped rapidly in front of them... the Outrider Mark Two. It was even smaller, but nearly twice as fast and agile as the original Outrider, with nearly the same cargo capacity as the original with the various upgrades he had incorporated in her. I could picture Bex at the helm, wishing he were down here with us to lend his blade.

	When I rejoined the group at the watchtower, George asked, “How are we faring?”

	I looked to where the last of the explosions were tapering off as the enemy finished their ranging. I tried to push the senseless death out of my mind as I said, “At least ninety dead, twice that injured.” Was this truly how engagements like this were fought? Men and women standing around as each army flung death to determine the best angle of attack for when the true battle began?

	He nodded grimly, and I could see my wife doing the calculations in her head. The detached part of her that was a warrior first, a woman with human compassion second. She nodded to herself at the 'acceptable' losses.

	George sighed heavily and said, “Shall we show them their folly in thinking we cannot respond in kind?”

	I closed my eyes and said a prayer to a God I wasn't sure I believed in... especially if he just lets this sort of thing happen. Then I turned and looked back as George pointed at a flagman, who hoisted the archer banner, the man beside him hoisted the air and fire banner.

	All the knights in the front of our lines shouted, “Hraugh!” as matching banners went up along the lines. Blades were slammed against shields then the men slammed those shields in that overlapping pattern on the ground in front of them. Creating a wall, and they took a knee. This allowed the rows of archers to step up behind them, and magic users in black tunics and red tunics started pulling their magics to them, bolstered by the Mountain Gypsies in their ranks who fortified them with the wispy white magiks of the People.

	It felt as if a sea of palpable power rolled off of those assembled, threatening to smother me in its intensity. Never before in the history of Sparo, had so many magic users worked in unison, not even during the Great Mage Wars. My own power was threatening to tear its way from me to raise up in either challenge to the gathering energies or to roar its own voice to join the cacophony, and encircle it like a whirlwind. Celeste reached out and steadied me in my saddle as I swayed under the weight of it all.

	I had seen this practiced over the past couple weeks in small groups of magic users and archers before everyone was flown up to the North Outer Marker in waves. But feeling a dozen magic users combining their power, was far different than thousands. I felt phantom waves of heat being cooled by imagined winds as the two powers seemed to swallow me.

	Then George trotted a couple lengths ahead, staring at the activity of the Avalonians on the other side of the crevice, unconcerned about us. He raised a hand into the air then ground out, “Loose!” Dozens of commanders repeated along the lines as he dropped his hand. Then there was the whistle of thousands of arrows in a single volley splitting the air.

	The arrows were all specially made for this. Instead of wood shafts, they were a light magnesium alloy, with steel arrowheads. The arrows would all have fallen, easily a couple hundred yards from the enemy under normal circumstances. These... were not normal circumstances.

	With a wave that felt as if a hot whirlwind had passed over us, the magic users also released the magics they were holding. I could hear the whump as the air ignited into a sea of fire as the winds grabbed the arrows at the apex of their flight and carried them far beyond their natural path. The fires igniting the magnesium in the arrows.

	The world lit up like daylight, as thousands of blinding stars, burning paths in the very sky itself, descended upon the enemy lines. The magnesium burned so hotly the arrowheads were melted to white-hot molten metal.

	Then it began to rain death on the other side of the lava ravine. And my heart clenched. I know they were the enemy, but each man who fell screaming, each woman who was killed in the explosions when barrels of that fuel they use to power their contraptions went up like flares... had a family somewhere, friends somewhere who would miss them.

	It had only taken about five seconds for the arrows to reach them, and ten seconds of chaos amongst their lines, trying to figure out what had just happened. But I could see many now standing up out of their auto-wagons looking our way.

	George muttered as he nodded grimly, “Yes... you are in range.”

	Celeste and Rain were smirking and nodding. Everly was the only one who took displeasure in it, and she had caught me looking away as well.

	I took out my spyglass when George did, and I handed it to Celeste. They looked at the chaos on the other side then Celeste handed the spyglass to me, and I looked. The burning magnesium was fizzling out, but I could see where scores of arrows fell short, some went long, but the bulk of them did find the main body of the Avalon formations. I could see the molten metal and burning magnesium had melted through some of the lighter armor on some of the smaller vehicles.

	Men were spraying something on the fires which billowed caustic black smoke into the air, snuffing out the flames. They may have the technology of the Great Wizards of the Before, but they did not possess their magic. We had postulated that Avalon must have found a cache of technology from the Before Times and were able to duplicate it over the centuries, making them the most advanced culture on Earth.

	All the Wizards must have died in the Great Impact, as we could not see them allowing anyone to use their technology for war instead of knowledge and peace.

	I exhaled long and hard as I put my spyglass back in my tool pouch. George caught that and said, “It is distasteful but necessary. Our next volley may dissuade them of this course, and we can come to an accord.”

	I nodded, my hands gripping Goliath's pommel. “I know. It's just... all this senseless death.”

	He said in a self-recriminating tone, “And that is why you are the best of us, Laney, reminding us of the price. I sometimes forget.”

	Celeste was beside me on Canter, her hand on my arm. I looked up at her, her face creased in worry. I gave her a smile and patted her hand, then took a deep breath and nodded.

	George pointed at the flagmen, and the banner for artillery rose, this repeating down the lines as our people split for the ballistas, catapults, and trebuchets to roll forward. Then the whole process began again.

	When the King of Sparo signaled, then with great rumbling whooshes, the combustible payloads went streaking overhead. One catapult misfired, virtually destroying itself in the process, but it looked like nobody was injured.

	My eyes moved from the line to track the larger projectiles as they were caught up in tornado strength winds again, giving them more range. Their payloads ignited into flaming meteors as they hit around the enemy, bracketing them, a few making their mark. Our lines cheered when one of the tanks blew up as the magnesium impregnated projectiles melted through it and ignited its magazine.

	Hmm... our arrows were much more accurate, but our magic users can adjust to make the next volley more precise. Their lines were backlit by the burning projectiles in the twilight, as the last rays of Father Sol extinguished over the western horizon.

	George looked back over each shoulder, nodding to the flagsmen. Then he asked us, “Shall we?”

	A man came trotting up with the reins from another horse in his hand, and he passed the reins to Ranelle. I inclined my head to our prisoner, Commander Stein, who we had captured in the Battle of Journey's End. His hands were bound in front of him, and he inclined his head back at me.

	He has proven to be very stubborn, but cordial. He's given us no information about Avalon, except what information we would need to keep his people safe. After the Crown was done with him, he had been kept under house arrest at Templar Hall as our unwilling guest, to show to him we are of a higher moral caliber than his people and are not the savages they viewed us as.

	Two horses flanked our group, with white banners of truce. Celeste and I moved in front of our rulers, with Stein between us. Then our rulers. As Templars and Heroes of the Realm, we were the honor guard and protectors of the others. Rain thought it ludicrous, as did I, but I didn't like any of the machinations of politics and diplomacy.

	I hissed back at Jace, mortified my brother has witnessed all this bloodshed, “Stay behind Tennison.”

	The huge knight cocking his eyebrow in humor over me giving his squire orders.

	I challenged him, “Brother takes precedence over squire. Besides, I outrank you, you oversized lout.”

	The man grinned and made a squishing motion with his fingers, indicating my diminutive size, then looked back at my brother expectantly, who grumbled as he moved behind his Knight farther than normal, “Laneyyy.”

	I ignored the whine.

	One day I knew it inevitable that he would be taken as a squire, I had just hoped it would have been in a time Sparo was not at war. I still saw him as my little brother, tending the chickens and playing with the barn cats that wandered Cheap Quarter... not as the sixteen-year-old burgeoning on manhood. He looked so very much like Corrick the woodcutter, his father, now.

	I had to find a way to dissuade Misty from the same path next year, but if she insisted when she reached fifteen on her next birthday, then I would take her on as squire myself. I would ensure that she would only be taught defense as I have. She did not need to know the violence of knighthood.

	I exhaled at the thought, then we trotted out into the rocky landscape toward a narrow neck in the lava-filled chasm before us, where it constricted to only twenty yards across instead of a hundred or so. I swallowed, watching thousands of long guns train upon us when they saw us approaching.

	I sent two future versions of myself ahead to assure our safety and warn us if Avalon did not honor battlefield protocol. We found them lacking in knowledge of protocol on many occasions, but Stein assured us that the white flags of truce and surrender were universal. Which is why he was here, if he lied, then he died with us.

	Three auto-wagons pulled out of their ranks, two belching black smoke and one steam and coal smoke as they approached. A man in a gun nest on top of the leading vehicle was holding up a white cloth which billowed behind them as they approached.

	My eyes narrowed as I picked out a large transport vehicle close by, on their side, which was covered in a grey camouflage net. We couldn't see it clearly through the spyglass, but now I could see that it carried some sort of scissoring platform. My eyes widened when I realized it was some type of portable bridge attached to a vehicle. It wouldn't be able to span the chasm except at a narrows like this.

	My eyes were quickly looking at our side of the fissure, and I could see the tell-tale signs that they had extended that bridge here before. Perhaps under cover of night. Had they been able to slip spies across to our side? There were signs of activity, but it was almost impossible to track something in a land of stone.

	I caught everyone's eyes and turned my attention to the bridging vehicle then the scrape marks on our side of the serpent of fire. To the one, excluding Everly, they nodded slightly, already far ahead of me as my eyes scanned all the rock formations which littered the Uninhabitable Lands that were large enough to conceal men or vehicles.

	Avalon learned long ago to only move at night to try to conceal their actions from our ever present airships. They had lost many men in various sneak assaults on New Home before they learned that the Gateway into the rim of the impact crater which protected the Westlands deep inside it, was well fortified. And the dirigibles placed on sentry there, were always able to track their actions, even when they tried to climb the backside of the insurmountable ring of mountains once. They were out in the open and exposed, not that they stood a chance of climbing thousands of feet of sheer rock walls.

	After the first year, when they finally located Sparo, they started moving in small guerrilla strike forces, generally at night. And have attacked Highland, Perth Hollow, and Wexbury relentlessly. It seemed as though they have an endless supply of bodies to throw at us.

	We knew why the rest of northern Sparo had been spared... it was the Northern Rift. Even Avalon seems to not have the resources to find the Eastern most end of the fire serpent which cut a swath through the barren landscape of rock. Without airships of their own, they had no way across nor motivation to do so, except rounding the west end... until now.

	We also knew that it was just a matter of time before Avalon had airships of its own to combat the imbalance afforded us with our air capabilities. If that happened, the balance of power would tip in their favor.

	The Avalonians made it to the fissure ahead of us, their long guns trained on us as we approached. When we arrived, George and Rain at our center, Celeste and I flanking them, my Grevas spread out behind us, protecting Everly.

	As one, all but my Grevas and Commander Stein slid off our mounts. The joint leaders of Sparo, and us as Templars, stood in front of our party. As if rehearsed, George pulled the Great Longsword of Highland, Aeselin, from his back as Rain drew Bowyn's twin blades and they both drove them into the rough stone ground in front of them, their magics powering them, heating the rock and splitting it as the blades drove home.

	A man in the odd fabric covered armor of Avalon exited the transport and looked to his men and women who had taken aim at our rulers at their display. He made a lowering motion, to them, looking perturbed at their skittishness as he barked out, “We're under a flag of truce, people. They are demonstrating they are not here to fight, the only way savages can.” The weapons lowered, but not all the way as they looked at us warily.

	George's voice boomed out over the crevasse in the traditional greeting, “Avalon.”

	The large Avalon commander knew nothing of protocol, as he just called out over the distance, “Are you here to surrender before the carnage can start?”

	George cocked his head at the man, narrowing his eyes in confusion. “We are here, following proper protocol when two armies face off, to bid peace and diplomacy over senseless death and violence.”

	Then he called out as the man looked us over, “I am King George of Sparo, and this is Great Mother Ranelle of the Mountain Gypsies of Sparo, we stand as co-rulers of the twelve realms.”

	The man had been staring at me, causing me to tighten my control of my magics. I thought I could hear a low guttural growl coming from Celeste's direction.

	The man finally took his eyes off me and said, “Captain Harrison... you are King?” He looked our ruler up and down in an appraising manner, the way one knight would another.

	Then I gasped as a future me snapped back to the present. I drew Anadele and swung her at my King as a crack was heard from the other side of the chasm. My blade was pushed back to clank against his ancient plate armor as I deflected the bullet meant for his heart.

	An instant later there was a swishing sound and a gurgling anguished cry as a man, hidden in the rocks just beyond the gathered Avalonians, fell from his perch with a long gun with a spyglass attached to it. A colorful Gypsy arrow had penetrated his armor and now stuck out of his chest.

	I turned back to see Sara disappearing back behind some rocks as our entire group drew blades and dismounted to join us. I flung my hand forward, leaving blurring wispy afterimages as I stopped two lead projectiles fired by the men in the gun nests in the vehicles before us when they panicked.

	Then I growled out, fisting my hand and crushing the tubes on the guns with my magic. Captain Harrison was shouting out at his knights in rage, “Stand down! What the fuck is wrong with all of you?” Then he prompted the man with him, “Mattis? Did you know about this?” He indicated the dead sniper.

	The other man's lips pursed and he didn't answer. Harrison, almost spat at him in anger as he yelled, “Get the fuck out of my sight! We're not the animals here! Expect a reprimand to be submitted on your record, Commander.”

	This Commander Mattis looked as though he wanted to say something, but grudgingly saluted and went to the rear vehicle. The Captain was grumbling about military discipline and following orders and white flags. He turned back to us as I contemplated their lack of morals, by trying to assassinate a leader who was there to parlay under a flag of truce.

	He inclined his head to George, though his eyes were on me as he called out across the gap, “Apologies, that is not how officers should act under a flag of truce.”

	Then before George could reply, he was talking half to himself as he prompted me, “So you're the Ghost that our men are so afraid of? I expected you to be... bigger.”

	Ghost?

	Commander Stein cleared his throat from his saddle, holding his bound wrists up, “Umm... Jerry, you might not want to disrespect the King and Great Mother here. They are truly seeking a diplomatic resolution instead of war.”

	The other man turned his attention to Stein, and he smirked and said with humor in his tone, “Rex. We all expected you to be roasting on a spit or decorating a pike at some castle somewhere.”

	Then he added, “The only reason I entertained coming out to meet them under a flag of truce, is because our spotters said that the Ghost was in their ranks. I had to see her for myself. The men all speak of how she goes out of her way not to kill Avalonians on the field, though she will in a moment, without mercy, if pushed to the task. And that she always allows men to retreat with the wounded. That gives them my tolerance for this charade here and my respect.”

	Then he looked from me to Stein. “She really does blur as she moves, like a spirit. I thought the rumors to be that of demoralized cowards who were trying to justify their retreat.”

	He looked back at the crushed guns and said, “I thought this magic talk to be so much bullshit.” He cocked his head and changed the subject. “You look better than I would have expected.”

	Stein inclined his head and assured him, “They treat their prisoners of war well, and with respect. And you should really be speaking with them, not me. Avalon is more civilized than this.”

	Their people thought me a ghost...

	The Captain returned his attention to George and Rain after one last glance at me. “My apologies, so that's what this is then? A proposal for a prisoner exchange?”

	I narrowed my eyes. They had none of our people. We had about two dozen of theirs. The leaders of the various battles, any subordinate survivors, we would always allow to return to Avalon to tell them what had transpired, hoping they would see reason and stop their fruitless attacks.

	George's eyebrow arched, and he echoed my thought. “Prisoners? You have no Sparo citizens.”

	The man chuckled. “That is where you would be in error. We took three men and one woman who survived the crash of that airship we took down.”

	My heart skipped. There were seven Knights manning the Intrepid when it went down. Four had survived? By the time Avalon forces had stripped the wreckage and moved on, and our forces arrived at the crash site, no survivors had been found.

	George inclined his head in acceptance. “Prisoner exchange is a good first step in diplomacy. Sparo bids Avalon to choose peace over war, and abandon the field here. There is no need for unnecessary bloodshed.”

	The man looked almost amused, then turned his attention to Ranelle, who had a hard look on her face, her eyes boring into the man. “She doesn't look as though she agrees with you, George.”

	Celeste snapped out with venom, “King George!”

	The man hesitated and looked at her for the first time, some sort of recognition in his gaze, and he inclined his head, “Sorry... King George.”

	Great Mother Ranelle took two strides forward, her smile frosty, and her tone could have flash frozen the Great Sea. “No, I do not agree. The Mountain Gypsies are a people of peace, but your kind killed the man I loved. So feel blessed that it is George's cycle to lead and not mine, or we would not be giving overtures of diplomacy right now.”

	She may have looked calm as she spoke, but it felt as if all of her power was concentrated inside of her in one point, and her explosive magiks could lay waste to a quarter of their assembled troops if she were to release it in such a compressed form. As if to punctuate my thought, the ground at her feet cracked with a rumbling, snapping sound, and it traveled for a hundred yards on either side of her.

	The smirky smile on the Captain's face was wiped away as he looked at her feet, and paled a little. From his words, he has never experienced the magics of Sparo yet. And to think that at one point, we had believed them the Great Wizards of the Before.

	The man looked up to Stein who shrugged. He knew what we were capable of.

	Harrison turned back to George and stated, “It seems we are at an impasse. We will allow your people to withdraw from the field, with no repercussions. Perhaps we can speak of a prisoner exchange at a future date. But if you insist on perpetuating this charade that you can stand against Avalon, this night will see Sparo bent and broken.”

	George sighed heavily, and said in the weary tone of a man who has seen too much war, “Then I apologize for what is to come to pass. For after this night, the time for talking may be over, and Sparo may be forced to march against Avalon herself.” George pulled Aeselin from the stone beneath his feet and brought the blade to his face and bowed slightly. “Avalon.”

	I caught Stein mouthing 'Sparo,' and the Captain bowed slightly, “Sparo.” Then he motioned his men to the body of the sniper, and added as they dragged the body to a transport, “We will give you fifteen minutes to start your withdrawal, or we will rain down hellfire upon your... Knights.” He smirked at the word knights like it were something quaint to be saying.

	I caught Stein whispering to himself, “Well, fuck.” His normally pale face was now positively white as the ghost they believed me to be.

	We all sheathed our blades and mounted our steeds, giving our backs to the enemy as we trotted back to the lookout tower, the flagmen trailing. My heart sat heavy, knowing that this battle was now inevitable.

	Everly moved up beside me and smirked as she asked, “Ghost?”

	I knew she was just trying to keep my mind off the horrors to come, and I appreciated it.

	Elaine said as we turned back toward the enemy whwn we reached our line, “I don't know why we even try to talk to them, all they know is killing and enslavement.”

	I moved Goliath over and pulled her hand gently off the hilt of Home Sword, extinguishing the misty magic between them. “Because... it is the right thing to do.”

	She hesitated then bowed her head like an insolent teen. “Yes, Mother Laney.”

	I had to smile at her, she was so strong-willed and driven by her heart. Celeste says she reminds her of me.

	Then I asked the group, “Did anyone know Sarafine was out there?”

	I snorted as all us Altii except Celeste said, “No,” as my wife and the Gypsies in our group all said, “Yes.”

	There was a loud cracking sound, and we all looked back to the narrow neck where we had stood. The crack which Rain had caused in the wasteland widened, then with a rumble, the ground beyond it fell off into the chasm, gouts of lava splashing high into the air.

	George smiled and told Rain, “Well done.”

	Celeste nodded, saying with admiration, “I thought that's what you were doing.”

	Verna and Kristof were nodding.

	What? Was I the only dense one in the group? Why were they all so smug that... I moved my gaze to the bridging device and played back in my head where Rain had stood. It was about three yards from the scrape marks on our side of the gap. I blurted, “Oh!” She had made it so that they wouldn't be able to span the narrows with their bridge if we failed to take the field this night. That would afford Sparo more time to prepare as Avalon marched on Highland.

	Rain's eyes twinkled merrily at me, and I defended, “I'm not slow, you tawdry wench.”

	She sighed and said, “I love you too, my mostenitor.”

	Everyone chuckled at me.

	Ok, I smiled at them, then my smile fell as I looked around the barren, rock-strewn terrain again, asking, “What if they already have men here?”

	Celeste answered, “Then we will deal with them when we find them.”

	I noted she said when not if.

	We just sat there, staring at the enemy making last-minute preparations as the minutes ticked by. Then I winced when George said, “Laney?”

	I hated that it would be me to signal the beginning of a slaughter. Using my sight, I would know the moment the enemy would launch their first volleys. And I could warn our troops to begin the first steps of our strategy that they had all rehearsed over and over the past few weeks in those smaller groups.

	I closed my eyes tight and nodded in resignation. Then I thrust my hands forward, and ghostly future versions of myself exploded forward into time. I swallowed at the thought of the Avalonians calling me the Ghost. It was actually fitting. But in this case, I was a harbinger of death and destruction on a scale that I still couldn't wrap my head around.

	Mother Udele of the Lupei, the most powerful woman with the Sight, has seen the outcome of this day already, and she will speak of it to no-one, not even Ranelle. She only has three words for me on the subject. “I'm sorry, Laney.”

	I saw with a macabre detached fascination as, with uncanny synchronicity, every tank and long gun across the fissure fired in unison. Puffs of smoke barely starting to form around the guns as the projectiles started hitting our forces. I could taste a wave of metal in the air that was so dense that I wouldn't have been able to affect even a tiny percentage of it on my own.

	Then the world was exploding, literally, and bodies and body parts were being flung about in a tornado of fire and shrapnel. Our front lines were decimated by the tank fire, and archers and magic users were falling to a steady barrage of long gunfire. I was knocked out of my saddle, my chest afire as I was struck, my armor absorbing the hit.

	There was so much death... so much blood. How could people do this to each other when there are so few of us left on a scarred and broken Earth? I fell toward the ground and then through it as I went rushing back to the present, snapping into myself and I gasped for air that was hard to get with the strike to my chest in that nightmare of a future.

	I swallowed, as I was about to cause our people to return what I had just lived, tenfold, and I was ashamed as I rasped out to George. “Eleven seconds.”

	He signaled the flagmen with five fingers, and the flag with five on it rose, and it repeated down the line.

	I almost fell out of my saddle when thousands of magic users started pulling magic to them then let it fly out toward the chasm in waves, five seconds later. The magik of the People constrained the explosive magic of the Altii, causing it to persist longer than the moment of its birth and death.

	The air between the enemy and us wavered as if thickening as winds whipped through at speeds nature had never even thought of creating. Geysers of superheated water exploded from vents around the fissure, combining with the winds as the enemy fired.

	That wall of metal slowed as it passed through the now viscous air, bleeding away the speed which made them lethal. And like a rain of lead and steel, all of the projectiles clattered to the stone landscape far short of even the Watchtower, in a cacophony of tinkling sounds and clunks.

	I wanted so much to close my eyes at what was to come, but couldn't. This was my sin, and I would not be a coward, I would face it. The ground shook when the earth elementals let their magics fly as the wall of water and air dropped.

	The ground on the other side as far as the eye could see, just fractured like glass, throwing men and women and vehicles around like toys, except in a small isolated section. Then as the ground sank, the fire elementals pulled the very lifeblood of the world up from the fissure. A wall of molten lava stretched toward the heavens, illuminating the world in its orangish red glow, and it fell back to cover the battlefield, entombing the enemy lines for all of eternity.

	Then it was over, and a deafening silence reigned supreme for a few seconds, which stretched on like the world was holding its breath in fear and awe of what had just transpired.

	I just blinked. Thousands of lives had been extinguished in but moments. The engagement had lasted all of ten seconds. Then as roaring cheers went up from our people, breaking that ominous silence under the light of the Three Sisters... I wept.

	



	


Chapter 1 – Summons

	I sat in Templar Hall, in our apartments three months later as Shanicia came squealing and screaming in, Misty and Ingr hot on her tail. “Mom! The King is at the gates of Wexbury!”

	Misty squeaked out as she gasped for breath, “You little rat! I'm in charge of the Junior Regiment, I'm supposed to tell her!” My eldest's little rockhopper, Bitsy, chittered on her shoulder as it stood on its long hind legs, the cute little rodent appearing to bolster her indignation.

	My youngest daughter just gave a brilliant, unrepentant smile to her sister, her bright teeth a contrast to her ebony skin, and she stuck her tongue out at the teen girls.

	I couldn't stop my giggle as I offered, “Now you know how Jace felt whenever you stole his thunder, Misty.”

	It was such a familiar scene now. My eldest dropped her feigned indignation and smiled at her sister and grabbed her to ruffle her ebony locks as she mused, “I don't know how you beat Ingr's Terra, she's the fastest Mustang of the Lupei.”

	Shan smiled up at her sister, looking far too innocent as she shrugged. Bitsy hopped from Misty's shoulder, and Shan deftly caught her and tucked her up her sleeve as Misty released Shan, then opened her mouth to speak to me. But she stopped and looked at Shan then patted her pockets. With a sigh, she held out her hand expectantly. Her little sister shrugged as she blushed, being caught pilfering again and handed Misty's coin purse back to her.

	We had to break her of that particular habit... among others. When we fostered her, we found out a few things about her birth parents which were unsavory, such as them training her to be a thief and pickpocket in the Hell's Gate markets, like them, from an unthinkably young age. It is always awkward having to return George's boot dagger, or some such, to him after a visit from our little girl.

	Then without further ado, Misty turned to me, and Ingr said as she grabbed her hand, “King George is at the Gates of Wexbury with the Great Mother and a large contingent. He has sent for you and Aunt Celeste, Auntie Laney. He also sent a runner to the castle to request the presence of Duke Fredrick.”

	She beamed at me as Misty just stared at her with incredulity as she whined out, “Ingr!”

	The gypsy girl just smiled cutely at my daughter and Misty deflated with a smile of her own... a shy smile? Those two have been thick as thieves since the day I had fostered Misty. I've been wondering for some time if it actually runs deeper than that.

	Ingr shrugged and said, “Sooory, Mist. It's just so exciting. There are Avalonians with them.”

	I sat up straighter at that, we hadn't seen more than a whisper from the people from the north since the battle of the Northern Rift, aside from their always present scouts who moved about in the Uninhabitable Lands, watching us as they were watched. These people with the King and Great Mother must pose no threat if the girls were so excited about it.

	I exhaled and released some tension from myself as Shan grabbed my hand and made a show of trying to pull me to my feet. I rolled my eyes and stood, kissed the top of her head, and said, “Go inform your mother.” She nodded and dashed off. I watched her go, wondering at the miracle it was that my family was ever growing.

	I thought back on that day we returned from the Westlands, after the battle of Journey's End. There had been so much grief, so much sadness, and death, that I wanted to celebrate life instead. I learned that Shanicia Weaver was still in Wexbury, finishing up her stay with the Sparo Young Scholar lottery program, visiting the Cedar Ridge Public Library which was unearthed at the Dig, outside the gates of Templar Hall. George had shamelessly re-christened the library, the Penny Library just to torture me.

	After a talk with Celeste and having the two meet, we spoke with Shan, asking if she would be interested in us fostering her. She seemed overly excited at the prospect, almost as though she were running from something. But what could a six-year-old possibly have to run away from?

	The knight of my heart had been enamored by the little rascal as much as I had been when I first met her before that fateful expedition to the Westlands. So we engaged in negotiations with her parents for fosterage through flashes utilizing the ingenious system of lighted letters on bulbs that were powered by wires strung the hundreds of miles between the realms. Her parents seemed to exhibit that odd combination of excitement and reticence that all parents fostering their children felt.

	To most commoners, it was a dream to have your child fostered by a noble. It would mean their children would want for nothing, and the child would share the rank of nobility of their fosters. But traditionally, their child would not be theirs anymore, and all contact between the birth parents and the child was cut off until the fostered child reached the age of majority, nineteen, and they could at that time choose whether or not they wished to reconnect with their old family.

	Celeste and I were different, we felt that there should be room for the birth parents to visit, or the child to visit them whenever they felt. We viewed it more a blending of families rather than cutting a child off from people they love and replacing them.

	Celeste had a unique perspective on this. For she had not always been high ranking nobility, as she started off as a commoner, a trapper. When she was young, she had saved Donovan's son from a runaway horse, and the Prime Techromancer had seen something in her, and he purchased her from her uncle. She had never seen the man again, until last year, when I had talked her into visiting the man who cared for her after the loss of her parents to marauders.

	He had done all he could for her and loved her like his own, but just like fostering, when offered the chance for his niece to be raised as a noble, he agreed readily, though it had broken his heart. He had followed her exploits with pride when stories of her deeds spread like wildfire as she rose in ranks to become first the commander of the Mobile Battalion of Wexbury, to a gypsy princess and now Templar of the Realms.

	I will not admit to an ugly cry at their tearful reunion.

	Misty's birth parents visit with her frequently, and the joy I see in all their eyes tells me that we do the right thing by resisting the established traditions of fosterage. Though once we met Shanicia's parents, we changed our thinking, and now traditionally treat her fosterage, barring any contact between them.

	I understood that relief I saw in Shan's eyes when we took her as our daughter, once Haron and Jai Weaver showed up at Templar Hall when we had paid for them to come to meet with us and visit their birth daughter so we could all get to know each other.

	Shan had seemed so apprehensive when we shared the news they would be coming to visit. Then after a few weeks, when they arrived from Hells Gate, across the Burning Desert, they seemed an endearing and happy couple. But something had set Celeste on edge, and she treated them almost coolly.

	The only thing that put me off was how woodenly Shan acted around them, and she seemed almost reticent to hug them hello. During their stay, things of value had started to come up missing in Templar Hall. And one night, Misty wound up at the Gypsy Wagon we slept in at night instead of our Templar Apartments.

	I had thought she just couldn't sleep and wished for the safety she felt sleeping with us. But she shared in whispers what she had overheard when Shanicia had got up in the middle of the night when someone tapped at the door... Jai.

	She stealthily followed Shan to her birth parent's room and overheard them arguing with her. Telling her to steal things from Celeste and I. They said they could get twenty gold coins if they could get their hands on a Templar dagger. Shanicia had argued and refused. One of them had slapped our new daughter, and Misty had stepped in to confront them. Haron had tried to grab her, but she was too fast and had run straight to us.

	We called the Templar Guards from the doors and sealed the gates and went to confront the Weavers. They denied it, calling Misty a liar, but Shan's swollen cheek told the true story and the way she hid behind me as we spoke. The missing items were found in their things when the room was searched.

	The Weavers were thrown out of Templar Hall, bodily, and have been barred from further contact with our daughter. It wasn't until weeks later when Shan was sure that they were never coming back that she had shared that they were not her true parents, that her parents had died in a marauder raid when she was four, and she and her sister were taken. The marauders had sold her to the Weavers, who ran a group of thieves, and she doesn't know her older sister, Desiree's fate.

	We sent word to the magistrates of all the towns in Hell's Gate to investigate and try to locate Desiree, but they have had no success in their efforts.

	I'd do anything for my youngest, and one day I promise the universe that I will find what had befallen her sister. But for now, we had to break our daughter of her proclivity for pickpocketing like her false parents had taught her.

	I shook my head at the memory, who would teach a child so young in the arts of thievery?

	I smiled as she dashed off to find Celeste, who was no doubt in the training yard with other knights who came to spar with her from all the realms. She likes to keep in peak fighting shape. And unfortunately, she insists I train at least three days a week as well, even though she still insists I only practice defense.

	Just then there was a light tapping at the door, I called out, “Enter.”

	Then swallowed my smile as a page stepped in, removing his page cap before bowing so deeply his head almost touched the floor. “My lady, I've word... from...” He trailed off and stood as he caught sight of Misty and Ingr.

	He almost accused Misty, “You again?”

	I actually tittered at the poor boy and said, “It's alright, Ken, Jace had suffered the same fate when he had been acknowledged as the swiftest page in the Keep.”

	Then he turned to me and bowed slightly again, one accusing eye on Misty, “Lady.” Then he backed out, and I could hear him muttering as he shut the door behind him, “They must cheat somehow.”

	I shook my head at the two innocent looking girls, then opened my arms to collect my hug tithe from each. Then I asked, curiosity in my tone, “Did the old blowhard mention which Laney and Celeste he expected to arrive?” I had so many titles and positions I played, that even I got a little confused at times what part of my life I was supposed to be presenting at any given time.

	Misty opened her mouth, and Ingr blurted out in the tongue of the people, “King George had said 'bring those impulsive Templars' to the page.”

	With a sigh, I nodded while Misty poked her for telling me first.

	I looked at the girls, gave a lopsided grin and sighed yet again as I said melodramatically, “Armor it is then. You two need to get cleaned up if you are coming to eavesdrop like you always do.” I pointed at Ingr. “Your mother would have my hide if she saw you all covered in road dust like this.”

	I had to shake my head. Her mother... my sister in all but blood, Sylvia, had only chuckled at her daughter when she asked, when the Lupei had finished carnival in Wexbury recently, if she could stay with us until the Lupei came through Wexbury again in five months.

	I feel like I have three daughters terrorizing the twelve realms now. And... it is wonderful.

	I sighed as I made my way out of our apartments, taking my blades, Anadele and Hera, from their pegs at the door and slipping them into their sheaths at my hips. Then I walked out through the main courtyard to circle around through the hedges to the hidden gardens behind Templar Hall, just inside the walls of the compound. The guards at the doors and the ones blocking the way to my gardens eyed me as I passed, unsure how to react until they saw my Templar dagger lashed to my leg and snapped to attention.

	I kept the dagger on my person in the compound at all times, as I preferred this to any of the other greetings I received in any of my other roles. The poor guards were just as confused about my many titles as I was, and I hated the bows I received when I was in my capacity as Mother or Duchess. Yes, I tease Celeste for her new Duchess title, but unfortunately, I was punished with the title as well, us being the leaders of the Altii stationed in New Home Keep which was under construction just inside the Gateway.

	George is always looking for ways to punish us for creating the need for him to be crowned King. The rat. I sighed at the thought. Fine, I loved the King, even when he played dirty tricks on us like that. It is a point of endless amusement for Everly until we remind her that it makes her Queen now.

	I looked upon the mountain gypsy wagon sitting in the gardens, among the flowers and fruit trees which all grew brighter and larger than any in Sparo. From the presence of Misty on the grounds, being a nature elemental... even though she has not ignited into her full power yet. The power which spills from her as a sensitive, nourishes the plants and animals on the grounds.

	This indicates the sheer amount of power she may possess one day, when she does come fully into her power. Donovan believes she may surpass the power of my own mother, who is acknowledged to be the most powerful nature elemental in Wexbury, and one of the most powerful in all of Sparo.

	I had such pride in my Gypsy wagon, which mirrored the pride I had in my Goliath, as they are things that I can say are mine, not things provided me by my titles or by the Realms because of my rank. And I feel more at home in the wagon than Templar Hall, where I feel a girl pretending to be a knight.

	I hesitated in my steps. A girl... I hadn't thought much about it until Celeste turned thirty this past year, that I, now twenty-nine, was not the wide-eyed girl I had been just after I passed the age of majority and had caught the eye of a gallant Techno-Knight.

	The mirror lied to me every day. A byproduct of being among those who have a spark. Time seems to crawl slower the more power or potential one possessed. Great Mother Ranelle looked twenty-five, barely, when in truth she was approaching sixty. Celeste has physically matured very little in the time we have been together. I looked naught but a scarred girl in her awkward phase between youth and adulthood.

	Having both the magiks of the People and the magics of the Altii flowing through my veins seems to have stayed the natural progression of time upon me thus far. Only the various scars that covered most of my body was a calendar, a scroll which chronicled my true age to the world.

	I stepped under the huge tree which our wagon was nestled under, which the guards had taken to calling the Templar's Oak in whispers on the grounds. I hopped up the little porch, bypassing the fold down steps and stepped inside, where I could simply be Laney, no titles, no pretenses. Then I started gearing up, donning the armor that would mark me as a knight, a warrior, a death bringer...

	One day, I will be able to put aside the armor and live in a world of peace, and spend all my remaining days atoning for the sins I have committed in order to secure that peace for those I loved.

	I was knocked out of my dark musings when the door opened, and my Lady stepped in, covered in dirt and grime from her training sessions. She smiled shyly at me, and all was right in the world.

	Wordlessly, we got her, and her armor cleaned up, our eyes never leaving each other, and I sealed the promise deep in her eyes with a kiss. Then I slapped her butt when she started moving in to make the kiss something more heated and carnal.

	I whispered more hoarsely than my normal, damaged vocal cords made me, “Don't start something we cannot finish, love. The Great Mother and King await.”

	She smiled into my lips, and teased in mischief, “So let them wait. Besides, the girls are preparing the horses, we have a few...”

	She was interrupted by the knock at the door. Mother Luna preserve me!

	



	


Chapter 2 – Envoy

	Five minutes later, we were trotting out the main portcullis of Templar Hall and through the growing village outside the main gates. The small, growing settlement was protected by a smaller stone wall. It housed the diggers who excavated the Dig of Cedar Ridge, and the scholars who had moved here to Wexbury to study the scrolls and tomes of the Penny Library, trying to unlock the knowledge and secrets of those who lived before us.

	I grinned at the little makeshift sign above the small portcullis as we passed, Templarville. The Digger children were quite mischievous. I just prayed to the Three Sisters that people didn't start calling the makeshift Keep, Templarville, too.

	Just as we approached the small portcullis, where two of the Templar's own were standing guard, I heard hooves approaching us at a rapid pace. I grinned to myself as Terra went galloping past, carrying Ingr and Misty, with Shan sandwiched between them, calling out, “Wooooo!” Bitsy poked her head out of Misty's hair and chittered to add her two cents.

	The little ones wanted to get to the Keep before us, to find an opportune place in which to spy upon whatever was transpiring. It did no good to try to stop them, and it kept them out of other mischief they could be getting into.

	Celeste sighed heavily, shaking her head at the girl's antics.

	I nodded in agreement to everything implied with that long exhale of breath. “Just so.”

	We shared a chuckle then led the children of the Dig, who were always about, watching for us, on a merry chase toward Wexbury Keep, until they fell too far behind as we went through the thinning Whispering Forest. As soon as we rounded a turn in the cobblestone road toward the Ring, a ring of roads which connected all of the Lower Ten, my heart started beating faster.

	The new Outrider airship was moored outside the secondary keep, outside the main Portcullis, which was in answer to the swelling population of the Realm. That meant Bex was back from ferrying people between Highland, Wexbury, and the Westlands.

	The Outrider Mark Two could make the trip between any of the three in just over twelve hours, shaving off a full day from our original crossing. The new airship was a wonder.

	We urged our horses on, giving them all the rein they wanted, our Gypsy hunting cloaks fluttered behind us as I left behind a misty trail which curled and danced as if it were celebrating life. I started to reach forward, a part of me splitting off to race into the future until my red-headed wife called out, “Oh no you don't, you cheat. You don't get to go ahead to find out what this is about. So get your future butt back here.”

	I chuckled at her, and like a string was pulled, I dragged my future self back into me as she had requested, whining out, “But where's the fun in that?” And even though I had gained a lot of control of my Sight and Visions, there were still future versions of myself living five to ten seconds ahead in time, always alert and vigilant. It was part of the magiks of the People still beyond my control, like the wispy magiks which poured out of my scars, causing me to ghost and blur when I moved.

	I often wondered if it were me who was the ghost, and one of the future me's were the real Laney who traveled back to a prior version of herself to change an event which she had experienced. I know, it hurts my brain to think about it too.

	I sat in my saddle, as regal as I could, and proceeded to stick my tongue out at her in challenge and laid flat against Goliath's neck as he exploded into an all out gallop. His mighty hooves punished the road beneath us, leaving a laughing Celeste on her charger, Canter, eating our dust. There wasn't a horse in all the lands who could keep up with my beautiful boy.

	As I approached the gates, next to the new portcullis of the outer keep, which was under construction, I saw George and Rain on foot, surrounded by a dozen mounted Wexbury Knights, the two royal guards George had with him looked as nervous as hell. I slowed to allow Celeste to catch up as I saw the reason for such a contentious display. There were two men and a woman there with the leaders of Sparo, dressed in the odd trappings of Avalon. The two men wore that odd armor of theirs, marking them as knights.

	Slowing, we moved up to the group. I didn't have to look at Celeste, I knew her eyes would be hyper-focused, unblinking on the northlanders as she somehow took in the tactical situation at the same time. I know because sadly, I was as well.

	When had I started taking in the tactical aspects of situations? Was it something I picked up from my wife over our years together? Or had it been by necessity with this merciless war with an enemy whose morals seemed contradictory at best? I've seen their knights, or soldiers as they called them, fight with honor at times, or with brutal, immoral savagery like marauders at other times. I believe it came down to the moral core of their commanders. Only a good commander can lead good people. And as it is with all cultures, there are both good and bad in their ranks.

	Regardless, they seemed to be completely ignorant of battlefield protocol, and none carried a proper blade. Even the daggers they carried, which had serrations on the spine, while quite menacing, weren't properly folded steel. They relied too much on their guns and slinging metal at a distance, rather than their own prowess and mettle in close combat.

	I blinked and almost smiled, one of the Avalonians was quite familiar to me. Celeste and I slid off our mounts and started to stride up to the group, the mounted Wexbury knights making a hole for us. I inclined my head in greeting, “Commander Stein.”

	The man bowed to us, “Ladies.” The other Avalonian's looked at him in surprise, then each bowed slightly to us, taking their cue from Stein. Their eyes were all locked on me, and I was feeling self-conscious. I felt a sideshow at Carnival whenever facing northlanders. It still sounded so absurd to me that an entire realm had never seen magic before, and they still didn't believe when they saw it leaking from the scars on the side of my face, looking for some trick.

	Then I grasped the King's arm with both hands, giving him a genuine smile, “George.”

	Then when I attempted the same with Rain, I glurked when she pulled me into a hug as George said, “Laney, Celeste. Good of you to make the time to join us.”

	I cocked an amused eyebrow at the man and pointed out, “We were at Templar Hall, and you know it, you old blowhard.”

	His equally as amused smile told me that he was just playing with me.

	And my Lady was of no help as she hid a smile behind her hand as she inclined her head. “Majesty, Great Mother.”

	Rain chuckled, and we turned back toward the gates as we heard Duke Fredrick grumbling at the knights gathered there as he made his way out, “Sir Tiberius, as you can see the Templars have arrived. Really man? Holding me at the gates of my own Keep, if Avalon was up to something, they have had a dozen chances with the King and Great Mother out in the open like that.”

	The commander of the Home Battalion sighed heavy enough we could hear over the distance. As he droned out patiently, “Yes, my Liege.”

	Fred grumbled as the mounted knights split to allow him through. “I'll, 'my Liege' you right upside the head if you keep condescending.”

	The Techno-Knight, who was almost as huge and imposing as Sir Tennison, inclined his head as he paced the man, and droned out in the same patient tone as before, “Yes, my Liege.”

	The Duke asked him in good humor, “Is that all you can say? I swear those are the only three words you know.”

	I closed my eyes and sighed. Fred had to know he was feeding the man straight lines like that. Tiberius replied with perfect timing, “No, my Liege.”

	Duke Frederick, with his guards, stopped between Celeste and me almost reflexively as he offered to me, “I guess I deserved that.”

	I smirked and nodded as I affirmed, “You did Fred, and... what are you wearing?” I don't think I had ever seen the Duke in anything other than his robes or armor. He was wearing what looked mostly to be a half tailored suit of the type which would be worn under his robes at a ball.

	He waved that off. “I was in the middle of a fitting for Founding Day when the King was unexpectedly announced at the gates. I wasn't about to keep him waiting.”

	Ok, that was another jab at us having the audacity to live a couple of miles away, I'm not sorry it took us a few minutes to arrive.

	He grabbed the two guards from the Duke's Own, flanking him, by the shoulders and pulled them behind him. “And this lot, and that lout...” He winged a thumb back at a grinning Sir Tiberius at the gate, “...take their jobs far too seriously, and wouldn't let me out 'in the open' until the Templars arrived.”

	Celeste said without candor, “Because they have more sense than you, Fred.”

	I was watching the visitors from the north as they observed the scene with apparent great interest. And Commander Stein was watching them watch us.

	Then the tedious process of introductions began, and they were presented as a peace envoy from Avalon, traveling from their homeland under a white flag of truce. George went through great pains to include every title we each held, even some made up ones designed to impress. Well, I guess they weren't made up, since he is King and his word is law, so they were newly bestowed titles I suppose.

	The first of the newcomers were introduced as General Thompson of the Avalon Expeditionary Enforcers. He was a gruff and grizzled man with short stubbly silver hair, whose face looked like it was made of cracked and craggy granite. His flat steel grey eyes had the restrained danger of a man who knew war, and how to wage it as he took us all in critically. No doubt cataloging us and categorizing our threat factors, looking for any weakness.

	When I offered my arm, he instead shook my hand, pausing to look at the white silk glove under my bracers, no doubt feeling the lack of a finger. His gaze bore into my cheek, magic burned from the Battle of the Monolith, in what felt like another lifetime ago. No doubt he was watching the magik bubbling out of it like there were cracks from another world which the mists bled from.

	Mother Luna, he made me nervous as hell.

	He asked, still shaking my hand tightly, like he was trying to intimidate, “You're the Ghost of Sparo?”

	Celeste cleared her throat, her eyes narrowed as she looked at our clasped hands. I could almost feel her anger rising, but it was Stein who stepped up, placing a hand on his commanding officer's arm and prompting, “Sir. This isn't proper protocol.”

	He took my hand from Thompson and grasped my forearm, inclining his head. “Templar.”

	He released my arm, and I returned the head bob. “Rex, you look well. You must have turned right back around for the return after you reached Avalon.”

	The man, who was an enemy whom I respected, nodded as he absently rubbed the back of his neck. “Feels that way. And I am well, thank you for asking.”

	Then Celeste took the General's forearm, and I saw his hand grasp a little too firmly on her. I almost felt sorry for the man when she smiled, her eyes ablaze with emerald fire. The man visibly winced when she tightened her grip and almost whispered in challenge, “Avalon.”

	The black fabric body armor on his arm started smoking as Rex explained to him, “Celeste is Laney's wife.”

	The man said through clenched teeth, telling me he had been paying attention to the protocol used when they were introduced to the King and Duke, “Sparo.” Then Celeste smiled and released him. The man looked from her to the burned surface of his armor.

	He looked between us then said almost grudgingly to me, “I meant no offense... Templar. I had just heard the stories, and my curiosity got the better of me.”

	I blinked, he almost managed to sound sincere.

