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Chapter 1 - Training

	My heart, Celeste and I looked on in the new training yard of the Rangers of Sparo, a neutral branch of protectors who answered only to the Templars, who stood outside the governance of any of the realms of Sparo as she grew.  A group who helped keep the peace between all the new lands who have voted to become part of the reunification of mankind in a world torn asunder by the Great Impact.

	I still found it surreal that I, Laney Herder, was now co-ruler of all the realms.  A dirty trick of the prior Great Mother of the Mountain Gypsies foisted upon me.  And I still turn my head every time someone calls me the Great Mother of Sparo... the lands of hope.

	That there were now fifteen realms and one protectorate, read occupied territory, in Sparo now, when there had been but eleven before I ventured out into the broken world on an ill-fated adventure to Far Reach so very long ago it felt like another lifetime ago.  All three of the Outlands which had been invaded by Avalon were now Realms as they continued their recovery of the enslavement and occupation of their lands once we liberated them from their oppressors.  And New Cali signed the compact just last month.

	The Eastlands we had discovered just one year aforetime, is smaller even than New Cali, and its inhabitants have made it clear that they are not interested in diplomacy with us and requested that we stay out of their airspace with our 'infernal machines.'  We of course will keep an open channel with them in case they ever wish to create trade channels or wish for cultural exchange so that we may learn of each other's people better in the future.

	Before we were expelled, we found signs that the Cristea band of the Mountain Gypsies had indeed found the Eastlands and made it their home as well.  Beyond that, we do not know how they have assimilated with the people of those lands.

	We send new expeditions every few months, enlarging our search radius to try to locate even more pockets of life, and... unfortunately, found the remains of lands that did not thrive and the peoples died out in bygone eras.  Five oases and even one wild jungle that has persevered against the Uninhabitable Lands, with no people to spoil the amazing wilderness there.  And the scholars who found it weren't very imaginative as they called the land The Wilderness.

	It was such a busy time for us and I felt as if we never had time to catch our breaths, like today.

	There are days I miss the simple life I had as a serf and chicken farmer in Wexbury Keep, but I am not that girl any longer, though I keep her and her wide-eyed wonder of the world safely protected in my heart.

	Glancing around I took in Templar Hall.  How it has changed since it was first erected.  The lands of the Dig... Cedar Ridge, was neutral territory, with us Templars as stewards while the city from the Before is unearthed one structure at a time.  Outside the fortified walls of the Hall was almost a proper keep village now... I refuse to call it Templarville, even though the royal cartographers have dubbed it so on the official maps.  I blame King George for that, as well as the restored Cedar Ridge Public Library that is labeled the Penny Library on those same maps.  I'll get him one day, he's on my smiting list, just wait and see.

	I smirked, why did nobody ever take my smiting list seriously?

	The new training yard was a courtyard beside a new barracks for the Rangers and their squires.  The smug part of me who still fancied herself a Wexburian thought it looked suspiciously like it was modeled after the Wexbury training yard.

	A big burly, yet somehow still quite feminine knight... scratch that, ranger, shoved my shoulder.  “Hey pipsqueak, I asked if you are covering all bets.”  I looked at Verna, the diagonal scar which crossed her face and went down her neck always made her look both more dangerous yet more intriguingly feminine to me.

	The knight of my heart snorted from beside me.  I looked at the fire maned woman who held my heart, “Hey now.  She wasn't addressing the peanut gallery,” said with my hoarse voice caused by my damaged vocal cords  Then to our musclebound friend in her amazing looking ranger armor that was an amalgam of Altii and Gypsy armor, like mine and Celeste's, I offered, “Of course.  But the others may make a better showing than you anticipate.”

	She snorted. “I'm not betting against Princess Pipsqueak.  I quite like my coin purse full.”  Then the woman waved off other knights.  “Betting is closed.”

	Then she sighed and shook her head. “I still can't believe that the girl is to be of the age of consent and knighted in three months.  Where has the time gone?  Is she really going to be nineteen?”

	I sighed as I looked at my daughter as she stood motionless in the center of the courtyard.  Her two blades, the replica of my Anadele... Anadelea's tip pointed at her right foot in a bladed stance, the small Junior Templar dagger gifted to her by George held in reverse, or Zatoichi repose behind her back.

	Shaking my head, I wondered how my daughter had surpassed me in the Kanset double-bladed combat form.  She looked amazing, tall like Celeste now and in hybrid armor which matched mine in every detail, down to the two stripes of green piping on the hunting cloak, which marked her as the Great Mother's.

	I still saw her in my head as the tiny five-year-old in Wexbury Keep who had looked at me and other knights with such awe.  That first meeting had done me in and she had stolen my heart long before we fostered her, making her our daughter.

	 We looked on as three other squires advanced on our daughter, and surrounded her.  This was a demonstration that Celeste used to make me perform with other squires when I was her squire.  It was a demonstration in defense, as I and Misty, who is also Celeste's squire, have only been taught defense.  The point, in fact, Celeste has threatened bodily harm against anyone caught teaching either of us offensive fighting.  Though I'm quite sure Rain has been instructing our girl on the side, and she is likely the only person in all the Habitable Lands that my bride could not hurt.

	Mist is quite adept at this demonstration, and this would be the fourth or fifth time during her four years of training.  I looked over at Ingr who was sitting on a bench near us.  She always got anxious when Misty fought and had to sit.  But I also smirked and gave her a little wink, because she, like me had put gold on Alya as the last one out of the three challengers.

	The girl was possibly the most skilled third-year squire I've ever met from Hell's Gate, with that curved, sweeping blade her kinsmen favored in their keep in the Burning Desert.  And everyone knew it too, as she didn't use a blunted practice blade, just as Misty used honed blades as well.  The other two had blunted blades, being first year Squires.

	The girl was tall, I mean almost Sir Tennison tall, at six foot two or three, and her lithe but powerful form and long reach was a threat in itself.  She smiled like she was going to have fun.  Her stark white teeth a sharp contrast to her ebony skin which was as dark as my younger adopted child, Shan's... who was in her favorite observation spot up on the aforementioned Sir Tennison's shoulders to watch her sister spar.

	She was getting too big for that, soon she'd have to watch things from way down here like us other mortals.  Mother Luna, was she really on the cusp of becoming a teen?  I gave her a sharp look when I saw her hand reaching down toward the hilt of the dagger Tennison kept hidden on his side under his arm.  She withdrew her hand and gave me a saucy grin.  I had all but given up on breaking her of the habit of relieving people of their possessions.  Her last foster parents had really done a number on her at such a young age it is ingrained in her now.

	Celeste inclined her chin almost imperceptibly, and the sergeant at arms said, “This is a demonstration in defense and why it is so important in your training.  Defense is life.  This sparring match is to first blood, and any over-aggression will find you ejected from the Ranger program, you are allies first and foremost who will have each other's backs in battle one day.  You are some of the best of the best of the squires from all the lands of Sparo, so comport yourselves accordingly.”

	Squire Ennis called out in the well-articulated tones of a noble of Solomon, “Point of order.  Is Squire Misty allowed to use her magic or...”

	Mac smiled and said, “Would you like her to, young Lord Ennis?  I hear your own spark is quite impressive.”

	The boy chuckled and said, “No, actually, there are still stories on the wind which the bards sing that her power created the new lands that the Junior Regiment Headquarters is being built upon, Shantopia.  So I'd much prefer not to be trounced so soundly.”

	The knights and Rangers all around chuckled at the grinning lad.  So Mac smirked. “No, this is bladed combat.”  Then without any preamble, the man took a step back as he dropped a glove.

	I cocked an eyebrow in appreciation when it hit the ground and instead of everyone diving in recklessly like I've witnessed countless times, the three moved as a group around my daughter who still hadn't even moved a muscle, though I could see her eyes tracking them all.

	Then one by one they all executed probing attacks, just to have their blade deflected by a flick of Misty's wrist so she didn't expose any openings for the others before returning to her bladed stance.

	Alya smiled broadly then started weaving her blade in those graceful slashing swoops that wove almost a warped figure eight of her armed combat kata, carving out an invisible engagement zone around herself.  “Ennis, Dupree.  Keep her parrying blade busy while I see if we can't determine her reach a little better.  She's always too careful not to show her full range in practice.”

	And she just waded right in, that curved blade of hers swooshing like a metronome, her reach much greater than our daughter's.  But Mist just backpedaled, foot over foot to stay outside the girl's reach.  Which brought her right between the other two.

	With an economy of motion, she slashed her left-hand side to side to deflect a strike from each as she sidestepped right.  Celeste snorted.  I just drug my hand down my face as she was just suddenly gone, spinning away, using Dupree as a shield from the other two as Ennis' dark eyes went wide, unable to stop his second thrust and he caught Dupree in the side.