	The Avalonian woman with the group had been introduced as Chancellor Ursula Riley, a representative for their ruling body. Sent to negotiate a cease-fire, and offer talks for a diplomatic solution to hostilities. She seemed a little distracted, her eyes looking from the castle to our knights, and my magiks. I caught her whispering to Stein, “It's all real.”

	The way Celeste seemed to be watching the woman had me on edge. So after introductions, I took a moment to really observe her. Though she seemed genuinely amazed at what she was seeing, her moves seemed just a little too precise, too fluid. And from what little I could discern, she had the slightly toned build of someone in fighting shape. Her light brown hair was in a ponytail and tucked into the back of her tunic, almost so it couldn't be grabbed in a fight. My red-haired Lady saw this slight woman who tried to exude innocent intent, as dangerous.

	I thought there was more to Riley than met the eye too, and I let my magic quest out. I cocked an eyebrow at what I found on her person.

	Fred spoke up, “Now that introductions have been made, can we move this to Castle Wexbury, so that I can change into something more appropriate, and we can speak without so many ears about?” He glanced around at the gathering crowd.

	The King shook his head. “We only stopped at Wexbury Keep as a courtesy, as our destination, the Dig, and Templar Hall reside in your realm. Which is why we did not enter the Keep proper. We need neutral land in which to discuss a cessation of hostilities and entreat peace and diplomacy between our peoples.”

	Then he added when Fred soured slightly, “But you are more than welcome to attend, being one of the highest-ranking nobles in Sparo, Fred.”

	This succeeded in mending any slight Fred had felt, as he relaxed and bowed to George. “Of course, Majesty. I will join you at Templarville, post haste.”

	I winced. Oh no, it had already begun to spread. And if Fred had heard it, then everyone in Wexbury had. There is no grapevine swifter than that of Wexbury.

	Then Rain turned to us. “Ladies, please join us in the Outrider. The girls can return your mounts.”

	I smirked at her. Of course she knew little eyes were upon us somewhere.

	Celeste whistled, and a horse with three small riders came out of the shadows by the stacks of stones the masons were using to construct the new outer keep walls.

	The knights chuckled a little and allowed them through. And Shan didn't even hesitate to dive off of Terra and into Ranelle's arms. The Great Mother kissed the top of her head and asked as the other girls dismounted, “And how much mischief are you girls up to?” She reached an arm out and squished the three to her in a giggling mass.

	She looked at Misty in sad wonder. “You grow between every visit. And you are a rare beauty, like your mother.”

	I felt the burn of a blush on my cheeks. I knew I would never be pretty, and it wasn't like Misty was of my blood. Sure our laws made her my blood, but she was becoming a beauty all her own.

	The most powerful woman in all the Twelve Realms was wrapped around the fingers of my daughters and took her position as their grandmother quite seriously. She asked them, “You heard?”

	They all looked down and blushed and nodded. She chuckled and shooed them, “Off with you then.”

	She lifted Shan to Canter's saddle and then like a flash, she was galloping off, laying across Canter's mane. Misty shouted out, “Hey you sneak! Wait up!” She dove at Goliath who had kneeled for her like he had anticipated her need. It was almost scary how in tune animals were to her when her eyes glowed that brilliant violet, just shy of dripping sparks.

	He was up and rearing, her holding on to him with a fist full of mane, and he was off, the ground thrumming under his hooves. Ingr was more polished than my unruly ones and bowed to us. “I apologize for their brashness.” She curtsied and added, “My Soras, Great Mother.”

	She smoothly mounted Terra and then almost primly started trotting away at a sedate pace. Celeste started laughing and slapped Terra's flank, sending them into a gallop, Ingr giggling the whole way. My Lady called out to her, “Scamp!”

	Chancellor Riley said in incredulity, “That one child had a sword on her hip.”

	Ranelle looked almost confused as she told the woman, like it were common knowledge, “Of course. Misty is a Femeie de Sabie. I had the blade commissioned myself to replace her broken wooden one.”

	Rex explained to his people, who both watched the horses recede along the Ring, “It is a Mountain Gypsy thing. It would be viewed as a grave insult if she were to be seen in public without it.” When Stein added, “It's an honor thing,” Thompson nodded slowly in understanding.

	Rain's chuckling drew my eyes to her. She was looking in her boot. I sighed heavily and said, “I'll get the dagger back from Shan when we return to the Hall.”

	Rain waved that off and winked at me, “Let her keep it. I had that particular one made for her.”

	That got George to start patting his sides, checking for his coin purse and... he sighed at an empty dagger sheath on his leg. “That girl... she's going to have to stop doing that.”

	Celeste chuckled in apology because I was too embarrassed to speak. “We're working on it, George. I'd check your purse though if I were you.” The man took his coin purse from his hip and looked inside and chuckled and poured pebbles out of it.

	He pointed at me, narrowing his eyes in good humor, and said, “Ten gold, six silver, three penny.”

	I nodded as we all started moving toward the Outrider, counting out the coins from my own coin purse to replace his, chastising him, “Will you never learn, George?”

	He was incorrigible. I just had to thank the stars in the heavens that Shan was my daughter, as she could get the stockades for stealing from the King. But as Templar, me and mine are outside of ruling, and no realm had say nor sway over us. Still, it was rude and in bad form for my sneaky little daughter to... I hesitated then checked my boot sheath quickly and sighed in relief.

	As the rulers of Sparo and the royal guard started into the sleek new gondola of the Outrider, I spoke to the Avalonian woman, “Chancellor, I'm sorry, but weapons are not allowed near the King and Great Mother.”

	Everyone froze, and Riley looked at me, almost stricken that I would say that. She said almost convincingly, “I'm not armed.”

	Celeste looked almost aloof as she stepped beside me, but anyone who knew her would have taken pause by the hand she had resting on the hilt of her sword, which she currently had in her hip sheath since we were not expecting battle. We all knew that if she drew that blade, death would follow in its wake. There is a reason that my love was known as the Harbinger of Wexbury.

	I looked at George as I felt Ranelle's magiks questing toward the woman. He inclined his head slightly, and so I sighed and flicked a finger as my magic sought out the metal I tasted all over the woman's body. Some in interesting places, so I knew how they could be overlooked in a search.

	Half a dozen small stiletto blades tore through her clothing to orbit around my head, and I asked, as I pointed at her wrist and sighed out, “I'm not familiar with Avalonian fashion, but I'm quite sure that braided steel isn't an accessory.”

	She covered her bracelet with her hand. The thin braided steel wire was likely a garrote.

	Commander Stein growled out, “God damn it, Ursula. This is supposed to be a diplomatic mission. What were you thinking?”

	The General gave him a stern look and Rex closed his mouth.

	The woman also gave him a cross look, then with a huff, unwound the wire from her wrist, and held it out. Celeste took it with a smirk. Then deftly caught and gathered the blades orbiting me as the Chancellor almost growled out, “They were only for self-defense. I was told you were savages and barbarians.”

	My Lady inclined her head and said tonelessly, “We are not.” Then she handed the garrote back to her. “If it will ease your unrest.”

	I would have been shocked if not for the leaders of Sparo being high-level magic users. A weapon which could not kill instantly, like a well-placed blade to the heart, would be useless against a magic user who could burn a hole through you as you tried to choke them.

	I took my hunting cloak off, the lining of it blurring like I did, as all the charms and spells imbued in it were hidden in the liner. I handed it to the Chancellor who was now covering some inappropriate tears in her clothing with her hands. “We have something you can change into at Templar Hall.”

	She took it hesitantly, smelled it, then donned it as George asked pointedly, his eyes narrowed at the blades Celeste handed to the royal guards. “Are you truly even a Chancellor who can speak for your people on an accord?”

	Why had she smelled it? Did she truly think us uncivilized animals?

	The woman lost all pretenses of being defenseless and straightened with a surety that matched her movements as she said in a cooler tone than she had used before, “I am... among other things.”

	Ah, there she was, the real Chancellor Riley. My intuition hadn't been wrong. She was indeed a dangerous person.

	The Knight inside me respected that. In the Lower Ten, we grew up knowing that our leaders were strong, deadly, and decisive, or they wouldn't lead for long. Now she fit that template in my mind. But the other part of me, who believed this world needed more compassion and empathy, mourned for the facade she had just dropped.

	Then she cocked an eyebrow at us as we waited for them to board the dirigible after our leaders and guards did when George turned away like things were settled. “And you're allowed arms? You are not the royals or their guard.”

	Before I could answer, Rex spoke up, “They are Templars, which are free people who cannot be ruled by anyone and can command knights from any realm. That alone would allow it, but these two are unique. They are what is called Soras of the Mountain Gypsies as well... which equates to them being princesses... and since they have donned blades, it, in turn, makes them Femeie de Sabie. And as has been demonstrated, it would be an insult for them to be without their blades.”

	It was then I knew why Commander Stein was part of their peace envoy, he had learned a great deal about our society during his years as our unwilling guest as a prisoner of war, and he was sharing that knowledge here, so they didn't offer any unintended slight to us.

	The last time I saw him was after the Battle of the Northern Rift. The man had been in total shocked horror, watching the assembled forces of Avalon wiped out in a display of magic and violence never before seen. The sheer loss of life in but a moment was unprecedented, and it shook him... and me, to the core, even though I knew it was necessary if we were to stem even greater losses over time if hostilities continued.

	The Outrider and the other airships had advanced to our lines and we flew Commander Stein to the other side of the chasm, to the small area our magic users had spared the obliteration, which contained two vehicles we had spared, a transport and a supply auto-wagon that had barrels of the fuel they used to power their wagons. The few Avalon knights left alive by the vehicles all got on their knees with their hands clasped behind their heads in surrender.

	King George told the Commander, “Now go, tell your people what has transpired here today. Inform your leaders that, as much as we abhor what we had to do, we will do it again to ensure our people's safety. We would beg Avalon, cease hostilities, lest we march upon your lands to secure peace by force. I invite your leaders to engage in peace talks that we might come to an accord.”

	We bid Rex goodbye after he assured us somberly that he would do as we asked. Taking a sealed scroll which George handed him, for his leaders, and the offered rations to ensure they would reach one of the Avalonian supply depots they had been pockmarking the wastelands with the past few months. He took the survivors and headed out on the long journey to his homeland.

	That was then... this is now.

	The Chancellor chuckled and said sardonically as they boarded the Outrider, “How convenient that we are the only ones without weapons.”

	When we loaded up and shut the outer door, I inclined my head with a smile to Sir Bexington, one of our best friends and fellow Templar. The brainy man gave me a silly look back as Celeste stepped up to slap his shoulder in comradery. He was in his dress armor with more wires and gadgets than sense and was looking more the Knight than the gangly boy I had met so long ago as squires.

	His shockingly blonde hair marked him as one of the few rare blondes in Sparo, and his heavy helping of freckles was so dense they may as well have been one solid freckle. Over the years he has matured into a man, from the clumsy scarecrow of a boy. But he has never lost his wonder of the world, nor his quest for knowledge. It was his inventions, like the auto-wagons and the Outrider, that have been revolutionizing our society and moving us closer to being on par with the Great Wizards of the Before's technology.

	My eyes flicked around, George and Rain had taken one side of the gondola, the King's Own standing in front of them. The Avalon contingent on the far side, creating distance, with us Templars at the controls, standing between.

	I almost chuckled at the absurdity of it, as it felt an allegory to the political situation we found ourself in at the moment. I smiled inwardly at myself. Emily had just taught me the word allegory just the other day, I hoped I had used it right in my thinking. I was ravenous when it came to consuming knowledge, and words, and concepts.

	But here were we Templars, in the middle again.

	Bex started calling out the procedure for takeoff, which was just silly with this new vessel. He had taken everything he had learned from the first Outrider and applied it to this new one. Almost all the systems were automated with ingenious gears, pulleys, and electric motors, and the ship could be easily flown by one person. He has even lets me and Misty fly her for a spell in our monthly trips back and forth between the Westlands and Sparo. And I can now say that I have visited every realm except Hell's Gate, now that we possessed airships that could make the trips in a day instead of weeks on horseback.

	The only thing he needed us for was to make sure the cabin door was secure, and Celeste had made a show of doing that when we entered. The silly man still called out, “Seal the outer doors.”

	I sighed heavily at him, and he just smiled, and with the sound of the anchor chains retracting and the whupping of the great propellers, we were airborne. I felt the familiar dropping sensation in my stomach as we took to the skies, and that familiar thrill of flying.

	For as seemingly arrogant and confident Avalon was of her technical superiority over any other peoples, they seemed to be just as enthralled and amazed at flying as we were. Then with glances our way after they moved back from looking out the window to see the Keep receding behind us, they huddled and started whispering amongst themselves.

	I moved over to join Rain for the short trip that would take less than five minutes to Templar Hall. I was amazed at the acceleration of these smaller vessels Bex had devised. I noted she was doing something with her magiks, her fingers barely twitching, forming a sigil in the air as she cocked her head.

	I followed her gaze then slapped her arm and whispered an accusation, “You're eavesdropping, woman.”

	She just smiled mischievously as I slashed the tendrils of energy with my own. She let me do it too, since I wouldn't have been able to in a million years if she were really trying. She is the single most powerful magik user in all of Sparo, and mine is but a tiny candle to her roaring bonfire.

	She shrugged and whispered, “It is of no matter. They are just discussing you anyway. The Chancellor seems less than impressed, saying you show compassion, which is a weakness. The Commander...” She said Commander with venom, as it was his men who had brought an end to Bowyn. “...was telling her that you may be one of the most dangerous people he has ever met because of that compassion. Then you cut me off.” She shoved my shoulder playfully.

	Then Bex was calling out for everyone to be seated, that we were coming in for a landing in the courtyard at, “Templarville.”

	I whined out in defeat, “Not you too, Bex.”

	We slipped in smoothly over the courtyard, which had already cleared out the area marked off as a dirigible landing zone, seeing our approach. We all sat in the benches that swung around the cabin in a ring at the widows, and then we heard the chains of the anchors going into free-fall and the thunking far below as the anchors hit the ground.

	I could barely hear the compressors which were rapidly removing the helium from the ship and allowing the motors to pull us to the ground along the chains. I did note that the General was paying close attention to Bex as he operated the Outrider, settling us onto the ground with barely a bump.

	Celeste moved to the door and opened it, and made an ushering motion to us all. We exited in the same order we had boarded, and I sighed as I set foot back home, knowing that I was about to be pulled into the politics I hated so much. I doubt I'd ever forgive George for making me Templar just so that he could suck me in. Diplomacy was for the nobles... and yes, I realize I am noble too now, but I like not to think of myself that way.

	I must confess though, as I took Celeste's offered arm as we made our way to the Hall, that I was quite curious as to the mechanisms of an armistice and peace talks. And I knew the half smirk on my Lady's face as we went in to start what would be days of initial talks, was over the fact that my damn curiosity is greater than my dislike for politics.

	



	


Chapter 3 – Great Mother

	I was incensed. I growled out to Celeste as I jammed my things into the travel trunk, “How could she do this to me?”

	She was grinning at me as she pulled the clothing out of the trunk to refold it to place it back in gently as I jammed some more in. “It's been two weeks, love, and the answer is still the same, she did what is best for all of Sparo.”

	She slapped my hands lightly, to stop me from grabbing more clothing to jam in the trunk. “Just let me do this, you're in a mood.”

	I huffed at her, and she just kissed the tip of my nose. I smiled at her in resignation. It was impossible to be frustrated around her when she was being cute. I was loathe to do anything to stop her from being so.

	I thought of the last three months, the original talks to hammer out a cease-fire and open the way to peace accords had taken four days of intense negotiations. The first step to show good faith on the part of both our nations was the exchange of what they called 'political prisoners,' but Rain had got them to acknowledge the term 'prisoners of war.'

	She and others, including me, didn't like using terms that delegitimized what they really were. And though Avalon says they never thought of this as a war, we had to remind them that Sparo had declared war upon them the moment they returned to the Westlands and opened fire on our people at the Gateway. A scroll with the declaration was sent back with the Avalon survivors.

	I saw it as something crucially important. That they needed to acknowledge that their actions had been an act of war. When they tried to argue they were just protecting their territory, that they had annexed the Westlands, therefore we were the aggressors, it was George who set them straight. “New Home was a territory claimed and occupied by Mountain Gypsies of Sparo for centuries, and as our people are one, your incursion into the Westlands was, in itself, an act of war. Then Avalon had killed those defending their land and enslaved the survivors. Each an act of war. Do you refute these facts? They are the basis for all the hostilities which followed, culminating in these talks.”

	Then, when it looked the Chancellor and General were about to argue, the King asked them plainly, “If it were Avalon, and the knights of Sparo had come into your lands and claimed them as their own by force, and enslaved your people... what say you then?”

	I was surprised when after seeing a rush of varying emotion flash in her eyes, Chancellor Riley just inclined her head and said in an almost thoughtful tone, “We will agree to the terms stipulated.”

	General Thompson had bristled and asked incredulously, “Ursula?”

	She almost snapped at him, “They are only words, Rigel. And their point is valid.” When he started to argue she just cocked an eyebrow at him and he exhaled and turned his attention back on us.

	I smiled inwardly at the way George's eyes narrowed slightly as he came to the same conclusion I just had. Up until that moment, we were dubious that the woman, who my wife had pegged as a high-level assassin, was truly authorized to speak for their people and thus was truly a Chancellor. I hadn't known he had had the same reservations as me until then.

	The scribes had their work cut out for them as it took two days of dictation, and modifications or additions, before we had the framework for the cease-fire that would open the doors to actual diplomatic relations which would follow.

	Included were the terms of such diplomatic overtures, including such things as free travel between realms of diplomatic personnel and diplomatic immunity for any representatives, except for any actions which would threaten the sovereignty of either party or the welfare of their peoples. Including a two day window for any such representatives to withdraw from each other's territories if hostilities resume.

	They were almost the same as the terms of the peace pacts between the Twelve Realms. Which fascinated me, as Sparo was ruled by the King, yet the peace pacts between realms indicated they were independent in some form. And from what I have learned in our historic tomes, any hostilities between realms is tolerated by the Crown as long as such hostilities do not threaten the lands of Sparo as a whole.

	And there is a huge amount of documents and even details which still need to be addressed in the new merging of the Altii and the People to be governed under one shared rule.

	I will never understand the nuances of politics if I live to be seventy.

	Since Avalon would not recognize the truce until they signed the scrolls, we could not carry them in an airship back to their people. Bex has postulated that from the times they give for travel, and the speeds we have observed them traveling through the Uninhabitable Lands, that the Outrider could make the crossing in as little as five or six days. Putting Avalon around twenty-five hundred miles away. That was such a mind-boggling number, as it was like traveling between Wexbury and Far Reach two and a half times.

	Instead, the Avalon envoy would be flown back to Highland where they would then make the almost five-week journey back to Avalon in their transports. We had originally offered to cut two weeks from their journey by having us fly them to the Southpoint Outpost, where we had some of their captured auto-wagon transports.

	But Southpoint was still another point of contention. They wanted us to retreat from what they called our 'beachhead' on their lands. Since the people which we had freed there were not Sparo citizens, then it had been us who had been the aggressors into their territory there.

	But, as a formal declaration of war had been given to Avalon before then, that made Southpoint, which the native people there called Arcadia, spoils of war. And we had ceded the lands back to her people, who had asked for the protection of Sparo. So we could not, even if we wanted to, give the lands to Avalon, as they were never theirs nor ours to give.

	I learned that Arcadia had been occupied for almost twenty years by Avalon, that after the first two lands they had discovered two centuries ago, ran out of resources, they searched for two years before finding Arcadia, then over a decade later, New Home.

	It had been Commander Stein who had overrun the peoples in both lands and enslaved them so that Avalon could commandeer their resources.

	That had put me in conflict. I had grown to view Rex as an honorable man with our interactions over the past couple of years. And even the interactions with our children, I could see he missed his own. Yet he was the man who had brought about such evil in the name of his people.

	It had me questioning myself as well... how far would I go for Sparo? As a Techno-Knight, I would have followed any orders from my Duke, assuming he knew more than I, and that there were good reasons for the things we did.

	Any respect I had for Stein would always be tempered though. Because I saw the death and destruction wrought under his command, and like Ranelle, I don't know if I could ever forgive him for the death of Bowyn.

	We had been summoned to Highland almost two full months later. A large peace envoy had returned from Avalon. Their President, Trevor Kensington, had suggestions for the compact. My heart had beat faster at that, at the possibility of actual peace in the near future. My thoughts had been on the other two lands still under Avalon control, and the possibility of their peoples gaining their own freedom. George had assured me that they would be a large part of any negotiations.

	I wondered on that a while. They had been oppressed by Avalon for centuries, not a single one of them alive would have ever known what freedom was. Being born as slaves. What must freedom look like to them in their dreams? Would they be able to reclaim their own infrastructure to survive on their own?

	When we arrived in Highland, Chancellor Riley was there, they had people to man a diplomatic station in Sparo with them. George said they would be assigned a building outside the Keep for what he called an embassy. An old term from the early days of Highland, before warring clans united under one king.

	We were assured that the same would be done in Avalon.

	They had only one condition on the negotiations that I did not understand, which caused me great consternation.

	Riley had said in a tone which invited no compromise, “We assigned a cultural attache to help bridge our two cultures, to minimize any misunderstandings at such a critical juncture between our two peoples.”

	Then she had turned from George and our Great Mother, and said, “They have one condition, and that is that the Ghost...” She paused and inclined her head at me before anyone could correct her for the twentieth time, “...apologies, Templar Laney, be the cultural attache for Sparo.”

	I blurted, “Me? Why me? I know nothing of politics and diplomacy.”

	She shrugged, seeming to truly not know. “Perhaps because of the contact you have had with Commander Stein. You may have more knowledge of Avalon than any other Sparoite, Sparinian?”

	I supplied without thinking, “Altii.” Then hesitated. We did not have a term for a citizen of Sparo that I knew of. The Mountain Gypsies had deemed us Altii, or 'others' when we had crossed the Gap and settled in their lands. Before that, we just all identified with our realm. I had been a Wexburyian most of my life.

	Nobody corrected me, and I knew I'd be apologizing to the King at a later date, though he looked amused that I had slipped so much into the Gypsy culture that I loved so much. I did, after all, have half Gypsy blood running through my veins.

	It was agreed without my consent, that I would be among the Sparo peace envoy, even though my constant protestations. I must have said no a dozen times. Didn't I have a choice in it? If I was involved in any diplomacy, Sparo was doomed as it was beyond my skill set. But they assured me I was just to be a cultural bridge, that the representative leader of Sparo would be doing all of the negotiations.

	Once the Embassies were set up, then official talks could begin. And groups would be shuttled between the two lands via unarmed airships as the discussions, which could take months, progressed.

	Ok, so maybe I was a little excited to see Avalon. Their villages must be a wonder to see with all the old technology from the Before. I had never thought to see even any of the Lower Ten in my lifetime, but now, I had seen faraway lands that none would ever have dreamed of.

	Though my frustration at apparently not being able to choose my own actions had me on the practice grounds of Highland Reach, going through the Kanset forms with Rain. It is a Mountain Gypsy form which felt more like dancing than fighting to me. This was an almost forgotten form, as there are virtually no Gypsies who use two bladed combat, other than wielding a parrying blade. It had been Great Mother Ranelle herself who had been the one to instruct me in it.

	Whenever I ask her how long it takes to master the form, she jokingly says she will let me know when she herself masters it. But as per my Lady's wishes, she only teaches me the defense katas, and no offensive moves. Grr.

	So there we were, both working out our frustrations on a contingent of twelve Highland Knights, while Celeste sparred hand to hand with three men off to the side. Knights lined up to try to best the Harbinger of Wexbury whenever we visited.

	I danced through the sweeping blades and thrusting strikes of my opponents, constantly looking five seconds ahead in time to avoid the strikes that got through my defenses, then stopping them before they begin. I felt almost free as I performed the dangerous dance, letting it pull me fluidly along.

	As I trapped a blade between Hera and Anadele, I caught sight of the Chancellor on the practice ground, looking on with great interest. I blurred and ghosted, rasping out to two men when they struck each other as their blades sliced through a misty afterimage of myself, not realizing I had maneuvered them into striking out at a diversion to draw blood on each other, “You two are out.”

	I spun and ducked, Anadele over my head in the third movement of the form, a huge double handed blade was cleaved in two when it struck my unbreakable blade and I finished my spin, slamming my head back, connecting with the huge knight's nose while he started to rise from the motion of his swing. I winked at him and giggled, “You're out.”

	He scowled at me, then brought a hand to his nose, and the looked at the blood on his fingers. He chuckled, saluted with his shortened blade and moved off to the gathering crowd.

	I teased after the man good naturedly, “First blood is first blood, sorry.”

	I heard Riley asking the man as he got in on the betting pool. “You use real blades in training?”

	The man grunted in reply and said, “Only seasoned knights who can stay their hand in mid-swing, usually blunted weapons are used. We fight to first blood,” as I dove over a man on the ground to avoid two sweeping blades.

	Rain said to the four men she had just disarmed and knocked on their asses, “You're out.”

	I tried not to grin, as she stood still and just batted away, with only the tip of her blade, slash after slash from another opponent, a squire. I could tell she was wondering the same thing I was. A squire? Really? She blocked a blow from behind by another woman without looking, then with the tip of her other blade, she swirled it around the Squire's blunted blade and flicked. It flipped up from his grip and impacted his nose.

	She rolled past him as he looked stunned, whispering into his ear as his nose bled, “You're out.” His companion's blade stopping an inch from his arm as Rain rolled behind the boy.

	This other knight... she was good.

	Rain bobbed side to side as the now worried looking Squire stood stock still, eyes wide, as his more skilled companion thrust under his armpits from side to side. Rain snorted and spun away laughing when I rolled up behind the woman and tapped my blade on her shoulder, resting Anadele on her neck lightly, just enough to draw blood, and rasped out, “Umm... hi. You're out.”

	The woman made an exasperated sound, then smiled as she bowed out. “Sneaky little half pint. I thought you weren't allowed to go on offense.”

	I shrugged then gleeped as I was struck from behind myself, then rolled out of the way when I snapped back from the future, avoiding the strike.

	Rain called out in a sing-song voice, “It wasn't offense, it was simply putting you out of your misery.” The crowd laughed at the scamp of a woman who was their co-ruler.

	I looked over toward the Chancellor as Rain dispatched the rest of our sparring partners with a spinning whirlwind attack I had never seen her use before. I took note of how, when she rotated, she raised and lowered each blade in an offset pattern. Blinking, I wondered how anyone could defend against that.

	Riley's hands were moving slowly, miming blocks or strikes as she studied Celeste's hand to hand style. It was a cross between a graceful, deadly pantomime, and a brute force method all her own. She took the best of all the forms she knew to create something unique to her.

	I winced for the last man, as the others had already tapped out, and he faced my girl on his own, when she feigned right then rolled along his back as she crouched and looped a leg, and ended the roll by standing and pulling him back along her shoulders as she hoisted his body into the air.

	The man muttered, “God damn it, Harbinger,” as he tapped her shoulder with a chuckle. It was one of her signature moves. Once she had someone in the air, their back stretched across her shoulders, it was over. In a real battle, she would have dropped and used her opponent's own momentum to break his back at the sudden stop as she pulled down on either side.

	She just let go of him, letting him roll off her back and hit the ground in a heap, instead of lowering him to his feet. She made a rubbing motion with her fingers at him, a grin on her face. “Come on Derrick, pay up.”

	He stood, made a show of dusting off his armor, then tossed her his coin purse. “One day, Celeste, mark my word. I almost have your double reverse armlock figured out, then I'll have you.”

	She asked in all her cocky glory, “Maybe next time we try five men... and I'll tie one hand behind my back for you?”

	He stepped up to her, a snarl on his lips as he loomed over her. She scrunched her nose, unimpressed. Then he broke into a grin, laughing hard as they gave each other thumps on the back. She pointed at him. “Next time?”

	He nodded. “Next time.”

	I shook my head at her, then looked around as I winged a thumb toward her. “This one's mine.” The crowd chuckled.

	I looked her over for a moment appraisingly. She had a fat lip and a little blood on her cheek. That was going to bruise. Hand to hand wasn't first blood. It was until a knight yielded and tapped out or was unconscious. And one thing about Celeste, she could take a hit as well as she could offer. I believe it is that lack of fear of getting hit that gives her an advantage. A lot of her power moves involve her stepping into a strike instead of avoiding or blocking it.

	Chancellor Riley called out, “Mind if I spar?”

	Everyone in the yard went silent.

	I looked back at her, noting that she had no armor. Everyone looked unsure of what to do, so my Lady said as she waved her hand around, “Not at all. The training ground is open to all Knights.”

	I tried not to quirk a smile at Celeste, letting the woman know by 'knights,' that we knew what her “among other things,” had meant.

	The woman, with her eyes trained on Celeste, pointed at three of the larger Highland Knights. “You, you, and you.”

	The men all started to strip out of their armor. She held up a hand, her archaic Avalon accent making her sound even more dangerous in her cold delivery. “No, you can leave it on.”

	Celeste stepped up as she moved out into the courtyard so the men could face her. She laid out the rules for the Chancellor, “Fight until your opponent yields by tapping out or is unconscious, no killing blows. This is just sparring.” Why had she added the 'no killing blows' stipulation? That was a given, wasn't it? Sparring was just to help hone fighting skills among the ranks.

	We moved back, and bets started flying, almost all were on the Highlanders.

	Celeste called back her eyes narrowed, “Twenty gold on the Chancellor.”

	This got Riley to cock an eyebrow at Celeste, who just crossed her arms as she stood beside me.

	When the glove hit the cobblestones, it all happened so fast I almost couldn't follow it. The Chancellor ran at the men and arched backward under a fist, sliding on her knees between the leading man's legs. Her fist lashed out and hit him in his, umm... sensitive area as she went, her strike landing up behind the armor.

	As the man fell to the ground, grasping his crotch and making a gurgling sound, she rolled between the other two men, then did some sort of pivoting backflip, landing on the shoulders of another man, striking his ears with both hands. He brought his hands up to his ears as she was still rolling across his shoulders and hooked an arm with her legs while she dove off, using the twisting motion and her momentum to send the man flipping into the air to collide with his comrade.

	They both went down, and before they could scramble to their feet, she rolled on the ground and did a reverse kip up to her feet, and spun. A leg lashed out, striking both men across the face. They went down, unconscious. It was all over in just four seconds?

	Mother Luna!

	And then without preamble, she turned and pointed at Celeste, a wicked grin on her face. And I tried to grab Celeste's arm to hold her back, but my girl took two steps forward, rolling her head, cracking her neck.

	The courtyard exploded into sound, bets were flying everywhere, and men formed a circle around the two women. Someone was tapping my shoulder asking if I was covering any bets against Celeste. I nodded absently, waving them off, as my full attention was on my girl. What was she thinking after that display we had just witnessed?

	Someone in the crowd threw a glove before I could protest, and the instant it hit the ground, Riley was pressing Celeste with a flurry of blows and kicks, backing my Lady up. The Avalonian had such blinding speed, but Celeste blocked and slapped away every blow, catching kicks on her shin before they could reach full strength.

	Then suddenly my wife reversed direction, stepping into a kick like she had timed it, and caught it under her arm. One of her fists lashed out, like lightning being slung from the heavens in a blinding flash. She struck Riley so hard that the woman was knocked off of her other foot, but she used that to twist her leg in Celeste's grasp and swung herself upside down to wrap her other leg around Celeste's neck.

	She tried to twist down, but my girl had somehow anticipated it and had moved one leg out so that she absorbed the energy of the motion. That left the woman dangling from the Knight of my heart, virtually defenseless as she punched at Celeste's kidneys to no avail.

	I winced as my girl swung her up into the air, disentangling them from each other, and as the Chancellor began to fall, the Harbinger of Wexbury hit her with a piledriver to the chest that had the woman impacting the ground hard enough that I felt the thrum in my feet.

	Riley gasped, the wind knocked out of her, and Celeste put a knee on the woman's chest to make catching her breath even harder, and she cocked a fist in the air. My Lady arched an eyebrow in question, and the other woman narrowed her eyes then reached out and tapped the ground, grudgingly.

	Celeste was up in a moment, and she offered a hand to the Chancellor, who looked at it for a moment before grasping my red-haired warrior's arm and allowing herself to be pulled up.

	The woman wheezed out, “I'll have to remember that move.”

	Then my girl surprised everyone when she slapped the woman's back with a grin. “You had some decent moves there too. Using your speed to offset your smaller stature. Was that some sort of Avalonian martial form?”

	The woman shrugged and said with a smirk, “Taekwondo, an ancient form, but it seems it was not up to the task.” She cocked her head and added her own observation, almost in suspicion, “You do not fight like the others here.”

	It was as if all in the courtyard had finally released the collective breath we had been holding, and cheers went up. As I collected the huge sums from the betting, the Chancellor said to me in good humor, “Your woman is a beast.”

	Ok, I smiled and nodded at that before she turned and simply strode away.

	The Outrider brought the Chancellor back to Avalon, bringing a group of diplomatic advisors from the Crown to coordinate with setting up the embassy in the northlands to receive the King... and me. As a show of good faith, a second Wexbury dirigible followed with all of the Avalonian prisoners of war, to be repatriated with their kin.

	George had told me, “If we are to succeed in securing peace, we must show that we negotiate in earnest. That any failure to come to an accord is not due to any act by Sparo.” He looked dubious when he said it. It seemed that everyone had that same hopeful air to them, with undertones of doubt. Was peace truly so elusive that more expected us to fail in the endeavor than succeed?

	It was only twelve days later that our ships returned, carrying our three men from the downed Intrepid. Avalon shared with deep sorrow, that our female Knight, Captain Earnestine had died of complications from her injuries from the wreck. Her remains were returned to us in an urn, they said she had been cremated as per their traditions.

	Two more trips have been made to Avalon to complete preparations on both sides to receive diplomats. The first part of the negotiations would be in Avalon, the next in Highland. Avalon refused to use the neutral grounds at Templar Hall for all negotiations. I don't know if it were a slight or not, but probably just a lack of trust which we must build with them.

	And this final arrival of Chancellor Riley with the leader of Avalon, President Kensington, is the cause of my current exasperation with Ranelle.

	As cultural attache, I had been attending all of the talks, even logistical ones. What I had thought would be fascinating wound up being tedious and mind-numbing. Every little thing was a negotiation, down to meals and access to records.

	So I had been there on the arrival of the Outrider in Highland. I had been feeling guilty about how much time I had been spending away from home with my new duties, so the girls were here in Highland with us.

	I had to snort when we were all assigned quarters next to the royal apartments so that Everly could spoil my girls, who she saw almost as her own grandchildren. She loved children so much but has never had any of her own, and she refuses to speak with me on the topic. Between her, Rain, and my mother, I'm quite certain my daughters are properly fawned over.

	I admit I was quite nervous. After this, the next time I saw the Outrider would be when it came to collect me for the first round of diplomatic talks once the peace treaty was signed. Which was why the Avalon leader was present... and that was only after certain assurances had been made. And allowing three armed guards to accompany him was almost a deal breaker.

	Three guns in the capital near the leaders made me shudder, these weapons which could deal instant death. Avalon's point that we always had royal guards and the Great Mother's Own with our leaders held no water to me, as they were the aggressors in this situation, not us. George had agreed but had almost tripled the castle guard, making sure an iron sensitive earth element techno-knight was in each watch, so they could deal with the guns like I do if they were raised in threat.

	I found myself growing ever more agitated at the signing of the treaty when President Kensington made a last minute change to their conditions. The tall and slender, silver-haired man, with his silver goatee and typical almost sickly pale complexion of their people, had paused as he stood over the treaty, pen in hand.

	He looked back at George and Rain like he was contemplating something, his brow furrowed slightly. Then he said in his strong baritone, “I cannot in good conscience sign this treaty in its current form.”

	There was an audible gasp from those gathered. What was this man on about now? I had found him to be contrary to the ideal I felt a leader should be, when they introduced us. He had neither the bearing of a fighter nor the air of formidability. He had that feel of a political snake which I detested from some of the more hidebound diplomats of the Twelve Realms.

	It had me wondering if he were truly the Avalon leader until he spoke. He was like a snake charmer, saying all the right things as his eyes showed he was thinking and scheming something else. It was all doublespeak to me, which told me he led not by physical prowess, but by guile and trickery.

	He went on in a thoughtful tone, tapping his lip with the ceremonial quill, “The trip over to Highland Keep has given me time to ponder the circumstances that have brought this all about. The original slight was against the Mountain Gypsies of New Home, and as I have heard, unless my people are in err, that we had occupied New Home years prior to Sparo becoming co-ruled by the Altii, and the Mountain Gypsies.”

	George narrowed his eyes as Everly fidgeted while she stood by her man, her eyes narrowed as she tried to figure out, like the rest of us, what the man was getting at. The King offered as the other man paused, “Yes.”

	I could almost see the “Gotcha,” in Kensington's eyes, and though his face was impassive, I had the feeling he was fighting off a smile.

	He looked from George to Rain and said to her, “So as much as we would like to continue our peace talks and negotiate terms of the armistice and discuss trade and cultural consulates. I think my people would feel it only right, that such talks should be done with the Mountain Gypsy aspect of your dual ruling body instead of the Altii. As it was the Gypsies who were first slighted, before becoming one with Sparo.”

	What? George was Prime this decade, and they knew that. Celeste had stiffened at the man's words as well. We couldn't abandon the system of governance we had just created. And every Avalonian, just as every citizen of Sparo, knew Rain's position on peace with Avalon.

	She knew it was necessary, and that peace was the cornerstone of Gypsy culture. But she also knew that she would be biased because they had killed the man she loved, and would not hesitate to finish the job we started at the Northern Rift, and eliminate Avalon's capability to wage war completely. Thus removing the threat permanently.

	To be honest, it scared me a little, seeing within the Queen of the Gypsies, the potential for such violence. Possibly because I saw that same potential in myself. And this is why George was the perfect person to lead the negotiations. He had seen war, and he knew the cost, and he knew the value of peace. He could compromise to ensure that peace... up to a point. And we were not at that point yet.

	George said this in no uncertain terms, “Unacceptable.”

	Then Kensington sighed almost theatrically and put the quill down without signing, causing me to narrow my eyes further, trying to figure out what he was up to as he said, “Then it seems we are not to the point of signing treaties yet. We can resume our...”

	Rain stepped past George and up to the man, taking his measure. I could feel the tight rein she had on her overwhelming magiks, like she was a moment from exploding and taking out half the Keep with her. Her control was absolute over that power as she interrupted, “We agree.”

	She had a smirk on her lips as she looked from the man to George, then her eyes settled on me. She prompted, “You wish to parlay with the Great Mother of the People, as it was they who were slighted by Avalon?”

	The man at first looked shocked like he hadn't expected her response. And I swear I saw the calculation in his eyes as they brightened at a thought and he almost purred out, “Of course,” not realizing the danger he was in at that moment, thinking he the mongoose and she the snake. What he didn't know was that he was the flea on the back of the mountain lion.

	George opened his mouth to argue, knowing how volatile things already were without throwing Rain into the mix. But she spoke first to both men, throwing Kensington's words back at him, “I cannot in good conscience...” Then her eyes locked on mine. I could see the storm of energy in her eyes even though she didn't let any free. I shuddered knowing whatever came next, was not going to be good.

	She continued, “...stand for the People in this matter, as my emotions are compromised by the murder of the man I loved in the Battle of Journey's End by agents of Avalon. So, I, as is my right by Mountain Gypsy law, step down as Great Mother of the People.”

	I gasped as the chamber burst into shocked voices yelling over each other. And before anyone could even begin to think of the gravity of what she had done, the die was cast upon my fate... “I name Mother Laney of the Cristea as my successor, until such time, a full council of the people can be convened at the Meeting Spot, in the presence of Father Stone, to elect my successor.”

	The chamber was silent, and I could hear my own heart trying to beat out of my chest. I was feeling light-headed, like I was living in some cruel dream which I couldn't wake myself from. What was she doing?

	Then she took a knee in front of me, her head down, offering me her dagger which had the seal of the Great Mother on it. “Great Mother Laney.”

	The Gypsy guards of the Great Mother's Own all dropped to a knee, the three other gypsy representatives did the same, even Sarafine who had been hiding in the shadows of the rafters above took a knee up there and they all repeated, “Great Mother Laney.”

	Celeste shook off the look of overwhelming shock on her face and then gave me a smile I couldn't decipher as she too dropped to a knee, echoing, “Great Mother Laney.”

	It was George and Everly bowing to me from the waist that was the straw that broke the herder's sanity as I whispered out to a room which was so silent I thought I had gone deaf, “What just happened?”

	That was then, and this was now, as I prepared for travel to Avalon. I jammed a tunic into the trunk as Celeste chuckled at me, and kissed me with the heat of Father Sol, then left me there, lips parted in want and need as she took the tunic out of the trunk and re-folded it before placing back in.

	She was so on my list for that. The magnificent tease.

	



	


Chapter 4 – Attache

	In the time since that surrealistic nightmare in Highland, Celeste and I have discussed things with Verna and some of our other close friends. And they agree with me and my red-headed love's intuition. That President Kensington's actions seemed almost planned like it were some sort of delaying tactic.

	I had thought I imagined how long it had taken just to get us to the point of an actual provisional peace treaty, but I was assured by everyone, that it indeed was much longer and more drawn out than normal. Everyone had written it off to Avalon being such an alien culture to us until that stunt at the signing.

	When I spoke with Ranelle, after the shock and anger of her thrusting me into a position I didn't have a chance in hell of performing, passed, she said the same. “They were using my animosity of Avalon to postpone the signing of the provisional treaty, since they couldn't get a rise out of George with some of their inane requests. They thought they were manipulating us skillfully, knowing I would never agree to one on one negotiations since I know I am no longer objective on the subject, like the Great Mother should be. And I will not be the excuse they use to postpone things even further.”

	I countered, “But you didn't need to step down. You are the Great Mother... it is what you were born to be.”

	She had just hopped up to sit on the corner of the table, acting as aloof as ever, like none of this was of any consequence as she wiggled her fingers and Shanicia jumped onto her lap and started kicking her feet idly in the air.

	She regarded me for a moment as an amused Celeste leaned back on a wall, one foot up against it, stabbing chunks of cheese to eat off a plate in her hand... with her Templar dagger! My wife was incorrigible.

	Misty was the only civilized one of the lot as she sat at the table properly, in a chair, eating one of the roast beef sandwiches that Cook Cassidy had brought in to us as we decompressed in the days before the Outrider would arrive to ferry me to the faraway lands of the north.

	I almost chuckled at my daughter, she always looked so apprehensive without Ingr around. I imagine Ingr was in a similar state at the gates of Wexbury, where the Lupei were holding Carnival. She was never this bad when the Lupei left to travel the mountain roads, maybe it was the knowledge that her friend was just a stone's throw away.

	I teased her. “Don't worry, Sylvia, and Udele will be here tonight for supper, I'm sure Ingr will be with them.”

	She looked at me patiently, like our roles had been reversed, as she held some cheese between her fingers and Bitsy poked her nose out of Misty's sleeve. The adorable rodent scurried out of its shelter and onto her palm to take the offering.

	I had to look at the little creature which looked to be a mouse, but with ears as large as its head, and large back legs a full half the length of its body. I glanced between it and my daughter, wondering if it was her being a nature elemental that had blessed it with such a long life. The scholars have placed the lifespan of the Rock Hoppers at around eighteen months to two years, living in the harsh environment of the Uninhabitable Lands.

	Misty has had Bitsy for over two years now, and it had been an adult at the time she found the poor thing in the wastelands with a broken leg. The only other explanation we could think of, that the change of environments to a less hostile one has prolonged its life. I'm skeptical about that since the Rock Hoppers could easily leave the barren landscape they prefer, for the lush, living lands of Sparo... and they don't.

	Us adults chuckled at the look Misty gave me. Then with a shrug, like she didn't care about what my response might be, and provided helpfully, “I could always ride to the Keep to escort them... I mean, if you think I should.”

	Shan perked up and blurted, “If she's going to Carnival, can I go too?”

	Ok, now I chuckled as I sighed. “Have you done your lessons, Shan?” She nodded as I added, “And cleaned your room?” This time I looked between both of them. It always seemed that after the maids left their room here in our apartments, that it always looked like a cyclone had hit just minutes later. Had Jace and I been that bad growing up? Or since our little one-room stone cottage was so small, maybe we never got the chance.

	Misty's hand moved behind her as she said with Shan, “Yes mom.”

	I tsked, “Ah ah ahh, hand...”

	She pulled her hand back in front of her with a toothy grin on her face as she showed me her crossed fingers.

	I informed her with great poise, “I invented that move, you little sneak.”

	They both looked at me with those puppy-dog eyes which just made me melt, and I squeezed my own eyes shut and passed the buck. “Ask your mother. It's fine with me as long as you get your chores done first.”

	My fire maned love chuckled out to me, “Coward.” Then she caved. “Fine.” She then added before the girls could bolt for the door, “But after you finish the lunch that Cassidy brought you, and after you do your chores like your mom says.”

	They sighed, sounding like we were the meanest parents ever, then Misty started devouring her sandwich like a girl on a mission while Rain slid over Shan's plate and held it up to her. Shanicia attacked the food like she always did... like she was always starving. I swallowed, knowing that that had likely been the case as she grew up. So she may never outgrow that need to eat everything like it were her last meal.

	That was an unfortunate truth among commoners. Serfs could rarely afford to keep clothing on their backs, let alone feed themselves properly. That is why Wexbury has the feast on Holy Day, so that at least one day a week, all the commoners could get a decent meal.

	It was one of the things that Wexbury did that made us different than the other realms. The feast and public bathhouses made our people healthier than the serfs of other realms. So now those other realms are taking their cue from Wexbury, and starting similar programs, especially now that the Crown has decreed that every man, woman, and child in Sparo be taught to read and the maths.

	I prompted gently, “Slow down and enjoy the food, baby girl.”

	Really the girls need not do their own chores, Templar Hall had a staff, and we had our personal maid who ran our apartments... and sometimes our lives. But I myself forget at times what it was to be a serf and not have people all about doing everything for me. And I will not, nor have my children, ever take them for granted.

	So as a life lesson for our children, and to show our respect for those who tend to us, we do what we can, when we can. I chuckled that it pretty much mirrored the attitude of the Mountain Gypsies.

	When they finished, they looked at Celeste with wide, questioning eyes. She was the disciplinarian in our family since I was a pushover. She nodded with a smirk, and Misty stood with her back to Rain. Shan dove onto her back and they went running off to their room to no doubt stuff their mess under their bed or into the closet.

	I sighed and started stacking the plates. They were growing so fast. I still couldn't believe that Misty would be fifteen later in the year. A scary age for young commoner women normally, as that is the age they could be married off if their family deemed it so. Even though they had not reached majority yet. But for me, it was scary because Misty insisted upon becoming a squire at that time, and I knew there was no way I could talk her out of it.

	I left the dishes stacked on the table, I knew better than to bring them to the kitchens myself, lest Cook Cassidy tan my hide. She took her job quite seriously.

	Then I turned slowly to face Rain whose amused smile faltered as I glared at her and said, “Now that the children are away...”

	She looked away from me to Celeste and asked, “Can you tell your Great Mother that we've been through this ten times already?”

	My Lady snorted and prompted, “You ever try talking sense into a stump before?”

	“Hey! I'm not a stump.”

	“A sexy stump.”

	I felt my cheeks and ears burning in a blush as sighed at my girl. I couldn't win this, could I?

	It was not lost on me that Rain had said, “Your Great Mother,” instead of, “our Great Mother,” since I had learned that if a Great Mother abdicates before she dies, that she becomes like a Templar in the Altii culture. She is beyond rule at that point, and as such, not under the new Great Mother. She is free to do anything, go anywhere, commanding the same respect as the new Great Mother herself.

	And because of the new blended society, it also put her outside the rule of the Realms. Not even the ruling body had a say nor sway over her. So now, with the Templars, those of us standing on the outside looking in, were four.

	Rain asked a leading question, “She isn't that bad is she?”

	My traitorous wife responded as she made a squishing motion with her fingers, “Just a little.”

	I huffed, not getting distracted, and giving them a pointed look. Rain deflated and shoved my shoulder as she moved to the wall beside Celeste and mimed her posture as she leaned back against it. And speaking in the tongue of the People, “They were looking for an excuse to stall, you know that Laney.”

	We spoke in English around Shan, while she learned the language of the Gypsies, it was a household rule I had, that when she or one of the staff who only spoke English were around, then we would speak English as well. A sign of respect for those around us.

	I must admit, I was quite proud of her progress. I think it was because she shadowed Misty and Ingr all the time, and those two used both, sometimes in the same sentences. I sometimes think it is that children can learn new things and concepts more readily and much more swiftly than adults. So to them, it wasn't choosing one language over the other, rather it was all just language to them and could all be used interchangeably.

	One day, now that our cultures are united under co-rule, all the land of Sparo may be the same. Or maybe a new hybrid language will emerge, like how the people who travel aimlessly around Sparo without a realm of their own use Outsider. A mashup of English, Gypsy, and Welsh.

	I responded in kind, “I know, but you didn't need to step down. You didn't need to... to do this... to me.”

	She looked at me with the same eyes mother did when she regarded me, and she said in a sad tone, “Yes, I did. I would not be used as the wedge that Avalon would use to stall the talks. I am not a tool for them to manipulate. And what I said was true. For so long, I have had to be objective and look at any disagreement from both sides, keeping me apart from it all... isolated from the people I led. I have done it for so long now, I almost forgot what it is like to have my own opinions and emotions.”

	Celeste looked at her, and then laid a hand on her arm. Rain patted her hand in thanks and shrugged. “But I find I cannot separate my feelings from this. Bowyn and I were to marry after your return from the Westlands... did you know that?”

	I heard my own sharp intake of breath, and I was fighting the traitorous tears which I kept telling myself I would not shed anymore. But every time I was reminded of Bowyn, I saw his death right there in front of me like it was happening again. He died taking a shot meant for me. I shook my head, my voice hoarser than normal. “No, you never shared that.”

	She shrugged with both shoulders as she produced a dagger from somewhere, almost like a magician conjures a card, and she filched a cube of cheese from Celeste's plate. I could hear the restrained, raw emotion in her tone. “I cannot, and have not been able to be objective about these peace talks. And that makes me a liability, especially if the enemy can see this conflict and attempt to use it. And I'm so very tired.”

	She bit the cheese off of her blade. “So I took that away from them. It was the right thing to do for Sparo, because I have seen how duplicitous Avalon is, and I would go back to war to finish it, to make sure they could not rise up to be a threat again. And a Great Mother should never have those thoughts.”

	Regretfully, I could see that. Though I pointed out the obvious, “But, you could have picked someone else. Someone who could lead the People as well as you, with strength and compassion.”

	She chuckled at that and jabbed a cheese cube on the tip of her knife at me. “I did. The day I claimed you and Celeste as my own. My mostenitors. I saw in you a potential like no other. You lead with your heart Laney, not with your blade. And you see the good in people, even the enemy. This is what a Great Mother should be.”

	I whispered, my throat raw, roiling emotions inside, “I cannot be co-ruler of Sparo. I don't know how to lead. We need fire, we need...”

	She stopped me, moving up to me as she tucked her dagger into her sleeve, her hand on my shoulder feeling like iron. “The People love you, the Altii love you. Do you know how rare a thing that is? That is a strength beyond measure, and Sparo needs that strength now. A Mother who leads by kindness is a Mother that all will follow into fires of hell, until they are called back into the whispering embrace of Father Stone.”

	Mother Luna... how can I be upset with the woman?

	She asked, her eyes pleading, “Be our strength, like I know you can be?”

	I had exhaled, knowing the fight was over, for now. But once I came up with a good argument, it would so be on again. I nodded, and she smirked. “Good.” She kissed my cheek. “Now, training grounds? To work off some frustration?”

	I nodded eagerly as I snatched my blades from the pegs on the wall as we all headed out the door. I had so much frustration to work off.

	Then I chuckled when we exited the Hall to see Goliath thundering past, with my daughters looking so small and silly upon his back. I called out, “Hey, you have your own horse, Misty!” But they were already passing through the portcullis.

	I exhaled as my cheeky wife chuckled. Misty was one of the few people Goliath would allow to ride him. Besides me, he grudgingly allowed Celeste to ride him unless I made a case to him to allow someone else to ride without him throwing them. But Misty and her way with animals had him eating out of her hand, literally. The silly boy even knelt to allow her to mount.

	I pulled Anadele and tapped Celeste's breastplate. “That's right lady, yuck it up. You're my first opponent today.”

	The look she returned was a mix of challenge and... gulp... arousal. She so loved when we sparred. And I so loved loving her. My Knight.

	My mood was blown when the knights on the training ground took a knee when they saw me approaching. I turned, pointing Hera at Rain, and growling, “You too, wench. Both of you are exasperating.”

	Everyone stood back up and resumed their sparring as Rain spun on me, one of Bowyn's blades flashing out to slash through a white misty afterimage of me where I had been standing moments before. I giggled as I blurred and ghosted, blocking Celeste's strike from behind. Both the sneaks hadn't waited for someone to start us out. But that was fine with me, I had been warned of their attack by a future me who I had pushed ahead five seconds the moment we had stepped outside.

	My wife chuckled as she swatted my butt with the flat of her blade and called out when the wispy visage of me dissolved in the blur I had left behind a moment before, “A little help here?”

	I had to grin, remembering a time when either Celeste or Ranelle could have bested me in seconds, but now I could keep both of them working at the feat for minutes at a time.

	A couple more blades joined the, “Let's poke the Laney,” brigade. One was an electrified, powered blade of Bex's design, which Kristof preferred. If he was here at Templar Hall, then that meant... I stopped fighting as Gertrude, the huge double handed split blade stopped inches from my neck and tapped my shoulder.

	I looked at Verna, unable to get the sight out of my head, of her falling dead to a shot from the assassination attempt which happened moments after we won the field at the battle of the Northern Rift.

	My mind drifted back to that moment. As the cheers of victory sounded from our lines, three of those two-wheeled vehicles, spewing black smoke behind them, came roaring over a rock rise near the watchtower where we stood by our mounts with the leaders of Sparo.

	Verna had just walked past the King, and a shot from the repeating long gun one rider wielded, meant for George, struck our musclebound friend instead. I can still see the blood spray from her head as she just fell lifelessly to the ground, and shots from the others started peppering our group.

	As I snapped back from moments ahead, I was screaming Verna's name, and, “Ambush!” I was in disbelief over this cowardly action, this assassination attempt after the Avalonians had lost the field. Had they no honor? This is what they had done when they bridged the rift under cover of night... hidden assassins away?

	I was already questing with my magic as I spun toward the enemy, just as they went airborne over the rocks. I caught the metal projectiles they were spewing toward the King and yanked with one hand as I closed a fist with the other. Their long guns went flying into the rift, and one of the conveyances was crushed into a ball, sending its rider tumbling across the rocky terrain to be engulfed in a hail of arrows from our archers at the line.

	A second bike, along with its rider, was torn apart in a violent action as Rain's eyes exploded into a white mist, sending the macabre remains into the rift as well. I can still remember the slight smile of satisfaction on her face when she did it. That more than anything she says gives me a bit of understanding why she stepped down. I've known that rage, as I have felt it twice in my life and I would not wish the feeling upon even my enemies.

	The third man, unarmed, rode at George who swept Everly behind him as he drew Aeselin. Celeste standing between the rulers and the oncoming rider, her blade dripping emerald energy as her eyes sparkled green. But before he reached them, the vehicle rolled on to crash without its rider when Verna stepped up from nowhere and shot out one of her muscular arms to clothesline the rider.

	As he fell she changed her grip to slam the man down onto the basalt ground by his neck and she just held him there as he beat ineffectually on her arm. The irony was not lost upon me that she had been holding her killer by the throat.

	At least we learned from the man before he was dispatched for attempting to assassinate the Crown, that Captain Harrison wasn't aware of this attempt. It had been Commander Mattis who had ordered it in an ill-advised grab at revenge if Avalon lost the day.

	Commander Mattis wouldn't be doing anything else, ever again after that night, nor will the thousands of Avalonians who died with him. Just Captain Harrison and the handful of men who had been lucky enough to be near him and the vehicles we spared, were still among the living.

	I was snapped out of the memory by Verna growling out, “Damn it, Laney! Why won't you spar with me anymore? What did you see at the North Weigh Station?”

	I sheathed my blades and stepped past her ridiculously huge blade and stood on my tiptoes to kiss her cheek. “I didn't see anything. Love you, lady.”

	She pointed at me as I looped an arm in Celeste's, who had a thoughtful look on her face. “Love you too, Laney.” Then to my girl, she accused, “Something's afoot with your little runt.”

	My Lady grinned as she sheathed her own blade, saying, “That would be Great Mother Runt to you.”

	Verna crossed one leg in front of the other and did a silly curtsey as she growled at me, “Great Mother Runt, co-ruler of all that there is and all that there may be.” She stuck out her tongue as she bowed at the waist.

	Ok, even though they were making fun of me, I smiled at their playfulness. “Smartass.”

	Verna winked at me then spun on Rain, who batted away Gertrude with the tip of one of Bowyn's blades, our musclebound friend growling with satisfaction, “At least someone will spar with me.”

	Rain executed a spinning pirouette along the length of Verna's great blade and swatted her with the flat of a blade, Celeste whispered to me, “Was it bad?”

	I looked up at her. This was the first time she asked about what I saw that day on the battlefield. She normally doesn't, knowing I will share the things I think I ought. I just nodded once, without breaking eye contact and said, my voice hoarser than normal, “Yes. It was bad.”

	She nodded and left it at that.

	I sighed over how well she understood me. Then I paused and looked to the sky, a sense of dread filling me. I pointed out in resignation, “No more sparring it would seem.” The Outrider and two of her sister vessels were on the horizon and approaching fast.

	I looked down at myself and sighed. I had to change out of my armor to greet the ambassador, Chancellor, and their cultural attache. George and Rain had told me that when I spoke with Avalon, it was as a leader of Sparo, not as a Knight. I so despised dresses, as they had no utility, but I would do no dishonor to the Twelve Realms.

	Rain finished off Verna and Kristof with a move I had never seen before, which locked both of them up and allowed her to come up under their combined guard with a blade to each of their throats, laughing an amused, “You're out.” Her eyes had been following my gaze the entire time, rather than focusing on her opponents. The showoff.

	She nodded at the approaching airships then like the perpetual scamp she is, she said to me as she sheathed her blades and stepped up, “It appears your ride is here, Great Mother.” She made a flourishing swirl with her hand as she bowed.

	I strode off muttering through a smile, “Hate you.”

	Her amused, musical laugh, followed us as Celeste marched me to my doom... I mean to our wagon so that I could dress properly to receive the diplomats. I cannot stress enough how I loathe politics. Why can people not just speak plainly and seal things on a handshake? All these games seemed so pointless to me.

	I waved back at her when she called after us, “Remember to display your colors at all times.” Ok, so maybe it wasn't technically a wave since only one finger was involved. And I knew I was supposed to show the green piping on whatever I wore from now on to signify my rank. I hesitated and looked down. Rats! Ok, point taken. I was going to have to get my Altii armor altered to include green piping and the seal of the Great Mother.

	I called that out, “Point taken, you wretch!”

	I smiled when I looked back to see her heading back toward Templar Hall. She has spent almost all her time with my children or Bo and Bryn since she passed her title on to me... and I don't think I have ever seen the cavalier woman ever look happier. It is like a weight has been lifted off of her and she can finally live for the first time in a long time.

	I think I'm already starting to understand. Though she is always surrounded by people... she was always isolated, standing outside of normal Gypsy society by necessity.

	I can see that since I have already been inundated by requests from various families of the People, asking for me to moderate disagreements, or for things as simple as which families will Carnival in which keeps in the coming months. Even a request to attend a union between two people, to help celebrate their love if I am still Great Mother at the time of the ceremony.

	Rain says that personal requests like that are at my discretion, but not part of the duties a Great Mother must perform.

	We had just passed through to the gardens and the Templar's Oak when we heard horses approaching fast. I had to chuckle as I looked back to see my girls had already returned with Ingr and Sylvia in tow. They must have seen the airships approaching as well.

	I inclined my head to the guards... a mix between the Templar guards and the Great Mother's Own. Mother Luna... I had a whole other group of guards dedicated to me now.

	I had to smile though, I knew Sarafine was out there somewhere, not watching me anymore since I had the Great Mother's Own. I had tasked her as Misty and Shan's Garda Personala... my first abuse of my power as the Great Mother. I even got to tell the exasperated woman, “Decreed.” The little evil Laney on my shoulder was nose crinkling her amusement with me.

	Before anyone could grab us, Celeste rushed us into our wagon to change. I was immensely relieved that she would be accompanying me on this first trip to Avalon, as a military representative needed to be present when I signed the peace compact for Sparo like President Kensington had done grudgingly here. It was all a diplomatic show, the President wanting to show parity, even though we all knew what this was under the surface. It was a pretty way to wrap a conditional surrender by Avalon, to cease their aggression. And as Templar, Celeste was the highest ranking military representative below the King.

	George was endlessly amused that it would be my signature on the parchment, and not his. He had teased, “A co-ruler's duty is never done.”

	If we weren't in such a hurry, I would have enjoyed watching my Lady strip and re-dress in her dress armor. As it was, I was completely distracted as I slipped out of mine, washed myself down with the basin of water and a washcloth, then redressed in the overly ornate Gypsy dress that showed off the colors of the Great Mother... my colors now.

	I felt almost like some sort of royalty with how fine the fabrics were and how they fit me perfectly, showing off my curves in a way I wasn't comfortable with. I would never be pretty and was never comfortable showing my femininity.

	I sighed in disappointment when she was covered back up. She looked at me shyly, and it always struck me how she would never show such vulnerability to anyone but our girls and me. There was a blush on her cheeks, and it looked good framed by her fiery mane of red.

	She whispered with a mischievous grin, “Hey now, my little herder, if you don't stop looking at me like that, then we will be very late in greeting the diplomats.”

	I whispered back like the world could hear us, “Would that be a bad thing, my feisty trapper?”

	She sighed and said with her tone heavy with regret, “Yes, unfortunately in the game of politics, it would. But mark my words, once we have time to ourselves, we will do something about that look.”

	Her purred promise had me had me heating in all my favorite places.

	I leaned in on my tiptoes and gave her a whispering kiss on her lips. “I'll hold you to that, love.”

	Then I sighed and started strapping my weapons over the dress. It seemed the Gypsy seamstress who had fitted me had some sort of magic of her own as the swords on my hip seemed to nestle into the folds of the material like it was made for it. And the hilts and seals were all visible as I moved. And there were even reinforced slots on the calfskin leather sash to clip on my Templar and Great Mother daggers.

	Celeste chuckled as I also slipped my tiny dagger into the integrated scabbard in my boots. “You're a walking armory now, Laney. Is the little paring knife necessary?”

	I squished my lips to one side and duck-lipped out, “It has saved us on many occasions. So shush, woman.”

	She nodded in acquiescence and said, “As the Great Mother wishes.”

	Then I had to snort as she armed herself almost as heavily as I was. Including some tiny blades in interesting places.

	I sighed again, then pushed her onto the bed when I leaned over like I was going to give her another kiss and then laughed at her as she fell back in the covers as I dashed to the door, grabbing the riding cloak which had once adorned Ranelle... a gift from her. The cloak hung behind me to my ankles like a great cape when I wore it. It had only come down to her thighs.

	“You little sneak!”

	I quickly stopped on the little porch of our wagon, Celeste almost plowing me over as she tried to catch up. Then she followed my gaze. And there, in one of my favorite low hanging branches of the Templar Oak, were Misty and Ingr. They sat with their foreheads against each others like Celeste and I did. Then they started to lean in closer and Misty froze and pulled back when she saw us.

	I was just blinking as they hopped to the ground, looking embarrassed. Mother Luna, my suspicions had been correct. They were a couple. I tried to remind myself that they were of an age to court, hell, in just a few months they could even marry, but I still saw Misty as the sweet little girl who stole my heart years ago on the steps of Wexbury Castle.

	Always knowing my mind, Celeste poked me and whispered, “Just leave it, love. It's so sweet. And we all knew it to be inevitable.”

	Ingr just sighed heavily at being caught and shot us a sheepish smile as she laced her fingers in Misty's.

	My daughter straightened and announced, “Grandmother sent us to fetch you, moms.”

	Oh good, she had arrived. She and Sylvia were to watch the children while Celeste and I were gone. They would make sure that this time the little stinkers...

	I was falling through the ground, tumbling north at speeds that defied reason. I knew it was a vision of a significant event. It was almost a shock to me that I was getting used to seeings such as this as my powers got stronger over time. But what could I be...

	I tumbled into a street in a frigid place that had buildings of varied architecture. From large ones in ruins that looked to be of materials from the Before, mixed with glass structures and wood or stone ones. Like it was some sort of mishmash of eras built atop each other.

	Why did it feel like I was still tumbling? The ground was shaking, and I heard a growl beside me. I looked over to see a satisfied looking Rain with her hands high. I turned to follow her gaze and saw a huge ball of fire consuming a huge building that rocked with explosions.

	Then I was standing in a glass room, staring up in horror, and I stepped out of myself to look back. It was President Kensington.

	Then I snapped back into myself with such force that Celeste caught me from behind. I blinked, and the girls were in front of me, looks of worry creasing their young faces. My love asked, “A vision?”

	I nodded, patted her hands as she righted me. I took a calming breath, then quickly described what I saw. The details were already fading in my mind, telling me it wasn't the near future. I was getting good at determining how far ahead something was by how much I could remember or make sense of.

	I straightened up and told my worrying girls as I nudged my chin toward the three dirigibles dropping anchor on the other side of the Hall. “Let's not keep our guests waiting, shall we?” I swear the girls learned their chastising looks from the matching one on Celeste's face. I rasped out as I walked ahead regally, “It isn't anything in the near future, so let us deal with what we can now.”

	I did snort at the three simultaneous huffs of exasperation behind me. It was so odd to have Celeste behind me to my left. She had outranked me for so long until I became Mother of the Cristea, and now Great Mother. So it had always been my place. And I much preferred being on her arm so we could walk side by side, but just then I was pretending to be indignant over the three of them treating me as though I were fragile.

	Just before we stepped through the hedges to the courtyard, the girls dashing in front of us, Ingr checked Misty and adjusted Anadelea on her hip. Then she dusted some bark from the tree they had been sitting in from Mist's sleeve, Bitsy chittering from somewhere in the sleeve in protest. I caught the smile on Celeste's lips and found a matching one on mine. The girls were so cute together.

	I shooed away the guards who tried to follow us. I couldn't get cross with them, as they were only trying to do their jobs. But it was aggravating to never have a moment alone.

	I hesitated when I saw the honor guard who was standing at attention. Knights from the Twelve Realms with gypsy warriors intermixed between them, all in their dress armor or hunting cloaks of such finery as to make you stand up to take notice.

	I had to grin at the huge knight calling out orders, making a corridor which stretched to the entrance of the Outrider the moment it settled on the ground. Everyone moved in such precision it was clear they had practiced the entire night to get it to look so smooth.

	Everyone took a knee in a wave as we passed by, standing once we moved on. Then I smirked when Sir Tennison took a knee when we reached his side, still almost my whole height. His feisty squire, however, just gave me a silly look until a huge hand lifted to slap the back of his head. Then Jace gave a silly bow, saying, “Great Mother.”

	I rolled my eyes at my brother and shoved his shoulder, causing him to stumble in the awkward position he was in. I asked Tennison as the man stood, “Was this the best you could do for a squire? He seems so contrary to me.”

	The man nodded thoughtfully and offered, “Pickings were slim, so I had to slum it.”

	Jace said indignantly as he stood, “Hey!”

	We had a good chuckle at his expense. Then I started fussing over his dress cape so that it hung evenly across shoulders which were getting broad and sturdy. He whispered in a whine as his eyes darted around at the knights in formation, doing a good job of trying to ignore what was happening, “Laaney.” I caught some grins from the likes of Lady Verna at that.

	I couldn't help doting. He was my baby brother and a squire. He would be a knight of the realm soon, and I was so very proud.

	I did a double-take and cocked an eyebrow at Verna, and the knight from York who stood beside her and Kristof. Lady Genevieve. The woman looked like a shorter version of Verna, muscular and with a split longsword across her back just like her idol.

	We first met the knight who emulated our musclebound friend in our expedition to the Westlands. When I pressed her fellow knights from York about Lady Gen's obsession, one shared what he had learned on the subject.

	It was during the Great Raid of York... when the Reaper led the Horde, a group of one hundred and fifty marauders against the keep. York lost forty knights in the initial battle, and Wexbury and Flatlash answered the calls for aid. In the ensuing battle, Flatlash lost ten knights, and Wexbury lost four in the battle at the gates of York Keep.

	That is the battle in which a young Squire, Celeste, ignited into her power on the field, blinding magic users for miles around. While there were whispers of the mere girl who stood against the Reaper when her Knight, Sir Edwin had fallen in battle, all the knights present at that engagement will never recount the happenings, but will only swear upon the bravery of Sir Edwin at York.

	Many idolized Celeste after that day, and she quickly rose to knighthood and then the Commander of the Mobile Battalion. But there were other heroes on the field that day. While most knights took on the main body of the enemy horde, some were tasked to stop a group who had used a battering ram to damage the portcullis gates and were dragging commoners away.

	All knew what marauders did to those they captured. The men and children were roasted on spits to feed their men, while the women... the women suffered a worse fate before that.

	A teenaged mason girl, Genevieve, had been dragged out of the Keep by the hair. She was terrified and was trying in vain to get away, barely aware of the battle raging around them as she feared her own fate. She had scrabbled forward to bite the leg of her captor and was kicked away as the man drew a large battleax from his back and swung down upon her.

	She thought it her end, but a large shadow fell across her as a woman in the colors of Wexbury, and the squire insignia, slid in front of her, planting her feet firmly as she took the strike meant for young Gen. The man said that the woman shared with her, that she had looked up to see this majestic woman towering over her, muscles flexing everywhere, with a huge split blade in her hands.

	She took the strike meant for her, then with a guttural growl and an upward sweep of that great blade, split the man from groin to shoulder. Then she kicked the dying man back with such force that he tumbled head over heels into the chaos around them.

	The York Knight shared that Gen had said that the squire just looked back, a huge bloody wound from the strike she had taken for her, cut diagonally across her face from the temple down her neck to the opposite shoulder. She remembers the words that Verna had said before she dove back into the fray, “It's ok, miss, you're safe now. Find cover.”

	The girl had decided after the field was won that day, and York was saved, that she would aspire to be a hero like the Squire of Wexbury who had saved her. She petitioned for squireship, and though it was rare for a commoner to be accepted, Lady Kess of York saw her fire and took her on. And by all accounts, Lady Gen has become one of the most formidable Knights of York, just as Verna has risen in the ranks of Wexbury to third in command.

	Verna caught me looking and followed my gaze to Gen, then rolled her eyes at me. What? I thought it sweet. And knowing how Verna had come into that impressive scar across her face, made her just that much more amazing to me as well. Celeste chose her best friend well.

	I glanced to the Hall to see mother, Rain, Sylvia, and Mother Udele standing at the entrance, watching, with Shan sitting on Rain's shoulder, playing with the little dagger Ranelle had let her steal from her. Shanicia saw my attention on her and gave a cute wave. I waved back from my hip, trying to look regal.

	Then the doors on the dirigibles opened, and people started filing out. I immediately recognized Commander Stein, Chancellor Riley, and my eyes widened at the next man. It was Captain Harrison, from the Northern Rift. He had a grim look on his face.

	Then a woman dressed in odd but elegant finery followed them. I didn't know the woman. She was a middle-aged woman with that extremely pale complexion that all of Avalon seemed to share. Was it something about their environment there?

	She had curly, golden locks that were streaked with grey, which gave her an attractive look. The laugh lines around her mouth and eyes showed she was a woman of good humor. Her eyes were striking. Such a pale blue-grey that they looked almost white, like the few people of New World who were stricken with albinism.

	I noted over the past couple years, that where blondes are very rare in Sparo, maybe one in fifty people being so, that blonde and lighter browns seemed to be the predominant hair colors for Avalon.

	I took a step forward, blurring and ghosting as I moved in front of Tennison to take my place, Celeste on my heel. Misty and Ingr in our shadow. The big man must have made a signal behind me as everyone stood at attention, the people forming the corridor, raising the blades to their chins.

	I tried not to sigh at the needless pomp and circumstance. I saw Bex step out of the Outrider like he was trying to get away from something, with a dark and aggravated look on his face. He averted his eyes when he saw my attention on him. What was going on there?

	I turned back to the delegates, as two people in the colors of Highland joined them and led them along. As the group passed by, each knight inclined their heads, then sheathed their blades. I stopped myself from shaking my head at the ceremony reserved normally for royalty.

	They stopped in front of me, and when the two Highlander nobles took a knee and said, “Great Mother.” The Avalonians all looked around at each other then did the same when Stein took a knee too. He had an amused smirk on his face when he said, “Great Mother Laney,” knowing the consternation it caused in me.

	I inclined my head, feeling a little girl playing at Queen. And they all stood. The female Highlander made the introductions, though I knew most. The Captain had never dropped the hard stare he was exchanging with Celeste, two apex predators not liking another killer in the vicinity. The other woman who was introduced as, “Great Mother Laney, Lady Celeste, this is Ambassador Esmerelda Cutter, she will be your counterpart for the bulk of the discussions in Avalon.”

	The woman had just been watching me from the moment they exited the Outrider. And she had a look of amazement painting her fair features when I reached out to clasp her forearm, leaving a ghosting trail of wispy afterimages, “Lady Ambassador.”

	She seemed to watch the mists following from me with childlike delight as she whispered, “Amazing.”

	Then she straightened and put on a more diplomatic, bland face as she responded in kind, “Great Mother Laney. And please, Ambassador, or Esme please.”

	I inclined my head as she looked at the scars on my face instead of my eyes as I offered in exchange, “Laney.” Celeste cleared her throat, and I sighed out and added blandly, “Or Great Mother if you must.”

	I saw the Ambassador's hand start to rise as she kept looking at the magik pouring out from the scars, she seemed genuinely transfixed. I realized I had stiffened a little at the motion. She saw this and straightened up and met my eyes, then rushed out, “Oh, I'm terribly sorry. It is just so fascinating. It is really magic?”

	I shrugged, befuddled at her fascination as I supplied, “Yes... magik. It is just me.”

	She saw my reticence to speak on the subject as she took a step beside me to look past me at Templar Hall, then the Whispering Walls far off in the distance, with Father Stone... Heaven's Gate, standing tall. I turned to view it with her as she said, “I'm sorry. It is all just so surreal to me. I'm actually here in the Outlands. I never thought to see any of them in my lifetime. And here I am with castles and knights.”

	That struck a familiar tone with me. I still shared that same disbelief every time I visited a new land or realm. We shared a smile, and she glanced back at some gasps around us, saying as I started to turn, “Ah here she is, our cultural attache.”

	My blood ran cold when a familiar voice chimed out, freezing over my very soul, “Hello... Gypsy bitch.”

	Power exploded inside me from somewhere so deep inside the darkest recesses of my mind that it scared me. It tasted of a hate and rage I had never known myself capable of. I had only felt this dark power which tasted of acid and ash once before.

	I was back at the Outlander, Hera and Anadele crossed in front of the throat of the rogue Duchess Aelwen before my hands had even reached for my blades. It was as if instead of me pushing versions of myself to the future, I was instead pulled into that future version of myself, crossing the distance in the blink of an eye, pulled by that dark magic.

	Dozens of other blades were drawn, pointing at the woman before her smirk even registered in me. I heard footsteps running up behind me as Celeste yelling out, “Laney no!”

	That dark power seemed to be consuming my soul, whispering, “Do it.” My self-control wavering as I realized that yes, I should just kill her now, make it painful so it would hurt her so very much as the life left her body. Make the bitch pay.

	Celeste's hand on my shoulder stopped me from ending the Duchess right then and there. I rasped out with such a hate-filled voice that it made me flinch through my own rage, “You kidnapped my daughter... you struck her! You beat my wife, you bitch!” My hands were shaking with the need to take Aelwen's head.

	The woman just chuckled, smooth and melodically, as she brought a hand up to push Hera away with a finger. “Tut tut, Laney dearest. I'm Avalonian now, a diplomat, your cultural attache.” Then like she was enjoying it, she actually sang out, “Diplomatic immunity, love.”

	She tried pushing Anadele away with a finger too, just to wince and look at the deep cut on her finger. My blade was sharper than the sharpest of razors. She put her finger in her mouth as I whispered harshly, “I should kill you right now.”

	She spoke around her bleeding finger as the other Avalonians were shouting out demands to know what was happening. “Oh come now, Penny Lady, you wouldn't want to be the cause for the resumption of hostilities now, would you? Just think of all those innocent lives to be lost.”

	I was vibrating, fighting this new dark power flowing through me, I even noted the ever-present, wispy magik coming from me was the darkest obsidian black like it was absorbing the light around it. And more than anything else, it scared me that it felt so very good. Exhaling, I stepped back with a frustrated growl, and let Celeste hold me from behind, allowing her strength flow into me to chase away the evil threatening to boil over inside of my being.

	I took a deep, calming breath, seeing my mists fade back to white as I centered myself. My grip tightened on the hilts of my blades as I sheathed them. She was right, I couldn't live with myself if I were the cause of more deaths... I had to be satisfied with the bright scars on her hands, left by the pennies I had shot through them at the Royal Masquerade when she was trying to escape with Misty.

	I made a lowering gesture with one hand, and all the Knights lowered their blades. I was shocked to realize that Misty was by my side with her own blade drawn toward my nemesis as well, Ingr trying unsuccessfully to pull her back.

	Now I understood the sour look on Bex's face, as he had no love for the rogue Duchess either since she had almost cost him his life, yet he was the one who had to fly her here.

	The demands to know what had just happened from the other diplomats were lost on me as I glared at the person I most hated, in this world and the next, as she said in a sweet, condescending tone, “There, there, that's better. Now that wasn't so hard was it?”

	I had to take solace in the fact that the Duchess' perfectly beautiful looks, which were everything to her, were marred by a slightly crooked nose, from when Misty had broken it with a headbutt in Highland.

	



	


Chapter 5 – Ambassador Cutter

	I still don't know how I had pulled myself forward in time to cross thirty yards in an instant. And I'm not sure I want to know since I could still feel how seductive that dark, acidic magik had felt. Some part of me wanted more.

	The contingent with us on the trip up to Highland, before the trek to Avalon, all kept an eye on Aelwen. Nobody wanted to be on the same side of the gondola as her. I had so many questions. What new grab at power, what diabolical scam was she running that she was with Avalon, and one of their citizens now? She couldn't be taken for her crimes against the Crown now that she had diplomatic immunity.

	How had she even found Avalon? I swear that she had more lives than a cockroach.

	George and Everly were even less amused than I was about the situation, but they, like me, had to suck it up and deal with the fact the woman who had caused so much anguish and death in Sparo, was beyond our reach now.

	I looked around at my main diplomatic attachment. Myself, Celeste, and Elaineia. The young Sora was to be the representative of the Cristea as her mother was handling things in New Home for me while I was tasked to this peace mission.

	I had wondered at that, why her elder sister, Heather had not been the one selected to bring claims against their people against Avalon. Celeste postulated that Heather was too gentle a soul to discuss the atrocities that the Cristea had endured under the occupation of their lands. And that Elaine had suffered more directly, the treatment many of the women of the Cristea had endured in enemy hands.

	Then there were two of the most trusted of the Great Mother's Own since I could go nowhere without them. I knew that to be a slight falsehood, as Ranelle had been part of a Greva with me on my mission to save Mother Udele in Solomon. But we did not fully trust the motives of Avalon, so I did not protest.

	One, a tall woman with a darker bronze complexion and rich black curls, Jezelle, had been Rain's most trusted, and a personal friend of hers. She was a skilled swordswoman and heavily magiked. The second, I had to smile over. I had assigned Alexandru, formerly of the Lupei, but now of the Cristea, to the guard temporarily. This alleviated both his and Elaine's trepidation about her going to Avalon alone. He could guard her as well as me.

	I loved the man like a brother, as he has been a part of my life since that ill-fated journey to Far Reach so very long ago. Then for so very long, my Garda Personala. The man had no equal with a bow.

	With Bex... the last of us three Templars, as our 'pilot,' I had to smirk a little. Our group to a one were formidable fighters, most touched by the spark of magic. We weren't just a diplomatic contingent, we were a fighting force all our own. It seemed Sparo was taking no chances.

	The other airships carried the rest of the diplomats and attendants for the embassy, except Highland ambassadors and representatives which we would pick up in Highland before our journey north began. I shuddered at the thought of all the diplomats who would be looking to me with all their requests for negotiations.

	I had already heard many of the requests for information or trade negotiations when we didn't even know anything about Avalon yet. I hated politics so very much. Count Wendle from Solomon was so insistent about speaking with me about first rights on any technology trade that I finally had to place my hand on the hilt of Hera and tapped a finger on the crest of Solomon to get the man to shut up and leave me be.

	True to Duke Liam of Solomon's word, possessing Hera gave me the authority to give orders to his people, even though being the co-ruler of the realms, or even a Duchess or Mother of the Cristea should have been enough. So the man grudgingly left me be for now.

	While Celeste was trying to get me to stop trying to kill Aelwen with my eyes from across the gondola, Ambassador Cutter made her way over to us, her eyes shifting from me to the windows. Dru seemed to measure the woman up as she approached, and I think he came up to the same conclusion I had.

	While the others in this group were all military or, as in the Chancellor's case, assassins. The Ambassador struck me as someone out of her depth like I was, and quite harmless. I didn't see the dangerous calculating edge of a trained killer in her eyes. Instead, I saw wide-eyed wonder at seeing new and exciting things.

	Alexandru caught my eye, and we exchanged nonverbal agreement, and he stepped aside as the woman approached. She kept her eyes down as she hustled past him. Was the woman blushing? Oh yeah, I sometimes forget that Dru is an exceedingly beautiful man, with his mane of curling ebony hair and light olive complexion.

	I thought in humor... Sorry Ambassador, but he is very taken by his Cristea bride.

	She got up to us and noted how Celeste moved slightly away from me so that either of us would have room to draw our weapons if need be. The woman looked like she wasn't sure what she was supposed to do, and so gave a little curtsey. “Umm... Laney.”

	Ok, I smiled a little at the woman. And said in solidarity of our awkwardness, “You don't have to do that, Ambassador. You're not a Sparo citizen, and besides, I hate it anyway.”

	She nodded, and I looked at her expectantly as she looked toward the windows again. I was about to ask if there was something I could do for her, when she moved to the window to look down in wonder. “I was wondering... well. The young man flying this wondrous machine and the, um, military escort knights, wouldn't speak with us on the flight from Highland to Wexbury. I have so many questions.”

	I looked at Bex, knowing that it would normally take stuffing a sock in his mouth to stop him from answering questions, but I noted his burning glare toward the rogue Duchess and understood. “It isn't you, Ambassador. There is bad blood between Aelwen and most of us here on the Outrider.”

	Then I rasped out in a low voice as the woman looked back upon the snake in woman's clothing, “How did she wind up with Avalon, anyway? She is one of the most hunted criminals in all of Sparo.”

	She looked down at me, eyes wide, and whispered back, “Aelwen? That sweet woman?”

	Were we speaking of the same person here? It was more likely she had these people bamboozled. When I didn't respond, she looked between the ex-Duchess and me, then said in hushed tones, “A patrol from the Southern Colony... New Home as you call it. Was sent East to probe for what the savages called Old Home. When they had reached the point they needed to turn back after finding nothing, three weeks later, they came upon a caravan of barbarians in the broken lands between the Southern Colony and Sparo.”

	I swallowed at that. We knew of the stretch of shattered landscape, which was a maze of canyons and ravines. It was not that far off from our West Weigh Station's outer marker. It was frightening that they had come that close to finding us back then.

	She continued in hushed tones, “When our soldiers greeted them and asked if they knew the location of Old Home, the barbarians attacked with bone clubs and makeshift blades. Our men were forced to kill them all to preserve their own lives. There was a woman cowering in the middle, who said she had been kidnapped from the lands she had been forcibly exiled from. The men who rescued her brought her back to Avalon.”

	I read all the subtext that the ambassador seemed clueless of. Those men were marauders from Sparo. And Aelwen was not kidnapped by them, she was likely leading them. And they likely took her back to Avalon because she let them know she had valuable information about Sparo.

	The big question was, what was she doing so far out in the Uninhabitable Lands? There is nothing but death there.

	My blood chilled in my veins as I realized that, no, there was something there. The Westlands. And Aelwen knew that, as she had been in Highland when Alin, the Gypsy of the Cristea band, was discovered unconscious at the Weigh Station. So she knew that there were lands beyond Sparo.

	Had... had she been attempting to reach the Westlands before we could organize our expeditionary mission almost a year later? What kind of chaos would we have flown into if she had succeeded, surely not anything worse than Avalon enslaving the Cristea? But with Aelwen, who knows? She has an uncanny knack of bending men to her will.

	I hadn't noticed Elaine move up to us until she hissed under her breath, “Do not call New Home a colony of Avalon. We were overrun, men, women, and children killed or enslaved, and many of us raped by your men as if they had a right to our flesh.”

	The Ambassador's eyes were wide in horror at what she was hearing and defended weakly, “No, all the... people of the Outlands are educated and cared for by Avalon. We have trade agreements with them for raw resources. It is in all of our teachings.”

	I knew she had almost said 'savages' instead of people, what else were her people taught?

	Elaine looked moments from exploding, and I placed a hand on her shoulder to calm her, my white silk-gloved hand ghosting in the air. When she grudgingly backed down I asked the Ambassador, “Tell me, have you ever been to any of these, what do you call them? Outlands? Met any of the people? Spoke with them?”

	The woman looked thoughtful as she shook her head. “No... only the Avalon Expeditionary Enforcers ever travel Outland, as the wastelands are dangerous.” She slowed a bit.

	I nodded... she wasn't aware. I would wager twenty gold coins that none of their commoners were aware either. “There are no trade agreements, Avalon has stripped two lands of resources for your own needs while enslaving the people to accomplish it. They are not savages, nor barbarians, but other cultures which are simply alien to you. Would you call Sparo, savages, when we possess such technology to make the crossing to Avalon in the skies faster than any of your auto-wagons and transports?”

	She hesitated. I knew she likely called us savages like all the other Avalonians we had met until she actually met us. What other kinds of misinformation are they being fed? Then she shook her head, guilt on her face telling me the story. But she tried to deny, “But killing and... raping?”

	Elaine said in a tone devoid of any emotion, “I, myself, was used by your men against my will.”

	The woman searched the young gypsy woman's eyes, not wanting to believe, but she saw the truth of it there and pursed her lips in a tight line to cut off any denial she had been thinking to offer. Then she said almost helplessly, “I'm so sorry.”

	Elaineia gave her a savage smile as she touched the hilt of Home Sword. “I have been avenged, the man who had soiled me has met justice... permanently.”

	The Avalonian paled in understanding as her eyes involuntarily flicked to the sword.

	I saw the woman's distress at getting too much truth in so short a time and diverted the conversation from the unpleasantness. “You said you had questions, Ambassador?”

	Her gaze dwelled upon Elaine for a second more before she visibly shook herself out of her thoughts and looked down, pointing at the Toran as we passed. George made sure that all diplomatic flights into the Lower Ten, took the same initial route, diverting west first to the Toran and then over one of our most ambitious engineering feats, the Great Bridging of the Gap. It was to represent the peace between the realms, the feats that could be performed in the name of peace, and as a warning, that Sparo could accomplish anything we set our minds to.

	She pointed at the half-finished marvel below us. “What is going on there? There are so many vehicles moving Earth in that ribbon of land.”

	She looked truly inquisitive. I could understand, as my favorite thing to do was to sit in the Public Library of Cedar Ridge... I will not call it the Penny Library... and consume all the knowledge I could from the tomes and scrolls contained there.

	I shared, “That is one of George's grand ideas which will stand as a monument to his forward thinking long after he passed from this Earth. The Great Bridging.”

	She glanced between it and me as I continued, “Centuries ago, Highland had sent out expeditions from their land, to the four corners of the compass, in hopes that it was not the only land which survived in the endless wastelands. They had found a land full of life to the south, and called it Sparo, which means hope.”

	I caught the slight tick of a smile at the definition of our land. Celeste moved behind me and placed her hands on my hips as I went on, happy to share what little knowledge I could. “A grand Toran with an eternal flame on the top of each, on either side of the Gap was erected, signifying the joining of the two lands. Over time, the Gap will be closed as the Habitable Lands slowly grow out into the wasteland every year.”

	The Ambassador nodded a serious look on her face as I pushed ahead. “However, George, Prince at the time, thought that the two lands should be joined now, allowing people and animals to freely travel between Highland and the Lower Ten. Only forty miles separate the lands now, so Prince George had started the largest engineering project in modern times. The Great Bridging.”

	Her eyes started widening, as an understanding of where I was going donned on her while I spoke. “A canal and road were constructed between the two lands, and for years now, great auto-wagons have been moving viable dirt from either side of the gap to create a mile-wide grassland between the two. The invention of the auto-wagon, by Sir Bexington there...”

	I nudged my chin toward our brainy companion at the helm of the airship. “...has sped the process up immensely, and in just a few years the project is half complete, with a half-mile wide strip of viable grassland between the two living lands, irrigated by the canal which has been stocked with all manner of fish.”

	The Ambassador nodded in appreciation toward him, then she finally exhaled a breath she had been holding and gasped out, as she pointed at a huge herd of bison which stretched over a half mile, that was grazing in the grasslands. “That is an artificial grassland? It stretches forty miles?”

	The sight made me smile as I nodded, I had been informed just six months aforetime, that the first bison herd had been spotted in Highland, proving George's idea was sound, and that wildlife which was unique to either land was now using the Bridging to migrate, increasing their grazing lands.

	She whispered like someone in the heavens might hear her and strike her down, “Just one of those herds would feed Avalon for years.”

	I tried not to look proud when I said, “That herd is minuscule compared to some that roam the northern grasslands of Wexbury.” Fine, I may take pride in the realm I grew up in. We may be one of the smaller realms, but we had some amazing things we could claim.

	She just watched the animals as we passed overhead, then just exhaled and said as she shook her head, watching the Toran at the other side of the gap getting larger as we approached. Then she prompted, “I don't wish to be rude, but do you mind if I take notes? Our educators would be fascinated with all of this.”

	I cocked my head as I said, “Not at all. And I believe that one of our diplomatic contingents is a scholar of Sparo History, Countess Kjristen if you'd like to speak with her more in depth than my general knowledge.”

	She lit up like a child at Holy Day feast when they saw the sweet rolls. “Oh, I'd love that, thank you.”

	I regarded her then asked, “I apologize if I am speaking out of line, but you don't seem like any diplomat I have met. How long have you been an ambassador of Avalon?”

	She chuckled and shrugged as she shared, “I'm normally not. We've never had ambassadors before. But the President assigned me to the task, and I feel quite out of my depth. I was the education minister of Avalon. I love educating the children. I don't feel qualified for this in any fashion at all. I was just told that we needed someone to use as a bridge to bring concerns of each party back and forth.”

	I blinked... she was basically a teacher? And they had installed her to help negotiate a peace compact? And her comment about never having ambassadors before should have told her something was off with the version of history that her government is feeding her people.

	If they truly were living in peace and had trade agreements with the Outlands, then who represented Avalon in that? You don't need ambassadors if you just conquer the land you invade.

	This reinforced to me, the fact that Avalon seemed to just be going through the motions, and setting the talks up for failure, using someone who saw joy in imparting knowledge to children as the scapegoat.

	I was seething and had to rein in the misty magiks which exploded from me. I vowed that I would work in earnest with Esme to forge peace between our lands. Besides, I was just as uninitiated in politics and diplomacy as she was. We could navigate the turbulent waters together.

	She seemed to be studying me as I reached a hand up to place on Celeste's, leaving ghostly trails behind with the movement. Then she asked, “If I'm not too rude in asking... why do you wear only one glove? Are you... hiding your umm... physical defect? I see you only have three fingers on that hand.”

	I stiffened a little, but I saw no malice nor ill intent in her eyes, so I decided to show her. She could already see the price of peace with the scars on my cheek, and I was not ashamed to show what I would do to protect my own people.

	She hissed as she sucked in a breath when I pulled the glove off. Seeing the magic burn scars which covered my hand and arm, and my missing finger. The dull aches and pain of the injuries throbbed in my head without the heavily spelled glove to dull the worst of it.