	Alya lowered her head in resignation, shaking it and muttering under her breath as Mac announced, “Dupree is out,” just as the boy said in exasperation, “Ennis!  We're on the same side!”

	Then the 'wounded' squire grumped with an amused look of resignation to go sit next to Ingr, who was wringing her hands together anxiously.  She should know her fiance can take care of herself by now.

	And that was some sort of signal for the remaining two to press the attack with more aggression to keep Misty moving.  She started what looked like a graceful dance, having mastered the Kanset form so well that it was a thing of beauty to behold.  The clanging of metal on metal like a symphony that punctuated the dance.

	The spinning and acrobatics were astounding and Ennis couldn't keep up.  And I'd have to talk with Misty for showing off when she wound up back to back with the boy to hide from Alya's sweeping thrusts, and she looked back to hand him her dagger and said to the boy, “Hold this.”  The poor boy on reflex, actually took it as she sheathed her sword.

	I almost facepalmed again as she spun face to his back and grabbed his sides and yanked him first one way, then the other, causing Alya to have to control her thrusts or hit him.  Then Mist spun the boy around, wiggled her brows, and said, “Thanks, I'll take them now.”  And she took her dagger back as well as his blade.  The boy releasing them on reflex, her words and common sense attitude in the middle of the fight mixing him up.

	“Oh for fuck's sake,” I heard Alya mutter under her breath, moments before Mac tried hard not to chuckle as he said, “Ennis is out.”

	The boy looked stunned for a moment before realizing that unarmed is the same as injured in first blood.  He cursed something and looked a little put out as he withdrew, catching the blunted blade Misty tossed back to him, saying with one eye squinted in apology, “Sorry.  Dirty trick, I know.”

	But now the action stopped as both girls' smiles widened in anticipation as Misty moved back into her bladed, ready stance, both blades poised.  The Hell's Gate squire said, “Now that the preliminaries are over.  Let's dance.  You're always holding back.  I'm curious what King George's favorite can really do.”

	Misty just grinned back.  Those two were having too much fun.  They clashed three times as I held a hand back to receive my winnings for my prediction that Alya would be the last challenger.  Coins clinked in my white silk gloved hand, my eyes watching the action as I made a conscious effort not to allow the movements to sear into my mind.  Something I have to be conscious of ever since I inadvertently stole the power of the mind from Eris in New Cali.

	Their blades flashed through the air, time and again.  Physically Misty was not Alya's match, but she had speed and dexterity to spare and deflected blow after blow as fast as I could follow, never trying to stop a strike, merely deflect it.

	As the challenger started slowing, expending so much of her energy to keep pressing the attack with the big blade, Misty disengaged and then started walking around Alya instead, crossing one foot over the other.

	Then with a lightning-quick move that belied the panting exhaustion Alya had been feigning, her blade thrust out in an attempt to tag my girl... which I was elbowing my wife in the gut for as she grinned when we both realized what she was about to attempt when our daughter lunged as she sheathed both blades in the same movement.

	It was one of Celeste's signature moves, and Mist had just goaded the Squire to over-commit like that.  I sighed as she hooked the hyper-extended arm of her sparring partner, and rolled across her back, crouching to hook a leg, and ended the roll by standing up, hoisting the girl's back across her shoulders.  Then she grinned like a loon and said almost cutely, “Drop, crack, flopping around with broken back, the end.”

	Alya just started laughing, a huge smile on her face as she tapped Misty's shoulder twice with her hand.  Mac looked confused.  And almost asked, “Alya is out?”  Then he looked at us.

	But before we could declare Alya the winner instead, Misty was giggling. “No, I broke the rules of defense only.  Alya wins by default.  She would have won anyway since I'd never be able to disarm her with only defense, she's got a grip of iron on her hilt and we would have exhausted ourselves for no reason.”

	The girl cocked a brow at Misty who, as she said, had gone on the offensive with that move.  Then she said, “That move was the Harbinger's Hammer, your mom's a beast.”  Then her eyes flew wide as she tilted her head back farther from where she hung and inclined her chin in an improvised bow to Celeste. “No offense my lady.  It is a killer move... literally.”

	I could see the shadow in my wife's eyes that haunted her, though she hid it behind her cocky smirk.  “I didn't even know Misty could do it.  Not many can.”

	“Gramma Rain showed... me... how?”  She looked sheepish as she trailed off, knowing she wasn't supposed to be learning that sort of thing, but she also knew we couldn't do more than shake a finger at Rain over it.

	Still, I told her, “We'll have words, young lady.”

	Then Alya asked from her precarious position, “Could you talk after she lets me down, Great Mother?”

	Misty squinted an eye, panting, straining, and looking even more sheepish.  “I don't know if I can.”

	Verna chuckled and stepped over and grabbed Alya under the backplate of her armor with one hand and lifted and lowered her to her feet.  The showoff.  Ok, I guess it was impressive as hell.

	Then before anything else could be said, Ingr was in front of Misty, their foreheads pressed together. “Why do you take so many chances?”

	Misty shrugged, lost in the Mountain Gypsy Sora's eyes.  Then shook herself out of the spell and reached a hand out to bump fists with Alya.

	The squire shook her head. “You still haven't shown your reach.  Is that what that finishing move was about?  So you wouldn't?”  My daughter just shrugged, though I knew it was true.  Another thing she learned from Celeste.  Never show your true strength and your opponents will underestimate you.

	I turned when Verna stopped beside me, looking smug with a hand out.  I sighed and handed my winnings back, then paused and started counting out gold coins until she nodded for me to stop.  This was an expensive outing, but I was proud of how Misty handled this, so it was worth every iron penny.

	And I was excited to see how the Rangers were developing into more than just an idea, and even having the first of the squires in training.

	I looked to the sky, still unnerved that I knew the exact time, a phenomenon that I had learned came with the magic of the mind that has sunk deep into and combined with my Altii magic and Gypsy magik.  The three blending seamlessly now instead of fighting each other for dominance in me, their vessel.  Rain and Donovan believe that me being an Adept has facilitated the blending of so many varied magics in ways they can't begin to fathom.

	I smiled.  My new affinity for time has actually helped me to finally rein in and control my more chaotic abilities.  I still have random visions of the future, but can recall them clearly now, not like I had any choice now that with Eris' stolen power I remember everything in detail.  But now I can focus the visions and even guide them to an extent, or even see a few hours into my future when I concentrate.

	Mostly though, the ability to seemingly pull myself forward a few seconds in time which has only manifested when I was having extreme emotional reactions, is something I can control now.  Stepping forward in time up to seven seconds now and growing.

	And recently I've learned that I can do more than snap back to my present with the future doppelgangers I can send off scouting in time up to a minute or so in the future. I can go forward along that stretched timeline and back again before I finally snap back to the present, and even carry items with me.  It has saved me twice from assassination attempts by terrorist fringe groups from Avalon.

	Today we were receiving the newly appointed Duke and Duchess from Tiamant. But most exciting to me, the new Mother of the latest band of Mountain Gypsies we formed to travel their mountains in the budding new forests that have been replanted in the almost desolate land that was stripped of resources by Avalon.

	Legions of nature elementals from the other realms of Sparo have been working tirelessly for three years now to accelerate the healing of the land and to help accelerate the growth of the new forest lands.

	The new band, Tiamantus, is lead by a forward-thinking woman, Kirana, from the Aratreya band.  I knew her when she was but nineteen or twenty, and it is hard to believe that she, like me, is in her thirties now.  The look of betrayal she gave me when I appointed her as interim Mother of the volunteers, to form the new band, told me I had made the right choice.

	Good leaders never believe that they have greatness in them, it keeps them grounded and humbled by the things they learn, and it makes them better for it.  When her appointment survived the vote of the conclave at the Meeting Spot on Father Stone, I, like any good Great Mother, just stuck my tongue out at her when she gave me a squinty-eyed look that I remember giving Udele then Rain whenever they thrust titles upon me.

	Kirana will do just fine.

	And her airship is making a detour into Wexbury on their way to speak with King George up in Highland Reach so that she can report to me about how her band has settled in and made contact with the new leaders of Tiamant.  And of course, I requested it, confiding in my messages sent by courier, it will do the old man good to wait.

	Shenanigans worthy of my children.

	And they would be arriving in thirty-eight minutes at the Keep two miles downriver if they had a tailwind, forty-nine if not.  I felt the familiar heat in my mind as the calculations Bexington had shared with me quickly did all the math.  It no longer frightened me, for it is a part of me now and I could no more change it than I could my eye color.

	Trying to tamp down the excited impatience in my tone I said to my family, “Love?  Children?  We must away if we are to meet the Wind Chaser upon landing.”

	Celeste smirked and cupped my cheek, her emerald eyes glittering in the light of Father Sol, making me weak in my knees.  “You don't get out of sparring today so easily, short stuff, it's been a week and you're going to be sore the next time if you wait any longer.”

	“But.”

	“If you insist.” She slapped my butt with the flat of her blade.

	“I didn't mean that and you know it, you brute.”  I was grinning like a loon at her playfulness.  Any day she can forget the violence that gained her the name of the Harbinger of Wexbury, is a good day.

	She smirked. “Then do something about it, Great Mother.”  She gave a mock curtsy.  The knight of my heart was incorrigible.

	I whined, “But I don't want to miss the landing.  What if...”

	“You've the Jewel, no airship can touch her speed... how can a quick sparring match change the fact you are only a couple minutes out from the Keep?  And Bex hasn't returned with her yet from your errand.  So...”

	I grumped, “But...”  Then blew out an exasperated breath as Shanicia sidled up to me and sheepishly slid my Templar dagger back into its empty sheath on my leg.  What?  How?  I swear, that girl.  “Fine, but if we're late you best find a comfortable rock to sleep on, as you won't be joining me in our bed.”

	The knights around us chuckled and ooed.  I felt my cheeks burn.  And I knew she was doing this on purpose.  She knew I had a thing about punctuality now.  I've even tried explaining how it is like there are dozens upon dozens of clocks in my head, all counting down to even some events I wasn't sure of yet.

	My redheaded bride strode to the center of the courtyard, taking a couple test swipes of her sword before she sheathed it as she looked around. “Who wants to take a stab at the Great Mother of Sparo?”  I squeaked in distress when almost all hands in the training yard went up, even some smart-aleck gypsies in the crowd who gathered to watch training.

	I pointed at them all. “Smiting list, smiting list, smiting list...”  I grinned wide at Verna who was already striding to Celeste's side.  “You live on the smiting list lady.”

	My wife asked out of the side of her mouth to her best friend, “You afraid?”

	“Maybe just a little.”

	I groaned at the perpetual joke about my height or lack thereof.  Then my personal Templar looked around and pointed at three others.  I gleeped. “Five to one?  Really?”  The Knights... or Rangers, all tasted of Altii elemental magics.  Verna was the only one on the field who possessed no spark, but she was more dangerous than any two magic users with her huge double-bladed sword, Gertrude.

	When my own daughter and her girl, Ingr, started the betting pool, I just looked at them in incredulity and they scrunched their heads to their shoulders and crinkled their noses in apology.  It was a weapon they wielded with devastating effect.  How could one possibly be upset at that much cute?

	I pointed at Tennison.  He winked and just tossed a glove out toward us.  It slowed to almost a stop as I stepped outside of myself, pulling myself forward in time to the point in time it landed on the cobblestones, then split off four ghosts of myself to travel back along the tear in time I had just created.

	I watched in fascination as the glove made its way to the ground as I stepped around it to view it from multiple angles.  And just as it touched the ground, all of my time walkers snapped back into me and I stood there with an armload of weapons as my adversaries all grasped at empty scabbards.  Disarmed was the same as wounded after all, so I smirked and said, “You're all out,” as I dropped their weapons in a heap.  “Now can we please go?  I'm excited to see Kira.”

	We were all treated to one of Celeste's rare belly laughs that brought joy to her eyes and my heart as she sputtered out, “You sneak!”  The crowd and gathered Rangers and Squires were all chuckling at the display too.

	I pointed out as I just strode purposely toward Templar Hall and the hidden courtyard behind it where the Jewel of the Great Mother, the fastest airship ever constructed, should be landing in mere minutes, “Nobody stipulated magic wasn't allowed.”

	My girls jogged to catch up with me, looking smug and amused.  At least someone appreciated me. I looked back to wink at my wife who was retrieving her blades, asking Verna to, “Come with?” and started to jog to catch up with us.

	




Chapter 2 – Blowhard

	I never tire of the view of the Jewel as it soared through the skies.  She was the fastest airship in the Sparo fleet, and the first Gypsy vessel, five others of the Jewel class have followed, with one planned for every band to keep at parity with the Altii half of our blended culture.

	The gondola, while smaller than the second... and now third Outrider, was only about three times the size of an average gypsy wagon.  Each of the four oversize propellers, which were nestled inside wooden enclosures that resembled the middle bulge of a barrel, were each as large as the gondola itself. 

	Built in the Mountain Gypsy fashion, she was a sublime work of art, with her bright colors, stained glass windows, and breathtaking carved exposed wood construction.  The Jewel's lift envelope did away with the traditional shape of a loaf of bread with pinched ends, in exchange for one which resembled a spinning top, which I'm told aids in the lift while in motion due to the laminar airflow characteristics.  Bex calls it a lifting body which cuts down on drag as well as making it less susceptible to crosswinds.

	The rigging on her girders is artistically crafted in an organic manner, looking more like vines growing around the canvas, which is dyed the dark green of the Great Mother.

	Shan and the girls squeaked in excitement as two skids extended under the gondola which resembled the timber rails under the sleds which the ice mongers used to transport huge blocks of ice down to the towns in Wexbury.  It landed softly next to the Templar's Oak in our hidden courtyard behind the Hall.

	I caught myself smiling smugly.  Let's see one of those lumbering behemoths try that without destroying the landscape by dropping massive anchors to the ground.  The transports and military vessels of each realm were.  And even if they tried, none of them could fit their bulk into the little clearing the Jewel of the Great Mother rested.

	The Fast Courier class vessels, or the smaller Wexbury Fast Attack vessels my home Realm favored, might fit... barely... but we'd never allow them to try and ruin the well-maintained courtyard.

	I smiled again.  Wexbury was the third smallest keep in the realms well, fifth now, but had the fourth largest defensive force.  And true to its roots, being the realm all others sent for in times of trouble for aid, or need of Wexbury's blade, opted for a multitude of smaller, swifter, and more nimble vessels so that Wexbury could answer the call of its allies, or swiftly engage the enemy instead of the heavily armored and more cumbersome military airships and troop transports of the other realms.

	It was also a deterrent.

	The realms of Sparo are no stranger to infighting or even overthrow in the lower ten.  Over the centuries, some Dukes would go to war with their neighbors, until Highland steps in with overwhelming force to quell any internal squabbles.  I'd like to think us all to be beyond such things, and the last war between realms was over two hundred years ago, though we are no strangers to war against outside agitators like rogues, marauders, or incursions from beyond... like Avalon.

	So Wexbury, who doesn't have the resources of realms like Far Reach or Solomon to build those flying juggernauts, has smaller, cheaper, but more agile crafts that can swarm and overwhelm any airships intent on crossing blades with the Fire of Wexbury.  And with the limits on lift capacity each realm has agreed to under George and Rain... well now and me, it is a good deterrent indeed when most realms went big and have but two military airships in their compliment, Wexbury having seven.

	Then the Crown in Highland Reach supplies each realm with two couriers and two unarmored transports for nobles and serfs alike, the last concession being upon my insistence so that the serfs of the realms would have free passage to travel to realms they never would have hoped to see in their lives.

	Even Templar Hall had the newest iteration of the Outrider, and use of the Jewel when she was in residence.

	Did Sparo truly possess so many airships now?  I smiled at the memory of a young Laney Herder, tending our flock in the days before these great airships took to the skies, and before auto-wagons terrorized the horses and carts on the lanes of the keep.  It seemed a simpler time and less... rushed?

	I cherished the memory as it was one before I stole this accursed magic of the mind, so it was clouded in the emotion of the young serf I had been instead of being a painfully crisp and crystal clear memory which is now burned into my mind, never dulling.

	Shan looked at me, her brow creased in concern, and she reached over to cup my cheek on my scars that leaked wispy magics which were normally white with tinges of amber.  Only they were tinged with an electric blue now.  I forced the magic of the mind down, which always bubbled to the surface when it was in my thoughts.  It troubled my girls and Celeste as much as it did me... because they worried for me.

	I smiled at her then at Celeste, who looked like she wanted to fight whatever demon was in my head for me.  “I was just reminiscing.  I'm fine.”

	Luckily, the attention on me was diverted when the door lowered like a ramp up into the gondola, while two Templar guards, two Royal Guards, and my personal guards from the Great Mother's Own stepped up, hands resting on the pommels of their weapons.

	I blurted, “Oh, for god's sake...  we aren't being invaded.  Stand down.”  They ignored me of course, as their sole purpose was to protect me at all times.  Which on the surface was absurd since, unfortunately, to my chagrin, there is no living soul in any of the inhabitable lands with more deaths on their hands, more links in a chain of sin as I have.  All I have ever wanted was peace in our world, but somehow I find myself in situations where I find I am the bringer of death.  And I have nightmares of guilt and shame every night to affirm it.

	But I have stopped dwelling on it, blaming myself for getting into situations where I was the instrument of so much senseless violence, and I've come to terms with it being a part of who I am.  It is my other willing and conscious choices that determine who I am and the person I wish to be.