	I ran a finger up my arm as I said in my raspy voice, “The Battle of the Monolith while freeing Far Reach Keep from rogue magic users.” Then I rubbed the nub under the skin where a finger should have been, then touched my throat and spoke at in my normal raspy tone for everyone present to hear, “The rescue of Mother Udele from Aelwen and her dark knights in Solomon.”

	Her eyes widened as she looked between my hand as I pulled the glove back on, and the ex-Duchess of Solomon.

	Aelwen, just smiled almost cruelly toward us as she tutted while holding her hands up and wiggling her fingers and displaying the scars on both hands. “Come now, Laney dearest, you did return the favor at the Masquerade.”

	I started toward her, but Celeste tightened her ironlike grip on my shoulders to restrain me. I had to smirk at the Ambassador in appreciation when she snapped out, “Stop antagonizing the Great Mother. You're supposed to help us with the cultural divide, not cause another outbreak of hostilities.”

	Aelwen kept her eyes on me, looking smug as she said, “As you wish, Ambassador. The Gypsy Princess and I are old friends.”

	Bex snapped out, “That would be Queen... her title is Great Mother. You will accord her the respect that demands.”

	She didn't even look at our incensed Bexington, she just said, “Says the Knight who couldn't protect a little girl.” It was a mistake to discount our brainy Knight, and she should know that. The men she sent for Misty had learned that before they overwhelmed him with numbers. It had almost cost him his life.

	Ambassador Cutter snapped, “Enough.”

	I was impressed with her tone. It was the commanding tone you would expect from an ambassador. I could see that she would grow into her position well as Aelwen lost the smile on her face and turned away.

	Esmerelda turned back to me and whispered, “I'm so sorry. This is not like her. She's always been the sweetest person. I've never seen her like this.”

	Then I tried not to snort when I heard Bex muttering under his breath, “That little girl was too much for you to handle, now wasn't she?”

	Celeste sighed out, “Bex?”

	He shut his mouth, and I was grinning inwardly at the truth of his statement. Misty knew no fear, and I was afraid one day that would get the better of her.

	After an awkward silence, I asked for my own knowledge, “How does the hierarchy go in your culture? Is it a feudal system? Are you noble? Is the President your king? I should know if I am to know just whom I am negotiating with and their capacities to do so.”

	She smiled at that, and she looked half amused, half contemplative. “No, I am not a noble. We have a democracy, and our leaders are all voted in by the people.” Then she soured a little and confided quietly, “Though some believe the elections for higher offices bought.”

	I smiled in understanding, “So it is akin to the Gypsy hierarchy? Each clan having a Mother, then all the people are equals, with a Great Mother settling any disagreements between clans?” I admitted, “Though Mother's are not voted upon unless the prior Mother is the last of her line. Leadership is hereditary.”

	She looked amused again, was I asking questions that made me seem foolish? She shook her head. “That sounds almost ideal. I suppose that all citizens should be considered equal in Avalon, but the rich have more... status than the poor.”

	Celeste prompted, “So it is a plutocracy? We see that a little in the Keep, with the richer commoners living in Mid End, instead of Cheap Quarter or the Trough. The strawberry farmer along the inner walls is rich enough to live in Uptown. This occurs even among the nobles to an extent, though titles even the field a bit.”

	The Ambassador latched on to the oddest thing, sounding excited as she blurted, “You still have strawberries? Are they as sweet as their description?”

	We both blinked at her. The segue was unexpected. I prompted, “You don't have strawberries?”

	She shook her head, and affected the tone I have heard Jacklyn, the Instructor of the Keep take when giving lessons to the children under her care. It must be a universal educator thing. “No, we preserved so many species of animals and plants in the early days so that we could re-seed the Earth as it healed. But even the best of plans can be distorted and warped with time. Nobody knew at the time Avalon was established after the Cataclysm, that it would take mother Earth millennia to heal. They had originally planned for a hundred years, not realizing just how much damage was actually done to the planet, and her ecosystem.”

	I started to ask a question but stopped as she went on.

	“We had to open the seed stores to start planting in the sprawling greenhouses that were built to feed our people. And while we have preserved a large percentage of the food crops, we have no way to replace a species if it is mismanaged and enough seeds are not preserved for replanting.”

	She sighed wistfully, her voice far away. “Much of the Fragaria species was wiped out by a mold two hundred years ago. The seeds we tried to salvage from the blight had been rendered sterile. So as with many other food crops over the years, we thought them lost to time. I've always wondered what it or citrus fruits may have tasted like.”

	I smile widely. I assumed Fragaria was the scholarly name for strawberries, I know each species has names I probably couldn't pronounce, and us laypeople just used the common names instead. But I knew citrus. I said, “Just a moment, hold that thought.” I dashed to the larder door, and looked at the supplies inside, then smiled at a basket lashed to a rail and pulled out an orange fruit.

	I returned to her, cupping the fruit in my hands, and offered it to her. She looked at it and her eyes widened as she whispered, “Is that... is that an orange?”

	I shook my head. “No, it is called a tangerine. Even though it is a fruit like a lemon, it is not sour. Instead, it is tart and sweet all at the same time.”

	She accepted it and stared at it in wonder. Then she smelled it and tapped it. “It has a rind, like a melon? I would have thought it to be more like an apple with skin.”

	I put a hand out in a prompt, and she handed it back, and I dug my thumbs into the peel and proceeded to explain as I tore free the fruit from inside, while she smelled the pungent and acidic aroma as juices sprayed out. “The fruit grows in sections inside the rind. Makes it handy for keeping the juices from flowing over your hands since they are mostly water, like a grape.”

	I handed her a section. She sniffed it experimentally, and I remembered my first experience with the fruit so many years ago in the Great Library of the Techromancy Scrolls. She timidly took a bite of the section, then she chewed greedily as her eyes widened again. “Oh lord, this is amazing.”

	I was nodding. “I know, right?”

	She looked around when I handed her the rest of the fruit. Then as she took another section, she whispered, “We must negotiate these on the first trade agreement.”

	We all shared a chuckle.

	I thought about something so simple, then wondered aloud, “I wonder how many fruits and vegetables you have that are lost to us, and how many we have that you do not. And animals. Maybe if this peace works, we can share all that is lost between us and help heal the world?”

	She chuckled and said wistfully, “Spoken as a dreamer, not a politician.”

	I did catch the sour note when she spoke of politics.

	At Celeste, I grinned and teased, “I may have found a kindred spirit.”

	My lady smirked and inclined her head as she volleyed back, “There was bound to be more like you out there.”

	I lightly punched her stomach, and it felt like hitting straps of steel as always. “You, my lady... are no lady.”

	She beamed at me and kissed the top of my head as she pulled me into a backward hug. I sighed and leaned in.

	The ambassador watched us a moment and said, “You two are so sweet together.”

	Celeste narrowed her eyes a bit in confusion like she caught some subtext I hadn't noted. “You seem surprised.”

	The woman sighed and looked almost guilty as she said, “I'm sorry. It's just that Sparo isn't exactly what I had been expecting. From all the reports from the frontier, it sounded as if your people were nothing but hoards of savage natives bent on death and destruction. That is why our main forces were sent to... pacify... you.”

	I narrowed my eyes at that in anger, but she held a calming hand up. “But I am quickly finding that you are really no different than the people of Avalon.”

	Then she chuckled. “And the concept you were just above stone wheels technologically, seems to be in error as well. We have no vessels which can convey people through the skies and at such a rapid pace.”

	She shrugged and said almost sadly, “We seem to have just developed in different ways. We kept more of the old way from before the Cataclysm, and you started with a fresh slate. Look what you have accomplished.”

	I admitted, “You are not what we had come to expect either. Even Commander Stein, who was responsible for so much death in New Home, I have respect for, especially after getting to know him over the past couple of years. Mind you, I don't think I can ever forgive him, but I can respect him.”

	She nodded, looking across the gondola to the man and whispered, “Understandable. But he is twice the man of Captain Harrison... that man scares me.”

	I whispered back, “He scares me too. I think Celeste is the only one here not afraid of the man.”

	My wife smirked at me then said, “He showed us his mettle in the field. He had more honor than his Commander Mattis. But it is the Chancellor who is the most dangerous of your people here.”

	This got the Avalonian's brows to raise as she whispered in disbelief, “Ursula? But she's so nice.”

	I nodded and rasped out, “That may be, but that doesn't make her any less lethal. My Celeste is one of the most lethal knights in our realm. And I think she's sweet, except when she leaves her clothes on the floor, and I have to pick them up.”

	The ambassador and I shared a chuckle at my red-haired avenging angel's indignant look.

	Then the fair-haired woman shared, “I was a little afraid of meeting the Ghost and the Wraith of Sparo. You two are nothing like I expected from the stories.”

	Wraith? I looked up to see the hard look on Celeste's face. Yet another nickname she had earned for her lethality on the field. The names that shamed her deeply.

	Ambassador Cutter saw, and quickly said, “I'm sorry. I'm not very good at this diplomacy thing. I seem to just blurt out whatever I'm thinking. I don't mean to insult you. I'm just trying to reconcile the news from the frontier, with the people standing in front of me. Like all politics, it seems the people are not given the whole truth of things.”

	Celeste growled out quietly, “While there is some truth to the words, Sparo is not the aggressor. What we do, we do to defend those under our care.”

	The woman looked upset with the way things were going, so took the moment of silence to change topics. “Tell me about your magic? How does it work? I can never seem to focus on you as you blur around.”

	I said almost to myself, “How does it work?” Then I shared. “It's... magic. Like any other magic. It just is. It is part of me and it... it just is. I'm not explaining it well.”

	I felt myself blushing over my inability to answer her question, as she smiled widely. “You speak of it as if magic is normal. I know our governing body and scientists have dedicated entire departments to trying to figure out the trick to it since magic can't possibly be real. Yet... here you are, walking around like a spirit in the forest.”

	Then the ambassador looked back toward Aelwen, rubbed the side of her other hand with her thumb, then whispered, “She has told us of how the people with magic oppress those without and lord over them. That is how she lost her position as Duchess... a magic user like you pushed her out to take her place.”

	I could hear the unspoken, “I saw what you did when Aelwen spoke.”

	I snorted. Then my eyes widened at the look on her face. Mother Luna, she was serious. Then I noted her gaze on the magik drifting from my scars and realized she was serious. I prompted, “Do you believe that anyone with a spark of magic is like me? Unable to rein it in, so it is visible to nonmagic users like yourself?”

	The way she cocked her head told me all I need to know and I smirked in mischief as I asked, “Am I the only magic user on the Outrider?”

	She looked around and asked, “Well, aren't you?”

	Elaine, who had been listening to the whole time snickered, and I shot her a reprimanding look. She clamped her mouth shut to stop from tittering. She of all people should know what the Ambassador was thinking since the Cristea had thought the magik of the people to just be bedtime stories for children since they had lost their magik so very long ago, until we arrived in the Westlands.

	I nudged my chin at my wife. “Celeste holds magic, as does Jezelle, even Alexandru has a spark that has not ignited. Elaine here has magik by proxy, imbued into her Sabie Acasa, Home Sword.”

	Then I made a show of turning my attention to the other side of the cabin, and Aelwen caught my attention on her, and kissed toward me, smiling like the snake she was, as I whispered to Esmerelda, “And the rogue duchess of Solomon... Aelwen, holds magic.”

	She gasped at that and looked at me as if I had told a bald-faced lie to her.

	Celeste nodded and assured her, “It is true. The Duchess had organized other rogue magic users in an effort to assassinate her husband so that she could rule over Solomon. But Laney had foiled the attempt. The woman has been on the run ever since.”

	The Ambassador just stared, gape-jawed in disbelief, shaking her head. “No. You're wrong. She has no magic. I've known her for months, and the President has for two years. We would have known, she's showed no signs.”

	I nodded, and said plainly, “That is because it suits whatever plans she has for Avalon, for her to play the poor deposed ruler with your people.”

	I could see I couldn't convince her of the truth and knew that Aelwen would show her true face to them soon. Why else would she have insisted on speaking only with me, so that she could tease us with her diplomatic immunity? She would show her hand soon, and Avalon would know of her deceptions.

	I shrugged then returned to the former topic as I admitted, “To an extent, it is true, that those Altii nobles with magic did oppress any commoners with a spark, as they believed magic was only for the nobles of the realms. But that thinking has been changing. And in recent years, Wexbury has lead the charge in embracing all with magic instead of persecuting them. We are flawed like any other culture, but we strive to be better than our predecessors.”

	Then I added, “The Mountain Gypsies have always embraced the magik touched of the People.”

	She cocked her head. “Even through your thick accent, I can hear you keep pronouncing magic differently. Are there more than one kind?”

	Thick accent? I had no accent, she did. It must be the old archaic English they spoke in Avalon. I made a noncommittal shrug. “Yes and no.” Then I gave a toothy grin which got the chuckle I was shooting for. “Magic is magic. The People just have a different pronunciation. But there are six elemental magics... well seven now...” Emily had a lot of explaining to do.

	I recited for her in my raspy voice, “The five of the Altii... earth, fire, air, water, and nature. Then the magik of the People is the magik of the spirit. Recently we have learned that there is a seventh previously unknown magic. The magic of the mind.”

	She nodded as she thought. “And which do you possess?”

	I heard snorts from the people within earshot. I brought a hand up to my face and sighted down my finger while I pointed at them all in warning as I squished my eyes. “Smiting list, the lot of you.”

	Then I sighed and shared what was no longer a secret, as I could not hide it after the battle of Journey's End, and didn't need to anymore now that I was a Templar, and answered to no realm. “I'm an Adept.”

	She cocked her head, and Celeste clarified, “Where normal magic users wield but a single element, with the affinity for another to varying degrees, our dear Penny Lady here wields the five elements of the Techromancers, and she also possesses the magik of the spirit as she is half Mountain Gypsy. She is the first in history to wield them all as one, as no other adept has ever possessed the magik of the spirit.”

	There was such pride in her tone that I had to turn and bury my face in her shoulder to hide the blush burning on my cheeks.

	The ambassador nodded slowly, absorbing our words. “It sounds complicated.”

	To get the attention off of me, I got her to describe her homeland for us. The distraction worked as she spoke with such fondness of Avalon until we landed outside the gates of Highland Keep.

	Moments after we all stepped out of the Outrider, I was blinking the stars out of my eyes following the bright flash that came from a scholar who had one of those camera things that took photographs for the science of photography that had been popping up all over Sparo the past two years. They used them to document happenings around the realms.

	Celeste and I had some photographs of our family and daughters adorning the walls in our wagon. It was an old technology from the Wizards of the Before Times that was brought back to life as scholars and Techromancers pored over the tomes in the Public Library of Cedar Ridge.

	Now we know what we had thought to be highly skilled artisans making realistic paintings in the tomes and scrolls, had just been photographs. That took some of the magic of it away from how we viewed the accomplishment. Though we do use Techromancy to develop the photographs instead of wasting chemicals to perform such a simple task.

	Our scholars have found most of the secrets of our predecessors, except for their tomes and scrolls about the magics they possessed in their time. It is postulated that such writings were hidden away in a place called the Library of Congress in a faraway land of DC. I'm quite sure they didn't wish their secrets known by the general populace.

	When my eyesight cleared, I had to smile hugely at George, Everly, and my mother in law, Emily. Even though I was upset with her for hiding such a big secret from us all these years, I couldn't help but smile at her. She was too cute to stay mad at, and I think the imp knew that and used it to her advantage.

	She and Donovan were in Highland Reach for that reason. Emily was sharing her secrets with George, and whenever I got a moment to breathe, she promised to tell me all. What I have learned from my spies... the mischievous children of Wexbury and Highland, is that she possesses the magic of the mind and says that she hails from another land called New Cali.

	We stepped up to them as the honor guard knights all around took a knee to me. I hugged, Emily, “Hello... mother.”

	Then she grinned at me and said tongue in cheek, “Hello, Great Mother.”

	I told her as the others joined us, “You're still on my smiting list, lady.”

	She just bounced on her toes, making her immaculately braided blonde hair sway near her ankles. See what I mean? How could anyone stay mad at that?

	



	


Chapter 6 – Expedition

	We stayed the night in the castle, as the supplies and provisions were loaded in the airships. It speaks to how frequent our visits have been since our return from the Westlands that Celeste and I have a room on the same level as George and Everly. When I say room, I mean a suite as large as our apartments in Templar Hall.

	I had to suck it up when the Avalon diplomatic party sat on the other side of the banquet table from the royals and... me, and Aelwen sat right across from me. She was taking great delight in playing innocent while silently taunting and daring me to cause another scene like I had at the Outrider.

	Esme seemed to be watching the cultural attache closely as they shared a bit of their culture and what to expect when we arrived there. Aelwen shared skewed comparisons to Altii culture, but I was surprised nobody corrected her. In retrospect, I wondered if it were true how she had seen things when she was Duchess of Solomon.

	All I knew about her stemmed from the duplicitous actions which led to my confrontations with her in the rescue of Mother Udele and at the Masquerade. I really didn't know anything about her from before that. I knew a lot of nobles in other realms had the opinions she shared, and it even resonated with a couple of the more hidebound nobles in Wexbury.

	It reminded me a lot of the different way we common serfs viewed the world compared to the nobles. It was almost as if we had lived in different worlds. And since Celeste and I were uncommon nobles, having both come from common stock, were we the only ones seeing the discrepancy? I'd have to speak with George on it on a later date.

	I shared what I could on Gypsy culture, and they seemed to be a little confounded how our dual ruling governance worked since we still preserved the two cultures just as we blended them. And we were informed that the bulk of any peace negotiations would speak to our Gypsy side, but they impressed upon us that when it came to trade, they were more interested in the Altii offerings.

	I had to chuckle a little at the notion that all of them were both amazed and trepidatious about the chicken in the delectable dishes the castle cooks had prepared.

	It was the Ambassador who said, “We haven't had chickens in Avalon for centuries. Right after the Lean Years had decimated the flocks, an avian virus had wiped out those who remained. So our only poultry is duck, goose, and quail.”

	Celeste had chirped with a big smile on her face, “Our esteemed Great Mother was a chicken farmer, once upon a time.”

	This got raised eyebrows from the Avalon side as I parried, “Just as our oversharing Templar here was a trapper.”

	She beamed at me, and I had to smile back. When I returned my attention to the other side of the table. All Avalon eyes were upon us, and Aelwen seemed to be seething at my wife and my loving teasing of each other. If I were a lesser person, I would have asked her how her marriage had worked out for her. I admit to being petty enough to have thought it, but I wouldn't ever have voiced it.

	Duke Liam had their marriage annulled when she ran from Solomon and he had her named a rogue. And though she was evil, she had to have loved the man at one point, and I would not use someone's heart against them.

	The boisterous and cunning Duke has since remarried to a woman from the Aratraya band of Mountain Gypsies, thank you very much. And I hear the woman, Ariel, is a handful for the man. Good, he needed to be challenged and deserved his own happiness.

	I watched each of the Avalonians as they almost timidly tasted the poultry. I was pleased with their raised brows as they dug in afterward. I knew the master herder, Renner, who supplied the chickens to Highland Keep, so I had pride in the quality of his chickens. He dealt with any gypsy bands who Carnival in Highland as well, through a deal I had struck with him once upon a time.

	Esme seemed thrilled to be trying yet another food that their culture had lost so long ago.

	I waved a woman in the whites of the kitchen staff over, she rushed up and took a knee. I rolled my eyes and nudged my chin up. She stood, and I whispered into her ear. She nodded with a smile. “Yes, Highness.” Then she dashed off in excitement, like a woman on a mission.

	I just smiled at all the inquisitive looks, then I said with my chin raised, “You'll all just have to be happy with an intrigue.” I was feeling quite foxy and mischievous, more like Laney Herder than this diplomat the world seemed intent on making me.

	I gave Celeste an impish grin when she tried to coax it out of me with her eyes. I took the victory when she surrendered with a smile when I didn't cave and share. Ha! Take that my fire maned love.

	The next morning we were all assembled with another honor guard, and I was surprised by the number of scholars, and nobles who loaded into the airships from Highland.

	That is when the nerves hit me as I realized I was really doing this. I was flying to a foreign land, to Avalon, who had been our enemy for two years. What was I thinking agreeing to this? Wait, I had never agreed to this, it was sort of thrust upon me. I had been skillfully manipulated by George and Rain, and Aelwen of all people. They all just assumed I would do anything for peace.

	Well fine, I would do anything for peace, but my smiting list was getting awfully long.

	I just hoped I didn't mess things up irrecoverably with my naivety about the machinations of diplomacy with all of these political games being played.

	I think Queen Everly saw the blood drain from my face at the realization, so she hugged me goodbye and whispered, “You have this Laney. There is nobody we would trust more to do what is right. No matter the outcome. And don't let anyone, on either side, dictate what you should do.”

	I took the warning that not only would Avalon be pressuring me, but our own nobles would push me as well. I have already started to see that in the endless requests for audience.

	I whispered back, “But they know more than...”

	She tutted as she released me. “You are co-ruler of Sparo, and speak for the Altii and the People, and nobody can dictate to you to go against anything you do not feel is right in your heart. You are the best of us. Remember that... you, sweet girl, are Queen, like me, so go and be Queen.”

	I took a deep breath to center myself, shaking away the feeling of a child playing at royal. I knew I had to project the proper strength for our people, so I stood tall with Celeste at my back. Then we loaded into the airships to the cheers of people all around. George had let the people of Highland into the area to fill the space.

	When Cutter stepped in, she said, “You seem quite popular, Laney.” I turned and chased after her calling out in mock curiosity, “Have I told you of my smiting list yet, Ambassador?”

	Bex was nothing but smiles as he shook his head at me over my antics. I opened my mouth to chastise the smug boy, but Dru and Celeste both said to him in a mockery of my raspy tone, “Oh shush you.”

	I would have pouted if the Avalonians weren't there. Instead, with a little huff, I moved to one of the tables which folded out from under the windows and started going over all the scrolls George had given me in a satchel. There were so many things I had to be aware of, and I had to study. I felt as if I were doing lessons with mom again, in our cottage in Cheap Quarter.

	I would not let our people down.

	I thought of the midnight visit George, and Everly made to our quarters. It was to deliver a message to me, that all anyone could ask from me was to do my best, but if I saw there was no way to secure a permanent peace due to uncompromising positions, then I was not to ever think it a failure on my part. That it was ok to just walk away at such a time, instead of arguing a point that would never be resolved.

	I read into that, that they viewed something amiss in the negotiations already, just as Celeste and I had. It still felt as if they were just going through the motions, but to what end? Only time would tell. As Emily was fond of saying, “Time will always tell, as it is always present, and none can escape it.” I had no clue what that meant, but it sounded sage to me.

	I looked up as someone bumped my side. I grinned over at an extremely nervous looking Elaineia, and she relaxed a little. Celeste has told me that the girl looks up to me as her personal hero. I don't know why, as so many people were lost under my care in the Battle of Journey's End. But I saw and loved the girl as a younger sister. The sight of her standing on an Avalon tank, fire in her eyes as she slashed and hacked through its armor with the blade of Mother Racina, is forever burned into my mind. She is a warrior, a true Femeie de Sabie of the Cristea.

	Bex was calling out his silly pre-launch checklist. Just the check of the seal on the gondola doors was needed. I froze then reached out a hand as I called out, “Hold!” He paused with his hand on the anchor and compressor controls.

	I spun to look at Celeste with concern, and her eyes widened, then we started toward the larder and the cargo area. Alexandru chuckled, calling after us, “No need my Sora, Great Mother. I personally inspected the other two craft before they sealed their doors, and have done a thorough sweep for little stowaways here in the Outrider.”

	I squeaked out dubiously, “You're sure?”

	He cocked his head in a “Really?” gesture. Fine, if he says he checked, then he checked.

	Chancellor Riley moved over from where the Avalonians were clustered, her hand going to her hip for a weapon that was not there as she whispered to us, “Is there a problem?”

	Celeste had watched the woman's unthinking action too and cocked an eyebrow at Chancellor Among Other Things in good humor. The woman took a moment to realize it and had the decency to look sheepish and gave an apologetic little shrug, turning her palms up.

	Then my wife shared, “No, no problem. It is just that our daughter has a habit of stowing away when we travel to new lands. But we had the foresight to task Ranelle to be sure that her granddaughters remained in Wexbury.”

	With this, a look of amusement passed over the assassin's face as she asked, “The girl with the sword?”

	I offered with a nod, “Misty.”

	She inclined her head in acceptance and then stepped back to the other side of the gondola to whisper to her people.

	Bex cleared his throat, and I looked over to the heavily freckled man. I sighed and said in as regal and snobbish a tone as I could muster, “Proceed.”

	He snorted and pulled some leavers, and we could hear the compressors pumping helium into the balloon portion of the ship and the sound of the anchor chains being drawn back up on their great spools. “I can still take you, lady.”

	I shook my head and beamed a smile at him as I countered, “No you can't.”

	He deflated and sighed out, “No, I can't.”

	Alexandru added brightly, as if being helpful, “And you never could.”

	“Hey! What about male solidarity? Whose side are you on?”

	Dru gave him the toothiest of grins and said as we left my stomach behind when the ship lurched into the air, “Laney's.” Then he corrected and gave me a silly bow. “Great Mother Laney's.”

	Our dear Lord Bexington deflated in amusement, and I came to his rescue. “That's ok, Bex... I still love you.”

	He gave Dru a 'so there' look as the Chancellor asked the Captain loudly, “Are you sure it was these people who defeated you, Harrison?”

	The Captain gave her a poisonous look for the chiding. The man rarely spoke, as he held the deaths of all his men against Sparo, and it was clear that he felt the need to rage about it and try take on all of Sparo singlehanded. Instead, he just responded cooly, “You weren't there. You couldn't begin to imagine it.”

	With the boisterous atmosphere thoroughly quenched by the dark change in topics, I turned back to Elaine, who had drawn out her Sabie Acasa, to fret with the wrapping on the hilt of the enchanted blade. It exploded into glowing mist when her hand was on it, it being infused with my own magik back in New Home.

	I smiled at the new crest embossed in the supple leather below the crest of the Cristea which was carved in the pommel. The unified crest of Sparo was a combination of the Great Mother's crest and the Highland crest. She looked almost consternated having two crests. I felt for the girl, as I had so many crests along with my personal coat of arms, that I felt like a walking crier's scroll for the specials in the market at times.

	The mists from the sword reached out to those pouring from me, and as they touched, I found myself in a room somewhere that was as barren as a cell, and I was terrified. As two uniformed men with the pale complexion of Avalonians stepped into the cell, with cruel grins on their faces, I heard myself saying in a voice that was not my own, “No no no... not again. Please no.”

	Then I was back in the Outrider, crying into Celeste's shoulder. I looked up from where I had crumpled to the floor, to see everyone standing around me, Alexandru and Jezelle were interposing themselves between the Avalonians and me.

	Esme was asking in a fear-tinged voice, “What is happening?”

	Celeste was smiling at me, stroking my hair back as she prompted, “Vision?”

	I nodded. “Vision.”

	“The same?”

	“No.”

	She took the fact I didn't share in mixed company that it wasn't something I wished everyone to know. Then she helped me to my feet as I wondered who the person in the cell was and what had terrified her so much.

	She said to the Avalonians, “It was just her sight. When she sees a possible future, she experiences it with all her senses.”

	The Captain took a quick step forward, to have Dru place a hand on his chest, halting his forward momentum as he almost accused, “The girl can see the future?”

	Dru said in the most dangerous tone I had ever heard him use, “Yes, the Great Mother has the sight.” He emphasized Great Mother to the man.

	He backed up a step, and Dru lowered his hand as the man apologized, “Sorry, Great Mother.”

	I explained to him all I cared to share, “I see snippets of what could happen if someone does not make a different decision in the future. So it is not the true future, just the most likely one at the time of the seeing.”

	Stein, who already knew of my ability asked, “What did you see, Laney?”

	I lied, “It wasn't the near future, so it was jumbled. Just flashes which made no sense. It will become clearer as the event comes closer.” Well, fine, it was mostly true I guess.

	He accepted that because he has heard us speak about just that. So I waved everyone off trying to lighten the mood as I offered, “Nothing to see here, move along.”

	Then after Celeste checked me over, and gave me a, “We'll speak later,” look, I went back to my studying the documents which may have well been written in a different language. I could feel various eyes on me as I did.

	Then I almost jumped out of my skin when Esme asked from right beside me, “Can you teach someone your magics?”

	I took my hand from my chest as I caught my breath. Rasping out, “Don't sneak up on a girl like that.”

	Celeste teased with an adorable smirk on her lips which I just wanted to kiss off of her smug face, “She didn't, Miss Observant, she walked.”

	I chose to ignore my woman and responded to the question, “A person is either born with a spark or not, and even having a spark, that does not mean they will ever ignite to have full access to the magics they may hold inside. Those who never ignite are called sensitives. Those who do not possess a spark, never will.”

	She looked disappointed, like a child looking at all the sweets through the confectioner's window, but not having a half iron penny to spare for such luxury. I knew the feeling well. But when it was a choice between feeding your family or indulging in sweets, the sensible thing always won out.

	I noted, to lessen the wishful sigh she exhaled, “Though anyone can still utilize persistent magics if you are of the touched or not.”

	This got her attention, and I hid a smile behind my hand as I saw Celeste behind her looking awfully full of herself. I explained, “Some forms of magic persist after the casting and can be utilized by anyone for specific purposes. For example, our auto-wagons and airships are powered by magic spark vessels instead of wasting natural resources to provide the electricity.”

	This got both the Chancellor and Captain's attention. It wasn't a secret or anything, it was just magic. I pointed out, “You've taken the flight from Avalon to Sparo, have you seen the sealed ceramic pots that the captains of the dirigibles switch out every night in preparation for flight the next day?”

	Captain Harrison prompted, causing the Ambassador to look back, “We assumed they were some sort of batteries for electric propulsion since we see no exhaust from fuel, coal, or wood powered steam engines. We've never made any batteries with high enough efficiency to power an electric motor for any usable time.”

	I looked over to my girl then Bex for the best way to explain. From the oversized ship's wheel, our brainy Templar offered, “It the broadest of terms, I suppose spark vessels are batteries, but not in the conventional sense. Unlike Avalon, which uses chemical reactions to provide power...”

	He looked amused at that as he continued, “Our Techromancers have developed a way to store a magic spark inside of a sealed vessel, which will output at its full potential until the spark is exhausted, or the vessel breaks. Once exhausted, a Techromancer can just put another spark in them, so in effect, the Techromancers are the actual batteries, and the vessels are more like a capacitor.”

	The corners of Esme's lips twitched as she turned back to me to ask, “He's one of those engineering types, isn't he?”

	I smirked as I nodded and shared, “Quite brainy, that one.” Then before Bex could get into technical details which would numb our minds, I added, “And the magik of the People is completely different, as it is all intent. And the majority of their castings are persistent, each able to perform a specific task, like a water skin which keeps water sweet, fresh, and pure. Or to keep a cloak extremely warm and dry no matter the weather.”

	This got her chuckling. “Why on Earth would you want to be warmer? This heat is so oppressive here that I feel like I'm roasting all the time.”

	I blinked and prompted, “Roasting? It is only in the upper seventies this time of year. The nights chill in the lower fifties.”

	She sighed at that, and said wistfully, “The nights here are bearable.”

	I asked something I should have long ago. We had just made so many assumptions about Avalon, and where it might be. We had assumed a colder climate because of their complexions and other clues, but... “What is the temperature in Avalon this time of year?”

	She chirped out like it were a dreamy thing she was sharing, “A constant fifteen degrees all year round. We keep our buildings at around fifty-five, except the greenhouses and livestock areas which are ten to twenty degrees warmer.”

	I chuckled, pointing out, “That's just crazy. I'm glad I have my spelled riding cloak.”

	This got me to thinking about what our medics had observed when working on injured Avaloninas after battles. They seem to have a layer of fatty tissue incorporated into their skin. Another reason we believed their homeland was colder, it would be an evolutionary adaptation to such an environment.

	Then as the Ambassador was regrouping to fire a volley back at my tease, I finished our original topic. “Some magik can be used by a specific person, even without a spark.” I nudged my chin to Elaine who was busy giving Commander Stein the evil eye... I doubt she will ever be able to forgive what happened to her on his watch. “Elaineia has no spark, but Home Sword there reacts when its true owner holds it. Then it becomes a powered blade like our Techno-Knights wield, and can cut through the toughest of armor plating.”

	This got everyone to turn their attention to the young woman. I inclined my head, and she drew Sabie Acasa, and it exploded into the brightly glowing white mist. I nudged my chin to the Ambassador, and my guards and Celeste bristled, their hands moved idly to rest on the hilts of their blades.

	Esmerelda took the offered blade, and the light and magic extinguished as it dipped toward the floor. “Oh, it's so heavy. I've never held a real sword before.”

	I smiled at her and took it from her before she hurt herself, and it exploded into mist again, then I handed it back to Elaine who sheathed it. Esme cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you said it would only react to its true owner.”

	I gave a sheepish look. “Well, I guess I should have added me to the list. It was from my magik that it was born, so it is essentially a piece of me, or more accurately, a piece of my will. It recognizes me, and the magik wants to come home.”

	It was the Chancellor who prompted, her brow creased in thought, “You speak as if the magik is alive.”

	I thought on that a moment and looked up to my wife who, ever so helpfully, just shrugged, and I mirrored her action and admitted, “It feels that way at times, a lot of the time... well, all of the time, for me. Other magic users do not see it that way.”

	Then to make my point I rasped out, “Watch.”

	I reached out my silk-gloved hand, leaving a blurring and ghosting trail behind, and I moved it close to Elaine. Small wisps of magik started drifting up from her blade as similar wisps of mine seemed to reach out, like stretching arms, and then the mists started coiling around each other, playfully, in a joyous dance as they acted like lovers long separated, and finally able to see one another again.

	Then I prompted as I moved my hand away, the mists stretching out to stay in contact as long as they could, “Tell me that the magik is not alive. That, to me, was joy.”

	Jezelle and Celeste were looking at the display with furrowed brows. This couldn't possibly be the first time they have heard this. Especially Jezelle, who had twice the spark that Celeste and I had combined. Dru was just nodding sagely.

	The rest of the first day was spent with me studying the scrolls, trying to understand them, and taking breaks to ask Esme questions about Avalon. The whole time, Aelwen had just stayed over with the other Avalonians, speaking in low voices, and occasionally shooting looks toward us, which made me nervous.

	We landed at the fortified base of the North Oasis, which was northeast of New Home. Early on we had secured that source of water in the middle of the Uninhabitable Lands as a resupply and forward lookout base. It had been attacked a half dozen times over the last couple years, but our Knights and Techno-Knights were always able to defend, except one time they were overrun by overwhelming force. It took the insertion of a regiment of knights, under cover of night from the Condor, to retake the base.

	After a good night's rest, we were then heading to Arcadia. I had to smile, the Arcadians were such impressive people to have bounced back from over two decades of enslavement to start rebuilding their society from the ashes. We had only properly secured a quarter of the living lands that were about the size of the realm of Highland. But Sparo Knights and Gypsies made constant patrols of the rest with the overflight of dirigibles at random intervals.

	We enjoyed their hospitality in the fortifications we had built on their southern tip. They had next to nothing, as they struggled to restore their own villages, but they had heart and spirit, and we enjoyed the supper they had shared that night. And I instructed our purser from another one of our airships to leave as many supplies behind as we could do without, under the pretense that we had to lighten our load to fly into a headwind.

	Then it was on to the Outer Holding, as we veered back to fly northeast for a day. When we left Arcadia, I winced at the eastern edge of the land. Where there were ugly scars in the land from all the strip mining and clearcutting of one of the many dense forests there. It stood witness to the decimation and desolation left behind as Avalon took all they could without care for the health of the land.

	But when we first passed into the Outer Holdings, which Avalon had taken over two hundred years aforetime, it was almost indistinguishable from the Uninhabitable Lands. They had taken everything and more, leaving a desert that grew out of the basaltic landscape that was ringed by sparse grasslands and tree stumps to the horizon.

	I was pressed against the window in shock. Bex shot me an apologetic look from the controls. They had killed the land itself... what were they thinking? Was Avalon so unconcerned about other pockets of life in this world except for what they could strip out of them? They could have at least replanted the forests as they cut them down, instead of leaving a virtually dead land.

	I recoiled from the hand their Ambassador tried to put on my shoulder as I looked at her in accusation. She had to have seen this on her way to Sparo. She had to know.

	As we flew on, I saw the remains of a small village below, and in the rubble of what looked to be finely honed stone walls, now sat primitive huts, and people coming out to point to the sky as we passed by. They were wearing scraps for clothing. Their civilization had been reduced to this.

	She said, “This is how we were told all peoples in the Outlands lived. Laney. I didn't know it was because...” She couldn't finish.

	I turned from her and said in a hoarse tone, “I've scrolls to study,” dismissing her.

	It was one time I didn't feel guilty for being rude to someone. She may not have known, but she was still complicit as she enjoyed her lifestyle which was propped up on the backs of slave labor. It was what she did from this point, now knowing the truth denied her, which would determine if she deserved our respect.

	We landed at a heavily fortified base, which seemed undermanned for how large it was. And I saw everyone from Sparo, noting with their eyes and shared looks, the same observation I made. The few vehicles there all seemed coal or wood-fired steam vehicles, except for one heavily armored transport that had a large gun mounted on it like the tanks had. It, instead, belched that caustic black smoke from the fuel they made from tar pits.

	Had we taken out more of their forces than we had thought in the battle of the Northern Rift? For them to be so undermanned here?

	Needless to say, I didn't enjoy that night, and couldn't wait for us to make the final two legs of our journey. And one thing I did notice when we took off and were angling northeast again, was that it seemed to be getting colder by the hour.

	We overnighted in Checkpoint Alpha, a resupply station that was built in the middle of a vast expanse of the Uninhabitable Lands the next night. Esmerelda had come over to where Celeste and I had chosen to bed down by a fire outside, instead of the cramped quarters in the small barracks, which had been suspiciously undermanned if all of the people from the three airships could be crammed into it.

	The woman offered me a tangerine. Saying hopefully, “A peace offering before the peace talks?”

	Mother Luna, I tried to be cross, but it wasn't her I was really mad at. Well, maybe a little for being so naive about how her own people were surviving. But that was like begrudging a chick who had hatched early from an undersized egg for its circumstance.

	Celeste nudged my shoulder with hers, saying, “Take the damn fruit.”

	I took the damn fruit. Then gave Esmerelda a slight smile. “You understand why I'm cross with you?” I was going to make amends anyway soon. I liked the woman despite her shortcomings, but we all had things about ourselves which were less than stellar, didn't we? She was a killer by proxy, I was a killer by my own actions.

	She nodded and looked relieved when I started peeling the orange fruit. She said in earnest, “I do.” Then added, “I should have known, but I never took the time to ever question it because I likely knew I would not like the answer.”

	I offered each of them pieces of the citrus, then as we ate them I nudged my chin to a rock beside us, and she joined us. I said around the tart sweetness, “You do realize I'll be pressing you hard for the emancipation of the peoples of your Outlands during negotiations? Relentlessly.”

	She just nodded as she sucked a section of the fruit dry.

	I shivered when a Northern wind cut through the area, and Celeste's spelled cloak was instantly around me. I shouldn't have taken mine off by the fire. The warmth provided by the gently glowing runes and sigils which permeated it soaked into me and I sighed.

	The Avalonian smirked, then glanced across the fire to our guards. “You two would be such a cute couple if the Captain didn't fear you so much.”

	Celeste cocked one of her eyebrows, and asked like the cat who ate the canary, “Oh? He fears us?”

	She looked around to be sure we were the only ones outside, then whispered, “Not in words, but he is always watching you. Not in the creepy way Aelwen does, but he seems to be always calculating. To me that implies that he sees you as a threat, meaning you are something to be feared.”

	Celeste smiled and leaned back into our rock, pulling me into the crook of her arm so I could lay my head on her shoulder. “Good. The man has sense.” I poked her in the ribs for her hubris.

	



	


Chapter 7 - Avalon

	As we loaded into the Outrider the next morning, the Avalonians seemed a lot less tense, and Esme was practically glowing. I was about to ask as we crossed the heavily frosted ground into the airship, but then I got it. According to Bex, we were four hours from Avalon. They were going home.

	I knew that feeling, I got it every time I returned to Wexbury from an expedition or campaign. Our hearts long for home, even if you are enjoying yourself in a new realm.

	I paused in the door and looked back, seeing my breath on the frosty air. We would be how far north now? Was it like moving south, where Far Reach was always warm?

	Our scholars believe that the farther south, the hotter the climate, and that the equator would be around a hundred and forty degrees, which translates to a band around the middle of the Earth around a thousand miles wide which would be unlivable. The southern hemisphere would be much like our northern.

	Two hours into the flight, the steady whup whup whup sound of the large propellers that pulled us steadily forward, slowed. I moved over to Bex. “A problem? Why are we slowing?”

	He gave me 'the look.' Mother Luna, the man was about to science me into a coma. “We have to slow the propellers to prevent catastrophic failure as ice builds up on the blades. It's a fascinating phenomenon actually, as we move forward and the leading edges of the propeller profile slice through the...”

	I pressed my hands over my ears and started saying, “La, la, la, I can't hear you.”

	He shoved my shoulder. “Snot.”

	I stuck my tongue out at him in response, and gave a silly curtsey, spinning away to rejoin my wife.

	Actually, that was quite fascinating to me, but if I let him keep going, he would start using words and terms I had no clue about. It's as if he had his own secret language at times. There were times I envied his mind. That he could understand all the maths and science, which defined our world, as easily as breathing.

	He called out to everyone, “You may wish to start looking north.”

	Those of us from Sparo joined the Avalonians who were already looking out the front window. On the horizon, I saw the peak of a snow-covered mountain. My heart started beating faster. Where there was water, there was life.

	I asked nobody in particular as we lumbered through the sky toward the growing mass of white, “Your mountain range?”

	Esme chuckled a little and assured me, “There are no mountains where we are going.” I glanced over, and she pointed. “That is no mountain, that is the polar ice cap that Avalon is built around.”

	Polar ice... that was ice? A glacier as big as a mountain? My eyes widened, knowing that if we could see it from this distance, it had to be positively enormous.

	She went on, and again I could tell she had been an instructor like our Jacklyn, “In the days before the Cataclysm...” She inclined her head to us. “The... Great Impact?” Her eyes widened in question, and I nodded, then she went on, “It went on for thousands of miles.”

	She seemed to deflate after that mind-boggling revelation. “But due to the heat from the impacts and Earth tilting on its axis, most of it was lost. What was left after the temperatures and climate stabilized around the pole, was a fifteen-mile glacier, named the Sentinel. It has given Avalon the life-giving water to sustain our civilization for almost three thousand years now. Ever present, standing guard over life itself.”

	The story sounded so very familiar, as it was so very similar to how the People viewed Father Stone and the life-giving waters contained in the enormous glaciers on his slopes. Another example of how we may have more in common than either side may believe. Maybe this is the best approach? Appeal to the commoners instead of the politicians who sometimes have preconceived notions and uncompromising positions on certain key points in any negotiations.

	She paused and smiled. “You're thinking about something. You have that look about you.”

	I nodded, and just before I could say anything, a flash of light on the horizon caught my attention. Then my eyes widened, and I think I may have gasped when we saw shining structures appearing on the horizon stretching forever in either direction with the polar ice cap, the Sentinel, looking impossibly huge, rising up behind them.

	Someone whispered, “Mother Luna.” It was quite possibly me since it was my voice. I just stared in shock while the structures started coming into view as Bex started gaining altitude with a grin on his face to those of us who haven't yet seen Avalon.

	As we rose into the sky, the most impossible city started coming into view. It was shaped as a ring around the impossible mountain of ice. The entire surface of the massive, interconnected low structures and domes gleamed like glass. A frozen grassland tundra stretched out like a carpet from the buildings, almost as it was fleeing from the ice.

	But my amazement became confusion as we approached and we saw huge sections of the greenhouses had collapsed, other structures of inferior materials ranging from hewn stone to lumber construction rose up from the wreckage to reconnect the damaged areas to the glass structures that were looking ancient to me as we approached.

	There were cracked panels and some that were covered with wood or thin steel. It was an eclectic labyrinth which looked as though various civilizations had fallen and other rose from the bones of the last. The newest structures looked the simplest as if they were losing the more technical abilities as time passed. It was like we had seen with their tanks and transports. Some were more advanced but even more seemed steam powered.

	But no matter how mismatched the buildings were as they connected to those impossible greenhouses and domes that covered acres and acres of land. I could see their technical prowess still exceeded ours, with what appeared to be rows of vertical rotating windmills in front of the city, which stretched up over a hundred feet into the air each. What a novel concept... without the huge blades that our windmills had, they could pack more of them into the same space.

	Also, there was a sea of what looked like glass panels that ringed the city, streaming around in both directions and disappearing around the curve of the city. Great cables extended from them into the buildings, telling me it was some sort of technology they likely retained from the Wizards of the Before Times.

	I realized we were almost upon the city when I started to see rows of plants and trees inside the greenhouses. They were crops and orchards! I found I was leaning with my forehead against the glass when I shivered as my breath fogged the glass.

	When I pulled back, I saw the smirk on Esme's face. I shoved her shoulder playfully and looked back to see Celeste as she schooled her face too slow. The sneaky wench didn't want me to see she was just as amazed as me at the sight. But my smile faded as I turned quickly back to Avalon. It was the city in my original vision with Rain and fire and explosions.

	I had assumed that from the start, but it always made my stomach knot when I recognized things from a vision of the future. I took solace that it was just the most likely future, and we still had a chance to change what I saw. I so desperately wished for this peace to persist.

	Instead of dwelling on maybe's, I decided to live in the now and shared my wonder of their home with the Avalonians, “It is so huge, how many people live in Avalon? It goes on for miles.”

	The Ambassador chuckled and said, “It is more space for food crops and livestock herding than for living. We've also preserved as many species of animals in the vast zoological gardens and plant species in the hothouses. As for citizens, we number...”

	Chancellor Riley barked out, command in her tone, “Ambassador!”

	I sighed. Secrets upon secrets. How were we ever to get past all the distrust and just speak as one people to another?

	When I felt us losing altitude, I turned away to watch us descending into the space between the structures and the Glacier. I noted huge tubes extending from the city into the ice. I realized they were tunnels. Then I smiled as I reasoned that was how they got their water supply, they were mining the ice.

	There were some round areas cut into the layers of ice and frost next to a huge multistory glass and steel building which reached at least twenty stories into the sky. I realized they had hewn landing areas for our dirigibles there.