	We can't hate a part of us, when even if unsavory, helped to forge us into the person we are today.  And today?  I am Great Mother Laney of Sparo.  I am a mother to two wonderful children.  I am wife to the most amazing knight of our times.  And I have built a family, both in blood and friendship around myself that is an unbreakable armor that rivals my unbreakable blade.

	With all the poise and bearing of my station, I grinned and waved lamely from my hip when Ranelle stepped out of the gondola with Sir Bexington.  We had sent him out earlier to retrieve Rain from Father Stone since she'd want to meet with Kirana to hear how her band was faring in Tiamant too.

	The girls squealed and dashed past the exasperated guards to engulf her in a group hug.  I beamed as she kissed each one on the top of their head.  Then I squinted, wait, where was... ah, Rain's betrothed and my pseudo-sister, Sylvia... the Mother of the Lupei Band came walking backward down the ramp, fending off two guards, talking in the tongue of the People. “It's not an abduction attempt you overprotective mothering fools.  It's my family.  I swear, if I knew it was this much of a hassle just to go where I will, I would never have been guilted into accepting the position.”

	I called out in a chuckle in the same tongue, “If I recall, Syl, you were given little choice in the matter.”

	She looked up as she turned to face us all, a huge smile on her face as she took her woman's arm. “Oh shush you.  They foisted yours on you the same way.  Now stop nattering and let me see my babies.”

	Celeste said with a shit-eating grin, “Syl, is that any way to talk to the Great Mother?”

	“Yes, yes it is.  Hello Celeste.”  Then she was hugging her daughter and scooping Misty and Shanicia up in the hug too.

	I lifted my chin regally and strode forward past all the overprotective louts and strode right past the woman I see as part of my close family. “I don't know why you even bothered disembarking ladies, we've places to be.”

	I felt the countdown in my head as I looped Bex's arm as I passed.  He stumbled after me as everyone chuckled at me, sputtering, “Hello to you too, Laney.”  Then he added as everyone scrambled after me, “You're not flying her yourself?”  Mostly, either I, Misty, or Celeste flew the Jewel when we were on board.  I loved how easy she was to fly with but one person, compared with the two or three it took to fly the vessels of the other realms.

	I shook my head at my fellow Templar, and brother in all but blood.  “No, they want the main landing area cleared for the incoming caravan.  So I thought you could ferry us, then park the Jewel in the warehouse district and visit your twins at school.  Bryony and Bowyn would love to see you since you've been out on courier missions in the Outrider all week.”

	His freckled face bloomed into a huge smile at the mention of his children.  A prouder father does not exist in Sparo.  They were little hellions with his inquisitive nature and brains, and their mother's looks and athletic prowess.  A double threat if there ever was one.  And they were my god-babies so I got to be proud of them too, even if they reminded me a lot of my own troublesome mischief-makers.

	There was a slight commotion as everyone loaded up and then I froze at someone clearing their throat. “Drat.”

	I turned to look at the bespectacled granddaughter of Assayer Bernadine shooing away my personal guards, a sheaf of papers hugged to her chest with one arm, a quill behind her ear.  She always looked a little frazzled like her gran, her dark curly hair going every which way even tied into the practical bun it was in just then.

	Though she was at least five years my junior, she chastised, “Don't try to escape your responsibilities, Great Mother, you...”

	“Laney.”

	“Great Mother Laney...”

	“Just Laney.”

	“Great Mother Just Laney, we've dispatches for five realms, and a property dispute between Perth Hollow and Defiance Keeps to address today.  You knew that yet you chose to flit off to a superfluous meeting to...”

	I sighed and rasped out, “Hello, Lara.  Good morning to you as well.  I'm fine thank you and yourself?”

	She blew a loose curl out of her dark eyes then grinned. “Yes yes, salutations on the new morrow and proprieties and niceties.  This paperwork is not going to do itself.”

	Without taking my eyes from her I pointed back at the peanut gallery, and my snickering family shut up as I whined, “I was going to catch up on it when I returned later.”

	The petite woman just sat primly in the forward cabin of the gondola, on the horseshoe-shaped sitting couch that circled the perimeter under the forward windows.  “By all means... join us.”

	Then to my family, I shot a pleading look, Rain chuckled, causing the plethora of armed guards crowding the space to bristle as she drew a dagger from somewhere and started slicing off pieces of an apple in her hand to eat as she chuckled. “Heavy is the head which wears the crown, Laney dear.  Now take your lumps.”  

	I sighed again, heavy enough to get my point across as I caved.  I always did.  I knew all this mind-numbing minutia was important, and that's why Lara was assigned to me when King George and Queen Everly were looking for an assistant for me.

	I refused all the hidebound, grumpy and stuffy politicians they had suggested and instead asked my mother, who is now Prime Techromancer of Wexbury if she had any suggestions.  One I balked at because she was too invaluable to me, and to all of Sparo, as the Steward of the Dig, Yvette.  She ran the entire excavation of Cedar Ridge herself with almost military precision.  And all of the diggers under her purview loved her to death and worked hard to meet her deadlines.

	Then she had prompted that the most competent and capable person Wexbury had inside the castle walls was Assayer Bernadine, and she could possibly know someone who could wrangle paperwork as good as she could.  Bernie, who was one of those timeless old women of indeterminate age, who doubled as the Keep's gossip, insisted that her own granddaughter, Lauralie would fit the bill.

	Now I've not been able to stop consuming knowledge since New Cali.  It is like the magic of the mind that drives me to consume data.  And recently I've read some journals on the scientific procedure of cloning which the Great Wizards of the Before had been working with before the Great Impact.  And if it weren't for the fact that Lara had the dark complexion of her father, just slightly lighter than my Shan's, then I would have believed her a clone of her gran.

	Not only was the girl overly competent, but she could juggle so many things in my schedule deftly while still acting as the defacto gossip of Templarville.  Gack, I can't believe I just called it that.  But she kept me on task, and I dreaded that my workload was about to double when the handover of our blended government swung to the governance of the Great Mother for a decade as King George becomes secondary for the duration.

	My evil spouse patted my butt, urging me to follow my assistant, who was likely a devil of some sort the way she made me live up to my obligations as ruler.  Fine, I admit it, I'd be lost without her and I loved her for it.  Still, I pouted, as it is the prerogative of a leader.

	Then Bex was clearing his throat and I looked around as I sat to go over the dull and boring administrative paperwork.  The poor man couldn't have taken off if he wanted, he couldn't see the windows over the crowd from where he stood at the beautifully carved ship's wheel at the pilot's station.

	Celeste looked smug as she sat beside me to have the girls join us.  I muttered to her with a grin, “A fat lot of help you are, my lady.”  Her lips twitched in a smirk and I called out, “Off with you all.  Mountain Gypsy sovereign territory and all that.”  When nobody moved I grabbed a handful of my cloak to wave it around at everyone, indicating I was in my capacity as Great Mother at the moment, not Templar Laney, nor Queen Sovereign of the crown – Secondary to Everly, the Crowned Queen of the realms.

	The royal guards and the Templar's Own shared a look with each other then retired back down the ramp.  Good.  I grinned at shooing some of them then looked at the other five and sighed heavily.  Sending my and Sylvia's guards to the guest quarters.

	I smirked at Sarafine who just sat there, leaning against the pilot's station, idly picking her fingernails with her sword tip.  She was family and the garda personala of my daughters and there was no way I was getting rid of her.  “Brat,” I assured her. She just grinned wider.

	Then with the sound of pulleys and the whirring of an electric motor, the door ramp swung up and sealed the cabin, and Bex rolled his eyes at all the drama and we swooped relatively noiselessly upward.  The motors on the Jewel were relatively silent inside the cabin compared to the whupping propellers of the other types of airships.  Even outside you could still talk quietly around them unless you happened to be behind the barrel-shaped enclosures, then they seemed to be amplified to deafening levels.

	I smirked.  We wouldn't get to Jewel's top speed of over eighty miles per hour in the short two-mile journey, but we would still only be airborne for less than five minutes.  I turned to my nemesis, who was just grinning, with a quill already wet with ink and ready for me as she started shuffling through papers.  Drat.

	I muttered to her, “Don't get too smug, lady.  I've told you of my smiting list.”

	She nodded over seriously as she turned pages for me to sign as she tapped the headings of each so I knew what it was I was signing.  “Extensively, Great Mother...”

	“Laney.”

	“Great Mother Laney...”

	“Only Laney.”

	“...Great Mother Only Laney, and I quake with fear.  Sign here.  Read this and initial.”

	I looked at Sylvia who was watching the land slip by below us, biting an offered slice of apple from Rain's blade as I commented, “She doesn't sound like she's quaking?  Does she?”

	Then I groaned at the tired joke as Syl said, squishing her fingers, “Just a little.”

	Misty whispered to me as she laid her head on my shoulder, “You walked into that one, mom.”