	I caught the look on Celeste's face, that told me she didn't like the tactical situation. She was likely thinking about egress and the like since we would have to fly over the city no matter which direction we flew in case of some sort of retreat. That's when I noted where her eyes were flicking around to. There were long gun nests in many of the buildings facing the landing zone, and even one of those rapid-fire guns on tripods on the roof of the main structure.

	Dru growled under his breath so the Avalonians wouldn't hear. “Kill box.”

	Celeste just nodded her agreement with his assessment.

	Esme glanced around, suddenly alarmed as she saw what we were discussing. I believe she didn't know about all the guns trained upon us until then.

	As Bexington didn't seem concerned, it must just be their standard military posturing and intimidation when it came to visitors from Sparo.

	I paused and had to put myself in their shoes on their visits to Sparo. We always had a few knights for security, true, but we had the honor guard every time. Did they see the gathering of knights as a show of force? Aelwen should have set them straight on that... I sighed and added to myself, 'or not,' as it was in her nature to stir things up, looking for any advantage she could use for her own use.

	I'd have to speak with President Kensington on the matter when I got the chance, but I wanted Esme's input first. A hostile atmosphere is no way to discuss an armistice. I filed all of this away for the near future because just then I was oddly excited to see this strange new city in the middle of this cold land.

	When the anchors thudded into the ground below, and the compressors started removing helium to lower us to a landing. I smiled then looked over at Ambassador Cutter and said, “Before we land, I have something for you, Esme.”

	I motioned for her to follow me to the cargo door. The Captain started to follow, and she turned to him. “Captain Harrison, I'm sure I'll be fine with her.”

	He huffed in exasperation, “As you wish.”

	When the door closed behind us, she almost tittered, “As you wish is right.”

	I cocked an amused eyebrow at her, and she shrugged, sharing, “Well if they are going to make me Ambassador... when I'm not sure what I'm doing, I may as well act the part.”

	I could really see us becoming friends if we succeeded in forging this peace. I smiled when she paused as she looked past me. I'm sure the smile was what Verna would classify as the shit eating variety. I said, “Along with the other goodwill offerings for Avalon on the other vessels, I wanted to give you something to show my personal appreciation to you as I believe you will negotiate in good faith from what I have seen. And I also appreciated your great interest in the things we have that Avalon has lost to time.”

	She stepped past me to crouch at the wood cage that had the ten chickens milling about. Nine hens and a rooster gifted to me by master herder Renner. I said, “This is a starter flock, that if managed and used for hatching eggs, you can have a good-sized flock of a few dozen in just a year's time. Hopefully, this will be the first of many flocks in Avalon in the future.”

	She was nothing but smiles as she just looked at the birds in amazement. I reached into a pack marked with my crest and pulled out a container and a little pouch. I offered them to her. “I know how much you like them after you got some in Highland.”

	Esmerelda rolled her eyes at the container of strawberries when she looked inside. “These are worth more than their weight in gold...” She made a silly voice. “And they're all mine!”

	As she looked into the pouch and scrunched up her eyebrows, I explained, “Seeds for your gardeners and farmers to try to reintroduce strawberries to Avalon.”

	She whispered, “These are truly worth ten times their weight in gold to both our horticulturists and our historians.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “You use gold as currency too? We thought you used those parchment notes in your folded coin purses.”

	She looked up from the pouch as she resealed it with the pull-string like it were a precious thing. “Of course, gold is the most valuable metal.”

	I chuckled at the jest. But when she looked confused, I prompted, “A tease, right? What of copper? It is worth many times more than gold. Gold is fairly common, which is why we use it in our coins. Then silver, and iron.”

	It was her turn to chuckle. “We are two different worlds. Copper is not worth much except in electrics. There are those in Avalon who would do some unsavory things to obtain gold, silver too, but iron is worthless for anything but building material.”

	I nodded and shared, “We view iron the same. The only value in silver and gold is in the assigned value of the coins. Or to fashion jewelry, I suppose. But the master of the copper mine in Perth Hollow is the richest Baron in the Twelve Realms.”

	Then I added, “It is used in all of our technology and advancements, and it is virtually impossible to find veins of it in our mines. We depend more on scavenging it in the excavations of relics from the Before Times.”

	She started to say offhandedly, “We literally get tons of copper every year... from... the... Outlands.” She paled as she trailed off, realizing what she was saying, and what the true cost of that copper had been. A price paid by the inhabitants of their Outlands.

	She took a deep breath then exhaled and said in drowned out humor, “Well that got dark fast.”

	I sighed and agreed and motioned toward the door as I felt the shudder of the Outrider touching down. “Shall we?”

	She nodded and then looked at the pouch she was grasping and hugged it to her chest, and we stepped out into the main cabin with the others as Bex went about securing the vessel. I looked away deliberately when, by pulling another lever, he armed the black powder charges the miners used in the mines that would destroy the vital parts of the Outrider if someone tried to take off without disarming it.

	It was depressing that every airship was required to have one so that they would never fall into Avalonian hands. All this distrust of each other just fueled more distrust. We needed to step beyond that or we were doomed to failure.

	I looked around, and Celeste called out the command, “Disarm.” She and I took our daggers out and laid them in a weapons locker at the wall, leaving our swords at our hips. Elaineia and Jezelle did the same, but Bex just held his hands toward us, he was already unarmed as he knew no weapons would be allowed in Avalon, they were very accommodating to allow us Femeie de Sabie of the People to retain our honor by allowing us our swords.

	Dru gave me a withering look as he started to disarm. He exhaled as he dropped his bow and quiver into the weapons locker, then drew his curved blade from his back. Then reached behind his cloak and pulled out a parrying blade. Where the heck had that come from? And where had he hidden it all these years? Then he grabbed the two throwing daggers from his hips, tossed them in, and pulled three tiny dart knives from the toggles on his tunic. Huh?

	Then he crouched to pull two daggers from his boots. Celeste sighed as she kept holding the lid. He smiled at her then grabbed his buckle and something detached. A punching knife? Then he tapped his lips and then grabbed the buckle again and tugged, pulling a long twisted wire from the length of the belt.

	I sputtered out, “A garrote? Alexandru Lupei!”

	He shrugged in apology as he said aloofly, “A man has to defend himself, Great Mother.”

	Celeste was still holding the lid open, and she cleared her throat as her eyebrow went even higher in expectation. He looked confused for a moment, then his eyes widened and said, “Ah yes.” He turned to wink at the Chancellor and Ambassador as he reached into his trousers, and pulled out a flat stiletto blade.

	Chancellor Riley snorted and grinned in appreciation at my walking armory with his smug, roguish smile. I started, “Where did you...” I held a halting hand out. “Wait, don't answer that.” I shook my head as I covered my eyes.

	Celeste finally shut the lid and shook her head at Dru. “You're incorrigible.”

	His wife chimed in with a chastising tone, “He is.”

	That made him at least look a little sheepish as he told her, “My apologies, love.”

	I don't know why I sometimes forget that Mountain Gypsies are a matriarchal society, so it was sort of fun to see the grinning man deferring to her.

	He even looked apologetic as he just bowed deeply to me while he made a rolling flourish and ushering gesture. “Great Mother.”

	I tried not to chuckle when Jezelle slapped the back of his head. “Comport yourself, man, you are one of the Great Mother's Own.”

	I lined up behind the Avalonians at the door as I teased, “Yes, comport yourself, man.”

	He was in great humor, and I realized he was being this way on purpose, to alleviate the anxiety I had felt growing as we were about to step out into the home of the people we had seen as our enemy for the past two years. And I appreciated it.

	Celeste was fussing over me as she played around with how my hunting cloak laid over my shoulders as my guards and Bex put on heavy fur coats.

	I patty-caked Celeste's hands from me but tiptoed a quick peck on her lips as she slung her own hunting cloak over her dress armor. I could visibly see her start to blur a tiny bit like I do. Ranelle herself had had some fun casting her own charms on our cloaks before we left, adding to the hundreds the People had already imbued them with.

	I had no doubt they would keep us warm no matter the conditions outside that door. I had noted that as the cabin temperatures had dropped during the day enough that the resistance heater turned on, that the Avalonians had started looking more comfortable and were sweating a lot less.

	They didn't even put anything other than light sweaters on. It was far below the freezing temperature of water out there, their natural adaptation to the climate was impressive.

	Bex called out, “All clear!” as the propeller blades whupped to a stop.

	I could see all the movement starting outside the door through the round porthole as I looked past the Avalonians.

	My heart was beating hard in my chest, and just as I realized I was dripping amber sparks, a hand slipped in mine and clasped fingers with me. I smiled and remembered to breathe. With Celeste beside me, there was nothing we couldn't do. Mother Luna, had I been that tense about this?

	The Chancellor looked satisfied as she looked outside, then she grinned back in a challenge to my lady. “Brace yourselves.”

	Then she swung the door open, and I could feel an arctic blast on my hand and face, as my cloak pushed magik bolstered heat into me. I inhaled the chill air and smiled. “Invigorating.” Ok, I would normally have just said, “Brr,” but the Queen of the Scrolls, mom, keeps pushing me to expand my vocabulary.

	My red-headed peanut gallery rolled her eyes at me, and I noted Bex shiver a bit. Then we followed everyone out into that cold new world.

	I tested my footing on the frozen ground then stepped back into myself from the future, satisfied it was not slick ice. Then I swallowed, keeping my chin high as we looked down a column of Avalon Knights in their odd armor, all with those repeating long guns, all their fingers on the levers that would send lead flying, even though they were pointing the long tubes toward the sky at the moment.

	Ok, it was a little intimidating, I needed to speak with George to stop doing the honor guard formations for visiting Avalonians. I winced when all the guns cracked as they shot into the air. Then again, and again. I winced all five times they did that and had at least two of myself in the future in case it was more than just intended as a show of force and a warning to us, but nothing happened.

	We followed the others down the path cleared from the icy landscape. My eyes were darting everywhere as I gawked at the scale of the city and the glacier at our backs. I focused my attention on the huge building in front of us as the mirrored glass and steel gleamed in the light of Father Sol.

	President Kensington was standing inside the open doors with some other men and women. I remembered my position and that I stood for all of Sparo at that time, so I stood as tall as I could and strode inside with a confidence I wasn't feeling as the rest of our group from the other airships fell in behind me in a predetermined order.

	I still couldn't believe that I, Laney Herder, was in a land that came right out of the tomes in the library of the Techromancy Scrolls. I glanced at Celeste as we stopped in front of their leader and I finally felt confident, I mean, how hard could it be? Everyone wants peace right?

	



	


Chapter 8 – Zoological Garden

	I huffed out in a growl, “Why is this so hard?! Does everyone prefer hostilities to peace? This is ridiculous.” I shook the papers in my hand at a frazzled looking Esme in my quarters in Avalon, four months later.

	I felt like we had been doing nothing but running around in circles. Every time we seemed close to an accord, the President would change directions and insist on something they had denied earlier. Poor Esme was feeling the stress of it, having to relay the response to each of our late night sessions of working out details.

	She chuckled out, “Trevor is mad, that must be it. Lost his mind.”

	I chuckled with her, then spun as my smile spread on my face as we heard my girls squealing, “Mom!” when they ran into the space, and I held my arms wide as they ran into them and we hugged. I smirked when Rain stepped into the room like she owned the space.

	My smile widened when I heard a young voice calling out in the tongue of the people, “Cautare.” Searching.

	Misty turned and called back, “Gasi.” Finding.

	Ingr practically skipped into the room, followed by a thoroughly amused Sylvia. The girls clasped hands and Shan huggled Ingr.

	Rain bumped shoulders with Syl and me, rested a hand on my back as I snagged Ingr from my daughter to give her a proper hug of my own. “Syl, you made it.”

	She rolled her eyes and said in an amused voice, “Well my Great Mother did request it.”

	I prodded her chest, and asked with an eyebrow cocked, “Since when do you do what your Mothers tell you?” She was so strong-minded and brazen that she constantly called all the mothers out on their... pardon my language, but... bullshit. It has always been one of her redeeming qualities.

	I was going to quip back but then froze when she took Ranelle's hand, and they laced their fingers as she responded, “I was about to decline, but this one convinced me to come. I figure Ingr couldn't be safer than with Celeste, you, and Rain around.”

	Rain rolled her eyes and gave Syl a peck on the lips.

	My eyes widened more, and my mouth worked soundlessly as my brain tried to catch up with what I was seeing. I felt a crooked smile slowly growing on my lips as I whispered, “Mother Luna.”

	Misty grabbed Ingr's hand again absently as she beamed at two of my dearest friends and me, “Isn't it wonderful?”

	I wiggled my finger between the two, having to have it confirmed as I looked a question at them. Rain exhaled and asked Sylvia, “Has she always been this slow? Perhaps I chose the wrong successor.”

	Syl just nodded and said, “Yes. But it is endearing.”

	I admit I squeed like a little girl as I dove on them to hug them and gift each their very own kiss on the cheek, sputtering out, “When did this happen?”

	Then I made an ick face. “Wait. Didn't you used to change Syl's diapers?”

	The former Great Mother chuckled as she pointed out, “Over thirty years ago. But my dear Laney, haven't you noticed, she's a grown woman now. There has always been something between us, but we could never act upon it since the Great Mother cannot be involved with any of the People if she had not married before being elevated to the position, like you.”

	“Sylvia has helped me through my grief after the loss of Bowyn. And we realized recently, that I was no longer Great Mother...” She left it at that with a sly grin.

	I was virtually vibrating with excitement. I never thought Rain would be able to love another again. And Sylvia may as well be my sister in blood, as she has been my family since Far Reach.

	I turned to the girls and studied them. This was a new gesture of trust between Sparo and Avalon. Allowing the families of the diplomats on each side to visit the other's lands. But that undercurrent of mistrust had prevented anyone from taking the plunge. So to show our good faith, even though it terrified me on some level, I had agreed to bring members of my own family first.

	My acceptance started a firestorm of others on either side to make the transport requests.

	The girls, with Rain, had arrived two days prior with Bex, who would allow no other airship to ferry his goddaughters to me. I admit to a perverse glee that it had caused an uproar with the President and his closest advisers that the former Great Mother accompanied them.

	However, they could not argue that children were allowed by our agreement to have a nanny accompany them, not to mention that by the laws and traditions of the People when Rain had claimed Celeste and me as her own, that effectively made us her daughters. They could not deny the girls' grandmother from visiting.

	Heh, nanny Rain. That struck my funny-bone, as it was like having a grizzly babysitting a kitten.

	Sylvia and Ingr were in York, Carnivaling with the Lupei when my invitation reached them. So they were on a much slower and larger transport, the Valiant, which took two extra days to catch up with Wexbury's more nimble dirigible.

	I asked my pseudo-sister, “So what do you think of Avalon?”

	She shrugged and said, “Of the hallways, I have seen getting to your office here, it seems cold.”

	I sighed out, “You know what I mean, woman.”

	She looked out the window to the tops of some of the endless glass greenhouses. “It is an amazing testament to that which came before. To have endured for so long. I've never seen its like.”

	Then I blanched and looked quickly from our visitors to Esmerelda. “Oh, where are my manners? Esme, this is my... ummm... my sister Sylvia, from the Lupei, master healer. And the adorable one there is her daughter, Ingr.”

	Ingr blushed tip to toe and whined as she buried her face into Misty's shoulder, “Great Mother Laney.”

	The Ambassador chuckled and said, “We've sort of met before, on my first visit to Sparo.”

	That's right, I lose track of the visits back and forth during the various stages of negotiation. I've even started getting bored on the trips back and forth and don't watch the land passing below the Outrider anymore.

	“Of course.”

	Rain said, “We are here to rescue you ladies from the mind-numbing drudgery of diplomacy.”

	I nodded and looked at the scrolls and parchments strewn about the great table in the room. “May as well. We're slipping back to square one with the Outlands again. Esme was just sharing that President Kensington has withdrawn the offer to allow the Outlands to vote on self rule.”

	My Ambassador friend sighed heavily, it was all wearing on her too as she explained to them, “He saw it as a political maneuver of Sparo to allow the people of Arcadia to vote upon joining Sparo as the Thirteenth Realm.”

	I sputtered out my frustration. “He knows damn well that it was upon their own volition that the Arcadia leadership announced the vote... when they learned it was within their rights to do so under the rules of a protectorate in the Sparo Constitution.”

	May Father Sol forgive me, I was sounding like a politician.

	She sighed. “I know, but that man is stubborn. And I swear he does it just to be obstinate.”

	That set off the little voice in my head again, telling me that it was as if the man were delaying things on purpose. This last setback was almost silly compared to some of the other battles we have overcome, like restitution.

	I looked over to her and gave a crooked smile as I offered, “Lunch with my family?”

	She nodded, looking positively beat. “That would be divine. Mind if James joins us?”

	I shook my head and beamed a smile, her son was adorable. A year older than Shanicia, with ice blue eyes and hair so blonde it was bordering on white. He reminded me a lot of Jace as he always seemed eager to help out by tidying the office when he visited here.

	She picked up the ingenious device that could transmit a voice over wires, similar to our flash system did with letters. They called it a Telephony device. She punched in the proper sequence of numbers and then after a few seconds said, “Yes, instructor Giles, this is Ambassador Cutter. Yes, thank you, I appreciate that. Could you please excuse James from class to lunch with me? Grand, thank you.”

	She placed the hand-piece back in the cradle and said to the others, “It won't be but a couple of minutes. The school for the government officials children is on the second floor.”

	It wasn't until we had been working eighteen-hour days for a week when I first arrived in Avalon, that she trusted me enough to tell me of her family. Randy, her husband and their son James, had visited the office the next day. I appreciated the trust she had shown me. I know she is still intimidated by Celeste.

	Almost as if that thought had prompted it, Syl looked around and asked, “And where is the Lightbringer?”

	I snorted with a smile, trying to hold back a weary sigh as I asked, “Where else would Celeste be? Making violence.”

	Esme smirked in amusement at me and explained, “The Templar was... once again, invited to the training grounds to have a 'friendly' sparring match. I swear those testosterone laden men can't handle the fact that a woman is more accomplished in hand to hand combat than them. I'm sure that Chancellor Riley is hiding somewhere nearby to study Celeste's moves. I think she feels embarrassed at how handily your wife defeated her in their own sparing match in Sparo.”

	I exchanged looks with Rain.

	Esmerelda asked, “What?”

	I asked slowly, “She doesn't really believe that Celeste is showing her best effort does she?”

	The woman's brows furrowed in confusion, and I shared, “My girl never gives her all in sparring, she holds back so much. The object of sparring is to practice and afford your fellow knights to improve their own techniques, not to harm one another.”

	Misty straightened proudly, her chest puffed up as she spoke of her other mom, “If the shadow of the Harbinger of Wexbury falls upon your door, death is soon to follow.”

	I explained, “When she really fights, she ends it decisively, and quite permanently. I'm sure Commander Stein briefed your men on that. She stopped Riley in their match before the woman went too far and caused Celeste to take more decisive measures. She hadn't even used her magic. It was over before it began.”

	She swallowed at the implication. If it had been a true fight, Celeste would end it using all she had at her disposal. And one of her main ending moves is to let out all her magic in one fatal burst, burning through the enemy. And she has been getting progressively stronger as every year passes. She can do it two or three times now in a fight instead of burning herself out in one shot.

	To change the subject, she prompted us, “Lightbringer?”

	Ranelle smiled in memory as she said, “When Celeste, on the battlefield, bloomed... ignited, while breaking the siege of York Keep, she burned so bright that a brilliant shaft of emerald light exploded into the heavens, announcing the birth of the Lightbringer. Even those not touched by magik were blinded by the flash. It could be seen for miles.”

	Then she asked almost sadly, “Is everything about Celeste born of violence?”

	Sylvia said in a soft tone, like it were obvious, “Nonsense, she has Laney.”

	The sweet soprano voice that caused my skin to crawl called out from the doorway, “I heard you had more visitors from Sparo, Laney my sweet. I'm sorry I wasn't able to meet your daughter when she...”

	I turned slowly, gritting my teeth as she caught sight of Misty.

	She stepped into the room and said in that syrupy acidic tone of hers as she spread her arms, “There you are, Misty. Come give your Auntie Aelwen a hug. My, you've grown in the past three years. How are you, love?”

	If she was expecting my daughter to cringe and cower like a frightened child, she was sorely mistaken. I had already pushed myself forward in time the moment she began speaking, so I knew what was about to happen... and I didn't stop it.

	Misty strode up to her, surprising the ex-duchess. I think the woman thought for a moment Misty might actually hug her. But with a sickening crack, Misty slammed her forehead into Aelwen's nose. Then she rubbed her forehead and winced as she told the woman, “Oh, I'm fine, except for this splitting headache. How have you been, you psycho?”

	Aelwen shrieked as she held her bloodied nose, “You brode by nodse again, you little Gypsy bidch.”

	She brought her other hand up, a ball of crackling energy gathering in it and froze when she found Misty's blade, Anadelea at her throat and a pale ball of purple energy crackling in Misty's other hand as her eyes almost sparked. Shan was right there too, holding a dagger in front of herself.

	Aelwen looked around to Jezelle at the door with lightning crackling in her palm, then to Rain who was causing a wind to blow around the room with the force of the sheer amount of magik emanating from every pore as she whispered, “Try it, please.”

	Then like a switch had been flipped, the Duchess took a step back, released her magic and tipped her head back to laugh heartily. She wiggled a finger between Misty and me as Ingr tried to pull her girl back. “Oh, I simply adore your family, Laney love. Like mother like daughter. But you both have the same weakness. Compassion is a sickness that needs to be cured before a person can attain true power.”

	Then she dabbed at her crooked bloodied nose and almost danced back out the door.

	James stepped in, eyes wide as he said as he looked adoringly at Misty, “That... was... awesome! Did you see that mom? She broke her nose.”

	Esme pulled her son to her, almost wrapping her arms around his head protectively as she looked at Ingr, prying Misty's blade from her fingers and sliding it back in its sheath then wiggling her fingers until Shan deflated and handed over the dagger. “What just happened there? All my hair was standing on end... was there magic?”

	I assured her, “It was nothing. You wouldn't have been able to see any of it. Aelwen just tried to use her magic to hurt Misty when she head-butted her. My family... dissuaded her.”

	She nodded slowly. She was aware of the happenings of Highland now, though of course, Aelwen had a different story of oppression, but even if that were true, she couldn't explain away kidnapping a child and my wife.

	Misty asked brightly, with far too much innocence as she took Ingr and Shanica's hands, “Did someone mention lunch?”

	Esme still looked concerned as she whispered, “What if she reports that she was accosted? It could set us back months.”

	Misty put on a poor frightened child look and said, “But I'm only a child who had suffered the traumatic experience of being kidnapped and threatened by the rogue duchess. I couldn't possibly be expected to know the political ramifications of acting on my fight or flight impulse.”

	She blinked rapidly, and I chastised as Esmeralda chuckled, “Misty Cobbler!”

	My daughter had the common sense to look sheepish as she said, “Sorry, mom.”

	Then I put my hand out to Ingr, who automatically slapped the dagger into my hand and I looked at it. It was of Altii design and had the crest of Solomon on it. “Where did you get this from, baby girl?”

	She gave a sheepish shrug and pointed at the door. Dear lord, how had she gotten this off the Duchess? I hadn't seen her do it. I handed it to Esme and asked, “Can you please see to it that the attache gets her dagger back?”

	She narrowed her eyes and asked carefully, “She had this? She was armed on this level? Only military and Gypsy Swordswomen are allowed to be armed here.”

	Then she exhaled, placed the dagger on the counter as she led James out, stating, “We should really get going before something else happens, I don't think my heart could stand any more excitement.”

	Then she squealed and pulled back when she saw Bitsy crawl out from under Misty's collar to stand on its large hind legs on my girl's shoulder to chitter at us. We all laughed, and I assured her, “That's just a pet. Her name is Bitsy, she's a creature that lives in the Uninhabitable Lands.”

	When she caught her breath and pressed a hand against her chest, she looked more closely. “It actually lives in the badlands? I thought there was no life there.”

	I said in an apologetic tone as I looped her arm and dragged her to the mechanical lifts, “I thought you already knew about her, she's been stealing the nuts from your bowl on our desk the past two days.”

	She looked at me with a crooked smile and admitted, “I thought that was you.”

	I rolled my eyes and asked as we stepped inside, “Where to? The food arcade?”

	Many areas around this district had groups of vendors that resembled our market, where people vied for your business to buy knick-knacks, clothing and even tools that you would normally find at a blacksmith. But the one thing you couldn't find were the food carts. They tended to group together in certain specific areas or buildings. Like the area Esme said was safest, the food arcade, as it was the place most of the knights, or soldiers as they called their warriors, visited.

	I noted there was a broad variety of social tiers in Avalon, and you could see these layers in the marketplaces as the outer fringes seemed to have the destitute and scavengers trying to get coin for things they scavenged from the collapsed portions of the city to feed themselves, to high-end vendors with beautifully crafted merchandise. It was like walking through the layers of architecture in the city as you shopped.

	The various alleys of food vendors and traditional restaurants were the same. From barbecued rats and rodents in the poorer sections to fancy seven-course meals of exotic foods in the deeper central sections. It wasn't exactly what I had expected from Avalon. Well, I'm not exactly sure what I had expected, but not people living off the bones of a city that had as many layers as its people.

	Esmerelda stayed in the higher end places, due to her higher stature and being quite well off now compared to most of the populace. And I commended her for not doing as the other higher-ups in the government did and had indentured servants assigned to her to handle everything our chambermaids and cooks did. The difference between our societies is that we pay all of our staff who work for us in Sparo. Nobody is treated as a slave, though I admit that some of our nobles do view serfs in that manner. But to an extent, I guess we were property as our parents or our liege could sell us, so again, maybe we weren't that different on this.

	She smiled at my inquiry and said, “Sure, but I have a special treat planned for your girls afterward.”

	This piqued my daughter's curiosity so quickly I almost snorted. The Ambassador smiled in mischief as she hit the button on the mechanical lift. “Tell me Misty, Shan, do you know what creature that is on your family crest?” She nudged her chin toward Misty's sheath and the second crest embossed there of the five. “Your mothers say that it is an extinct beast.”

	Misty smirked and replied, “Of course, it is the noble and adaptable platypus. It was one of the species lost to the Great Impact.”

	Then Shanicia chirped out, “But we found a photograph in some tomes in the Penny Library...” She whispered behind her hand dramatically as she started to giggle, “...they were tiny, like mom and me.”

	I muttered with a crooked grin, “Hey, little rat.” Well, true, I was small, but still... hey.

	She nose crinkled me then hopped onto Misty's back when her older sister crouched.

	I had to grin when Bitsy crawled up onto her shoulder.

	James blurted out, “What is that? It's so awesome.”

	I grinned since everything was awesome to the boy.

	Misty held her hand out, and I could actually feel the trickle of magic, then Bitsy flowed down off of Shan and into Misty's palm. The kids were all involved with telling him about the little rodent as the doors opened on the first floor. I rolled my eyes, they had already forgotten the prior conversation.

	I asked, “So what's the surprise?”

	She grinned at me and marched off, whispering in good humor, “I can't say, Great Mother, it's a surprise.”

	“Brat.”

	Then I sighed when two heavily armed guards stepped in behind my own. They say it is for my 'protection,' they lie.

	I glanced back at Dru, knowing he was likely torn between his duty to me, and being with his bride, who was on the Avalon training grounds with Celeste. Elaine has become quite the swordswoman, and I was a little envious that she knew both offense and defense. She took every opportunity she could to train with our knights or any Gypsy blade master.

	After a good meal, our fairly large group was at the mercy of Esme. We took one of the ancient electric railed transports called shuttles, which ringed the city, only now most were pulled by teams of oxen or horses along those rails, as only one, the outer ring, was still powered by electricity. They had lost so much of what she called the 'power grid,' since the founding days.

	The girls were excited and amused as they pointed out, “They're so small.”

	I had the same reaction when I first saw their beasts of burden. The largest of the Avalon horses were at least a half a hand shorter than even the mustangs our Gypsies preferred. But their oxen were only about two thirds the size of the ones used by the People in Sparo, which were small in comparison to the beasts in New Home.

	I asked a question that had been vexing me since my first ten-day visit. “Why do you not just use your auto-wagons to pull the shuttles, or fit one of their motors into them?”

	She was quick to answer, “Most of the exhaust from the motors are too caustic to run under The Glass. It could cause health problems quickly for the populace.”

	Oh, that made sense, what with that thick black, choking smoke that came from them.

	The girls were silent, looking confused as we passed into a building along the tracks, then we passed from building to building inside short tunnels for quite some time. After a short time, we burst out into the light of Father Sol again under the Glass. I explained since I had asked this same question. “Over the centuries, earth rumbles, heavy storms, or just the ravages of time have caused the collapse of sections of The Glass or the many domes around the city.”

	The girls paid attention like they did when learning lessons. I smiled and continued, “The Avalonians repaired the damaged sections when they could, and, and if they couldn't, they built structures over the wreckage to reconnect the disconnected sections.”

	I pointed back to point out the massive walls behind us, that sealed off the damaged section, using large timbers, reused materials from the collapse, or finely hewn stone and brick in a patchwork manner. The walls extended up the whole hundred and fifty feet to The Glass and stretched the entire half mile width of the city which encircled the Sentinel.

	The only thing that broke up the wall was the tunnels through to the buildings on the other side of the wall and various random glass panes which allowed you to see through to the other side. It felt like the city itself, with its varied construction, parts of which were done in different eras after the original replacement wall crumbled in places. Each patch seems to regress in time instead of progress.

	It felt to me, from my observations, that Avalon seemed to be losing the prowess to build or maintain the infrastructure left to them by the Wizards of the Before. Celeste had made the same observation and had stated that Avalon was more of a parasitic society now.

	I smiled at the area we were in now, it wasn't an occupied area of The Glass, it was one of their vast agricultural fields, and as such, this area was kept warmer than other sections, causing them to call these sections, hothouses.

	Farmers and herders were working crops and livestock with their shirts off, sweating in what I imagine they felt was unbearable heat, but I liked visiting these areas. Not only did the air smell cleaner and more familiar to me, but the heat was welcomed since I felt silly wearing my hunting cloak, or heavy furs all the time while I was here.

	We passed through another collapsed area, which constituted only the last quarter of The Glass in this section, then into a huge glass dome with a rusted metal framework. I was a little excited as this was the farthest I had ever explored in the city since everything east of the Capitol Building was off limits to Sparo citizens.

	When Esme pulled a string, which rang a little brass bell under the driver's seat outside, we stopped at a platform, and the doors opened. The wonderful stink of animals greeted us. I stepped out after the Ambassador and took a few steps to the front of the shuttle and clasped the hands of the man, “Thank you very much, sir.”

	He froze for a moment, then smiled when he looked down to find I had pressed a silver coin into his hand. I had been giddy after Esme had said they valued gold and silver here that one day. Sure, it wasn't for the purchase value we placed on them, but the intrinsic value when sold. This man's family would eat well tonight.

	Esmeralda rolled her eyes at me, shaking her head as she watched the smiling man get the oxen moving again. “Really, Laney, the shuttles are a government service, and you don't need to...”

	I cocked an eyebrow, and she stopped and sighed. Rain seemed endlessly amused and actually joked with Esme. “Now you know the folly of trying to tell our Laney what not to do.” This lightened my heart a little, as Ranelle almost went out of her way to not speak to anyone from Avalon.

	I huffed at them and marched off ahead of everyone, my chuckling girls hot on my tail until Esme almost sang out, “Oh Great Mother, wrong way.”

	I felt the burn on my cheeks, and Dru's low chuckle wasn't helping as I did an about face and followed the erstwhile Ambassador to a set of double glass doors that led into the main portion of the dome. The big ornamental brass letters above it read, Zoological Garden Dome A4.

	On the other side of the doors were another set of doors. It was the same thing some of our herders did to prevent birds or animals from getting out the doors when someone entered a pen. Misty's eyes were starting to spark purple, and I could see her getting visibly excited. We stepped into a small forest, and it was warm.

	Misty said in a voice filled with wonder as Shan climbed up onto Dru's shoulders, “There's so much life here!”

	Esme said to us all as we started down a path paved with a continuous stone, like the material the Great Monolith was constructed of, “Welcome to one of the zoological garden domes, where we house as many species of animals as could be saved after the Cataclysm... the Great Impact as you say. This one alone holds thousands of species of mammals.”

	I knew this one, so instructed the girls on it, “Warm-blooded animals who have live births.” I was proud of myself until I saw the amused look on Sylvia's face. Hey, not all of us are instructors and knew these things. I harrumphed at her as we approached a sunken pit. In it were a couple dozen white grizzly bears swimming in a pool of water!

	Esme said, “Each of the species is labeled at the pens.” She indicated a plaque on the railing.

	I read it, “Polar Bear, Ursus Maritimus.”

	The woman started ushering me. “There will be time to look at everything, but there is something I want the girls to see first.”

	She took James' hand and started down the path with a smug smirk on her face as she called back to the girls, “Entire continents were lost on the Dark Side of the Earth as more were formed on our side as the continental plates broke, heaved, and shifted. One of these lost continents, Australia, much like the fabled Atlantis, was lost to the world, and all the amazing and unique animals that resided there were wiped out. Except for those in the Zoos of what had been the North American continent.”

	She sounded almost haunted as she went on, “We have lost many more over the centuries, not having enough breeding stock, or losing some to diseases we could not treat. But there is one that is exceedingly and deceptively resilient.”

	We passed some people tending the various sunken animal pens, and enclosed aviaries, most of the animals in them exotic and unfamiliar, then she finished as she opened the door to a large greenhouse, purposefully standing in front of the plaque. She had a huge grin, her eyes twinkling in mischief.

	I prodded at the smug woman, “What has you so smiley, woman?”

	She ignored my question and just ushered me in with the rest.

	Then Misty, Ingr, and Shanicia were all squealing the next second as the blood drained from my face at the sight of a pool with a large painting of a platypus above it.

	Mother Luna.

	



	


Chapter 9 – Suspicion

	I looked over to the girls and couldn't help but smile as they slept on one of the benches in my office. Shan was piled on top of Misty and Ingr's laps, snoring like a woodcutter. They had tired themselves out looking at all the animals in the dome. Well not all, as it would take a week or more to explore the dome fully.

	The keepers of the animals were all consternated over the fact that all the animals interacted with Misty. Even the predators, like a lion cat which was larger than a cougar, with a huge mane of hair, turned itself inside out for her like the barn cats that moused in the Cheap Quarter back home.

	We had even seen a group of what is known as dinosaurs according to the encyclopedias we discovered in the Public Library of Cedar Ridge. They lived in ancient times before man, before an incident similar to the Great Impact. These animals looked just like what was called a Woolly Mammoth, though Esme insists they are called elephants.

	But the Platypuses... Platypi? Hmm, I'll need to find out the plural. They were, to my chagrin, adorable. I will have to endure the teasing, of all those present, forever now. The girls, as they said, “almost died,” because the little beasts were so very cute.

	One swam up to Misty right away, and she lowered a hand into the water as a keeper started to yell some warning about poison spurs. But the creature turned itself over in her hand while still in the water and basked in her attention as she scritched its belly.

	Esme started with a sly grin, “Great Mother Laney?”

	“Shut up.”

	“Where have I seen a platypus before?”

	“Shut up.”

	“Oh, isn't it the prominent creature on your family crest?”

	“I hate you.”

	Then I grinned at her and rushed to Misty's side and cooed over the adorable thing as the other swimming beasts started swarming us while the so-called adults all got a good laugh at my expense. It was good to see even Jezelle hiding a smile behind her hand. This was a much-needed stress relief for all of us, and I appreciated it.

	I wished that Celeste had been able to see all the wonders we had seen, instead of beating people senseless on the training grounds. I have to make sure to bring her to one of the Zoological Domes sometime soon. I sighed. So many animals we thought lost to time.

	The children were a welcome distraction the next few days. I would be returning to Sparo with them at the end of the week, for another game of round robin with George... supplying him with our seeming lack of progress and endless stacks of paperwork.

	At least now I had what Esme called their merchants and craftsmen 'shopping list' of materials and supplies which Avalon was in short supply of. They wished to discuss temporary trade deals with Sparo while this temporary armistice was in place. This was one of the few concessions I had been able to get out of President Kensington. Though it cost us conceding to Avalon paying no restitution to their Outlands since as Kensington said, “They are our lands, and you cannot dictate to us what we do in our own sovereign territory. According to your own laws on Spoils of War, we are within our rights here, as the Outlands were won out in battle.”

	I had pressed the understanding that this concession did not include reparations to Arcadia and New Home. He readily agreed, it was one spot of good news in the tumultuous talks. Even though I knew the reality of it all now, that Avalon was struggling itself. They could barely feed their own people, and without the resources flowing in from the lands they had subjugated, they had precious little to even begin paying restitution.

	Now, however, at least I could finally address the merchants and artisans who had been hounding me every time I returned home, who were clamoring to make trade agreements with their counterparts in Avalon. I had to sigh, a good number of them still believed that the people of Avalon were the Great Wizards even though we had told them point blank that they were not. They were simply the stewards of the legacy of the Before Times.

	One of the larger, more lumbering airships from Sparo has its cargo hold filled with samples of Avalon wares from those wishing to expand their market, for transport back home.

	The children were out exploring the city again with James, since his lessons were done for the day, and we had a small respite once we had finally made this new breakthrough, so I had gone for a walk in the endless corridors of the Capitol Building.

	I stopped at some windows on the east side and gazed out upon the huge buildings that looked similar to the hangars we housed our airships in as they were constructed, only these were at a scale unimaginable in Sparo. And scattered around on long, straight roadways, cracked from neglect and time, were the remains of so many mechanical marvels I wouldn't be able to even guess as to what their purpose was. It was like looking at a graveyard of massive animals from another time.

	Interspersed between the giants, were gutted machines of war as well, like the tanks and transports of Avalon, only more sophisticated in their construction. Knights were combing through the remains of all the wonders out there, scavenging and salvaging. I had to smile, as I had been a scavenger too, to supplement the income from our chicken farming to pay for mother's medicines and keep my family fed.

	It was Chancellor Riley of all people, who spoke from behind me, surprising me. “They are the air transports that ferried all the survivors, and supplies to Avalon after the Cataclysm. Avalon had been a fallout shelter and seed vault for all of the species of crops in the world prior to the... Great Impact.”

	She moved beside me to stare out the window as Celeste also stepped down the corridor and wrapped her arms around my waist from behind, and kissed the top on my head, sending a thrill down my spine like only she could. I sighed back into her, glad she had returned from yet another round of training. I admit I was really starting to miss it. Though I did get one sparring session in with my two guards, Celeste, and Rain the other day, and I ached afterward. I vowed to do it more often as I seemed to be getting out of shape.

	The Chancellor went on, “Those great winged airships somehow could fly just by cutting through the air. And could cover the distance of thousands of miles in but a day.”

	Esme must have heard of Celeste's return, because she came down the hall to join us as Riley added, “They flew tirelessly, bringing in the materials and machinery to construct Avalon to build an arc of civilization, to preserve the world that was. Until the world could heal itself. But over time, they ran out of the fuel that they needed to fly, and they flew less and less until finally, they sat lifeless, a monument of Project Phoenix.”

	She chuckled sardonically and reflected, “Only it seems that we never rose from the ashes as our founders had anticipated.” She sounded melancholy about it, and I had to blink at her, it was the first time I had witnessed any emotion from the woman. She was more like Celeste the way she walled off her emotions around those she did not claim as her own.

	I was proud of the fact I had read the story of the phoenix and knew the reference. I supplied, “It can still happen. I think this is our chance now. Mankind is finally at a crossroads, where survivors, isolated from each other by distance and time, can come together to make something greater than the sum of our parts. Maybe this moment is where that phoenix is recreated in the flames of peace and unification.”

	The Chancellor took a long look at me, then at the Ambassador as she shook her head and said with a hint of sadness, “You two have your heads in the clouds. Templar Celeste knows that peace is just an illusion. A cloak that politicians wrap themselves in that does not keep out the cold realities of the nature of man.” She smiled crookedly, “But, it is good to see that there are still dreamers in this world. Maybe mankind has a chance to not self-destruct and finish what the moon collision started.”

	Celeste asked, “What are those buildings?”

	Esme provided, “Those are the manufacturing and storage facilities for the Expeditionary Enforcers.”

	My wife nodded and wondered aloud, “Those are awfully large.”

	Esmerelda said, “When there were uprisings in the Outlands, they were constructed to create the weapons to... quell the...” She trailed off as she realized what the weapons had truly been used for.

	Riley almost barked out, “Ambassador, enough. Our troops are not in the purview of topics you are authorized to discuss with outsiders.”

	I was about to defend her when motion down below caught my eye. My eyes widened when I saw the children down there, darting from machine to machine, avoiding the Avalon knights. They were heading toward one of the huge buildings, and I saw someone being dragged out one door into another building by force. And almost like a ghost, I saw Sarafine leaping from the top of the ancient airships with all the stealth of a cat, following them from a distance.

	Sarafine was here? She wasn't on any manifests, and I figured she hadn't come since Rain was accompanying the children to Avalon. And why wasn't she stopping the children? I almost snorted in my panic when I glanced at Dru who had moved slightly to block the Chancellor's line of sight to the window, he had seen too, and he gave me a look I actually understood.

	A Garda Personala is supposed to be an invisible presence, who protected their charges from harm. But they were not to interfere with the decisions of the ones they are to watch over. In all the years Alexandru had watched over Celeste and me, he had never once tried to stop us from doing any of the extremely stupid things we did... always charging into danger.

	So Sara would not stop the children, though I knew that she would step in if anything threatened them. Though I did wonder how she managed to stow away on the Outrider when the girls came to visit. But then again, Bex probably did know and just not said a word.

	I was looping my arms in Celeste's and Esme's, and dragging them along as I offered, “The Chancellor is right, we shouldn't be talking of such unpleasantness. Since our work for the day is done, why don't you show me to your library? Emily will be arriving either today or tomorrow to speak with your scholars about an exchange of cultural information.”

	I put on my best smile of encouragement. Dru didn't move from his position until the Chancellor followed. My heart was beating like a rabbit's. What were the children doing in a restricted zone?

	Riley excused herself to her duties and headed down a side corridor. The evil little voice inside my head asked, “Did someone need assassinating somewhere?”

	The distraction of the library was welcomed, though I expected any moment, for an alarm to be raised when the children were discovered. I feared as much for James as the girls and what was at stake if they were discovered. I'm convinced that Esme had risen to this position because her government felt she would be ineffective as Ambassador. I'm more and more convinced of it every day as it still felt as if they were putting up roadblocks intentionally to string out the peace talks.

	The joke it seems is on them though, as she has flourished in her role, and was just as frustrated with our lack of progress toward a permanent peace. I'm sure it was aggravating to them, her success. But if they found her boy out there with our girls, they may strip her of her title and her family would be struggling to survive like so many others here in Avalon.

	I have had the girls finding the children most in need, in the markets and food markets, and giving them silver coins for their families to sell for food and necessities like we did in Sparo with our penny vouchers. And I didn't want Esme's family to suffer the same fate.

	Misty had even proclaimed James as a knight ascendent of the Junior Regiment of Avalon and had him swear to look out for those less fortunate and defend the weak, wrangling him into helping disseminate the coins to those most in need. It had all of us adults grinning as the boy babbled about it to his mother with the exuberance granted to all the youths of the world.

	I was a little underwhelmed at the library in the building. Both the great Library of the Techromancy Scrolls in Wexbury Keep, and the Public Library of Cedar Ridge had more tomes and scrolls in them. But I was assured they had more massive libraries and in every language in the world Pre-Impact scattered about the ring of the city. That news... would send Emily into a scroll-gasm.

	I was worried about the children the whole time we were there.

	It was about when we were leaving the library that I started looking around quickly, realizing Ranelle wasn't with us, neither was she with the children. Just where was she? If the children were out exploring where they ought not, she usually hung out in my office, sitting on the metal beams which crisscrossed the space up near the ceiling. Likely eating her new favorite fruit, what Esme called a kiwi.

	I think Jezelle caught my line of thought and just gave me a look. I know, keeping track of Rain was like trying to tie a bell on a wolverine while blindfolded.

	And almost as if thinking of her had conjured her from the ether, she just fell in step beside us as Esme was suggesting we go to a theater for a play called a movie. She guarantees it will be a new experience for us.

	I eyeballed the former Great Mother, and she gave me a look of pure innocence. I don't think the Avalonians had even noticed her absence. Wait... where was Sylvia if she wasn't with Ingr?

	I eyeballed an even more innocent looking Ranelle who refused to look at me.

	Gah! I swear, my family will be the death of me.

	Not being able to keep my mind off our children, and not knowing where Rain and Syl had been sneaking off to without each other, held the bulk of my attention. “That sounds exciting, Esme, but could we do it another day? I have things to discuss with my family.”

	She looked a little disappointed, I know she's wanted for us to spend more time with Randy and James and her since Randy was a little hesitant around anyone from Sparo. I think she was trying to show him that we are people just like Avalonians, and not the barbarians he had always believed.

	Nodding, she offered, “That would be great, but let's try before we have to return to Highland.”

	Celeste chimed in earnestly, “We're looking forward to this play.”

	Esmerelda chuckled out, “I guarantee you've seen nothing like it.” She seemed quite certain of it, and she was probably right. They had quite a different view of what entertainment is, and most of theirs involved technology. Even the odd music they listened to, was on waxlike spinning discs and played over some sort of mechanical voice reproduction machine which was quite amazing.

	I smiled and reached out to squeeze her arm and said, “Since we are basically done for the day, I thought we might retire early. I have to track down the children, and I'd like some down time with my wife.”

	She smiled knowingly at the innuendo I had dropped. I only wish it were true, with all the work and rushing between Avalon and Sparo, I have had few precious moments alone with Celeste. But my wife made up for it whenever we did steal a moment alone.

	“Alright then, if I see your girls while I rustle up James, I'll send them your way.”

	I beamed at her. “Thank you.”

	Then she looked around and asked, “Where did Sylvia get off to? She would have loved the library, being the instructor of the Lupei.”

	Rain said as if she were confused, “She's right here. Been with us all day.” She held up her hand which was clasped in a panting Sylvia's. I may have gaped, where had my pseudo-sister come from?

	Esme looked confused, then her brow creased in confusion, then she looked sheepish and said without much volition, “Of course.”

	I could see her questioning herself, and I shot a chastising look to the two gypsies.

	Then I told the stymied Ambassador, “Fair weather.”