	I laid my head on top of hers as I read about the mediation terms, groaning at the fact it would require a representative of the crown.  They may as well have just filled my name in there.  George takes great delight in demonstrating to me how to delegate when it comes to being my turn as primary.  Well, the joke is on him as I plan to foist all these annoying little disputes onto his plate when it is his turn as secondary.

	My revenge will be so sweet then.

	I groaned at one dispatch about a sighting of an Avalonian airship spotted between the Wilds and the Eastlands.  I sighed knowing it would come to nothing as I signed the order to send out a scout vessel to locate and shadow the ship.  They would find nothing, just like the last dozen sightings over the years.  The rogue Duchess Alewen is seen only when she wishes it.  It's all misdirection to pull resources out of position in the endless game of cat and mouse.

	The only consolation is that after the events of the New Cali mission, she no longer had the tank weapon, nor one of the two gun nests on the purloined airship.  Making her less of an airborne threat.  But her ship being sighted near the Eastlands gave me pause.  She always seems to be able to root out the dissenters in any of the lands or realms she goes to and finds a way to insert herself into power.

	The people of the Eastlands were pretty adamant that they didn't allow outsiders, so hopefully, she would meet similar resistance if she tries her old tricks there.

	 “Great Mother?” Lara asked.

	I shook the thoughts out of my head and looked at her.  “Sorry. Lost in thought.”  Celeste had a hand on my shoulder, lightly grasping it, sharing her strength as if she knew what I was thinking about.  Sometimes I think she actually does.  Our connection between our magics I swear gives her impressions of my moods and feelings.

	My erstwhile assistant squinted at me and then at the windows where we were descending toward the landing pads outside of Castle Wexbury inside the keep as if she was contemplating if I had been stalling or not to get out of paperwork.  It appeared she decided I hadn't been.  Besides she knows she'll be able to corner me when we get back home later. 

	Shan slid in, in her place, when Lara gathered the papers and stood, moving back toward Bex.  My daughter started braiding my hair to expose more of my face and the mists that rolled from the scars on my cheek.

	 “I received a flash from Desi.  She wants to know if I can spend the weekend in Highland at the castle for her birthday.” She queried.

	It was still surreal to me that Shanny's long lost sister Desiree is now the Crowned Princess Shavon, now that George and Everly have fostered her.  At long last, giving Sparo an heir to the throne.

	Ingr squeaked in excitement and Misty exclaimed, “Oh!  A birthday!  We want to go too if she'll have us.”

	I grinned. “Of course Shan.”  I kissed the tip of her nose then turned to Misty with a smug look. “I can't speak for you as, alas, you aren't my squire.”

	Celeste snorted at me for my teasing and she said, “Of course.”

	Ingr just swung to look at Sylvia and Rain who shared a look with each other and chuckled.  Syl waved it off. “As if we could keep you from your girl's side, but I expect to see you at least a few days back at the Lupei camp this month.  You're still my baby girl until you reach the age of consent and I'd like to see you at least some of the time before then.”

	“Yes, mom.”

	Mist prompted her sis, “Can you ask?”

	Shan sighed as if it were a great burden. “Fine.  But you owe me.”

	My eldest rolled her eyes and muttered, “Fine,” as Bitsy, her pet Rockhopper crawled out of her cloak to her shoulder slowly.  The poor little aging rodent had already lived multiple times longer than any of her kind that our scholars have studied.  We believe it is the huge reservoir of nature magic that radiated from her when she wasn't dampening it when she wasn't around family.

	But not even magic can cheat time as the little one moved slower now, and its fur has gone mostly silver.  I dreaded the day when it went to sleep for the last time, never to rise again.  It would devastate all three girls, as Bitsy was to them, what my Goliath was to me.  And he too was starting to slow, even though he was still one of the fastest and most powerful horses in Sparo aging much slower than he should, likely because of the cascade of uncontrollable misty magics rolling off of me.

	Shan held a hand up to her sister's shoulder and the little Rockhopper made a little restrained hop onto her palm, and Shan cradled the cute thing to put gently in one of the inner pockets of her cloak where she hid little dried fruit chips for her.  Then my youngest rubbed her chin... just like Celeste when she was thinking of the best way to tease and torture me.  Then she grinned and pulled her tightly curled ebony locks back to tie with a little string she kept wrapped around her wrist.  “Mucking the stalls, one week.”

	Misty groaned then stopped and narrowed her eyes.  “Wait a second, I thought that was your punishment for the last shenanigans you got into that wound up singeing off Lord Fergus' eyebrows.”

	“He's the one that barged in on us when the twins and I were testing delayed fuses for stink bombs…uh I mean a science experiment.”

	Normally the girls took turns mucking stalls in our private stables, more to keep them grounded and teach responsibility and humility, but the instructor from the growing schoolhouse did have that unfortunate run in when Bex's children and Shan were devising a deterrent for the school bully.  It will take months for his brows to grow back in.

	So, the past three weeks, Shan has had the displeasure of mucking alone, with one week left on her... sentence as she says, punishment as Celeste and I say.

	Before we could protest, the two spit in their hands and shook, then Misty, in her habit as big sister, ruffled Shanicia's hair, causing the string to fall out and her hair to tumble down her shoulders again, and Shan to windmill her hands at her sister.

	We felt the gondola almost imperceptibly shake as Bex set us down smoothly, with more skill and aplomb than I could hope to have.  Well fine.  Everyone sort of teases me over my landings which they call controlled crashes.  It's no matter to me, they're all on my list anyway.

	I glurked as we all made our way to the door as the ramp started to lower, just to have a patiently smiling Sara block us all.  She shook her head, “Impulsive, reckless bunch, the whole lot of you.”  She had a scolding look on her face.  I pursed my lips in exasperation as the guards all filed out of the other cabin and moved out before us, their heads and eyes swiveling around taking in the landing zone, searching for threats.

	Then when they split to allow us all out, I growled and marched out.  I swear I didn't pout and stomp out.  And why was everyone smirking?

	I turned and grinned at Bex who stood at the top of the ramp.  I prompted, “We'll send a runner?  I expect it won't be more than a couple hours if my slave driver of a royal assistant has anything to say about it.”  

	Lara smirked smugly.

	Bex nodded. “Sounds good.”

	I called out in my raspy tones, “Love ya, brat,” as the ramp started swinging back up into place.

	“Love you too, Laney.”

	Then we all just looked on as the Jewel smoothly took to the air, the landing rails retracting.  I will never tire of the sight.

	Then we looked around the crowded area that was once the secondary receiving courtyard of Castle Wexbury, the new airship landing pads for royals and dignitaries.  The general landing zone was down in the warehouse district, beside the Hawktail river which ran through the keep.

	That setup was temporary, as a new set of landing pads complete with support infrastructure and buildings, including some huge ones that could shelter two or three dirigibles during bad weather or for repairs, were being built outside the main defensive walls of the old keep, but inside the new secondary walls of the expanding keep.

	It is mind-boggling to me, that the population of Wexbury has almost doubled from the levels of my youth.  It has been a steady increase ever since the discovery of the library of books from the Before that was discovered in Cedar Ridge.  People have been pouring in from all the realms to study the books, restore them, or as laborers to help in the ever-expanding excavation of the Dig.

	Knights were making their way to us as we moved to clear the landing zone.  And I turned back as we walked when we heard steel on steel.  An odd pinging sound instead of the usual clang of blade on blade strikes as Misty said, “Again.”  Ping.  “Again.”  Ping.  “It's amazing Shanny.”

	Rain was leaking magic as she watched the girls as they mock sparred as we walked.  And it took two more of those pings for me to realize why she was so fascinated by them.  Celeste spoke over my shoulder, slowly, “Shan?  How are you doing that?”

	She shrugged and said as if it were normal what she was doing, “I'm just sparring.  Mist has been teaching me.  One day I'll be a Squire like her.”

	I licked my lips as I felt my eyes misting over like they did as something was burning into my mind.  I whispered, “Can you do it again?”

	She nodded as Misty said with nothing but pride, “She's always been able to do it.  And not just the points either.”

	I watched with blind eyes, but seeing more clearly with my mind, even seeing and tasting all the magic around us as Misty did a slow jab at her sister with Anadelea.  Then I saw as I slowed my personal frame of reference down around me while Shan thrust out the little dagger Rain had given her three years aforetime, and I stepped out of myself, sending a misty apparition of a future me out to step around the time dilated bubble I was in, to see the impossible.  As Shan's dagger tip and Misty's blade tip hit each other so perfectly they bounced back from each other with a slow piiinnnngg.

	I blurred back into myself as we all just stood around the two as time sped back up.  Then Misty said, “Watch this.”  She swiped her blade at Shan instead of thrusting, and I noticed the world sort of bent, in a familiar way, at such a small scale I had never noticed until my powers blossomed further when this third magic of mine blended with the others.  Shan almost lazily stabbed her dagger forward and, ping, she hit the edge of the blade with the point of her dagger, causing it to deflect the strike.

	“Shit.”

	This knocked everyone out of their shock as they watched what Ingr and Misty seemed to see as normal.  How long have they known Shan could do this?

	Sylvia sputtered, “Did our Great Mother just curse?”

	Celeste chuckled. “Potty mouth.”

	What?  They made fun of me for years for not cursing properly because I didn't want to set a poor example for my young children, now that I've been loosening up since one is on the cusp of adulthood, they tease me about that.  I scrunched my nose... viciously at them all.  It was ineffective.

	Then Rain said in a thoughtful tone, “I feel and taste no magics.  How is this possible?”

	I smirked and she looked at me, narrowed her eyes, and cocked her head in expectation.  I was savoring this as it is possibly the first time I knew something she didn't.  I supplied as our guards and the approaching knights exchanged greetings as per protocol, “I've only felt this warble in the world a few times before, after New Cali.  Usually around Alexandru.  You know how he holds a spark of a sensitive, too small for him to ignite?”

	They nodded and I saw one by one, realization blooming in their expressions.  Dru was the best shot with a bow in all the bands of Gypsies.  It was because of that almost dormant spark.  I could feel the world tilt whenever he loosed arrows.  He was subconsciously imbuing them with luck, and I think that warping I feel is the spark trying to make a connection with the source of the magic in all of the Touched... Father Stone, but not quite.  It also affords him quicker healing than normal.

	I pointed at the girls, who had stopped playing around, and were listening in rapt fascination.  “That's what I'm feeling from Shan when she intercepts the strikes.  She has an almost undetectable spark inside her.  She's a sensitive like Dru.”

	Shanny's eyes were wide in excitement. “I have magic?”

	Misty told her, “No, she said you had a spark, a sensitive, twerp.”

	“You were a sensitive, and our moms were sensitives, so you don't know.”

	“Shan.”

	“You just don't want me to have magic because you know I'll be...”

	I was covering my smile with my silk gloved hand as Rain cleared her throat. “Children, this is neither the time nor the place.”

	Celeste said with authority as she moved up to the kids, “You heard her.  Now come on we have to clear the...”

	Rain strode past her with a smirk, chewing on an apple slice. “I was speaking to all of you, Lightbringer.”

	Ok, this time I snickered and a smirking Celeste pointed a finger in warning to me as I skipped up to her.  Ingr just rolled her eyes and dragged Misty along to Sylvia as the ever so cute Sora told her mother, “Children, every one of them.”  Syl just nodded in staunch agreement, lifting her chin, eyes twinkling in amusement, and marched off with the daughter to see what was taking the guards so long.

	Verna said to me out the side of her mouth, “You've got the most weird-ass family, Great Mother.”

	“Whatever, Ver, you're part of it.”

	She snorted and we joined the others as there seemed to be an inordinate number of raised voices where simple greeting protocols should have been exchanged.  I moved between the guards and the knights.  My eyes narrowing at the colors of Highland they wore instead of Wexbury.  I didn't recognize the four, but they had the crest of the Crown's Own.  More knights of all the realms have been accepted into the ranks of the protectors of the royals as a show of political olive branching to the lower ten, so I haven't met all of the ten newcomers yet.

	I muttered, “Oh what fresh hell has George dreamed up for us now?”

	And when the knights saw me, they all took a knee, murmuring, “Great Mother.”

	I made a frustrated raising motion with my hands... I really hated when people did that... and I prompted, “What's going on here?”

	One woman, who looked to be almost as muscular as Verna, but with an olive complexion darker than most Mountain Gypsies, said to me in accented English, “Highness.  As per the new security protocols after the last assassination attempt of Queen Everly by Avalon Purists in Highland uniforms, that all knights and male Mountain Gypsies surrender their arms when in the presence of royalty, your Majesty.”  She bowed her head slightly as she said majesty.

	I sighed.  “That doesn't include royal guards. Lady...”  I left it open.

	She stood tall and said with pride, “Galiah, fifth knight to hail from Arcadia.  First to be chosen to the Crown's Own since we became a realm of Sparo... Majesty.”  I felt a smile bloom on my face.  It explained her complexion, accent, and bola hanging at her hip.  I felt pride for the woman as only the best of the best was accepted into the ranks of protectors of the Crown.

	Celeste asked expectantly, “You are aware these are the personal guards of the Great Mother and the Mother of the Lupei?”

	The woman inclined her head at Celeste and I almost snorted as she virtually dismissed her with a polite, “Queen Consort,” but addressed me instead, “Only the royal guard or Femeie de Sabie may be armed around royalty, milady.”

	Verna was amused and shoved Celeste's shoulder to tease her about being dismissed like that, and Celeste shoved her back, though Verna barely moved.  “Are you two finished?” I asked them. They both stood at mock attention, hands behind their backs, my fire maned wife snorting quietly in amusement.

	I knew where the disconnect here was now and I understood since even though we were getting close to the first handover of leadership in our blended society, it was still hard for some... including me at times, to grasp all the nuances associated with it.

	So I prompted, “Who am I?”

	She stood tall and said with pride, “You are the Kingdom Killer who ended the reign of terror of Avalon to free all the inhabitable lands, she who brought Eris, the Thief of Minds to heel.  Our liege, Great Mother Laney of Sparo.”  She bowed her head.  I winced internally at the Kingdom Killer title that has been circulating around about me since the happenings in New Cali.

	I forged ahead. “And what does that make me?”

	She looked confused, another knight opened his mouth to offer her some help but she forestalled him with a hand up and then half asked, “Co-ruler of the realms?”

	“And that makes me...?”

	She seemed to start to track what I was asking and supplied, “Royalty.”

	“And what of the Mothers of the Mountain Gypsy bands?”

	“Also royals.”

	Rain looked overly amused and watched and waited for the realization to strike the diligent woman before me.  I shot her a reprimanding look, which got me wondering just when our roles had been reversed.

	I nodded to Galiah and said, “So the Great Mother's Own here and the garda personala of Mother Sylvia of the Lupei would be...?”

	And I could see the instant it all clicked in the woman's mind as she looked to be restraining herself from rolling her eyes self deprecatingly as she nodded, those eyes hooded as she concluded sheepishly, “Royal guards.”

	Then she blurted out to everyone, “Our apologies for the misunderstanding.  I'm still trying to wrap my head around the dual governance, let alone being free.  I spent most of my life in servitude to Avalon as they pillaged our lands and people, so the concept of a governing body is still new to me.  I had not put together that the Mountain Gypsy protectors were our reciprocal.  I will strive to do better.”

	Shaking my head I assured her, “We're all learning this as we go, I'm sure our descendants will see it all as common sense as breathing.”  Then I asked because she surely hadn't been referring to me as the royalty she was there to protect, “And who is it that you are guarding so diligently?  Is it the old blowhard or Everly?  And why are they down in Wexbury?”

	The woman's eyes widened and she sputtered, likely because nobody she ever met would call the King an old blowhard.  “That would be both... the King and Queen milady.”

	Shanny blurted, eyes wide in excitement, “Is Desi... I mean Shavon with them?”

	Queen Everly's voice came from behind the knights. “Why yes she is Shanny.  When George planned this visit, she and I just had to come to visit you.”

	




Chapter 3 – The Earth Is Round

	The guards may have been a wee overzealous when Shan squeed and dashed toward Everly behind them.  They hadn't pulled their blades half out of their scabbards before Rain, Celeste, Sara, Verna, Misty, and my guards had blades at all their throats.

	I sighed heavily as I heard Everly glurking as Shan caught her in a tight hug.  I shook my head at the Queen, and she sighed even more heavily than me as she asked, “This again?  Must we go through this every time we add to the Crown's Own?”

	I shrugged as I looked at the guards who were standing stalk still, their eyes nudging toward the blades, but the rest of the royal guards just leaned on their bows and blades looking just as resigned, if not amused.  Nobody was moving, and just as I was about to say something, a perturbed Sora of the Lupei crossed her arms as she stood between Galiah and Misty, the extended blade next to her cheek as Ingr said through clenched teeth, “Misty Cobbler Lupei, put your blade down this instant.”

	If things weren't so tense I would have snorted as Misty lowered her eyes and her blade as she defended weakly, “But, they were drawing on Shanny.”

	“Misty!”

	My daughter harrumphed and sheathed her blade, and if Ingr hadn't looked so fierce at that moment, it would have been exceedingly cute.  And then Ingr spun to chastise the Arcadian knight. “And what were you thinking?  We just established that most of us present are royal equivalent, and Everly had just been speaking with the child, what threat could she be?”

	She turned with a sweeping gaze. “And all of you should be ashamed of yourselves acting like this.  You're all supposed to be the adults here, use your heads.”  She uncrossed her arms and made little fists and shot them down to her sides and just strode through everyone with a purpose. “Misty, come along.  I wish to greet Everly properly.”