	She dropped her self-questioning and brightened, seeming pleased with herself when she gave a traditional Altii response, “Open trails.”

	I led our little group back to the quarters which were reserved for our party, and the moment the doors to the common room were closed I whirled on the ladies, “Where were...”

	Ranelle stopped me with a finger to her lips, a look of warning on her face. Then she closed her eyes, and I could taste the air becoming charged with her power. It was so overwhelming, and the sheer presence of it had the magic users of our group all straining to keep our footing. It felt as if Goliath were standing on my chest. Then with the sound of electricity shorting out, a few devices that were mounted in the ceilings of every room in the Capitol Building started sparking and smoking.

	I gasped when I could breathe again, and Ranelle was panting over doing delicate magik instead of her explosive style which came so easily to her. Even Celeste looked relieved that the pressure of Rain's magik had been lifted.

	The former Great Mother said, “There, they can no longer see nor hear us in here.”

	I blinked, and asked slowly at the implication, “See and hear us?”

	Sylvia explained as she pointed at the devices, “Those allow them to see and hear us from rooms down in the basement. They seem to be able to look back along the timeline with those things, like moving photographs on a glass device.”

	I whispered, “What? They have been observing us this whole time?”

	Rain nodded, her eyes narrowed at the device as she growled out, “Yes, they are using them to spy upon you, to try to gather any intelligence they can use, or to catch you trying to make plans against them.”

	I sputtered out, “That's absurd, I want this peace for Sparo, for my children.”

	The look she gave me was one of... pride. And she said as much while Celeste climbed onto a chair to examine the device. “Of course it is, but now, it is...”

	Ranelle and Jezelle drew their blades in an instant, and both Celeste and Dru had pulled throwing daggers from somewhere on their persons as all the women drew their power to them. Bex walked into the room and then made a glurking sound, finding two blades at his throat, and two more hands cocked and ready to let daggers fly. The poor man grinned sheepishly and said, “Hello. Am I interrupting?”

	Rain exhaled and everyone sheathed their weapons. I'd have to query my red-headed love as to where she hid that little dagger, later.

	Rain said to the confused man, “Good, you are here too. There are games afoot here, and we need to...”

	I blurted before we got to deep into this, “The girls are in the off-limits zone. I need to find them before they get hurt or worse.”

	Sylvia asked, “Again? I told them last time not...”

	My eyes widened, and she looked at me sheepishly as she asked, “Oh, did I forget to tell you of yesterday?”

	I growled, “Yes. What of it?”

	She just winced and said, “The girls said they had a suspicion because of something Misty could feel, but wouldn't clarify. They said they wouldn't venture out there again.”

	Celeste, who should be just as worried as I gave a patient half smirk as she said flatly, “They lied.”

	Rain waved it off. “Those girls are more capable and resourceful than you can imagine, I'm sure they will be back soon.”

	



	


Chapter 10 – Expelled

	While we waited, anxiety mounting in me, they shared how Rain had followed a man who had been skulking around on our floor and replacing one of the spying gadgets in the ceiling of my office once I left it, to the basement.

	She was able to see them looking in on my family in our quarters on the glass device, and then like moving back in time, watched me earlier in the day discussing negotiations with Esme.

	So this day, Rain had basically burned a path down to the basement, shorting out the devices. Then Syl went down, putting people to sleep as she went, to see what intelligence they were gathering and see if they had any of the moving photographs of the President or Aelwen.

	I whispered, “You can make people sleep with your power?” Her reluctance to answer gave me all the answer I needed.

	She was the most accomplished healer of the People, and I also knew that what she could heal she could also reverse.

	In an instant, she could make a person relive every injury they have endured their entire life. A thousand cuts and bruises can incapacitate or kill someone if they all occur at the same time. But inducing sleep was new to me. And why was a healer doing the job of a spy?

	The more I knew about my family, the more I realized I didn't know. And it was mostly because they were all protecting me. Grr.

	They asked Bex what he had been doing with the Avalon city engineers he had developed a rapport with. Since apparently, the President seemed as focused on him as me from what they had found.

	Bex shrugged and shared, “Not a whole lot, really. They have just been showing me the amazing infrastructure of Avalon. From their sewage management to their water distribution and power grids. Let me tell you, their systems are some of the most technologically creative I have ever seen.”

	Then he cocked his head as he moved to the seating area where we joined him. “They remind me of the complexity of the systems we had encountered in Powerplant Three at the Great Monolith. Leftovers from the Before Times that they have tried to maintain, patch, or bastardize over the centuries.”

	He thought and said, “They showed me their hydrothermal generators, quite ingenious really, with pipes that went deep into volcanic hydrothermal vents, superheating water into steam, which they use to turn large turbines to generate electricity, and the steam is routed all about the city for heating.”

	Always the thinker, he shared, “Every year they are getting less and less heat, even after a huge re-engineering effort to replace the pipes, in case they have been blocked by scale or calcium over the centuries. So they asked my thoughts on the subject. It was quite simple really, the Earth's crust is normalizing and cooling. As magma cools in the depths, there is less thermal energy that they can use. I imagine that given another thousand years, they won't have more than ten percent thermal conduction capacity with the system.”

	He looked sheepish as he added, “I suggested that if they wanted to increase the capacity, they'd need to either drill deeper with their current bores or drill additional heat wells. But they do not have the drilling capacity to reach the half-mile depth of the current system.”

	Bex puffed up in pride. “I told them that Sparo does. That the scholar, Count Akel, from Hell's Gate, had drilled three miles through the crust to the submerged superheated ocean which a portion of our continental plate floated upon. It was his life's work, and proved out that not all of the water from the oceans of the Before Time had been vaporized, as some may think.”

	He smiled and said with enthusiasm, “They were excited about the prospect that we may be able to help them with the project if peace is maintained.”

	Then I could see him getting visibly excited. Oh no, he was going to science us harder than he just had. “But it was what they called their solar grid that was most exciting to me. Those seas of glass panels they have on the tundra outside of the walls of Avalon, actually collect the energy from Father Sol.”

	He was almost babbling at this point, “From what I could see from the sample cell they gave me while at an outer power relay station along the outer southern wall, it seems to be some sort of glass poured over impossibly small filaments of dielectric metals. That when sunlight, which contains particles that can also transmit as waves, called photons, strikes the materials, it causes electrons to flow... generating free electricity from Father Sol himself.”

	I opened my mouth to ask if it were magic since it sounded like it to me, but he went on. “They showed me that that section of their solar grid had been down for fifty years now. I looked at the system and read the fascinating manuals they provided. It seemed that there were devices that limited the flow of power, to prevent over amperage, and also prevented spikes. Over the centuries these devices have failed all around the city, and in some cases, they had developed ways to stop spikes with semiconductive ceramics and capacitors, since they couldn't manufacture replacement 'electronics' as they called them, anymore.”

	He looked pleased as he said, “I asked if it mattered if the system wasn't efficient and had occasional spikes since it was nonfunctional as it is. They thought on it and said that it didn't. So I showed them a way to bypass the troubled portion. By connecting the primary cables at a different relay point, and by bypassing the back-feed circuits and connecting directly to the capacitance junction, they could restore that substation to at least partial operation. It was glorious to see it light up the building when they made the changes. They were overjoyed and wish for me to look at some of their shuttle systems tomorrow.”

	I exhaled as I shook my head at the poor man, his head in the clouds. Celeste spoke my concerns. “What are you doing helping them, Bex? They're using you to eliminate some of the need for the peace we are trying to forge. Think man.” She tapped his forehead.

	He deflated and defended weakly, “I... hadn't thought of that. It was just so fascinating to see all of the technology, and... and I thought I was just helping...”

	I walked up to the poor conflicted man, I knew the need to do the right thing, and all politics aside, helping people is the right thing, I truly despised politics and diplomacy for his sake just then. I pulled his head down to mine and placed my forehead on his. “I know, Bex. Just, for now, limit yourself to observation only with their engineers if you don't mind?” He sighed and nodded, and I released my scatterbrained pseudo-brother, clapping his shoulder.

	Then Rain pulled the attention from the well-meaning man. “And you, Celeste?”

	She glanced at Elaine then said, “It seems they lost more of their fighting force than they wish us to believe. Men have loose lips in the camaraderie of their training yard. It seems that they have fewer than a thousand fighting men, and are conscripting all men from the Outlands, who are seventeen or older, while they rebuild their machines and guns.”

	I blurted, “Is every woman in my family spying here in Avalon while I'm trying to broker peace?”

	I glared at my wife, now knowing that must have been why she accepts every invitation to spar. While they think they are getting the chance to see how a Knight of the Altii fights, she is listening to everything around her instead. I know how knights gossip with each other on our own training grounds, and it seemed to be the same here.

	She just tugged me backward into her arms. Oh lord did she smell good, and I may have melted into her strong, warm presence behind me. Ok, I forgive her, this time... but not the others.

	So I just sat there as they all discussed everything they had learned to date. It was their only chance until Avalon replaced the 'faulty' spying devices in our rooms. We hoped that they would just view them as one more failing system in Avalon. And no knight would ever admit to falling asleep at their post.

	Almost as if in response, Elaineia said quietly, “They've moved most of their reserves to the frontier from what the woman who was teaching me some of their grappling moves had been saying to another Sarpe when I approached them for instruction.”

	I cocked an eyebrow at her. “You too?” Then with no humor, I said, “You know I don't like that slur.” A lot of the Cristea had taken to calling the Avalonians, Sarpes, or snakes. Referencing them like a snake in the garden, from what cautionary Gypsy tale the term came from, I wasn't sure, but it fostered hate between the two peoples, so it was something I could not abide. She lowered her eyes. “Sorry, Great Mother.”

	Great, I had shamed her enough she used my title instead of my name. Why did I feel like the bad guy here? I laid a hand on her shoulder and gave it a little reassuring squeeze. “It's ok, lady. You of all people have good reason to look down upon them, but just remember that a few bad people should not define an entire society. We should let an individual's personal actions speak for their character.” To illustrate I asked with dark humor, “Should all Altii be judged upon the actions of the rogue Duchess Aelwen?”

	Ranelle said sadly, “Spoken like a true Great Mother.”

	I smirked and added something Verna would say, “And if they don't live up to expectations, 'then' you kick their asses.” Which got a chuckle from everyone and a good hearty laugh from Rain.

	“That too.” She looked around and asked, “Did our dear little herder just cuss?”

	Celeste nodded innocently as Dru said, “I believe she did, Rain.”

	I stopped the rest from chiming in by giving them the stink eye.

	I realized this was the first time I had ever heard Alexandru call Ranelle by her name rather than addressing her as Great Mother, and it seemed so wrong for some reason. Just as wrong as it had been when she first had me do it, or George and Everly had me use their names the first time. He did it so smoothly... was I the only one who always felt so awkward about speaking around the people I had always seen as far above my station?

	Before we could say anything more, a whining, wailing tone started sounding in the halls, like a hand crank air horn. My blood chilled in my heart, afraid for my girls, and praying this wasn't about them.

	I was already at the door before I had started moving, realizing I had pulled myself ahead in time again, but this time without that acidic rage tainted magik flowing through me, this time it was my panic for my children.

	Celeste was calling out, “Laney!” Then she said, “Everyone stay here, lock the doors.”

	Then I was aware of her running up behind me as I made my way down the corridor, following the rushing men with guns toward the mechanical lifts. Men and women were shouting orders, and I began to breathe again as I heard someone calling out that it was an unscheduled Sparo airship arrival.

	A woman snapped out at us as we stepped into the lift with a group of heavily armed knights. “Get back to your rooms!”

	I slid in front of a growling Celeste and said with all the authority I could muster in my five foot one frame, “If a ship from Sparo is arriving, then I will be present to greet my citizens. If you have a problem with that, I suggest you consult the provisional peace compact under the Articles of Sovereignty of Citizens.”

	She glared at me, but I did not flinch. She didn't need to know I had just spouted official sounding nonsense, but a bluff was better than any physical confrontation between them and my wife.

	The woman looked away first in a huff, growling, “Get in, and stay out of the way,” as she hit a button.

	Celeste was quite aware of my bluff and smirked down at me as we stepped in, and with a lurch, the mechanical lift started down to the first floor. I bumped her hip in a silent 'shut up,' trying hard not to smile.

	We strode out with the knights when the doors opened then outside into the frigid air. President Kensington was there looking to the sky as well as over a hundred Avalon knights with repeating long guns trained on a dark shape in the twilight sky that was descending as it passed over the ring of the city, a second one following.

	They weren't Wexbury vessels, but the slower, lumbering behemoths from the other realms. I could see the lights in the larger gondolas as the lead ship approached. So this wasn't some ill-conceived attempt of attack since the armored shutters were open.

	I moved quickly to the President. “George's balls, Trevor. Have your men stand down.”

	He looked past me to the woman from the mechanical lift. “Lieutenant!”

	The woman stood at attention after moving up beside me, snapping out with precision, “Sir, the Sparo savage stated she had the right to be here.”

	I snapped out, half in real anger, “Mind your tongue, lieutenant, I am the co-ruler of Sparo, and you will show me the proper respect for that position...” I placed my hand on the hilt of Anadele so my next words could not be misinterpreted no matter how different our cultures may be, “... lest I demand satisfaction!”

	She actually sneered with excited anticipation in her eyes, until I batted the air down, and the dozen or so knights, who had aimed their long guns at me when I moved toward my blade, found their weapons clattering to the ground while I stared the woman down, ignoring the President trying to diffuse the situation. Then the woman hesitated and looked at the weapons on the ground which the men were scrambling to pick back up, and then she broke eye contact, lowered her gaze and said through clenched teeth, “Of course, Great Mother, my apologies.”

	I just turned from her, dismissing her out of turn, like I had witnessed so many nobles in Wexbury do when a serf was beneath further attention, and asked Kensington, “Mr. President?” In truth, my heart was thudding so hard in my chest as I silently thanked Mother Luna that the woman hadn't called my bluff. I could tell by Celeste's posture that she was hiding a smile behind a hand.

	The leader of Avalon looked from me to the cowed knight, then the approaching vessels. He inclined his head slightly and then called out, “Stand down! But keep at the ready.”

	With that, it was as if the tension in the atmosphere bled away. I still noted all the guns in the building still tracking the ships as he said, “If this is some sort of trick...” He left it open with an ominous silence.

	Celeste assured him, “We have no knowledge of why these vessels are a day earlier than anticipated, nor why there are two.”

	So we waited in the frigid air, me wishing I had taken the time to put on my hunting cloak before I ran out the door. Celeste noted my shivering and stood against me without making it obvious she was sharing her warmth. Most of the Avalonians around us wore nothing but their tunics, except a few who were likely already patrolling the landing zone, who wore light coats and yellow visors to shield their eyes against the bright glare of the setting of Father Sol, light flaring off the icy world around us.

	I almost jumped when a hand slipped into mine, and I looked down to find Misty there, Ingr holding her other hand, and Shan grasping Celeste's. Where had they come from? Nobody seemed to notice their stealthy return as all eyes were on the sky. I gave them all a look that told them we would be having words about this later, though my heart was decompressing in utter relief that they had returned without being caught.

	I was trying to decipher the strained look on my eldest's face when two thuds shook the ground as anchors dropped from above. I recognized the vessel, it was the retrofitted and more highly armored, Falcon. Solomon's flagship dirigible.

	We watched as the chains started retracting as the vessel lowered. Then two more distant thuds shook the ground when the other airship dropped anchor.

	After they touched down, and the huge propellers stopped whupping through the air, the rear cargo door opened. The Avalonian knights all stood at the ready, their weapons half raised toward the ship until aggravated and frustrated looking men and women with the pale complexions and light hair of their kin, stomped off the vessel, carrying gear and bags.

	The Avalon soldiers started lining them up off to the side as I made a motion with my chin to the President. I handed the girls off to Celeste and walked up to the Falcon's door with Kensington, hearing Altii knights snapping orders to depart to the disgruntled Avalonians. I was well aware of the three armed men, and my own guards following behind us.

	I saw the wiry captain, Archibald, was snapping out for the Avalonians to hurry off his ship. He was, as always, constantly in motion, like he couldn't stand to be still. His salt and pepper hair making him look a little regal as he paced.

	He caught sight of me and started to smile. We were old comrades from the first expedition to the Westlands when he and Captain Thomas of Highland's Condor had fought with us to free the Cristea. But the expression on his face bled quickly away to dour professionalism when he caught sight of President Kensington beside me.

	I must hang around too much with Celeste, because I called out to him as we marched up the ramp, the guards following, “Report.”

	He narrowed his eyes and nudged his chin toward the armed guards. “This vessel is sovereign Sparo territory as per the temporary cease-fire agreements, I would thank you to disarm or lower those things if you intend to remain on board.”

	The President looked back at his men, then looked around to see none of our men armed as per the agreements, their weapons in a strongbox while at Avalon, so he just made a dismissing gesture as the Chancellor came walking up into the vessel beside him. She must have just got the word, and I could see Aelwen outside, craning her neck to see in.

	The guards backed out, not looking happy about it, then Archibald turned to me. “Great Mother. There was an assassination attempt, when the Dukes gathered on neutral ground at Templar Hall, with the King. All Avalonian nondiplomats and support staff have now been expelled from Sparo, with any diplomats who wished to accompany them.”

	I gasped as he reached to a saddle bag hanging by a fold-down desk in the cargo hold and handed matching scrolls with the King's wax seal on them to the President and me. I blurted, “Was anyone...”

	He sighed heavily and shared, “Duke Liam of Solomon was shot with a small gun before he grabbed the assassin by the throat and lifted him from the ground with one arm before breaking his back over his knee. The Duke will recover... Gypsy healers were sent for.”

	The man wouldn't meet my eyes at the next. “Wexbury lost a squire, William, who dove in front of Duke Frederick and took a shot meant for him.”

	I covered my mouth, hot tears bubbling up in my eyes, blurring my vision. I remember the first time I saw William. About a month into my own Squire training, when an older man came thundering out of the stables on a mount at the training ground, his crest marking him as a squire. All the Knights on the field stood at attention and gave the salute to heroes, men calling out down the line, “William rides!”

	Not knowing what was happening, us other squires followed suit. Bex had asked, “But he is just a squire, why do the knights salute him? And he is so... old.”

	It had been Bowyn who told us with pride, “He petitioned Sir Tiberius' father, Sir Gregory, to be his squire back when he had turned fifteen. He has never made the cut, always falling short. And when Sir Gregory retired, Tiberius himself took William as his second squire.”

	I cocked my head in confusion, but Brenda had voiced our question for us, “But if he didn't make the cut...?”

	Bowyn had said with pride, “The man is fifty-four, and every year he goes through testing, and every year he comes up lacking in some way. But the point here is that he keeps trying, his will has never bent nor broken... he never wavers in his belief that he can become a knight to protect those who cannot defend themselves. He represents the embodiment of the Fire of Wexbury, and we as knights recognize this and celebrate it.”

	I didn't know him well since he was with the Home Battalion, and I was with Celeste's Mobile Battalion, but the times I met him, he was always positive and helping other squires with the things he did excel in. But the couple times I saw him galloping past outside of training, I always gave him the salute to heroes whenever he rode, calling his ride down the line. And now, he has given his life, selflessly and in bravery, like a true knight of Wexbury.

	I drew Anadele slowly and away from the President, so he knew it was no threat, then I brought my blade up in front of my face in salute. Then I tapped the air in front of me and sheathed my blade as I said, “Please, be sure that 'Sir' William's family knows that I feel for their loss, upon your return.” I stressed the word, Sir, in my directive.

	Recognizing what I had just done, as co-ruler of Sparo, it made it law... the captain inclined his head. William's family would know that he had achieved his dream, he will be remembered as a Knight of Wexbury, and they would receive the death benefits that all families of fallen knights would.

	Kensington looked at us contemplatively as he broke the wax seal on the parchment and unrolled it to read while I asked him, “Did you know? Did you authorize it?”

	He read, squinting at the differences in our English and theirs. He's always stumbled over chrono marks. Where you can use different spellings of the same word, like both Avalon and we did in speech, we used the simple system of chrono marks on sentences to indicate tense. Past, present, and future. It took me some getting used to, to not see the marks preceding the sentence structure in Avalon texts, but I adapted quickly since I have read countless tomes in the libraries back home which used their archaic English.

	He ignored the question until he had finished, then almost growled out to me, “Of course not. There is a fringe group in our ranks who believe that Sparo and any other savages on the frontier need to be pacified. I believe you are aware of Commander Mattis, from the engagement at the Southern Barrier? He was one of the Avalon Purists. We have been trying to root out the extremists from our men.”

	I didn't need Celeste to tell me that it was such a convenient response, which held this supposed fringe group responsible for these types of failed missions, giving the President plausible deniability like this. I would have to give him the benefit of the doubt unless something tying these Purists to his administration could be found.

	My eyes narrowed as I looked out to the people expelled from Sparo. Why hadn't he been more incensed at this? My internal voice again telling me that this incident would set us back months in our negotiations. Any progress made up to this point would be put on hold. Was this another senseless attempt to stall? Why would they risk the tenuous provisional peace like this?

	He must have read my face because the man puffed up and said almost as if on cue, “This outrage cannot stand. Sparo preaches peace yet expels our people working to that end. Our diplomats need their support staff to be effective in Sparo. Avalon must answer this insult in kind. All nonessential diplomatic staff from Sparo and any Sparinian private citizens are to be expelled from the sovereign territories of Avalon.”

	I didn't have the inclination to correct him about our preferred Altii naming.

	He narrowed his eyes at me, studying my response as he added, “As per the cease fire agreement, you have forty-eight hours to comply.”

	He spun on his heel and marched out of the airship, the Chancellor, after giving me a smirk, followed after. I sighed heavily, and Archibald chuckled at me. “Yeah, the King thought so too... it's in your scroll there. Our two vessels will remain anchored here by the Outrider, to usher our citizens back home, Great Mother.”

	I nodded, then smirked at him. “It's Laney, Archie. We fought in the Westlands together man, we are comrades at arms first and foremost.” Then I let my inner Verna out. “But right now, I have to go tend to this cluster-fuck. Fair weather”

	I grumped my way off the Falcon as the man chuckled out behind me, “Clear skies.” What? I could cuss, I just chose not to around the children if I could help it. Mother Luna!

	I looked around and saw the last of the Avalonians had finished disembarking the other airship. All the Avalon knights were retiring with their leader as if we were of no further consequence, Aelwen on the President's arm.

	I sighed. An assassination attempt? In broad daylight where they were sure to fail? But then I felt the vice on my heart over the knowledge that Liam was injured. I liked the sneaky and boisterous Duke. But as he demonstrated, I couldn't see a little thing as inconsequential as being shot slow him down.

	I would have smiled at my line of thought had William not given all to save my own Duke. Well, I guess he wasn't my liege anymore, but he still was, in my heart.

	I passed the scroll to Celeste and reached to take Misty and Ingr's hands. There would be time to read what George had written of the incident, but just then, I needed to go to our rooms where I could assure myself that the children were ok.

	As we walked, Celeste broke the seal and unrolled the parchment. She made an occasional grunt or sound of derision as we rode back up to our floor, unspeaking until we stepped into our common room. The others gathered around us, and Celeste held the scroll out, Rain and Sylvia reading over her shoulder.

	I glanced to assure myself that the spying devices hadn't been replaced yet, and then turned on the children as Dru flew Shan down from his shoulder by the seat of her pants. “What were you thinking, going out in the restricted zone? What if you had been caught... or worse?”

	They looked sheepish but almost desperate at the same time. Misty said quietly, her eyes down, “Something didn't feel right. Someone was hurting, afraid, almost terrified out there. We just went to see if we could help.”

	Ingr whispered to us, “They're holding a woman there. She's always screaming. Mist could feel it.”

	I blanched. Misty was a little empathic, she could feel strong emotions around her, and could sometime be overwhelmed in large groups of people. But we didn't know she could feel such things that were so far away from her like this. I hugged her to me, and she said with her lips squished to my shoulder, “She's not from Avalon. Her skin isn't pale like theirs.”

	I looked up, then to Celeste as I remembered us seeing the Avalonians pushing a woman into another building in the restricted zone when we were watching our impulsive children sneaking through the machine boneyard.

	Was it someone from the Outlands? Possibly from the Westlands? They still had so many women missing, who were taken to Avalon before we broke the siege on New Home, though Kensington swears all the 'prisoners' had been repatriated.

	Then Shan moved beside her to place a little hand on her arm before looking up to me and said with anger in her tone, “They're torturing the woman.”

	I closed my eyes. Damn. I couldn't ignore this. And insisting to see this woman would be met with resistance from the President, and set us back in our discussions yet again if I had to explain how we came about the information. But I also knew myself. I could not stand by while anyone was being tortured. Just one more thing for the fucks to cluster about I guess. Laney zero, inner monologue two.

	



	


Chapter 11 – Investigation

	We slept on what to do about this woman the children had seen. We would be watched the next forty-eight hours intensely so it would be next to impossible to investigate. But perhaps we could make some discreet inquiries?

	The girls were prepared to be grounded for the next bajillion years after their return to Sparo. I would make sure myself, that they were on the last transport ferrying our exiled personnel back home.

	The next day, I spent an hour with the President, addressing his concerns about the possibility this was all a Sparo trick to hold their diplomats as hostages to pressure a better deal. It wasn't until his third round on the same subject that I realized he was just angling for concessions and I stopped arguing and just stared at him and accused, “Trevor, you don't believe what you are saying any more than I do. You're just trying to salvage a bad situation and turn it to your advantage.”

	He looked taken aback for a split second but couldn't keep a straight face. He smiled and chuckled. “My dear Great Mother, I believe that is the closest you've come to calling bullshit on my bullshit.”

	We left it at that, and I excused myself to get back to my office to see what damage this whole situation has done since he said a lot of his ministers had made inquiries and demands. I noted as I exited his palatial office, that he hadn't offered any apologies for the attempt on our Dukes' lives, nor the death of our man.

	I was worried when my guards and I made our way to my office, so I was misting and blurring more than normal as my gut ached, wondering what Esme thought of all that had occurred after leaving her the prior day. If the grapevine in Avalon were anything like Wexbury's, then all of the ringed city already knew what had transpired.

	I relaxed when I stepped into the office, and Celeste and Elaineia were waiting for me. Celeste wrapped me in an arm, giving me a reassuring squeeze, and Elaine and Dru exchanged heated looks that raised the room temperature twenty degrees. And to my relief, Esmerelda was waiting, looking nervous and wringing her fingers.

	I cocked my head at her, trying to decipher her apprehension. The first words out of her mouth were, “I'm so sorry to hear about your men. If this torpedoes the talks, I completely understand. It was an unconscionable action.”

	I didn't know what torpedoes meant, but by the context I understood. And for some reason, I was so relieved at her reaction. She was the first Avalonian to show any remorse over the attack and death of a man. If she had acted like the others in the President's immediate circle, I don't know if I would respect her anymore.

	Maybe that was it. I was seeing her as a friend after all the time working together, and I wouldn't be able to respect her if she were so cavalier about the loss of life. I knew the cost of every death, I had far too many on my own hands, and every one of them still haunts me today.

	I rasped out, “Thank you, Esme. Your concern is greatly appreciated, but this should make us work that much harder for peace, so things like this never happen again.”

	She exhaled in relief and then I asked, “Shall we get to work?”

	It was her hesitation that had me looking up at her. She had glanced toward the spying device at the ceiling. I looked at Celeste, and she nodded almost imperceptibly and then I drew my power to me. I may never have the sheer amount of power that Rain has, but I have been getting more and more confident in my blended magiks.

	I concentrated on my Gypsy magiks for this, as it can do so very much more, less explosively than my Altii magic, as it is shaped by the intent of the caster. Most successful castings use a focus, and most touched of the People used symbols and sigils with meaning. Like the symbol for cold to cast spells which keep water cool in a waterskin. Then it is easy for them to focus their intent while focusing on the symbol.

	I've had limited success with that, and have found that if I can clearly picture what I want to happen and concentrate with all my heart, I had better results. I kept building my power like I had felt Rain do, then all at once I released it, to a single concentrated point at the ceiling. I gasped and wobbled when sparks flew from the device and the red light extinguished.

	Like it had been rehearsed, Alexandru and Jezelle moved quickly to the door, looked down the hall then closed and locked the door, as Celeste moved to the windows to close the blinds.

	I had to sit for a moment, feeling woozy, then shook it off as I said, “You can speak plainly now. They can no longer see or hear us.”

	Esme was just staring at the ceiling, and asked, “Magic?”

	I nodded with an almost apologetic smile. Then she shook her head, an expression of amazement on her face. “That truly is a wonder.” Then she seemed to decompress and shared, “Randy believes it is part of some sort of subterfuge staged by Sparo. He believes all the gossip flowing from the Capitol building. I can't understand that man sometimes, he was much more open-minded before word of the first contact with Sparo.”

	I shook my head. “Don't judge him harshly. There is so much misinformation floating around, it seems almost orchestrated.”

	She nodded. “I've pondered on that too, and I've noted the displeasure on some of the higher-ups in the government have been exhibiting on the news of the positivity you have been sowing with the general populace, especially the poor and disenfranchised. Your compassion is everywhere in the whispers on the streets.”

	She seemed apprehensive about something, then shared, “I know it could probably get me removed from my position, but after I heard what had happened at Templar Hall, I started asking questions maybe I shouldn't. It just seems that there are so many unnecessary delays, and I have been feeling we've just been running in a wheel yet not progressing to a formal treaty.”

	She swallowed, looking apprehensive like she was betraying something inside herself. I know every fiber of Celeste's being wished for her to continue, but she said in an understanding tone, “Do not compromise your own beliefs if you feel it is something you cannot share, no one here will think less of you.”

	Winging a thumb toward my insightful wife, I added to try to lighten the suddenly oppressive atmosphere in the room, “What she said.”

	This got the desired result as Esme chuckled a little. She exhaled, nodded, then sat down. I sat on the edge of the table as Celeste moved behind me.

	Our Ambassador friend centered herself then looked up. “Something is going on in the Expeditionary Enforcers yard. I was asking some discrete questions around the taverns and markets where the soldiers frequent last night after I heard of the assassination attempt. It seems there has been some chatter that they would be able to move out soon... but I couldn't get anything else without drawing attention to myself.”

	I reached out and squeezed her arm to reassure her. “It's alright. You've done enough. You don't need to jeopardize your position.”

	Then I took a chance, but not exposing that the kids had been in the restricted area and confirmed it. “I noted when I was looking out onto that airship graveyard, a woman being escorted like a prisoner to a building. She didn't have the complexion of an Avalonian.”

	She looked completely caught off guard as she provided, “We don't have any prisoners in Avalon. That was the first act of good faith, the prisoner exchange. And we even repatriated the people from the Outlands that we had here. I didn't even know we had any Outlanders in the city until it was announced.”

	I knew what the women from the Westlands had been used for, and it made the dark core which I try to keep smothered deep inside me, burn with a heat demanding to be released. My mind went to the vision I had had, was it this woman in the restricted area whose guards were planning unspeakable acts with her?

	I looked to my red-headed avenger, cognizant of the Avalonian in the room with us. “We need to do something.”

	Celeste just nodded without hesitation, and I marveled at how in tune we were with each other. She promised, “Tonight...” Leaving her meaning clear. She studied Esmerelda's reaction to us speaking of sneaking around covertly in her city under cover of night. She seemed satisfied with the conflicted look on the woman's face. But her silence showed our faith in her was well founded.

	Why couldn't the rest of the people in her government be driven by common decency and have a strong moral core like her? Then this war would never have occurred in the first place.

	Esme swallowed then looked around nervously and said, “Right then, now that that is sorted, we've a lot more work to do now that we're losing our assistants.”

	I nodded and gave her a reassuring smile. We were really putting her in a difficult position, but maybe immersing ourselves in work would be the best way to keep our minds off of all this unpleasantness. I rasped out, “Let's be about it then.”

	My Lady gave me a kiss on the lips and said, “I'm going to go help supervise the transfer of our people to the airships. We'll need to get it done today, so they can be airborne before dark, they can overnight somewhere in the Uninhabitable Lands so that they are out of range of Avalon troops if everything goes to hell tonight.”

	She looked at Elaine. “We could use your help.”

	The young Cristea woman inclined her head. “Of course.” Then she shot her husband a crooked smile, giving Dru a kiss on the lips, and said in the tongue of the People, “Watch your back, you big oaf.”

	He gave a dashing bow, and heated look to her and almost purred out, “Of course, my love. And I'd tell you the same if the Lightbringer didn't have yours.”

	When the women left I teased him with an exaggerated sigh, “So sweet, you're still in your honeymoon period.”

	He cocked an eyebrow. “Like you and Celeste are any better... Great Mother.”

	I punched him in the gut as I lifted my chin to walk past him to my desk, smothering my grin at his comment. He was right since the feelings I had for my armor clad wife seemed to burn brighter every day. I didn't know love could be like that.

	I sighed as I looked toward the closed door as Dru and Jezelle took positions on either side of it.

	Esme gave me a smile as she followed my gaze. “It must be amazing having someone so strong and dangerous protecting you like she does.”

	My two personal guards, who were supposed to be silent by the way, snorted together. I pointed at them as my cheeks burned in a blush. “Shut up!”

	Undaunted, the Ambassador pushed on. “What?”

	Dru ignored my warning look and supplied, “Celeste? While formidable, and perhaps the most accomplished Altii fighter I have witnessed, she is not the dangerous one in her union with our dear Great Mother Laney here.”

	I almost growled and tried to end the conversation by sorting through all the new parchments with demands stemming from the expulsion of the Avalon people from Sparo.

	Esme asked, “What do you mean by that? By her own admission, Laney was taught only defense, and her magics are only average in power for the Altii. Our men say that the Ghost of Sparo goes out of her way not to kill.”

	Jezelle said with a sort of reverence I had never heard from her before. “It is true, our Great Mother goes through great effort not to kill, but when pushed into a corner...” She paused then said in a tone which invited no argument, “Great Mother Laney is possibly the most dangerous person on this Earth we all share.”

	I shot her and Dru a look. I didn't like my endless chain of sin exposed to the world like this. It would take my whole life, seeking redemption, doing what good I could to break each link that was forged in the death of a soul I took before its time.

	I tried not to feel the weight of the gaze Esmerelda was directing my way. Instead I rasped out, “These petitions are not going to address themselves.”

	She hesitated another moment, then in a quieter tone she said, “Of course.” Then we buried ourselves in our work.

	After a while, she looked back at Dru. “How many? Five? Ten? Dozens?” She wanted to know how many people I had dispatched to keep the peace?

	At our silence and me redoubling my study of the parchments before us, she whispered, “Hundreds?”

	I sighed and said, “We should break for midday meal. All of these endless demands will be here upon our return.” It had been hundreds before the war, and I'm afraid the number is much, much higher now, and I didn't want her going there.

	I looked up at her finally, begging her not to continue the line of questioning. She must have seen that in me, and she just nodded and stood. She whispered as I ushered her to the door, “It looks like they weigh heavily on your conscience.”

	I admitted, “Every single one...” That was all I would say on the topic. I tried to move the focus, curious that her son hadn't said anything about the mischief the children had gotten into the prior day. “Did James happen to say what he did yesterday?”

	She shook her head, curiosity as to why I would ask, obvious on her face. “No. Why, should he have?”

	I shrugged, but was actually a little impressed by the boy, keeping a secret like that.

	I would lay odds on it being out of the sense of duty Misty can instill in children when she enfolds them into her ever-growing Junior Regiment... which may or may not be a real thing, depending on who you speak to. George, Everly, and Misty sure believe it is, Jace and Bex, not so much. I am personally of the opinion that if the King of Sparo recognizes it, then that makes it so.

	Regardless, it makes me so very proud of her that she looks after people... and animals in need, as she does. She makes the perfect role model for her little sister.

	When we left the office, four heavily armed Avalon knights fell in behind us, exceedingly close to Alexandru and Jezelle, but they didn't react. We knew we would be watched more closely until our support staff was evacuated from the city.

	One guard got slightly overzealous and tried to flank me as we moved toward the mechanical lifts. Faster than I could blink, Jezelle had him up against a wall, blade to his throat. The others were starting to raise their weapons, Dru had two of them pinned against the wall in a flash, their hands twisted behind their backs and faces in the paneling. Before I could disarm the other, my magik anticipating me and already lashing out in misty streams of power, Esmerelda stepped in front of the man.

	I had to blink in approval as she growled out, “Stand down, you buffoon.” She slapped his long gun, and he lowered it. Then she pointed at the one who looked terrified of the razor-sharp blade to his throat. “He knows the rules about the Great Mother's safety, and he moved past her personal guards. He deserves what he gets for being overly aggressive to a foreign diplomat.”

	The man started, “Listen here...”

	She was in his face, pointing at the leaf on her shoulder, I had always thought it decoration on her clothing. “What does this mean?”

	The man exhaled and said grudgingly, “It signifies you as Ambassador.”

	She smiled and said, “That's right. And unless you...” She looked at his uniform and said, “...corporal, have suddenly been promoted above the third highest person in our government, you'll apologize to the Great Mother, and your team will wait back at our office for our return from lunch. Under my authority. You're watching her all the time anyway...” She pointed at the spy device in the hall, its red light glowing.

	The man opened his mouth to argue, and she cocked an eyebrow and asked, “What is your name corporal?”

	He now looked nervous instead of defiant, and instead of giving his name, he told the others. “Back to the diplomatic bureau.”

	Alexandru released his two, and Jezelle whispered something to the other man that made him mad, then she pushed him away, and she spun her blade and sheathed it like it were the simplest thing under the Three Sisters to do. I could see why Ranelle had complete faith in her being the leader of the Great Mother's Own.

	They backed away, and Esme asked, “Are you forgetting something?”

	The corporal exhaled then looked at me and said, “I apologize for my man, Great Mother, he got a little overzealous at his job.”

	I inclined my head and tried to sound gracious, “It is understood, these are tense times.”

	After we reached the lift and were on the way down, I blurted, “That was impressive, Esme.”

	She chuckled out, “I was scared shitless. I may have peed a little. More and more I believe that my title is simply a shiny ornament to keep Sparo placated, but I figured that I may as well use that title against overly aggressive jerks.”

	Dru said with appreciation from behind us, “You wielded it well.”

	She smiled and looked a little bashful, as most women would when a pretty man complimented them like that.

	I was a little surprised when she bypassed the food arcade and brought us to a tavern in a rougher section of the Capitol district, back behind one of the other food alleys.

	She had whispered to me, “This is where I overheard some of the gossip I shared with you.”

	As most taverns do, they had a modest food menu. We ordered diced goose sandwiches. It is one of the common staples in Avalon. I had asked on my second trip to Avalon if they had turkey since I knew they had no chickens... until now.

	That is when they shared that the same virus which swept through their chicken flocks had wiped out their turkeys too. I hadn't known that turkeys and chickens were the closest relatives in poultry and shared almost all the same physical makeup. Esme called it DNA or the building blocks of life. It seems that the fatty birds like geese and ducks were not affected by the avian sickness.

	I looked around the boisterous tavern, which was oddly crowded for the middle of the day. Most of the patrons seemed to be off-duty knights. I prompted absently, “I never asked, how are your chickens doing?”

	She seemed delighted to speak about something other than the degrading relations between our lands, and shared with a smile, “Our ministry of agriculture is over the moon about them. They are in the A3 hothouse, four districts are negotiating with me for future live chicks. Half the eggs they are allowing to incubate, and the remainder they are selling them to the markets for a premium.”

	The woman seemed to be lost in the wonder of learning new things as she leaned in and asked, “Did you know that each hen lays an egg every day? That's double what our ducks produce. Oh... of course, you do. Sorry, it's just so exciting to see an extinct species, since we know so very little about them now.”

	She wiggled her eyebrows and shared, “I receive half of all proceeds from the eggs since you had gifted them to me. And you've seen that virtually every district is requesting a trade for flocks of their own from Sparo. They are very curious about the meat but don't wish to lose a laying hen until the flock swells in size. I think I was the envy of the farmers when I told them I had tasted chicken meat in Sparo, and it was different but delicious.”

	She stopped at my amused, crooked grin, and tossed some crust from her bread at me. “Oh poo... you were just as bad in the Zoological Gardens with the children.”

	Ok, she had me there.

	By the end of lunch, most of the serving staff were doting over Dru, and we were the center of a loud, drunken group of Avalon Knights. Men lining up to arm wrestle a seemingly tipsy Alexandru and Jezelle. Dru was undefeated, and only one beefy man was able to take on an equally seemingly tipsy Jezelle.

	I was laughing and joining in the betting pool, using silver as I had no Avalon paper money vouchers. For fun, they had me arm wrestle a gangly young knight. We were evenly matched until he finally wrested my arm down.

	I had men calling out requests like, “Can you bend that spoon with your magic?” or “Can you light that candle?” Getting a laugh when I used flint and steel instead of my magic. They seemed to think magic was just for party tricks which told me the bulk of them had never seen the battle in the Westlands or Sparo and faced magic in battle.

	A couple more... dour... knights sat in the corner, looking disgusted at the display of their countrymen. I could see that they had seen war... and they were more hardened, knowing the realities of it, lucky to have survived.

	But these other men, they were having a good time, drinking and laughing. And with that... came talk. The Knights of Wexbury are expressly forbidden to frequent the taverns and brothel of the Trough in the Keep for this exact reason. Instead, they imbibe in drink at the barracks in the castle and are limited to how many drinks they can consume in meals so that their tongues did not become loose like this.

	Esmerelda I found, could drink, and cuss like one of the sailors on our Great Sea in Solomon. But like Dru and Jez, the poor ferns at the window were floating in the ale she was discreetly pouring out.

	I... did not drink just then. Not that I drank much anyway, and when I did I preferred wine. A drunk Laney is not a sight to see, especially if I'm time splitting and getting drunk in multiple futures at the same time. I think Celeste may have giggled herself into a coma the one time that happened... until all the vomiting occurred that is.

	Dru was slurring out questions, doing his best to sound like a naive simpleton, as most of the people there viewed us. And the man was laughing and hinting that “Oh, you may have shtopped us at the Shouthern Barrier, but shomething big ish coming.”

	Jezelle slurred out as she wiggled her hands, fingers splayed, “Oh, so scary.” And they all laughed, then Esme sobered instantly and gave me a pointed look as they verified the whispers she had heard.

	We left soon thereafter, my group swaying and singing off key, an old bard favorite, “Bonnie Lass of Solomon.” Esme tried to join at each chorus, but was messing up and giggling until we turned the corner onto the main street. Then they straightened up, and we all shared knowing looks.

	I hated to jeopardize our Avalonian friend and exposed her to peril any more than we already had, but I knew that she wanted, and knew that Avalon needed, this peace to work. “Is there any way to discreetly find out what they are talking about? If Avalon breaks the provisional peace, I don't think I'd be able to stop Sparo from looking for a more permanent solution.”

	It was not a threat, and she knew this, and I would never threaten her. It was a reality, one that she knew was already a foregone conclusion before Avalon offered a cease-fire to discuss peace. Sparo would march on Avalon.

	She nodded and said solemnly, “I'll see what I can find. They keep me purposefully isolated from anything military, I should have seen that before. If I'm to negotiate peace, I need to know more than simply our number of remaining fighting forces.”

	I looked at her and asked, “Is there anyone in the government who we can speak with that you trust? I dare say that I'm not sure the President is negotiating in earnest.”

	She chuckled and reiterated, “As I say, I'm an outsider, and they are isolating me from the inner workings of the government. I'm feeling more the pawn every day. But I was the Education Minister before this, so it's not to say I don't have a few contacts.”

	Then she looked at our Gypsy escort and complimented, “You two were convincing back there.”

	I chuckled out in dry humor, “You have no idea. The People have kept tabs on all the goings on in the Altii keeps since they made the first crossing of the Gap.” I smirked and pointed out, “I'm the result of one of their covert operations when my father accidentally fell in love at Wexbury Keep.”

	I turned and poked Alexandru in the belly. It was like poking solid stone, and I pointed out, “It seems every Mountain Gypsy has guile in their blood.”

	He chuckled and bowed as he reminded, “As do you, Great Mother... just a little.”

	I harrumphed but smiled at his tease.

	We returned to the office, which now I knew they regarded as the Diplomatic Bureau … who knew that two people and a couple assistants could be called a bureau. Unless they were including overbearing merchants and nobles, who visited, trying to get an advantage over everyone else in possible trade negotiations.

	There were now six guards outside the door. I rolled my eyes. What? Were two Gypsies too much for four of them? Inwardly I felt pride for my people. They moved aside so we could enter, the corporal ass nugget looking pleased with himself.

	Once my people closed the door and took their positions, I glanced to the spy device, and it was still dead, its red eye dark. Esme eyed the Telephony device with suspicion, then said, “I think my inquiries should be made in person. I'll let you know what I find, Laney.”

	I nodded at her prudence. If Avalon could watch and hear us at a distance, how hard could it be for them to intercept things on the wires of the Telephony devices? She was putting herself in great danger here, so she didn't need to take any chances. Mother Luna, were we just being paranoid? I smiled inwardly at something Bowyn had once said to me, “Just because you are paranoid, doesn't mean they aren't out to get you.”

	I gave her a quick hug, and said, “Be careful.” Then as an afterthought, I asked, “Do you have any scrolls about the history of your governance structure and rules?”

	She chuckled at me and said, “There are a few 'books' from my personal library on the bookshelf beside my desk.”

	I nattered at her, “Books, scrolls, tomes... whatever, woman.”

	She chuckled as she left, my people inclining their heads to her as she passed. I scurried to her bookshelf and looked at the... tomes... ha, take that. I was looking at the pristine tomes and looked inside to see the printing dates. I had become quite adept at reading Avalon's strange calendaring system which made no mention of Three Sister's Conjunction, and was surprised. These weren't ancient like the books in our library, and one, thick history of Avalon had been printed just five years aforetime.

	I took a moment to appreciate their binding and printing quality, it was far too precise, and I assumed they had machines that did the work. Our typeset or handwritten pages and hand stitched spines paled in comparison. If we came out of this with peace, that would be something I would like to negotiate for... this technology to reproduce the crumbling tomes in Sparo.

	Sitting heavily on one of the uncomfortable couches meant for guests, I looked back at my people. “You may as well get comfortable...” I held the thick tome up to illustrate. “This will take a while.”

	Of course, they didn't move from their positions, flanking the door. I sighed inwardly, maybe I could decree that the Mother's Own didn't have to be so rigid at all times, though it was sort of fun to watch Dru standing still for once. Since I have known him, he has always been on the move, this must be killing him. Well, after peace is achieved, he'll be released back into the wild with his blushing bride again.

	Within minutes, I had been drawn so deeply into the history book, that I was devouring the pages as fast as I could turn them. My power seemed to drift out in misty strands to engulf the book, and I was aware of many versions of myself snapping back to me after they consumed the words on the pages and I wanted more. This was something new, and I was just absorbing the fascinating history of this frigid outpost of mankind.

	They truly had started out to save the world as they had told us. Their efforts, in the beginning, were nothing short of heroic, facing a world that was imploding before their very eyes. They tried to preserve as much of that world as they could... animals, plants, people, art, culture, and history. I could tell where it had all started going wrong as infrastructure failed and different governing bodies rose up to replace the old after each tragedy which had threatened to eradicate them.

	Twice they were almost wiped out by diseases which had swept through their people like wildfire, and they had to rebuild their numbers again. At one point in their history, they had had almost a million inhabitants of their amazing ringed city which were protected from the harsh world outside by the amazing engineering feat of The Glass.

	I looked around when I was getting to more current history, feeling a little exposed as I read some information they wouldn't have shared... It seems that five years back, they had only a little over two hundred and ten thousand citizens. Only twenty percent of their prime.

	I was mesmerized by all of the photographs they had inside, punctuating the history almost from day one. From the fabrication and construction of The Glass, to the expansion needed to add more hothouses for crops to feed them all as the population swelled, until the city met itself... the Unification, when the two ends of the Glass met to form one continuous ring around the Sentinel... what they believed to be the last water on Earth at the time.

	Then on to the skewed history, they shared with the general populace about the Outlands. How Avalon had found new lands out beyond the frontier, and saved the savages from themselves, and the great cooperation and trade they received in return for educating them and building a solid foundation for their peoples to prosper.

	But when I got to a timeline of their Presidents, I faltered. It seemed that in the past five hundred years, there wasn't a President elected without the name Kensington, and the Generals in charge of their Avalon Expeditionary Enforcers were limited to two of what they called surnames, Reinhold, and McAlister.

	I dug deeper in the appendices and found that except for when the first Kensington's term had expired, that the Kensington all ran unopposed. The candidate who had run against the first had died tragically in one of the collapses of The Glass just days after the election.

	I closed the book, whispering to myself in realization, “This is all about power.” It all was becoming crystal clear. No wonder Trevor was working with Aelwen, they were two peas in a pod. And I have no doubt that they know quite well that she possesses magic of her own, though she is careful not to show the general populace as they are trying to portray our insistence that she does, as lies meant to discredit her.

	Alexandru noted the change in me and asked softly, “Laney?”

	I looked up to him, my heart heavy as I closed the tome. “There was never going to be a peace treaty, not as long as Kensington is in charge here.”

	I exhaled and looked east, as if I could see the restricted area. “They think that whatever they are planning over there, they can land a decisive blow to Sparo so that the truth of it all never comes to light. Then they can write anything they wish in their history books, and their people will be none the wiser.”

	I shuddered over the thought of some of the weapons I had read about in the history tomes from the Before Times back home. The Great Wizards at their worst moment, had developed weapons which could wipe out entire cities in the blink of an eye. With the access Avalon had to the old technologies, anything was possible. Yet, they couldn't keep their own power grids functional, so I doubted they could build the hellfire weapons of atomics.

	Even if they could, how could they deliver them? We could spot them from over seventy-five miles away with our dirigibles and stop them. So whatever they had planned had to be folly.

	Why didn't that make me feel any better?

	I tried to push myself forward, but I was still only able to consciously guide my Sight by a couple hours. It was when I wasn't in control that I could see days, weeks, or months into the future, with the visions being clearer the closer in time they will occur.

	So... I studied the tomes until Celeste came bursting in at twilight, prompting with urgency, “We have to gather the girls and the others, now. A General Reinhold from the Expeditionary Enforcers said he was under orders from the President to send the two larger vessels away immediately.”

	She stressed the next as I stood and she moved to my side to clasp my hands. “He wouldn't wait for us to get the girls, Rain, and Sylvia. He said they can go in the Outrider when you travel back to Sparo in the next few days.”

	I shook my head, knowing what I did now, and feeling the hairs on my arms raise when she mentioned this General Reinhold. That was one of the names in the history books of the two families who have led the Avalon military for so very long.

	Why were they rushing us when they had granted forty-eight hours for our personnel to leave? Something must have changed.

	I told her, “Change of plans, we leave for Sparo tonight, even if Bex has to fly in the dark of night.”

	Always able to read me, she took in the fear and resolve in my eyes and nodded once. She looked to our Gypsy friends and prompted, “Pack your bags, kids, we're heading home.”

	Then together we headed out into the corridor. We made our way to our quarters, six Avalon knights in tow, dogging our steps now that Esme wasn't there to cow them.

	



	


Chapter 12 – Prisoner

	We stepped into our quarters, and I let out an almost uncontrolled burst of energy, shorting half the electrical lights and the spying device, the force of it knocking back all the furniture around me.

	I exhaled in relief, everyone was there except Sarafine, who I knew was close by somewhere.

	On reflex, a wall of power threatened to suffocate me as Rain drew her Magik to her, anticipating an attack. Sylvia had her hands high, palms outstretched, and I could feel the warmth of her own magiks swelling.

	I looked at them then our children, who were wide-eyed at my expulsion of energy and the electricity arcing from the light fixture that was trying to get to me. I exhaled and calmed and echoed Celeste's words, “Pack your things children. We leave now.”

	I looked at the others, and they inclined their heads without a word like they had been anticipating this. Bex asked, “What can I do?”

	Celeste pointed at the door. “We need you to have the Outrider ready to take off at a moment's notice, but be discreet and don't draw any undue attention.” Then she looked at my guards. “Dru, we need to ensure that any unscheduled launch doesn't meet with resistance.”

	I thought of the gun nests covering the landing zone and exhaled. “Jezelle, you go with him.” She opened her mouth, and I just waved her off with a, “Decreed.” The woman looked flabbergasted as Rain snorted behind me. It had been one of her favorite tricks to use on me when she had been Great Mother, and I told her she abused it. Now here I was doing the same.

	Dru held a hand up for some reason, but then a bow and quiver slapped into his hand, I glanced up into the crossbeams by the ceiling, where Rain usually haunted and saw Sarafine smirking at my surprise.

	Part of me was relieved as I shook my head at them. How long had she been carrying Alexandru's bow with her? Wasn't it locked in the weapons locker on the Outrider?

	Dru moved over to Elaine and kissed her soundly. “I'll be there when you lift off love.”

	She didn't look happy, but she smiled anyway and said, “You better be, or I'll find you and drag your sorry ass to the Outrider by the ear.”

	He wiggled his brows like it sounded like foreplay to him or something. The man was incorrigible. I smirked at him... then we were all whirling, drawing weapons and pulling power to us at a light knocking at the door. Even Misty and Shan had weapons brandished. Where had Shanicia found yet another dagger?

	I moved to the door and placed my ear to it, then rasped out, “Yes?”

	A familiar voice, sounding stressed, called out softly, “It's Esme.”

	I sheathed Hera and Anadele and opened the door just enough for her to slide in so the men at the door wouldn't see our armed party. She slipped in, with James pulled close to her side, and I closed the door quickly. Then her already harried look turned to shock as she froze upon seeing all of the weapons aimed her way.

	She pulled James behind her as Celeste made a lowering motion and everyone stowed their weapons. I asked in earnest as I placed a hand on her arm. “What is it? Is everything ok?”

	She looked around, and then back at me. I explained, “Something's changed. Our people were told to lift off without us. We're leaving, now.”

	She exhaled and choked back a sob as James wiggled out of her grasp to move over to the girls, his eyes twinkling at the blade on Misty's hip. I hugged her, and she said as she regained her senses, “No, everything is not ok.”

	She looked at me almost in pleading. “It's all my fault. I thought I was being discreet, thought the people I was making inquiries to were friends, I trusted them.”

	Of all the people to comfort her, because of her deep-seated rage at anything Avalon, Rain placed an arm over her shoulder and led her to a seat. “What is it, Ambassador? What can we do to help?”

	If things didn't seem so dire at that moment, I would have smiled. Ranelle respected and liked the woman despite herself. I would have teased that there actually was an Avalonian that she didn't wish to see at the end of her blade, but now was not the time. If we made it through whatever this was, then there would be teasing to be had.

	Said Gypsy prompted, “Deep breath. Center yourself.”

	Esme nodded, took a deep breath with her eyes closed then sat taller as she opened them again. “Ok, I'm alright.” She looked around. “We don't have much time. I had made the inquiries and went home to wait for the responses, but the house was surrounded by soldiers. I got as close as I dared and heard them talking. They were there to arrest me. Someone betrayed my trust.”

	I sat beside her and prompted with my eyes to go on. “That's when I saw James hiding by the refuse container. He said he had snuck out of the house after the men kicked down the door and went through every room looking for me. They settled in to wait for my return.”

	James almost growled out, sounding much older than he was, “Dad was helping them. He was saying that mom is a traitor.”

	Esmerelda shot him a chastising look then turned to me. “You have to go now, it is only a matter of time before they send someone for you too. I sent the men at the door away, I figured that if they didn't arrest me when they saw me, that word hadn't spread yet.”

	I smiled at her for that. I glanced around and said, “You heard her, grab your things, we're leaving.” Then my blood chilled in my veins at the thought of her being arrested for helping us. I couldn't just run and let her be carted away. So I closed my eyes for a second, trying to think, then opened them and looked between her and her son and offered, “Come with us.”

	She looked long and hard at me, then to her son, and it looked as though something inside of her broke as she closed her eyes and nodded, asking, “And James?”

	“Of course.”

	Misty spoke as if wounded. “We can't leave now. We have to help that woman they are torturing in the big buildings.”

	Ranelle walked to the window and looked out past the Glass to the setting of Father Sol, the night would be upon us in minutes. She prompted, “They will be coming soon. Bexington, do you know how their Telephony devices operate?”

	He stood tall, eyes widening, “I do. I can cripple the entire network at the junctions in the basement.”

	Rain smiled at Celeste and said, “That will gain us some time. That would limit them to messengers since I heard men the other day complain that the radios didn't work under the Glass because of the interference of so much metal in the grid-work.”

	My red-headed warrior smiled cruelly and nodded. “Ok, Bex. Do that.” She looked at my guards. “Cover him and get to the Outrider.”

	She looked at Esme and James then sighed. “It would raise too much suspicion if we had you with us on the Outrider...”

	Rain said, “We go in a group to retrieve this prisoner. Lord Bex, if you took the Outrider into the night, out of view of the city, how fast can you reach the tundra beyond the City walls if signaled?”

	I blurted, “We are not taking the children with us into the restricted zone.”

	Sylvia nodded and said apologetically, “It makes good tactical sense. They wouldn't pay Bex any mind if he left the city with your personal guard without you. That leaves you here for leverage. I'd hazard to guess that the children are much safer in the company of some of the most dangerous women in the Twelve Realms, and nobody will expect us in the restricted zone.”

	They all kept talking like I hadn't said no. Bex provided, “If I kept just on the horizon, maybe five minutes if I opened up the motors. But what's the signal?”

	Rain smiled, looking almost as if she were having fun and getting into mischief, “Oh, you'll know it when you see it.”

	I looked around and tried out my voice again, “No.”

	Everyone was starting into motion as Celeste said, “Ok, Bex. As soon as the Telephony goes dead here, we'll be on the move. Dru, Jez, be ready on the return flight for all hell to be riding on our heels.”

	Bex moved to the door, peeked out, then slid into the corridor, my guards in his shadow.

	I rasped out in my hoarse tone to nobody in particular, “Can anybody hear me saying no here?”

	Misty said, “It is the duty of a knight to help those who cannot help themselves, and always strive to do the right thing no matter the cost.”

	I half chuckled, close to hysteria, knowing those words. I exhaled asking the question I already knew the answer to, “And where did you hear that?”

	She stood tall and asserted, “A Techno-Knight of Wexbury told me that one day before she became my mom.”

	I closed my eyes, then opened my arms, looking at the three girls who I saw as mine, even Ingr. They came in for a group hug, and I kissed each of their heads. “I love you all dearly.” Then I straightened as I released them and said, chin held high, “The right thing, while the hardest path, is what we must strive to do. There is a cost to peace, and a knight is called upon to pay that cost so that others might enjoy the peace which was so hard won.”

	Celeste chuckled. “Hero of the Realm, Sir Tannis?”

	I smiled at her knowing the words of my Grandfather before he fell in defense of Sparo in the Great Mage Wars.

	I shrugged and uttered the only thing I could, “To the line.”

	The girls whispered together, “We shall not toil.”

	I exhaled and said to Esme, “Change of plans, we go the scenic route.”

	She nodded, fear in her eyes.

	I looked at the children. “Girls, we leave everything. James stay by the girls' sides. Esme, stay behind us with the children, Elaine and Sarafine.”

	She asked, “Sarafine?” Then made a startled sound when the woman dropped almost soundless to the floor beside me from her perch up above, then slung her braid around her neck.

	The Ambassador patted her chest as she caught her breath, then screwed up her face. “Who is being tortured? The prisoner you spoke of? How do you...”

	Misty said in a voice almost as hoarse as mine, “We saw...”

	And James looked at his mother sheepishly and nodded his head. She covered her mouth, then looked at me and said, “The lights just went out on the phone. Bex somehow did it.” She took a deep breath and said in a voice full of trepidation, “Lead on.” then “Oh god... am I really a traitor?”

	Sylvia answered as she made sure the kids were all bundled up against the cold we would be experiencing, “No. You have worked in good faith to broker peace for your people, it is the others, the ones deceiving their own kind, who are the traitors.”

	I donned my riding cloak, as I blurred and ghosted profusely, the stress of the moment loosening my hold on my magik. We drew our blades as we approached the door, I offered Hera to Esme.

	She shook her head. “I wouldn't know how to use it.” Then she pulled something from her pocket. It was the tiniest of the gun weapons I had ever seen. If I didn't know that it was likely just as lethal as its larger cousins, I'd have called it dainty.

	Celeste looked at Misty in question, and my eldest nodded, whispering, “It's clear.”

	I could see Esme wanting to ask how she knew but didn't get a chance as first Celeste and Rain slipped out into the corridor, followed by Elaine and me. Sylvia and Sara flanked the others, and we moved stealthily down the hall toward the stairs.

	I winced a little at the sound of the hard soles on Esme's shoes as they sounded like hammers on the marble floors. But I knew it was just the heightened state of my senses as we prepared for possible battle. James was remarkably silent, like my children, who moved like shadows across a still pond.

	I glanced back as we approached an intersection, and Misty held up two fingers, her eyes glowing a light violet. Sylvia stalked past us, hand raised, and I could feel a wave of lethargy and exhaustion radiating back from her as she stepped around the corner boldly.

	She signaled us forward, and I saw the knights, one male and one female, seemingly asleep on the floor, slumped against the wall. If I had felt the fringes of whatever she had done, these Avalonians stood no chance of remaining awake, being hit by it in full force.

	I poked her in the gut for the smug look on her face when I passed, fighting off a smile for the sister I chose. We slipped through the door into the stairwell and moved swiftly down. When we reached the lower level, Misty mouthed, “Lots.”

	I nodded and looked at Celeste, she nodded and opened the door slightly, I spread my arms and pushed the air forward in front of me, and two ghostly specters of myself ran forward to the future. I shook my head over and over again, as they snapped back when they were seen and threw more versions of myself to find a safe path.

	I found myself as time caught up with me, and I nodded at Celeste, “This way.” I stepped out and then into the door next to the stairwell, it was some sort of room that had steam pipes and other equipment in it. Once the rest scurried in, I whispered, “There is a door into the restricted zone at the far end.”

	We were halfway through the hot and humid maze of piping when a man called out, “Hey, you there, what are you...” He never finished, Sara was there, arm around his neck in a sleeper hold, the man's eyes rolled back, and he went slack as she lowered him to the floor.

	We got to the door and peeked out the little window into the boneyard, frost edged its way across the pane of glass, telling me that the section out there was not one of the heated areas of the city. I glanced back at the children to be sure they were bundled up accordingly. I smiled at the weight of the magik that made Misty and Shan's cloaks glow in my vision. The Lupei loved them as their own, and always gifted them with gear that was almost as heavily spelled as mine.

	Ingr was bundled in thick furs. And I paused at James, in a light jacket. I whispered to Esme who was similarly dressed, “Is he going to be ok out there?”

	Shan answered first with a grin. “He barely notices the cold out in the... restricted... zone...” She trailed off, looking sheepish. Telling me that they had ventured out there more than a couple times.

	I told them all, “You may possibly be grounded for the rest of your natural lives when we get home.” The dark voice in my head corrected, “If we get home.”

	Celeste tried the door, it was locked. She moved back to kick it, but I placed a hand on her arm to stop her. “That will make too much noise. Let me.” Metal likes me, and Avalon locks, though more complicated and less secure than ours, were still metal.

	She caught my eyes with hers, Father Sol preserve me, I was struck as always by the depths of the emerald fire inside them. Then she made an ushering motion for me to proceed. I looked down to see Shanicia beaming a smile up to me, the artificial lighting making her obsidian skin glow. She was holding the door open, and I noted some thin metal devices in the lock. Just what had her birth parents been teaching her?

	I shook my head at her, then she gleeped as she found herself hoisted onto Ingr's back by Misty. The Gypsy teen telling her in the tongue of the people, “Hold on tight brat, we'll be moving fast.”

	I wasn't alone in looking sideways at my youngest, Celeste and Esme were giving her similar looks. Shan just shrugged, and I chuckled and then slipped out the door when Celeste led.

	Father Sol had already set, the oranges of the sky giving way to the darkening twilight that was only lit by the Three Sisters and the debris ring in the sky, and the lights from the buildings both behind and ahead of us as we picked our way through the bones of the great machines of the Before Times.

	I took the time to marvel at that scale of some of the rusted out airships that had wings like birds which stretched for almost a hundred feet in each direction. They had been picked over in the intervening centuries, leaving only empty shells.

	We darted from cover to cover, watching and listening to the salvage workers as they packed up and headed to the huge sprawling building ahead of us. When we ran out of cover, we looked at the fifty yards of open space between the husk of a huge tank and the structures, Ranelle moved next to Misty and whispered something to her.

	My baby girl closed her eyes and concentrated, I could feel a ripple of magic that tasted like sunshine and flowers stretch out in all directions. Then she brightened and smiled at her Gypsy grandmother and said as she pointed to the south, “Over there.”

	Rain looked so proud she was about to burst as she hugged her side to side and kissed the top of her head. “You are a wonder, dear sweet child.”

	Then she said to us, “Misty has located transportation for us.” Then to Sara and Sylvia, “Take the children and the Ambassador, secure our rides. We will retrieve the prisoner and then will need to make a hasty retreat.”

	Without a word, they nodded and moved south with their charges, picking their way through the boneyard.

	I looked between the two buildings in front of us, each seemed to go on forever, almost half the depth of the mile-wide section. They were the two buildings we saw the woman being led between. But which one was the one she was being held in?

	We ducked as four figures came out of the building to the right, I hissed as I made out Aelwen and Chancellor Riley with two large knights. The rogue Duchess was snapping at them as they made their way across the space between the buildings, “The timetable has moved up. We don't have any more time. She's not breaking, and your interrogation techniques are ineffective. There is one thing that will break the will of a woman faster than anything else.”

	One of the men asked carefully, “You mean you want us to...”

	“Of course, are you truly as dense as you look?”

	The men shared a lascivious look with each other and then the Chancellor hissed at them, “You heard her, we need some answers now! We have to check progress.”

	I had to grab Elaine's arm as she started to stand when the men shared a smile and started back for the other building. I gave her a warning look as I felt my own blood starting to boil. They speak of us as if we were uncivilized savages, yet they would sanction rape to get information? Were they nothing but animals?

	Celeste was looking between the buildings, then said, “We need to split up. Whatever they are planning is in the other building. We need to know what this big deciding move is." Elaine started toward the building on the right, but Celeste said, “Elaine, you're with me to investigate, Laney and Rain, you have the rescue. Meet back here in five minutes.”

	I was so relieved, Elaineia was so young still, and she had seen too much killing as it was, as she worked on her own chain of sins. I was afraid that because of her own experiences with Avalon, that she may add to that chain tonight.

	The acidic emotions roiling inside of me were threatening to take all my own self-control, so she had to be on a razor's edge, and Celeste could see that, so was removing her from the temptation.

	The young Gypsy looked at my wife like she had just betrayed her, and Celeste defended with, “We need stealth for this to infiltrate without detection. Those two are clomping brutes with no finesse.”

	I looked at her with a half smile. “Hey!”

	She gave me a cocky wink.

	I knew what she was doing, and I loved her for it. She and I both knew that Ranelle was possibly the stealthiest warrior we had ever witnessed. I nodded as we watched the men disappear back into the door they came out of, and I stood. “Five minutes.”

	She nodded and nudged her chin to Elaine, and they dashed toward the leftmost building, Home Sword leaving a wispy trail behind them. Rain and I were on the move too, and I marveled at how silently she swooped in on the door, like a formless wraith descending upon an unsuspecting soul.

	The door was locked. I glanced back to see our compatriots slip into the other structure. I felt power welling up, and I chuckled under my breath and whispered, “She's right, you're a brute. Allow me.”

	She whispered back as I reached out with my magic, questing out the metal in the lock, asking it for a favor, “She said we both were.”

	I grinned back at her and chuckled as I opened the door. “Yes, but she sleeps with me.”

	The look on her face was priceless like she couldn't believe I said that. She grinned and bumped my hip as she slid past. The guard on the other side was so startled to see us step inside that he was frozen in indecision for just a moment.

	That was a moment too long for Rain, who hit him with an almost solid wall of power. I winced at the noise as he thudded into the wall behind him and slid down to the floor, his eyes rolling back in his head.

	I looked at her and whispered, “Brute,” as I took his arms and dragged him behind some supply boxes beside a door.

	She chuckled soundlessly, endlessly amused.

	We moved down the short hall to an intersection, backs to the wall. I realized this portion of the building was a barracks, with all the doors along the corridors. We listened for the men but didn't know which way they went.

	I looked up at Rain, then thrust my hands out, sending ghostly apparitions in both directions, running off into the future. She just watched it and shook her head, whispering, “Amazing.”

	I knew by the looks of the place that this was one of my visions. This is where that terrified woman was, and these men, her torturers, were about to do the unthinkable. I gasped as I felt pain when I was tackled to the floor, hitting my head to the left. I smirked at her and said sardonically, “Not left.”

	Just as we started moving to the right, I was growling out in rage, as I was pulled from the present into the future before I even moved. I had heard the men speaking as they unlocked a heavy steel door in the future, about how much they were going to enjoy, “Sticking it to the bitch.” One was even already loosening his belt.

	That sickly acidic dark magik was flowing into me as I reveled in the power of it. I bared my teeth at the men as they turned around to see me. They started for their guns, eyes wide and I shot a hand out, blurring in a dark shadow that was blacker than black. The pure absence of light and they went spinning back into a wall like they were hit by a tornado, their guns and all the metal items they had on them burst into black flames that started to burn into their unconscious forms.

	Rain came running down the corridor, lowering my hand as she reached me. She clasped her hand in the air, and my flames flickered but didn't extinguish. Her magik was no match for something that felt as if it came from the very depths of hell.

	She shook me and got me to look at her. I could see the skin her hands where she was grasping me starting to redden and blister as she winced. “Laney, listen to me. You must stop this. The men will pay, but it cannot be you. Not this time. You are a symbol, and you don't even realize it. People already call you the Great Mother of Sparo, not of the People. You are to be the Great Mother of Hope.”

	I faltered and looked at her, the blood in my vision clearing, and I looked at the burning men on the ground and dropped my hand. Horrified at what I was doing. The flames extinguished, then I winced when Ranelle moved over to them, and with sickening cracks, she snapped each of their necks.

	I looked at the door, and hesitated, trying to regain a sense of myself again, but I was shaking. The dark power was so seductive, I just wanted to kill. Then I inhaled deeply and stepped inside as Rain guarded the door, on guard in case we had been heard.

	I gasped at the woman huddled in the corner, covered in blood, with various, cuts, burns, and bruises making her almost unrecognizable as a human being. What had they been doing to her? This kind of torture was against all the laws of engagement.

	Then I froze as I recognized the voice which croaked out like she was severely dehydrated, “Templar Laney?”

	I whispered out, “Mother Luna! Captain Earnestine?” She was the pilot of the Intrepid which had gone down to enemy fire. Avalon had told us she hadn't survived, and her men didn't know either, as they were returned to us in our original prisoner exchange.

	I rushed over to her and wrapped my hunting cloak around her shoulders, to protect her better than the tattered clothing she wore, feeling the cold of the building causing a shiver in me. I was rasping out to her, “You're safe now, I've got you.”

	She started silently sobbing into my shoulder, whispering, “I didn't tell them anything...”

	I nodded, whispering, “I know, they couldn't break you.”

	She cut back a wracking body sob, shaking her head. “No... you don't understand. They did... they won, they broke me... I was ready to tell them anything they wanted when they returned. I just wanted the pain to stop.”

	I shushed her and hugged her to me. Rain looked in and said as she started dragging one of the bodies inside, “We have to go, ladies, now. Time's almost up.”

	I told Earnestine as Rain dragged the other body into the cell, “You're stronger than you believe. You do Sparo proud. Let's go home.”

	She nodded then froze, grasping my arm, and shared, “The rogue Duchess, Aelwen is here. She is working with them. She was here just minutes ago.” She moved the cloak aside and her tattered tunic to show a handprint burned into her breastbone, it was blistered and seeping, showing it had just occurred.

	I growled and said, “Let's go.” I passed her Hera, and she nodded with a strength I do not believe she knew she had. If she had been from my home realm, I would have said it was the Fire of Wexbury burning inside.

	She kicked one of the bodies a couple times as we passed by, a vicious glee in her eyes.

	We made our way back out, and a man heading out to what we assumed was the latrine fell to a throwing dagger to the throat, silencing any shouts. I hadn't even seen Rain move. I wondered who was faster, her or my bride.

	After dragging his body to the one behind the boxes by the entrance, we got out and behind our cover. I shivered in the outside air, knowing how much colder it was outside the Glass, especially at night.

	We waited one, then two minutes for the other two, they had missed the rendezvous. I was worrying about my wife, and Elaine, when we heard Sara's tree frog chirp. Looking back, we saw the children with the rest of the group. They had a team of horses on leads! Where had they found... oh! The shuttles!

	We moved quickly to them and got Captain Earnestine mounted. I glanced back at the other building. Someone was bound to find the four bodies soon, even though we had taken the time to conceal them, and the alarm would go up.

	I looked at the vertical wall of the Glass to the South. I could make out some sort of gigantic bay doors there. Possibly for the ancient airships of the Before, in a bygone era. That must be what these wide straight roads had been for. I said as Sylvia and Ingr both started draping silky sheets of healing magik on the Captain, “Get through those doors and head out into the ice fields, I have to get Celeste and Elaine.”

	Rain and I started to turn, and that is when the wailing sirens started warbling. “Shit!”

	Men started pouring out of the building we had come out of, brandishing those repeating long guns. I rasped out, “Go now!” We were spotted and I started catching as many of the metal projectiles out of the air to orbit me as I could, but more men started pouring out, and we came under even heavier fire.

	Instead of running like I ordered, Misty slid off her mount, Ingr following. What were they doing? Large groups of men were being batted around by Rain's raw power bursts, and Misty took two strides forward, her eyes ignoring the chaos, they were intent on the agricultural dome on the far side of this section, past the buildings.

	Her eyes started sparking, then in a wave of warm energy like I have never felt in all my years, she screamed out a challenge to creation itself, and the glass dome exploded as violet power crackled, sending a beacon into the sky from where my daughter stood, shattering a couple of the panes of glass far above.

	I was almost blinded as my own power reached out for hers, my baby girl had ignited! It felt and sounded like an earth rumble as the constant fire from the enemy stopped. Then I saw it like a wave, the ground from the dome heaved and bucked like a serpent, heading our way.

	I stared on in shock and awe, roots and tree trunks were exploding from the ground toward us, dividing the space between the buildings with a solid living wall of tree trunks and it continued halfway to the bay doors.

	Ingr was feeding her power, and I saw her explode into a cloud of white mist that warped the world around us in ripples. All of this power being expelled had woken the magik inside her, and she bloomed too. Mother Luna, I was swimming in power which saturated the air.

	Then Misty collapsed into Ingr's arms, looking far beyond exhausted as Bitsy chittered in concern from inside a pocket somewhere. Ingr caught my daughter, and kissed her forehead and helped her stumble to the horses. Two men, unfortunate enough to be trapped on this side of the wall dropped, screaming as hundreds of cuts and bruises covered their bodies. A proud Sylvia was looking at the girls, her hand outstretched toward the screaming men.

	I called out, “Go, Bex would have seen that. We will be right behind you with Celeste and Elaine.”

	With a look back to us, they took off, leaving three of those small horses behind for us. Shan kept looking back to me with fear in her eyes. I gave a reassuring smile and turned with Rain.

	Instead of going through the door, she slapped at the air at the corner of the building, the strange stone-like blocks of the sidewall shattered into the hall behind the door, screams of pain accompanied the sound of the corner crumbling. There must have been a whole squad of Avalonians running to the door to support the others who were trying to cut through the tree barrier with their guns.

	She inclined her head at me and made an ushering motion. “Great Mother.”

	I rolled my eyes and said, “Let's go find my wife, shall we?” She gave me the returning smile of a predator who was in her element.

	



	


Chapter 13 – Retreat

	Without hesitation we ran through the improvised entrance Ranelle had created. I ran ahead in time to warn us of any incoming enemy, and to search more areas for our women.

	I called out as I almost doubled over in pain from a shot to the gut, “Two to the right, be ready.” I dove around the corner, ghosting and blurring as I rolled across the floor and thrust my hands forward again.

	One man gasped as he took two solid kicks to his chest by the time I caught up with myself. I landed the third and grasped him by the arm and twisted past back to back, flinging him into the corridor intersection, coming face to face with the man who had fired and missed me this time around, because he was aiming high when I rolled in.

	He struck me in the face with the butt of his long gun, and I winced and flung the weapon away with my power, tasting blood flowing from my aching cheek to wet my lips in the hot sticky mess of it. And I whispered at the man as I brought Anadele up in a reverse riposte of the third movement of the Kanset form kata, “Boo.”

	The man almost tripped over himself as he backpedaled then ran the other way down the corridor. I heard the death rattle of the man behind me as Rain dispatched him, then I winced at the whupping sound of a blade in the air. One of Bowyn's blades buried hilt deep in the retreating man's back, severing his spine.

	I turned to ask if that was necessary, and I could see the shadow of anguish still in her eyes as she grinned wickedly. She paced past me to retrieve her blade. “Shall we?”

	Exhaling and shaking my head, I hurried to catch up with her, wincing at the pain in my cheek and jaw. We turned a corner, and it looked as if a full-scale war had occurred in front of a huge steel door. There were dead and dying Avalon knights strewn about. Some had bled out from cuts so clean and deep that they had to have been made by Elaineia's Sabie Acasa, as only the Home Sword matched the sharpness of Anadele.

	I mourned for the woman, I had hoped she wouldn't have to be the instrument of death again, knowing the dark place it threatens to drag your soul. I blamed Avalon for creating the situation where she was forced to lose more and more of her innocence. Because no matter how accomplished she had become as a fighter, she was still closer to the age of majority than not.

	She had one good thing on her side that would help her get past the seeds guilt and rage that her actions would plant in her mind. Alexandru would always be there for her to lean on, to help her take on that darkness and instead seek out the light in the world.

	I looked away from others who were laying, unmoving, their heads facing at unnatural angles and one man with an obviously broken back, all hallmarks of my red-headed wraith's signature fighting moves. The man weakly reached for a small gun on the floor just out of his reach. I could see the agony in his eyes and realized he hadn't even noticed us in his pain.

	I closed my eyes and swallowed and nudged the gun to his fingers with the side of my boot as I moved past. Rain beside me. We both winced a little when we reached the door, then heard the sharp crack of the gun going off, and then clattering on the stone floor as the man ended his own suffering.

	I stepped through the cracked open steel door and blocked the down sweep of the Home Sword that I had seen seconds before. Celeste cocked an eyebrow at Elaine who looked at me sheepishly. I grinned and whispered, “It's ok, you missed me the first time too.”

	Then I started to say, “You missed the rendezvous, what's...” I trailed off and gaped in disbelief as I looked across the impossibly huge building floor, and the thirty or so juggernauts being constructed.

	Almost three dozen dirigible airships which dwarfed those of Sparo, all in different stages of completion. Appearing to be based on Altii design, they had added more heavily armored gondolas, and the huge guns of a tank mounted on the bellies and repeating long gun tripod positions on either side.

	The ones at the far end, looked close to completion, as they had the canvas skins stretched over the frames and appeared to be filled with gasses. Mother Luna! This is why they had been stalling all this time so they could complete this fleet. With it, they would achieve air superiority and be able to attack from the skies from out of range of any archers and most magic users.

	I heard Ranelle cursing as she gazed at the sight, stupefied, “Rahat!”

	I whispered, “Yes... shit!”

	Then she asked, “But to lift such a weight, wouldn't they need to be even larger?”

	Celeste was nodding but pointed at huge storage tanks in the middle of the bay which I thought were water towers. “Those tanks are labeled 'hydrogen.' Bex says it can lift a lot more than helium, but it is extremely dangerous and flammable.”

	I asked, “Where are all the workers?”

	Elaine pointed to the open bay doors at the far end and shared, “They fled when the knights attacked us.”

	Nodding in understanding, I said, “We need to get out of here now. Misty erected a barrier between the knights and us in the barracks, but I don't know how long it will hold. We have horses waiting.”

	Celeste blinked. “Misty?”

	Ranelle spoke with wonder such as I have never heard in her tone when she relayed, “Misty and Ingr's magiks bloomed this night. I have never seen such an igniting since you yourself gave notice to the heavens that you had arrived, Lightbringer.”

	The wonder and pride for our daughter in my wife's eyes spoke of the genuine love she had for our Misty, and it made my own heart soar to see the miracle of one forged in the heat of battle, also had such a huge heart. It was why I loved her so fiercely.

	Celeste said, “You all go. I'll be right there, I have to find a way to stop this from progressing.” She motioned her hand first to the airships, then to the bays along the walls where armored steam vehicles, tanks, and thousands of those long guns and ammunition appeared to be being manufactured. How many blacksmiths must they have had to have undertaken such a monumental task?

	That's when Aelwen, Chancellor Riley, and a large middle-aged man with a shaved head stepped into the bay from a door twenty feet down. Aelwen was growling. “I don't care if they aren't complete General. We need to get as many in the air as we can, now! You all fucked up royally by forcing their hand prematurely...”

	She hissed when she saw us moving their way, weapons raised. “You Gypsy bitch! Why do you always have to ruin everything?”

	She threw a surge of raw power our way. Ranelle simply raised a hand, and it dissipated in a roar of power and sparks which caused even the nonmagic users to cover their eyes.

	Aelwen pushed the general toward us then started to run behind the closest airship, calling out, “Don't just stand there, get them!”

	Ranelle was tracking Aelwen with her eyes, so wasn't prepared when the General started firing at us. I yelled, “No!” as I snapped back to myself and tried to intercept the hail of projectiles. I caught most and Elaine dove to push Rain out of the way, then went spinning to the ground, a crimson spray of blood arcing in the air.

	I was there, catching her before I even started to move, pulling myself across the distance of time into the future, lowering her gently to the floor. She looked up at me and smiled through the pain, “Hello.”

	Shaking my head at her for risking her life like that, I said, “Hello, this will hurt.” And before she could ask what I meant, I placed my hand over the profusely bleeding wound in her side and released some power. I could feel her skin burning under my touch, cauterizing the wound as she gasped and hissed, but didn't cry out.

	I nodded at her, and she nodded back, looking dizzy. Then I turned toward the General who had reloaded and started firing again, I was ready this time and caught the metal and yanked the long gun from his hands.

	Ranelle, who had been staring at Elaine in horror, afraid for the life of the young Sora, spun and screamed. Instead of just sound coming out, it was as if her power roared out with it. The air between the man and us rippled as the scream threatened to deafen me. He was struck by so much power that he was torn apart as he flew backward, tumbling through the air. He didn't even have the time to scream himself before it was over. I winced at the bloody mess strewn across the floor.

	Celeste said to us, “Get her to safety, I'll be right there.”

	Riley stood alone looking at us, she had to know it was over. I said to her, “Surrender now. Please. There has already been too much death this night.”

	She smirked and rolled her head on her shoulders, and said almost with insane glee as she cracked her knuckles while fixing her eyes on my Lady. “Round two.”

	She hit something at her hip and a little metal harpoon shot down the length of her leg and actually anchored into the stone floor, a wire ran from it to a coil on her hip. A coil of wire was looped over her wrist.

	Celeste sighed and closed the gap, not bothering to pull her blade as the Chancellor drew two long, skinny daggers and made a show of manipulating them in the air as she chided, “Don't think I didn't see how your knights without magic, sparred with those who did. If I'm grounded, your magic is useless.”

	Rain and I both watched them close on each other as we helped Elaine to her feet, and slipped her sword into its scabbard. With blinding speed, the two exchanged sweeping kicks and blows. Celeste showing why she had been the commander of the Mobile Battalion as she slapped away the blades over and over with the flat of her hands.

	Then in a second engagement, my Templar put a hand up, palm out, and I gasped in alarm as she allowed the blade to pass through her hand. Then she made a fist, the bloodied blade dripping, trapping it so Riley couldn't pull it back.

	So the assassin tried dropping and trying a leg sweep while not releasing the trapped blade. Celeste just raised her leg intercepting it on her shin, then she yanked the blade free and used the hilt sticking out of her hand to knock the incoming second blade from Riley's grasp.

	Then with a punch that was almost too fast to follow, my wife struck the Chancellor firmly in the throat with a sickening crunch. She didn't even wait to watch the Avalonian fall to the floor, grasping her crushed throat as she gasped for breath she couldn't pull in.

	Celeste just paced back to us saying as she pulled the dagger from her hand and tossed it to ping on the floor, “There was never round one, woman.”

	I heard Elaineia swallowing hard at the brutality and efficiency of the Harbinger of Wexbury. Internally I wept for my wife. Externally she may look cool and calm, but I knew that every death weighed just as heavily on her conscience as mine. And this one was such a senseless death, we gave the Chancellor a chance to surrender or retreat.

	Celeste asked, “Why are you all standing here? Get to the horses while I...”

	Ranelle placed a hand on her arm, stopping her as she looked down the bay. “No, I have an idea... this is for Bowyn.” She looked at me cocking her head. “Did Bex not say that Hydrogen is flammable?” She smirked at me then the other women.

	My girl answered for us, the smirk of an apex predator on her lips as she understood. “Yes, he did.”

	The most dangerous Mountain Gypsy in all of Sparo said, “Go now, I'll be right behind you.”

	We all nodded, used to taking orders from the former Great Mother, and I hesitated only a moment when Celeste got under one of Elaine's arms in Rain's place. The huge propellers on the airship at the far end of the bay had started turning, and the anchors retracting.

	I hissed out an epithet I'm not proud of, when I could make out a frantic looking rogue Duchess in the heavily armored gondola. We were out of time, and she was getting away yet again. How many lives did that woman have? She had to be brought to justice.

	The three of us moved back into the corridor beyond the door as my Lady tied a tourniquet around her hand with her teeth. I looked back one last time, afraid for one of the most loved people in my life. I saw the resignation and apology in her eyes, and I realized that she didn't expect to walk away from this. No! She couldn't sacrifice herself like this! I was afraid that this was her last act... but wait, she had a reason to survive this, Sylvia.

	I growled and pushed Elaine's weight fully on my wife. “Get her out, I'm going back for Rain.”

	Celeste started to argue, “Laney...”

	I gave her a pleading look, and she growled out, “I'm coming for you if you don't catch up by the time we get to the horses.”

	I nodded once, and we exchanged a look that conveyed all our respect and love for each other. A love that burned as bright in me as the fire of Wexbury itself. She was my everything, and I would get Rain and would rejoin her. I watched them head down the corridor, Elaineia shuffling until my Lady crouched and laid the young Gypsy Sora across her shoulders and started jogging away.

	I took a breath and ran back into the bay, to Rain's side as I felt her gathering and compressing power. I shared a look with her when she looked enraged that I had returned. I said firmly, “You are coming home. I'm not going to be the one to tell Sylvia that I lost the love of yet another person I care for when I could have prevented it.”

	I could feel all the steel girders in the roof shaking, and heating as power was being fed into them, to the point, they would shatter, and red-hot metal would rain down upon the hydrogen tank. But that would take the entire ceiling down on her too. She hissed, “Laney, dear girl. You must go now!”

	Never in my life would I have thought I would do what I did next... I slapped the woman I saw as one of my surrogate mothers. And I snapped out, “You will not sacrifice yourself here, Ranelle!”

	She looked shocked at what I had done then she started to open her mouth to argue, and I dared her with my eyes as I said as sweetly as she had the first time she told me, “Decreed.”

	She hesitated, then chuckled as she released her power and said to me, “That only works for those under you, and as a former Great Mother, I am beyond your rule. But I will bend to your wishes because it was amusing.”

	I shoved her shoulder, accusing, “You're worse than Misty, you impulsive wench.”

	She inclined her head and asked, “Then what do you suggest?”

	I shrugged as I looked at the storage tanks. “Topple the tanks and ignite them and run? The fire would weaken the roof structure just as well as your magik, would.”

	She nodded, contemplating it, then smiled and prompted, “A fuse.”

	I nodded with a smirk. She shrugged and said, “So be it. Let's get moving.”

	She thrust a hand out, and there was a thrum in the air, less powerful than her normal overwhelming magiks... she had used so much tonight she was weakening. Airship frames were knocked aside down the line until the glowing mist that tasted of all things green struck the legs of one storage tank.

	She was panting, and I said as we ran while the giant storage container fell as if time had slowed around it, “I've got this.” And before I could reach out and pull electricity from the overhead lights to strike the bursting container, a spark from some metal striking the stone floor, unleashed the very gates of hell upon us.

	I snapped back to myself, feeling the instant the flesh had burned from my bones before the black nothing of death. I screamed, “I need your power!”

	Then found myself screaming again as it felt as if the very power of creation flowing into me when she grabbed my arm. Every cell in my body was on fire, and I consumed and shaped the energy being fed to me as I raised my other hand the instant the hydrogen ignited and exploded.

	I raged against the flames and force of the fireball consuming the entire bay in an instant, the ball of frost and ice I had thrown up around us shaking and cracking as it burned off as steam in a moment, me reaching for more power as I pushed back, rebuilding the ice as fast as it was being vaporized. The world was shaking and the sound of an explosion like those which must have broken the very Earth during the Great Impact was so deafening it was painful.

	The heat getting through was searing our skin, but I screamed again and reached for that dark, acidic magik that wished to claim my soul for its own, and I consumed that magik which swallowed the light of the sun, reshaping it to my will. I pushed it out, increasing the thickness of the ice to defy the inferno which fought to claim us.

	I heard things collapsing as secondary explosions occurred and The Glass far ahead started crashing down into the rising ball of flame. I dropped the ice, gasping as another sharp crack was heard, and I looked up, to see no roof above us, just wreckage, and a ball of flame riding a pillar of smoke up into the sky, through the collapsing framework of the Glass. And to the North, a huge section of the Sentinel cracked and slowly crumbled, crushing the far wall of this section of the ringed city.

	The rumbling of the fire was still there, but the flames had retreated up as if sucked into the large mushroom-shaped cloud of the demon we had unleashed upon Avalon.

	I collapsed, and Ranelle grabbed my arms and started dragging me away. Seconds later, Celeste was there, yelling something at us, but my ears were ringing, and it was all muffled.

	I blinked at her as she picked me up like a rag doll and motioned to the Glass above as girders which had stood for centuries started coming down toward us. I nodded as she ran, and looked over to make sure Ranelle was with us as my head lolled. I was too exhausted to hold it upright.

	Before I knew it, I was on a small horse with her, and Ranelle and Elaine flanked us on similar mounts. We were galloping toward the far wall where I could see the bay doors in the Glass were open now, and a huge, mostly operational airship, limped out above the tundra beyond.

	The ringing was still there, but I started to hear the thrumming of the hooves on the road as we moved like the wind, the sound of crashing behind us. Rain paced us and yelled instead of speaking, “That... is what Bexington views as flammable?”

	I could barely make out her words, I yelled back, unable to tell how loud my own raspy voice was, “Just a little.”

	My hearing must have been improving because I heard Celeste grumbling, “You're both mad! I thought you died in that explosion.”

	Rain yelled, pointing to an ear, “What? I can't hear you, there was an explosion.”

	My girl shook her head and saw me watching her. I gave a sheepish smile and gave her a peck on the cheek as I started shivering almost violently in the freezing air. I yelled, “What did you say? That was loud back there!”

	She rolled her eyes and increased our speed. I was impressed by the strength of the little mount, but it was no Goliath. I missed home so very much. I was so very done with politics and diplomacy.

	We moved through sporadic fire from the Avalon knights who had survived because of Misty's now scorched and burning tree barrier, but it was not very focused, and they were obviously shaken that an entire section of the Glass had been destroyed along with their war fighting capabilities. Their heart wasn't in it.

	We passed through the giant doors and onto the ice-covered ground beyond, shooting past those panels which gave them power, and the vertical windmills. I saw the others riding quickly for us, my babies were there. I smiled as my head lolled to look back at the burning wreckage of an impossible structure that had survived through time, but not us. As they always did, Avalon would rebuild on the ashes there, like a phoenix come back to life, reconnecting the sections.

	I absently wondered how many years it would take them to accomplish, that was one thing I didn't read in the histories.

	The last thing I remember was looking out into the night and seeing a great shadow approaching from the south in the dim light of the Three Sisters. The Outrider... “Oh good... Bex saw the signal.” I smiled as my exhaustion overtook me, and I didn't feel the cold anymore as I fell into blessed unconsciousness.

	



	


Chapter 14 – Father Stone

	We had flown all night, landing just long enough to switch out the magic spark vessels, then caught up with the other two Sparo airships early the next day. At least that is what I am told, as I didn't recover from the overexertion of all the magiks I had funneled to keep Rain and me alive.