	Misty looked around, shrugged as everyone lowered their weapons, all looking a little sheepish, and she hustled after her Gypsy Princess.  I've never seen Ingr so... fierce before...my daughter doesn't stand a chance when they are wed.  I was grinning like a loon.

	Galiah, trying to save face, asked, “What just happened?” Then she asked as she watched Verna handle Gertrude, who was five feet long if she was an inch like she weighed nothing as she deftly returned her to her back scabbard.  “What about her?  She is no Gypsy.  She has a blade.”

	I patted her shoulder as I stepped past, blurring and ghosting as I leaked magic, explaining simply, “Ranger,” then shrugged a shoulder, adding, “But you're welcome to try to disarm her if you're feeling lucky.”

	Sylvia was actually chuckling about the whole thing, as she and I were the only ones not to engage in the tomfoolery besides Ingr.  I shoved her shoulder. “She's going to be gunning for your job soon, lady.”  She looked supremely proud of that while we joined the girls as they hugged Everly.

	The Queen said, now that everyone was done measuring swords, “Now that that tedium is over, let us retire to the main courtyard as we await the arrival of the transports?  George is about to explode with the news he has to share.”

	I pointed at the landing zone, squeaking, “But...”

	She smirked as the others finally joined us. “Trust me, Laney, this is something you are going to want to hear.  The airships can wait.”

	I looked between her and the landing zone in distress, as I felt the countdown in my head.  Damn, the woman was shamelessly playing on my curiosity, and she knew very well I couldn't turn down a good intrigue anymore as I tried to consume as much knowledge as I could now.  It was almost a compulsion and I have been churning through the tomes in the Public Library since our return from New Cali.

	Though I was excited at first, that I could remember every letter in every tome and scroll I read now, it didn't mean I always understood what I saw.  I learned multiple times faster than before, but if it was a topic I wasn't learned in, it may as well be a foreign language.  Like the physics book, I read to see if I could understand how things worked like Bex could.  I didn't understand all the terminology nor the equations even though I can still see the pages as if they were in front of me.

	Though writings with structured lessons like language tomes, I found it easy to learn, and I could already read the pages in some of the tomes in the library which are written in those languages... at a rudimentary level.

	I whispered to her as Celeste smirked, “You're a terrible, horrible person, Ev.”

	The evil woman just leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Hello, Laney dear.”

	I smirked, exhaled, and started walking next to her as Shanicia took her hand, and Misty took her other, Ingr on her arm.

	Looking back I shooed the growing cloud of guards and knights in the colors of Highland and the Crown's Own.  “Shoo, disperse, we're surrounded by sharpshooters, at least let us pretend to have some privacy,” I indicated a dozen archers on the ramparts of the towers and the inner defensive wall, even the one hidden in shadow by the stables.

	Most of them fell back a fair distance and I felt less claustrophobic.  Everly sighed. “Thank you, Laney dear.”  I nodded, knowing she has had to live like this since she married George, back when he was just Prince George, and the royal guards have been attached to her ever since.

	Then she smirked and said, “Someone needs to tell the poor girl that she basically challenged the most dangerous group of women in all the habitable lands.  Or maybe not.  She has fire.”  I nodded my agreement, I found myself liking the Arcadian.  Galiah would do just fine.

	We slowed when we stepped through the archway into the main courtyard, George was there, Aeselin, the Great Longsword of Highland drawn, belying the act he puts on of an aging ruler, he swept the finely crafted blade through the air with ease, and sadly, the skill of a man who has wielded it in battle adding to the long line of the enemy who has tasted its steel over the centuries in the hands of past kings.

	He was saying, “Very good, again.  Focus on the man and his eyes, not his blade.”  And he swung at half-speed at a lithe figure who moved with the liquid grace of a dancer, her ebony features radiant, her lips turned up in a vicious smile as she spun backward.  And what I thought to be her long curled tresses, slinging out and fanning, capturing the blade was a weighted black net.  She finished the pirouette, her arms fanning wide then contracting to wrap the length of Aeselin sparks running its length as metal weaved into the net dragged along the sword.

	George was all smiles as he nodded. “Better, but don't rely on just one... ah... never mind.”

	Shavon was smiling widely, looking so much like our Shan, the family resemblance was obvious, especially in the eyes, as she winked at him.“Like this, Papa?” She waggled the small curved blade at him, like the knights of Hell's Gate preferred, only this one dainty and delicate in comparison.  When had she drawn that?  And where did she hide it in her dress?

	He shook his head in pride as she slid her net free, putting it back over her shoulders where it looked like a delicate loose weave shawl. “You improve by the day, Vonny.”

	Everly cleared her throat, and the father and daughter looked over sheepishly, George's pale cheeks turning bright red as Ev chastised, “Every time I turn my back.  A keen mind and the silver tongue of diplomacy is sharper than any blade you two, just ask Laney.”

	Shavon and Shanny squeed and ran to hug each other.  “Desi!”  

	“Shan!”  

	And George said in his diplomatic tones, “Love, she's to rule Sparo one day.  She needs to be able to defend herself not only in spirit but body.  You know that.”

	“Put that silly blade away before you hurt yourself.”  Then she looked around at the knights all standing around watching. “None of you thought to say anything?”  She harrumphed.

	To my chagrin, I was really interested in that net disguised as a shawl that Vonny was using.  It appeared she was training to disarm people with it instead of hurt or disable them.  It would be a great defensive tool.  By the look on Celeste's face as she watched the children as Misty and Ingr joined them, she was intrigued too.  She loved new offensive and defensive weapons.  She even carries an Arcadian bola on her hip now and is quite proficient with it.

	Mist and Shavon bumping fists as I reached the king, leaning in to kiss his cheek where he was pointing. “Hello, George.”

	“Hi, Laney dear.”  Then he exchanged nods and smirks with my girl. “Celeste.”

	“George.”

	I rolled my eyes at their antics, then prompted in a rasp, “The transports will be here in a couple minutes, Ev says you had some sort of important news?”

	He looked quite mischievous as he appeared to be choosing his words.  I found myself studying him.  He had been in his early sixties the first time I met him, and he had the bearing of a man in his mid-forties at that time, silver highlighting his dark chestnut hair.  Had it really been over a decade ago?

	He was now in his early seventies, and it was rare for people to live into their sixties, as it is a hard world we live in.  But those afforded a magic spark were blessed with longer lives, and the more powerful the longer-lived they were.

	Time however does catch up with everything, as much as you wish it not to be so, and I could see how it was nipping at his heels.  Still a strikingly handsome man, his hair was a silver mane now, and he's grown a short silver goatee and mustache, I think to hide the wrinkles on his face, though the laugh lines and crows feet around his eyes were testaments to the years and the joy and sorrow he has seen in his many years.

	Though still powerful and swift, I could see less definition in his well-muscled frame, and he was starting to favor his blade arm, which many retired knights did.  One of the realities of fighting with a blade for so many years.  Just like a minstrel whose hands become gnarled after playing their instruments for so long.

	It pained me to know that one day, this man that I loved would succumb to time.  But today was not that day, as he was still twice the man of most and he still had many years to give to the people of Sparo.  I had always seen the Prince... King, as larger than life.  But I think I loved him more now, knowing that he...was a man.  One who loved his people and would do everything in his power to ensure their safety and happiness, even if it meant sacrificing himself to do it.

	He smirked and said simply, “The Earth is round.”

	I was so tempted to blurt one of Shanicia's favorite lines when she thought something was obvious.  Duh.  But I held my tongue and Verna said from a few yards back, “Duh.”

	Ok.  I burst into laughter at George's mock pained look.  I told him, “Alright Mr. Funnypants. If you don't have something compelling to share, then I'd like to go meet with Kirana of the Tiamantus when she lands.”

	He said the one thing which could stop me.  And magic started spilling out of me, sparking amber, and blue, and roiling white mist at the nine spoken words, “We know how to find the Library of Congress.”

	I slipped into my old habit and whispered as energy sparked from one eye to the other, “Mother Luna...”

	




Chapter 4 – Offset

	That's how we found ourselves in the office of the new Prime Techromancer of Wexbury inside the castle.  Duke Fredrick and Duchess Lucia went to meet the landing transports as my mother, Lady Margret, the acting Prime Techromancer just grinned at the papers and maps spread all about her floor, a small bespectacled man assembling them in some sort of order only he knew.

	Every space not taken up by the papers was taken by my family, both natural and chosen, as Mother said, after collecting her hugs from her “babies,” including Ingr. 

	“Laney, Celeste, this is Lord Bartholomew from Defiance, the head scholar, sent by Prime Techromancer Madison.”  We clasped forearms with the shiny-headed man after he perched his spectacles on the tip of his nose to squint through them at us, his eyes seemed small for his face and the way the spectacles sat gave the man an almost rodent-like quality.