	I actually suspect Sylvia's hand in it since I now know she can cause people to sleep. I'm always out a couple days when they return me to her, battered and bloodied as I was. But I wasn't one to complain, as the rest was much needed and appreciated.

	I had come to later that next day, with familiar blankets of warm magik seeping into me, relieving me of the aches and pains. My pseudo-sister's power had grown a lot since the last time she had healed me. I rasped out in gratitude, “Thank you, Sylvia.”

	Then I sat up suddenly when Syl said with great humor coloring her tone, from the other side of the Outrider's gondola, “Of course Great Mother.”

	I had to blink twice as the silken sheets of healing energies collapsed into the ether they were summoned from, to reveal a smiling and amused Ingr.

	I reached out my silken gloved hand to place on her arm as I looked at the girl in wonder. Before she had Ignited, she was able to do some amazing things with healing in tiny bursts. But now, only had bloomed the night before, her power eclipsed her mother's... the most accomplished healer of the Mountain Gypsies.

	I said to her as I gave her arm a little squeeze, “You're a wonder, Ingr.”

	She was adorable when she went bashful like she did, and I had to smile, knowing my daughter could never resist that. I felt almost silly not realizing their attraction to each other long before I had.

	Then my eyes widened, and I looked around, remembering what Misty had done. Her igniting was so spectacular... and what she had done... I saw her and Shan grinning like loons as they watched as I had figured out who my healer was.

	I put my arms out as I sat up on the bench I was laying on along the wall. “My babies.” They ran to me squealing, and I pulled them into a tight hug, freeing one arm to add Ingr into the cuddle.

	I exhaled and released them then turned at a familiar voice, “Thank god. They said you were ok, but you wouldn't wake.”

	I looked at Esme, who was sitting apart from everyone, hugging James to her almost desperately. She was afraid. Of us? But I realized it was the situation. To her people, she would be a traitor, when it is Avalon's rulers who had deceived and betrayed their own people. But here she was, flying to a foreign land, knowing she couldn't return to the home she had known her entire life, leaving her husband behind. I knew she was strong though. I have learned that home is not a place, home is family, and she had James.

	I stood, testing my legs as I held a hand out toward Celeste, who looked oddly amused at me. She hugged me to her side as I asked our Ambassador friend, “Are you and James ok?”

	She nodded, kissing the top of his head. Then said wryly, “Better than you, I'd say.”

	I chuckled and inclined my head, then blushed profusely as my traitorous wife said, “This is just how Laney likes to end every major expedition.”

	Bex called over from where he steered the vessel, “That's how we know a mission is successfully accomplished. Laney injured and unconscious.”

	Ingr said with great indignation, “Don't speak of the Great Mother so.”

	Everyone had a chuckle at my expense, and I muttered as I first looked at Celeste's healed palm, then assuring myself Elaineia was healed, “Smiting list, the whole lot of you.”

	I spun and asked, “Earnestine?”

	Sylvia said, “Resting in a cot in the cargo bay. She will need more healing sessions, there were so many injuries, it is a wonder she survived Avalon.”

	I sought out her eyes, asking the more important question, and she sighed and shrugged. I sighed too, it would be a long journey for her to get home... long after we arrived back in Sparo. I knew what trauma could do to a person, as I still had nightmares of all the events I have survived. I think we lose a little piece of ourselves each time we survive something so traumatic it scars you the core of our very being.

	But she had survived when others would have given up, so I knew that no matter what she believes, she would not break now.

	I laid my head on Celeste's shoulder, my mind on what we had seen in Avalon. They had been on the cusp of reigniting the war with overwhelming force, using our own technology against us. We had been working in good faith, and it had almost cost us everything.

	I smiled at Dru, who sat beside Elaine, doting over the young Sora, and he inclined his head as only he could, giving you the impression of him bowing deeply and giving a flourishing roll of his hand.

	I rolled my eyes, then looked at the other members of our group. Jezelle, normally silent and stoic, was whispering with Sara about something intense, the look on their faces dire. But I had to grin at Sylvia and Rain, who had moved to the windows to look out over the Uninhabitable Lands, holding hands like a young, shy couple.

	None of us really spoke the rest of the trip, not looking forward to what was to come when we arrived in Highland. It felt so much like our return from the Westlands, when we returned home with the war on our heels, but this time, it would be Sparo to ride on the enemy.

	I had failed.

	Shanicia, on my lap, alleviated some of the sting of it. I just hoped that whatever gods there may be would know that I had tried my hardest when they judged the worth of my life. But for now, I had the love of my wife and girls, and that was enough.

	Ernestine was feeling well enough to join us on the final leg of our journey, and when I saw the red on her skin in the shape of a handprint, I grasped the faint handprints on my own throat. The Duchess had marked the Captain forever, as the more severe wounds inflicted by magic, cannot be fully healed.

	It had me swallowing and looking at Elaineia, horrified that I may have marked her as well when I had cauterized her gun projectile wound.

	There was no fanfare in Highland Reach when we arrived unscheduled, and there was no reason for there to be any. It didn't take long to relay what had occurred and have word sent out to detain the remaining Avalonian diplomats and have them placed under house arrest at Templar Hall.

	All the leaders of Sparo gathered at Templar Hall, just three days later, being transported by the Wexbury airships, and plans were devised to eliminate the military threat of Avalon for good and reveal to their people the lies they had been living the past five hundred years.

	I had faith that the majority in Avalon would recognize the truth for what it was when presented with it.

	Every realm was to send their best knights, and techno-knights and all their airships, for an invasion of Avalon. We knew they had less than one thousand knights now, not knowing how many perished when the earth-shaking explosion had taken down a large portion of that section of the Glass.

	I didn't understand the praise Ranelle had heaped upon me when she relayed my work in Avalon. I was unable to make the peace we had all wanted. I had failed.

	When the subject of what to do with Esme and James came up, they took into account that she was unaware of the double-cross, and she had both worked in earnest and good faith to forge peace and had helped us in retrieving Captain Earnestine and fleeing Avalon.

	And I was incredulous, not believing they were even debating. I had declared her to be under my protection to put an end to the deliberations. Then with a smirk, suggested a befitting punishment for her for being a person of high moral character and conviction.

	“George, Everly. I propose that if we succeed in the overthrow of the ruling body of Avalon, that we install Ambassador Esmerelda as interim President. She is known and trusted among her people, and it would show good faith on our part that we are not installing our own rule upon them as conquerers.” I knew that wouldn't change the fact that Sparo would occupy the foreign land to the north, nor that Avalon would not be allowed a fighting force of their own.

	I had to smile smugly when word of my proposal trickled down to Esme, and she looked at me as if I had wounded her. She wasn't overly fond of politics and diplomacy herself, but she would make a fine ruler... she had compassion.

	I knew she would have words for me later, but I knew there nobody better suited to lead her people, and help them evolve out of the parasitic society they had become and put them back on their original path of an altruistic society bent on preserving the world that was. They had so many wonders there that would take a lifetime or more for scholars to study and understand.

	We were in a holding pattern as troops and supplies started assembling, it was announced that we would ride on Avalon in just three weeks.

	That was when Ranelle informed us, “There is urgent business which requires the Great Mother's attention before the Battle of Avalon can begin.”

	It seems that all the bands of Mountain Gypsies have been assembled at the Meeting Spot, in the shadow of Father Stone for months, ever since I first traveled to Avalon. They had been debating the succession of rule for the People. The official successor for Great Mother Ranelle still needed to be determined. I was so relieved that my time as interim Great Mother was finally over, and I didn't need to stress over disappointing the Mountain Gypsies of Sparo anymore.

	That is how I found myself on Goliath, traveling through the Whispering Walls, trying to catch the murmuring words which drifted through the peaks, of those who came before us, which gave the mountains their name.

	I smiled at my family all around me. Misty and Ingr driving our family Gypsy wagon, Shan holding Goliath's reins as she sat in front of me.

	My smile bloomed wider as I felt emerald eyes upon me, and I could feel without looking, the loving smile the knight of my heart had for me as she trotted at our left and slightly behind.

	After inhaling the crisp mountain air, I repeated the same words I had uttered when we finally returned to Wexbury and Templar Hall, “It's so good to be home.”

	I was a woman of two worlds, and these mountains were part of my Gypsy heritage, gifted me by the father I had never known. And as sure as Wexbury and my family were home to me, so too were these mountain trails.

	I asked absently as my mind went through the possibilities, “Who do you think it will be?”

	Since a Greva of the Great Mother's Own now accompanied me, led by Jezelle, Alexandru and Elaineia had traveled to the Meeting Spot a couple days ahead of us. They were excited to see the small group of Cristea representing their clan. Elaine had been missing her family, especially after her injury, though she wouldn't admit it. She didn't need to put on a brave front for anyone, she had proven her bravery over and over. She will learn that lesson one day, that the people who love you, know you better than you may know yourself.

	I was embarrassed that she shared with pride, to any knight or Gypsy who would listen, that she bore the mark of the Great Mother, and she would show off the red handprint I had left on her side.

	Shan almost giggled at my inquiry, like I were being silly, and said, “Gramma Udele.”

	I smiled down at her. I thought so too, as she was the most powerful of the touched of the People, after Rain. I was sort of curious as to why Rain had been made the Great Mother instead of Udele but assumed it came down to power instead of experience at the time.

	Misty called out, “Duh,” causing Celeste to snort.

	The odd look Jezelle shot me from her position on her mustang had me asking, “What, woman?”

	She cocked her head, looking around at my family. “You really don't know, do you, Great Mother?”

	Celeste prompted, “Know what?”

	Ingr almost sang out as she twined her fingers with Misty in the drivers seat of the wagon, “Mother Udele has already refused the nomination twice in the past.”

	I blurted, “What?” Then looked from Ingr to the gaggle of overtrained and overprotective guards. Jez inclined her head with a crooked smile, confirming it.

	“She had never told me that.”

	“Did you ever ask, Great Mother?”

	I pointed at her, my eyes narrowing. “Yuck it up, lady. You'll have to call me Laney once the fourteen assembled bands vote in a new Great Mother upon our arrival at the Meeting Spot.”

	I could tell she was biting her cheek to stop a smile, as she inclined her head again, “Yes, Great Mother.” I squinted an eye in warning, and then she did break into that smile, causing me to grin in triumph.

	Then I pointed out, “And when would a topic like that ever come up that I'd ask such a thing? Hello, Mother Udele, have you ever declined the nomination to the position of Great Mother? Ooo, look, blueberries.”

	The woman was smugly quiet as we rode on. I warned her smiling compatriots, “Watch it, all of you.”

	Jezelle explained to the others, “This is where the Great Mother mentions her smiting list.”

	Well, fine, yes, but she was being awfully flippant for someone who rarely ever spoke. So... there.

	My wife was smirking, and when I challenged, she shrugged and teased, “You make indignant look cute.”

	I tapped Shan once, and she giggled and gave Goliath all the reign he wanted, and we thundered off ahead of our group, them laughing and yelling at us to wait up. I winked at my daughter who was all grins as my Percheron stallion's powerful hooves beat the ground. After a few more seconds I started chuckling, and my beautiful boy instinctively knew to start slowing so the others could catch up.

	The guards were not amused, and we all waited for Celeste on Canter who was pacing the girls in our lumbering wagon as the great oxen moved slowly but steadily.

	We bantered the rest of the way over a low pass which would allow us a view I would never tire of. When all the clans of the Mountain Gypsies gathered at the Meeting Spot, it was an indescribable sight. And this would be Shanicia's first time witnessing it for herself though Misty and Ingr have tried to impress upon her the wonder of it all.

	We crested the pass to behold the sea of colorful wagons that filled the entire valley, heading off into the distance of the foot of Father Stone himself, below Heaven's Gate, where the Meeting Spot had been carved out of the mountain by magiks so old and powerful, that they have persevered since a time long before Highland first crossed the Gap.

	I heard a tiny gasp of wonder, and I hugged my youngest to me and whispered, “Take a look Shan, this is your other family.”

	She said in a whisper filled with awe as we looked down upon the impossible sight, “I thought the Lupei family was huge when we visit.”

	I leaned down next to her ear and asked, mischief in my tone, “Where is our family?”

	She looked up and I saw her scanning the valley. I could see recognition in the wonder which painted her face as she smiled. It was the same with me when I realized that each band had accented their wagons in the colors of their families. She pointed halfway down the valley to the wagons in the colors of the Lupei. “There!”

	I nodded, and shared an excited grin with her, “Very good.”

	We descended into the lush forest below, into an odd hushing of the voices all around us as we started passing through all of the wagons. All eyes seemed to be staring intently at me, and I felt uncomfortable, wondering what was going on. Then people started bowing, and I heard whispers of, “Great Mother Laney,” rippling through the crowds.

	I would not disappoint Rain, so I sat tall in the saddle, letting my riding cloak with the green piping of the Great Mother flowing down it, flutter in the mist of my passing magik as it streamed out far behind me, leaving wispy after images that seemed to wrap around the unintelligible whispers echoing around the mountain. I would not embarrass Ranelle in my last hour as the Great Mother of the People.

	As the wagons and gathered people started to become more dense, I saw that everyone had already started migrating toward the Meeting Spot. Lookouts must have seen us cresting the rise and alerted the camp.

	As we reached the Lupei, I saw both Sylvia and Udele's wagons, and there was an empty spot beside them. I looked back to Ingr who was already turning the great oxen which pulled the wagon, to take its place with our family. The moment they had the wheel chocks in place, they were running off in front of us to find their grandmothers.

	I noticed a sudden absence of the heat of my daughter in front of me on the saddle, and looked down to see Shan rolling on the ground to pop up smoothly on her feet. She took Misty's hand as they passed. It was like a hundred feet down to the ground from Goliath's saddle for a child, and she was always making the leap. I swear my girls will be the death of me one day.

	The Lupei too, always such a boisterous lot, were oddly silent in my passing and it made me uncomfortable how they bowed to me. Was this how Ranelle felt all the time? Being part of the People, but also being held apart from them, isolated... alone? Looking in from the outside even with her own band, the Andrei?

	The density of those gathering had gotten to the point where the crowd was so packed that they couldn't easily part for us to progress to our destination, so we dismounted. And before I knew what was happening, Goliath, Canter and the mounts of my Greva of guards were lead away into the crowd.

	We made our way slowly through the oddly silent gathering, more and more of the Great Mother's Own materializing from the crowd to create a corridor for us to walk through. Still, no one spoke, and I was starting to wonder if we had committed some sort of grievous insult to the People.

	As we finally reached the smooth stone arc that was inset into the base of the mountain itself, at least, a hundred yards across, I stepped onto the smooth, polished surface which always seemed too flat, too level, to unnatural to have been made by the elements. To this day, I can't imagine the labor and stone masons involved to have hewn this from the mountainside so precisely.

	The crowd avoided the arc, as only Mothers of the council, the Great Mother's Own, or those summoned by the council could step upon it when the conclave was in session. Everyone ringed around it in a tight circle, all jockeying for a spot in which to see. Children were sitting on their parent's shoulders or sitting in the trees around the clearing to get a good view.

	At the far end of the arc was a huge, ancient looking table made of large dark hardwood timbers which were tied together with great straps of iron that seemed to have no rust upon them. The wood showed age and wear of the countless years it had no doubt been resting in that spot, and it radiated the weight of history, having stood through countless generations and bygone eras.

	I absently wondered how many Great Mothers had presided at this table, making history as the People lived the adventures sung about by the minstrels, and written in the histories of the Mountain Gypsies.

	Seated around three sides of it were thirteen people, with an empty seat alone at the end. I smiled, knowing it would be filled soon by me, once we got this vote over with and I could shed the mantle of Great Mother and again be myself, and return to being the interim Mother of the Cristea.

	On the empty side of the table, with its back to Heaven's Gate, was a huge chair, made of the same great timbers as the table. It always looked to me like the thrones I have seen in some of the writings in the Techromancy Scrolls in the library. Or the storybook tomes mother used to read to Jace and me from. It was reserved for the Queen of the Mountain Gypsies. It was the seat of the Great Mother herself.

	I looked to Rain who stood beside Udele and Sylvia outside the arc, who had my girls and Ingr gathered around her. I inclined my head, trying to remember all the things she had told me about the ceremony.

	She inclined her's back to me then stepped onto the smooth stone slab with Misty and Shan in tow, to follow behind Celeste to my left. I could hear our footsteps echoing back at us in the quiet, my nerves compounding, making me feel almost panicked knowing all eyes were on me. My anxiety caused me to blur and ghost more profusely than ever.

	I moved to the throne-like chair, and the Mothers of the various bands all stood up. I tried to smile at them, but it probably looked more a grimace, until I saw the Mother of the Aratreya, then it became a true smile. She had been so very young the first time we met. Little more than a child. But she had grown into such beauty over these last few years. Even so, she still looked like a child to me.

	“Hello, Tianna.”

	She still hadn't gotten past her awkward bashful stage, and blushed as she bowed to me, “Great Mother Laney.”

	I stood there, a hand resting on the back of the chair, looking at them looking at me. Speaking of awkward. I started shifting nervously on my feet until Rain cleared her throat. I looked back, and she nudged her eyes to the chair. Oh! They were waiting for me to sit? I had been waiting for them to.

	I sat with a haste that sent a chuckle through the assembled Mothers and the crowd. The other women sat. Celeste moved to my other side as Shan hopped up onto my lap while Misty stood on the opposite side with Ranelle.

	I looked around, and it was as if the entire valley were holding its breath. I looked down at the table at the stone Rain had used as a gavel on my prior visits here. Oh. I grabbed it and slammed it twice on the table, the shape of the cutout in the mountain at my back, amplifying the sound, so it boomed out like the big guns on an Avalon tank.

	What were the words? I looked out over the crowd and called out, “Welcome all to this conclave of Mothers, welcome to the Choosing.”

	This brought a round of raucous cheers from the previously unanimated crowd. I looked at Rain who inclined her head slightly, then I slammed the stone on the great timber table again to quiet the crowd. “But first, we must complete the conclave. As the former Great Mother Ranelle has abdicated her position to me until such time a new Great Mother could be voted upon, I have had to step away from the duties of Mother of the Cristea.”

	There was murmuring in the crowd, and I continued, “So at this time, I dissolve the Pacea Pactului between my house and the Cristea, as they are no longer in need of my protection, being a full realm of Sparo now. I reinstated Corrine, as Mother of the Cristea.” The cheers were deafening with the amplification of the stone behind me, and I felt a little wisp of magic at work too.

	I rasped out as loud as I could over the celebration, “Mother Corrine, please take your seat, and complete our conclave.”

	The woman stepped onto the floor and bowed deeply to me, her husband Angelus at her side doing the same, but she did not approach. Instead, she said, “Great Mother Laney, I regret that I must decline.”

	There was as a collective startled gasp and murmuring rippling through the gathered Gypsies, and one of the Mothers at the table stood to look at her in disbelief.

	She went on before I could ask, “This is a much different world than I had been born to, the occupation of our lands, the reunification with the People of Old Home, the conflict. It has shown I was ill-prepared to lead the Cristea through such times. We have prospered under your shepherding, and I fear it is a world for someone with the flexibility of youth and more adept at change and diversity than I.”

	Then she smirked, adding with a little shrug, “And I'm not getting any younger.”

	People chuckled at that.

	The woman stood tall and said as I tried to wrap my stunned mind around what she was saying, “I step down as Mother of the Cristea.”

	Everyone was looking around, almost as shocked and confused as me. I looked back to Rain for guidance, but the woman was no help as she ignored me and pretended to get something out from under a fingernail. The other Mothers all turned to me expectantly.

	I probably looked as though I were a blubbering fool, but then I got a wicked look on my face. I knew how the title of Mother was passed down the line if the one abdicating had female children. I stood to quiet the crowd and then said clearly, “Then I appoint Heather of the Cristea as Mother. Please take your seat, Heather and complete our conclave.”

	Heather stepped out next to her mother, looking so cute holding her very pregnant belly. “Great Mother Laney, I regret that I must decline.”

	What!? This was some sort of joke, right? Some elaborate prank? I already was floundering up here, then they did this to me?

	She went on, “I am no leader, and have only just started my own family. I am ill-equipped to lead the Cristea in a time of war. There is only one of mother's line who had stepped up to fight Avalon, to help free our people... the only Femeie de Sabie of the Cristea. The wielder of Sabie Acasa.”

	Ok, I may have looked overly pleased with this development now, even though people kept saying no to me... wasn't I supposed to be Great Mother there?

	I sat and was sure I looked the cat who swallowed the canary as I slammed the stone again as the crowd got louder. Then said in a prim and proper, ever so pleased tone, “Then I appoint Elaineia of the Cristea as Mother. Please take your seat and complete our conclave. And if you refuse, I'm going to start to get a complex here.”

	This got a chuckle.

	I looked to where Elaine stood, frozen in shock beside a proud looking Alexandru. He looked down at his wife, then furrowed his brows and shoved her lightly on the small of her back, causing her to take a stilted step onto the arc. She looked back at him like he had betrayed her. Then she took a deep breath, stood tall and turned around and marched directly to the empty seat and sat, defiance on her face.

	I crinkled my nose at her, and she rolled her eyes and grinned back at me. Good, now she knows how I feel all the time now. Titles being foisted upon me without my consent all willy nilly.

	I started to reach for the stone, saying, “This conclave is now comp...”

	Mother Udele stood. “Point of order.”

	I blurted to myself, “Oh for fuck's sake.” Then realized I had said it out loud, and slapped both hands over my mouth as I looked down at a giggling Shan. The valley seemed to ripple with laughter.

	I dropped my hands, feeling the burn of a severe blush on my face, then pointed at her and asked in a loving tease, “What is it, you unruly woman?”

	She looked overly amused as she gave me a half curtsey, half bow, just because she knew how much I hated it. “Great Mother Laney. I have seen this in my visions, and thank Father Stone that it has finally come to pass. I have lead the Lupei now for one hundred and thirteen years, and I... am tired. As Corrine has said, it is time for the younger generations to lead in this world which is so very different than the one we were born into.”

	I was barely hearing her words as I was fixating on the words one hundred and thirteen. I knew she was old, and that magic preserved its wielder, and the more powerful the magic user, the longer they lived. In a world where most lived only into their mid-fifties or early sixties, her age was unthought of, even among those who held a spark. She had been what, twenty when she became Mother? That made her over a hundred and thirty.

	I sort of zoned back into what she was saying, having missed most of it as she ended with, “So, therefore, I must step down, at long last, as Mother of the Lupei, and maybe finally get some rest.”

	Silence greeted the words. I blinked at her, still in shock. When I thought of the Mother of the Lupei, Udele is the only person to come to mind.

	She spoke into that echoing silence, “And as is customary, my title goes to my children. As I have no daughters, it falls upon my Soras. But as you are Great Mother, both you and my mostenitor, Celeste, the Lightbringer, cannot hold the title.”

	She sounded almost ashamed that she had no daughters, though she claimed us as her Soras. I realized it went deeper than that. It meant that there was nobody to abdicate the title to, and it would be open to a vote amongst the Lupei.

	I took solace that there were only two choices that made sense, and I loved them both dearly. Sarafine and Sylvia.

	Udele spoke before I could. “I nominate the most accomplished healer of the Lupei, and most powerful of the touched of the Lupei behind me and my Sora Laney... Sylvia.”

	Now she was speaking nonsense, it was impossible that I was more powerful than Syl.

	Udele stared at me expectantly. Was I supposed to do something? I knew looking back at a smug looking Rain would do me no good so I looked around, “Are there any Lupei present who wish to make a nomination?”

	Silence answered me, so I slowly reached for the stone and said, “If there are no objections, then with pleasure in her frustrations of leading a family, I name Sylvia of the Lupei as Mother. Now could you pleeeease take a seat, Syl, and finally complete this conclave? May Father Stone preserve us all.” I slammed the stone down.

	My pseudo-sister stepped out onto the arc, looking regal and proper as she strode with dignity and grace, to take Udele's position as Mother of the Lupei. Udele inclined her head, and they each shoved each other's shoulder before the woman I saw as my Gypsy mother stepped away.

	Syl winked at me, then wiggled her eyebrows suggestively at Rain.

	I rasped out in relief, “This conclave is complete.” Then I looked back at Rain to ask, “Is it always this hard?”

	She nodded and shared with wide eyes, “You should have been there when this young Altii girl came to the Meeting Spot and upended our entire society... oh wait, that was you, dear Great Mother.”

	I slammed the stone again, proclaiming, “Smartass.”

	She said under her breath, though it traveled and caused a ripple of chuckles to ripple through the crowd, “So sayeth the Great Mother Laney.”

	I mock growled at her and corrected, an eyebrow cocked in challenge, “So say the People.”

	I was surprised when the crowd repeated, “So say the People.”

	The little evil Laney in my head was dancing around and saying, “Ha, take that, wench. Decreed.”

	I knew what was expected next as I went down the list of things which Ranelle had pounded into my brain. I rasped out to the assembled Gypsies, still amazed at the sea of faces, knowing they were now part of the Altii as the Altii were part of the People now, in our strange new blended society, “I have one last duty as Great Mother and co-ruler of Sparo to perform before we can move on to the Choosing.”

	I went on to relay the deception of Avalon, the peace process failing, and of the need for Sparo to now march upon Avalon to end their capacity for war once and for all. Not just for Sparo, but for others who would suffer under their reign, for Arcadia and the rest of the Outlands, for future lands yet to be discovered.

	I also shared my belief that the people of Avalon were truly oblivious to what their government had perpetrated in order to remain in power. That there were Avalonians, who were noble, moral, and loving just as there were here.

	Then I asked of them what I insisted George not do, as it should come from the Great Mother, to show that this was indeed a two culture body of government we now lived in. “I would ask of the touched of the People, fifty volunteers to bolster the Knights of the Altii on their mission to pull the teeth from the beast that is Avalon. The Altii have few Techno-Knights among their ranks, and it may not be enough against almost one thousand guns, so more magik wielders would help ensure their success.”

	I went on as I stood and paced, my hands out as if in pleading, “Nobody would think ill of you if you do not volun...”

	I was interrupted by dozens of shouts that turned into hundreds of, “I will stand for Sparo.” Or, “I volunteer for the Aratreya.” Or, “The Lupei stand with the realms.”

	An intense fire burned inside me, filling me with a pride unmatched as more voices joined the chorus. It filled me with emotion that clamped down upon my heart. I voiced that, fighting back the hot tears welling in my eyes. “I am so very proud of each and every one of you. A lottery will be set up, and fifty names of volunteers drawn. The People stand for Sparo, and those who cannot stand for themselves.”

	I sat and slammed the stone twice, the crack of it flowing across the valley, reawakening the whispering voices drifting upon the wind. They seemed to be coming to a crescendo, feeling the weight of the history that was on the brink of becoming.

	Then when the crowd silenced, I turned to the fourteen gathered women and propped my head on my hands, elbows on the table. “So, ladies, shall we free me of this title Ranelle has thrust upon me?”

	They chuckled, and I sat tall and rasped out with all the command I could manage from my magic burned throat, “Let the Choosing commence.”

	I turned to the first of the gathered Mothers, glancing back at Ranelle before addressing the woman I believed was her true mother, though she would never speak of it. “Who does the Andrei submit for the seat of Great Mother, and the duties and power associated?”

	She stood and looked back at her people in the crowd, then to me. “It is as Corrine of the Cristea, and Udele, who carries far more wisdom than myself, have said... The world we find ourselves in today is not the world we were born to. So much has changed and we have had to change with it with a swiftness the People have never had to face before.”

	She addressed the entire crowd. “If these were the days before a young Techno-Knight of the Altii had fallen into our lives... quite literally as it turns out... then the People would likely have seen a war of their own against the Realms. But she turned our world upside down, and changed everything.”

	She chuckled as she admitted, “I was one of the first to speak out against this upstart in our mountains, but I have come to see that we only speak of peace, and go through the motions. I was humbled when a young girl stood against all, time and time again, to fight for a peace and unity I could not see. Even when committing violence, she strived to show compassion for the enemy and would stay her hand when others would not. She embodies the peace instead of only speaking it.”

	She shrugged. “In another life, the Andrei would have put my name into consideration in the Choosing, but in all good conscience, knowing this new world we all find ourselves in is too foreign, I know my limitations. Therefore...”

	She looked around the table, turning her back to the crowd, and did the last thing I expected. I knew Rain's mother had ambitions, but she said to the gasping of the crowd, “The Andrei abstain from the Choosing.”

	Questions like. “What just happened?” and “Can she do that?” rippled around the space as I just blinked at the woman who was smiling at me like she knew something I didn't.

	I was at a loss so just said, “Umm... alright, moving along then. Who does the Romanov submit for the seat of Great Mother, and the duties and power associated?”

	The crowd was full of murmurs and rumbles of confusion and surprise, as each Mother, in turn, gave moving speeches, just to abstain in the end.

	At least Sylvia would have a more level head and vote Udele, as at least one band needed to use common sense and offer up a name. It would be perfect too since the elder woman had already stepped down as Mother of the Lupei.

	I had just started to say with confidence, “Who does the Lupei submit for...” But Sylvia just waved me off singing out musically, “Abstain.”

	I didn't know what was happening. This was supposed to be a simple vote, and then I could go home and put my head in the sand, finally free of all of the responsibility and power I had no clue how to wield properly. Could I decree that someone put a name into the pool if they all abstained? Would it fall upon the acting Great Mother to vote for the People if they did not?

	I blurted out to Syl, “Sylvia, why? Why not offer Udele? She has the wisdom and power, and the People respect her already.”

	The healer actually chuckled at me and asked, “She didn't accept it the first two times she was offered the station, what makes you think she'd take it now?”

	The... first two times? Ingr had said so, but I thought it had just been a story her mother had told her children to entertain. But Mother Udele had truly turned down becoming Great Mother? Twice? I blinked, realizing that meant that Rain became Great Mother at the last Choosing because Udele had refused. Why had I not known this? It seemed that my Gypsy mother had just as many secrets hidden from me as my birth mother.

	I shook my head to clear it then sighed heavily, turning to the youngest of the Mothers, “Hi, Tianna.”

	She smiled and blushed as she looked down, murmuring, “Hello, Great Mother Laney.”

	I said in an almost uninterested tone, ready for another abstention, “Mother Tianna, who does the Aratreya submit for the seat of Great Mother, and the duties and power associated?”

	She centered herself as I have seen in the past, taking a deep breath and releasing it, then this young woman spoke with a surety and maturity beyond her years, “Aratreya embraces these changes in the world, as the People grow with the Altii, becoming something more than the sum of its parts. Sparo is becoming an idea of shared culture and knowledge, empowering the least of us to become the best of us. Showing one voice can burn like a thousand suns in the darkness.”

	She locked eyes with me, and they had sorrow and intelligence of one beyond her years as she said, “There is one name I would like to submit for consideration. One who has stood a beacon, with a moral compass to guide us through the roughest of storms, whose belief in the good of mankind, no matter what culture, outweighs its propensity for violence and malevolence.”

	She looked back at the crowd spreading her hands in pleading. “One that we are told, even in the face of the betrayal of Avalon, did not kill when given a chance.”

	She then stood and beseeched the crowd, “Though she not be Aratreya, she is in my heart, as she stands outside of the families as Great Mother now. Aratreya submits Laney of Wexbury as Great Mother of Sparo.”

	A roar went up in the crowd as she smoothed her cloak and sat almost primly back in her seat. I blinked dumbly, she couldn't do that could she? And there was that Great Mother of Sparo again, instead of Great Mother of the People.

	I swallowed hard. This was like some sort of nightmare I couldn't wake up from. What was going on? I looked at the grinning Tianna. She was too cute to be cross at. I've always seen her as a little sister. But how could she do this to me?

	I tried to look back at a seemingly uninterested Rain, who was now picking at her fingernails with a dagger. Then to a grinning Celeste. They were of no help.

	I started to speak, and the crowd silenced faster than I thought possible, my voice little more than a whisper as I turned to the last chair, which had been vacant for so long... Elaine, “Mother Elaineia, who does the Cristea submit for the seat of Great Mother, and the duties and power associated?”

	She looked around, floundering like a fish out of water like me. She had been Mother of the Cristea for less than an hour, and now she was tasked on electing someone to stand for all of the Mountain Gypsy clans, and be co-ruler of Sparo herself.

	She bit her lower lip, then looked around at her sister Mothers gathered at the table. Her more pronounced accent and a mix of archaic Gypsy and modern was more apparent as she shared, “I'm not the most eloquent speaker, and Mother Tianna is a tough act to follow.”

	A ripple of nervous chuckles rolled about the arc. “But, from the old stories of the Great Mothers who were told in whispers in New Home, the Great Mother is chosen from the most powerful of the touched of each line. And as the Cristea has long since forgotten the magiks of the touched, we have none who we could put forth to stand in the position. So I will follow the wisdom of the other Mothers of the conclave. The Cristea abstain.”

	I sat there... just staring at her. What she said was well reasoned, unlike all the others so I couldn't add her to my smiting list for this. Now I was at a loss as to what to do. Could I just appoint someone? Could I foist the title back on Rain and say too bad so sad as I ran for the hills?

	But Ranelle spoke from behind me in the clear and strong tone that had made her such a great leader, “But a single name has been offered for consideration in the Choosing, but it must be ratified by the conclave by a majority vote. Those in favor of naming Laney of Wexbury, the first Great Mother of Sparo?”

	All at the table said, “Aye.”

	She called out like it were an afterthought, “All opposed?”

	The silence which followed made me question if my heart was even beating. Mother Luna. Why wasn't I waking up?

	Celeste bent and prompted with a whisper in my ear, “So say the people.”

	I repeated her words absently, tonelessly, in a whisper barely louder than hers, “So say the People.”

	The crowd roared out, their combined voices amplified by the cutout in the mountain behind me, “So say the People!”

	Rain was chuckling as she reached past me to grasp my hand that had a white-knuckled grip on the stone, and lifted it and let my hand drop lifelessly to the table. The crack silenced the space. Then Rain said with great authority, her face beside mine, “The People have spoken, the Choosing is complete. I present to you Great Mother Laney.”

	She kissed my cheek and said with wry humor, “Good luck.”

	I whimpered to her as people rushed out onto the floor of the Meeting Spot to swarm me as they cheered, “You set this up, didn't you?” Her supremely innocent look had me muttering, “I hate you.”

	She chimed out as people started asking me questions from all directions, “I love you too, Laney.”

	I was about to explode into a million little pieces, feeling overwhelmed as the Great Mother's Own had to start pushing people back to give me breathing room. Then Ranelle and Sylvia looped their arms in mine and dragged me to the cutout in the mountain behind the table and to the left, the children being ushered along with us by Celeste.

	Rain was yelling over the crowd, “Oh cheer up, there are perks to being Great Mother.”

	We moved behind a stack of boulders, out of sight of the throngs of people. Then right into the rock wall of Father Stone himself.

	I blinked, finding myself in a tunnel with my family. An illusion! The Altii could create illusions that only other magic users could see, but the People could create magik that persisted after the casting. And normal people without a spark could see their magik.

	As I passed through the veil of the illusion, I could sense old magic, which tasted of strength and unyielding stone. It was weaker than when it had been cast millennia ago, but my wispy magiks fed it, making it stronger just from my contact with something so ancient and powerful. I looked at it in reverence, thinking of how powerful the Gypsy who had originally cast such an enduring spell had to have been.

	I noted that the guards didn't follow, I could see them standing with their backs to the tunnel opening through the illusion which was semi-translucent from this side.

	Ranelle started walking faster, her excitement almost palpable. And then Misty seemed to sense something, her eyes widening in the same excitement as she ran ahead of us, pulling the two girls with her.

	We stepped out of the tunnel into a secluded little valley that had high peaks all around it, with no other way to reach it besides that tunnel. I thought there was nothing in this world which could fill me with awe again, after all the wonders I have witnessed in my life. I was wrong.

	The valley had a glowing beauty beyond compare, with trees, plants, and flowers rolling off into the distance, mists coming from the waterfalls that fell from the peaks into various lakes that seemed to ring the entire valley, giving the place an almost ethereal look.

	Odd, large butterflies and smaller colorful ones flitted around to gather the nectar from the strange flowers. Some majestic, tall deer I had never seen the likes of before, with long straight horns, foraged the sweet-smelling grasses near the ancient, well preserved Gypsy wagon not twenty-five yards from the tunnel.

	I had to smile at the fact they didn't seem afraid of us, and the girls ran right up to them, Misty in the lead, her nature magics seeming to flow over everything, questing, touching, tasting. The deer appeared enamored with her as she held a hand out, and one nuzzled and licked her hand while the other girls ran their fingers through the short fur on the animals. This must be heaven to her.

	Bitsy chittered from Misty's shoulder as my daughter turned back toward us, a smile of wonder and glee on her face.

	Rain said to me, through my shocked amazement, “Welcome to the garden of the Great Mother. Where we preserve all the dying and threatened species of plants and animals. It is similar to the zoological gardens in Avalon, only we have no need of a dome...” She spread her hands wide to the hidden valley.

	I nodded. Ok, I guess being Great Mother wasn't completely bad.

	Ranelle said with great weight to her voice, “It was the life's work of the first Great Mother, and has been haded down from Mother to Mother since. And now I pass its stewardship to you, Great Mother Laney of Sparo. Keep her hidden, and care for her as the precious gift to the world she will be one day.”

	She left me standing with Celeste, as she laced her fingers with Sylvia and the two wandered down a path together, toward an ancient gazebo by a stream. They looked so... right, together.

	I glanced over to the girls, who were all giggling by the deer, curtseying each other, addressing each other in turn, “Sora.” “Sora.” “Sora.” I smiled at their antics as they enjoyed the fact that Ingr too was now a Sora of the People.

	I placed my hand in Celeste's and started down another path, looking up to her, realizing we were practically alone here, and all the pressure I had been feeling just minutes ago, had no place in this marvelous valley.

	I whispered, “We don't need to be back for the mission for two weeks?”

	She smiled back, a primal and carnal want and need in her eyes heating me up in all the best ways, “Two weeks.”

	I sighed and walked with my love, thinking of all the ways we could spend that time here before the realities of the world needed our attention once again. I stood on my tiptoes and whispered, “Come'ere, my Lady Celeste.”

	She smiled seductively and leaned down to kiss me, hesitating a hair's breadth from contact, “Yes Great Mother.”

	I squinted an eye at her then was smiling into a kiss that had our souls and magics swirling about each other. I lost track of where I ended, and the love of my life began, and just for the moment, all was right in my world.

	



	


Epilogue

	I stood on the deck of the Outrider, Avalon on the horizon in the midday sun. The huge fleet of airships from Sparo, rising into the sky, with Father Sol at our backs to mask our approach. I could see the ground battle starting at the bay doors of the restricted zone of the city, even from here.

	In daylight, I could see the extent of the damage to the Glass from the blast at the weapons factory. It was staggering. And in the middle of it, where that half mile long building once sat was a crater and ancient girders from the amazing glass ceiling laying twisted torn and broken like noodles on the ground. Other buildings had been crushed by the debris, and the agricultural dome which Misty had shattered looked to be a tomb... frozen plants covered in frost and ice the only remnants of the wonders the dome once contained.

	The worst of it was the Sentinel. A large portion of it had collapsed, crushing the inner wall of the section, and a portion of the next. I didn't want to think about how many people lost their lives, nor how many would be displaced from their homes until the damaged areas were sealed off so that those sections could be heated to a livable temperature for the Avalonians again.

	Even as the battle raged in front of the city of the Before Times, I could see movement in the damaged sections. Repair crews crawled like ants, erecting temporary barriers to isolate the destroyed section and seal off the others until more permanent, great walls, could be built. It was something Avalon excelled in, patching up the old, never evolving past it into something new, something better.

	I sighed heavily. Perhaps that would change if we took the field of battle this day, then maybe under Sparo's stewardship, Avalon could again become what it had started out to be, something altruistic, instead of simply a slowly dying monument to those who came before us.

	I turned my attention to the battle.

	We had dropped the ground troops on their mounts over Avalon's horizon. They used what cover they could in the frozen landscape of the Uninhabitable Lands to advance on the city. They were to engage the enemy and pull fire from their guns, and disable as many as possible as the airships advanced, landing around the Capitol section. Isolating it and the last of their knights.

	Over half of the Techno-Knights and touched of the People we had brought for this operation were with them, especially those with proclivities for metals, to deflect incoming fire and shield our knights as they engaged.

	It was a small contingent of fifty men, meant to distract and retreat if overwhelmed, just to close again to engage again. Nipping at the enemy's heels like a coyote pack trying to take down larger prey.

	Three airships, Detachment Bravo, would be landing behind enemy lines in the restricted zone, to engage the enemy knights from behind, in a pincer movement. They are under my and George's strict orders to capture them alive if possible, but not if taking prisoners puts any of the peoples of Sparo in harm's way.

	There were three Arcadians with the group, who insisted on participating when the fleet landed in their lands on its way to Avalon. The first Three Knights of Arcadia, the Thirteenth Realm, their entire fighting force thus far. Two men, Hans and Klaus, and a woman... the first Femeie de Sabie of Arcadia, Bridget. History in the making.

	News of their vote had reached Highland shortly after our return, the people of Arcadia had voted overwhelmingly to become the Thirteenth Realm. A joyous occasion that was sure to make me even busier as the co-ruler of Sparo. I'm sure there were mountains of paperwork involved... there was always paperwork.

	We had bypassed the other Outlands, just on the unlikely chance that Avalon was moving its remaining troops forward to move against Arcadia or Sparo. One of Wexbury's faster courier ships was left to patrol the area and give an advanced warning if any enemy movement was seen in the area.

	I looked to the side to see Esme, standing tall as she watched Avalon growing in our view. She looked so... different, in Sparo dress armor and cape, with the crest of Avalon on each. She looked every inch the ruler she may very well be in a very short time. Complete with the impassive look on her face that was given away by the intense emotions swirling around in her steel grey eyes.

	It was so odd to see an Avalonian, with their pale complexion, wearing proper armor instead of that fabric and ceramic stuff their knights wore. She caught me studying her and gave me a pensive smile.

	I probably had the same expression on my face. And I'm sure I looked a little girl playing ruler in this new hybrid armor the People worked with Highland's most talented armorers with. It was quite ingenious really, spell imbued plates with the silk and ceramic weave that would stop lead projectiles and blades alike, even more efficiently than the last armor I wore, in the battle of the Northern Rift.

	It was crafted to look like form-fitting leather below the few plates, which weighed next to nothing, but were stronger than the steels the Altii armorers could produce. I had leather gauntlets and gloves that hid my silk glove, and even a matching steel and leather headband which held my hair back and protected my forehead... and looked suspiciously like a crown to me. Everly promises me it isn't. I'm not sure if I believe her.

	The overall effect, with the cuffed gloves and boots, and all the deep greens and browns, made me look the swashbuckling Gypsy Queen, with definite Altii influences. A hybrid, as I was in blood. I suspect Ranelle had lent her hand in the elegant scoundrel look, as that was how she had wished the world to see the Great Mother when she had held the title.

	When my forest green, sweeping hunting cloak was on, its peaked hood made me look the raven's maid who stole souls of unruly children in the night, as the Gypsy fairy tale went. Especially when I was ghosting as I moved. The spells upon it worked in concert with my own leaked magiks, to make me hard to focus on when the hood concealed my face. Was it by design that it added an ominous air to me as I stepped through the forest like a spirit of nature?

	When I whined about how silly it all was and looked to Celeste for support, the heat in her hungry eyes which seemed to devour me whole, made me weak in the knees as she said, “Yum.” There was such desire with that it almost caused me to take her right there in our wagon. So... I guess it will do.

	I looked to the other side where my wife stood with George, his full plate armor gleaming in the light, Aeslin strapped to his back. When we tried to get him to stay in Highland to await news of the battle, he had growled out, “This battle decides the fate of not just one, but two lands, and I as King, will not send others to their deaths, and lead from the safety of my castle. Especially when my co-ruler insists upon riding on Avalon in my stead, without hesitation.”

	I believe he was not as amused as Everly and I were when we both made little mouths with our hands and mocked, “Blah, blah, blah... honor!” and “Blah, blah, blah... manhood!” at the same time. But we allowed the man his dignity and just bowed to him as we hid our grins.

	In truth though, he really did exude a majestic, and regal portrait of a ruler, with the grim look on his face as he watched the battle at the gates of Avalon as we rapidly descended upon her.

	My heart was heavy, knowing my failure. That this violence was needed to secure the peace I had failed to broker. Men and women would lose their lives today, and if it were needed to secure freedom and safety for others by force, and lift the veil of their ruler's deceit from the eyes of the people of Avalon, then was it not dictated by the honor that we must?

	My chains of sin would grow upon this day, and part of me wept for the loss of yet another piece of my innocence... did I have any left?

	Esmerelda asked, “I wonder what my people will think when they see the Airships of Sparo descending from the skies, with all the lies and rhetoric the President has spread?”

	I opened my mouth to answer but found myself falling from the Outrider, flying toward Avalon in a blur of motion, through the walls of the Capitol building.

	I was smiling as dark thoughts of victory flashed through my head, thinking, “Is this all Sparo has left to throw at us? The General was a fool, we still had over six hundred troops in reserve, we should have ridden on Sparo instead of trying to rebuild the units we lost while we ran that uncivilized woman in circles with the offer of peace.”

	I pushed myself away from the acidic thoughts of President Kensington and drifted from inside him to move toward the window and look down, seeing the battle at the bay door to the east. I could hear through the window and walls, the booming of larger guns, and feel the sizzle of magic out there at the line.

	I looked back at the man, and he had an almost maniacal look on his face as he grabbed the Telephony device, his eyes still on the raging battle, our knights being pushed back. “General? They're done for... send in the...”

	He froze as the room was cast in shadow, his mouth agape. I almost pitied Trevor as I turned to look to the sky as Father Sol was blotted out by the sheer numbers of the looming airship fleet of Sparo as it descended upon Avalon.

	The handset tumbled from his fingers as the first volley of hundreds of arrows started raining down upon the Capitol building defenders. I followed the handset down, falling through the floor and gasping as Celeste steadied me on my feet as I returned from my vision, which was so close it was already upon us.

	I looked back at my beautiful warrior, then with pain in my heart I turned to watch as we passed over the Glass toward the Capitol building. I could see Trevor in his high window because I knew where to look. Then I rasped out hoarsely, a line that had chilled me from one of the holy books from the Before Times that Emily had had me read once, the Bhagavad Gita, “Now I am become death.”

	George finished it for me when I couldn't choke it out, “The destroyer of worlds.”

	 

	 

	 

	The End
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