	I recognized him.  In the past year, he must have made at least a dozen pilgrimages to the Cedar Ridge Public Library, and the scroll and tome repository in the Warehouse district in Wexbury, where volunteer Techromancers and scholars are dutifully restoring the tomes of the library, and making copies.

	He was always in a corner almost buried in tomes and scrolls, scribbling in his notebooks.  I don't recall him ever speaking with anyone, and I remember everything now.  He was always just this funny little man who was more engrossed in the writings of the Before than in the people around him.  You can't begrudge the man, who was no taller than me myself, for seeking knowledge.

	He looked at Celeste and said distractedly as he bowed in what seemed an afterthought, “Yes yes, Great Mother.  Exciting times, exciting news, Majesty.”  He beamed at her, and instead of correcting the man, she smiled almost warmly and reached out to grasp his shoulders and turned him to me.

	“Ah, yes.  Terribly sorry.  A little distracted here.  Did I mention this was exciting?”

	I chuckled softly. “You did, Lord Bartholomew.”

	He waved a hand absently in the air like he was shooing away flies.  “Bart is fine, though the other scholars call me Mouse.”

	My lips pressed into a line.  People can be cruel at times.  “Bart it is.  And please, you may address us by our names.”

	He nodded excitedly and then pulled his spectacles back up and said, “You must see what we've found, it is in Castle Wexbury.”

	He started to move toward the door.  Just to be intercepted by a concerned looking Misty, as she looped her arm in his gently and patted it.  She spoke softly to the man.  “We're here, Bart.  What did you have to show us?”

	He looked around then to his empty hands, then her arm in his before looking at the floor.  “Ah yes.  Look what we pieced together, Laney.”

	My daughter said as she helped guide him, “Please, show me.”  

	I could taste her nature magics probing the man, and sorrow in her eyes as she smiled sweetly to him.

	He nodded then looked at her again, patted her arm, and said, “You look much younger than I expected.”

	“I get that a lot.”

	I could see the hurt in her eyes as I studied the man.  He couldn't be a day over fifty, yet he seemed to be acting like the elderly people in Cheap Quarter when they lost their... self, a bit at a time.  Mother had called it dementia.  How could someone his age suffer from it?  I tasted no spark in him.  I had to cage the stolen magic inside of me when I felt it questing for his mind.

	He seemed to get a little more clear-minded, but not much, as strain started showing on my daughter's features, even through the forced smile she was giving the man.  I glanced around to see empathy on everyone's faces.  If what George said was true, then even as this man lost himself, this would be the greatest achievement Lord Bartholomew could ever contribute to the people of Sparo.

	He crouched and started picking up sheets from the floor, I realized it was a winding and branching path all in the same writing, it must be the parchments and papers I observed him writing on occasion.  My mind heated as I felt each page searing into my mind, forever there, indelible.

	And we all listened intently as this little man explained, sometimes rambling disjointedly, like his notes which were sometimes repeated multiple times.  And as he went, scanning each page, I realized that this was how he dealt with his declining mental acuity.  These pages served as his memory for him.  How many times had he had to go back to the pages to remind himself and keep himself on task?

	I was enraptured by what he shared, all his research, all his failures, the man has been searching, like so many scholars, for the repository of all the knowledge of the Great Wizards of the Before Times.  The one place we have determined that they kept the sum knowledge and documentation of their magics.  Wondering as I did, if those magics were similar to ours, or if they were something so far beyond our understanding that they could accomplish feats we've only dreamed of.

	He showed pages of copied texts from multiple tomes and scrolls from the Public Library. “It is in the great halls of the Library of Congress that they gathered all there is to know, all that is missing in our understanding of the world they lived in before the Great Impact.”

	We were all passing around the pages as he handed each to Misty.  Ingr showed up when he was panting to offer him some water.  “Thank you, child.  Oh... Lisette.  My mind isn't what it once was, granddaughter.”

	Ingr said softly, “It is alright, grandfather.”

	He smiled fondly at her then moved his spectacles to the end of his nose and squinted at the papers in Misty's hands.  “Ah, Great Mother, have I showed you my findings?”

	Mist shook her head, prompting, “You were telling us of the great repository.”

	He nodded. “Oh, exciting news.  I should show you what I've found.”  He looked to Everly. “Celeste, come see.”

	Ev looked stricken but her eyes glittered in compassion as she just stepped forward as he slowly spun, like he was taking in the twisting, turning, and branching paths that were left on the floor, re-centering himself.  Then he bent and picked up the next page.  “We've been looking for years now for something to give us the location of the faraway lands of the D.C., but all the maps are wrong.”

	Most of us nodded.  It had been a source of endless frustration to us.  Most of the ancient maps had compass roses indicating the cardinal directions and distance scales on them.

	When we discovered them on the maps of Cedar Ridge, we discovered something was wrong.  When the Steward of the Dig, Yvette, traveled due north a half-mile from the Public Library to try to unearth the City Hall building on the maps, it was not there.  It wound up being west of where we dug by over a hundred yards.

	And when we found larger maps to try to figure out where Cedar Ridge was located relative to other cities and to the D.C. of Washington, where we knew the Library of Congress to reside, we knew we were in the realm of the lands they had called the United States since it said it on the map.  But there were dozens upon dozens of Cedar Ridges in that realm according to other maps and writings.

	He explained what we knew already, “Other scholars had determined that the Earth had shifted on its axis, so North isn't North anymore.  But we know that it is so very much more than that now.”

	He spun his hands in the air like he was holding a big ball of yarn. “The Earth is round.”  He nodded like that explained everything.

	I prompted, “How does that help us, Bart?”

	He looked from me to Misty and looked confused, then stepped over to take my hand to drag me next to them.  “It spins on an axis.  Tilted away from Father Sol slightly, that is what gives us our seasons as we orbit around him.”  He nodded again with a triumphant smile.

	Ingr gave him another cup of water as she prompted for me.  “And that of course means...”

	The man furrowed his brow then brightened. “Ah yes.  The Earth didn't shift on her axis.  The Great Impact actually shifted her axis.  Her center of rotation has changed, as did her molten core when it re-found its sympathetic rotation with the outer crust.  Meaning the poles themselves have changed along with it.”

	Then he looked sly and wily as he said without regret, “So we could not determine where North had been, nor how to match the latitudes and longitudes of different locations from books which listed them, not without knowing a specific location or two and correlating our latitude and longitudes at those points to correlate the offsets.”

	The excitement in the room, which had been building as he did, just deflated as he held his out hands as if he had just given us the keys to the secrets of the universe.  I admit it was still exciting to learn why nothing seemed to make sense on the ancient maps we worked with.

	Mother, George, and Everly were grinning like loons.  They knew something we didn't.  They obviously already heard of this from Bart.  I was about to threaten them with my smiting list, when Verna, who had been silently observing from the corner, said, “All you brainy types make my head ache, Lord Bart.  You sound like Bex.  How does this help us when we don't even know which Cedar Ridge we're in?  Like you said, without knowing a specific location for sure, we'll never know the offset.”

	Celeste cocked a brow at her. “Brute.”

	“Twerp.”

	Bart cut their banter short with, “Bex?  Bexington?  Yes, delightful boy, smart as a whip.  Met him... I don't know.  I... lose track... my notes.  Did you know he had an airship?”  Looking at the floor there was a single sheet of parchment.  He crouched and lifted it.  He pushed back his spectacles and looked at the page in confusion before he smiled and said to me, “Ah yes, Bexington.  Delightful boy.  Did I mention I spoke with him when I was in Wexbury?  Beautiful place Wexbury, you should visit sometime Lisette.  But please visit your mother before you go.  She's missed you since you married.”

	I told him as I rested my hand on his arm, feeling the immense flow of nature energy Misty was pouring into him, but his mind was fogged and my bright blue magic of the mind saw the end was closer than anyone would like to think for the man's mental faculties, “I will.  What did you and Lord Bexington speak of?”

	When I touched my cheek with my gloved hand, which ghosted on the way up, I found my cheek wet.  Had I shed a tear?  It was tragic because, through the fog, I could taste a mind as sharp as Bex's, flickering like a candle caught in a wind.

	He looked at his hand, eyes widening at the paper.  “Oh.  I spoke with Bexington... he's a Templar.  He had helped me pick up my notes I had dropped when visiting the Great Penny Library.  He had only glanced at my notes and inquired if I was working on determining some sort of ancient coordinate system.  That boy is sharp as a...”

	He yawned. “Terribly sorry, I get worn out so easily lately... oh, Laney.  Hello.  I was just sharing that I had explained the conundrum to that boy who built his own airship.  Telling him that we would never be able to find the Library of Congress since we had no landmark we could identify on the maps, to determine a proper longitude and latitude.”

	“Polite young man.  He had just told me...”  He looked at his notes. “Ah yes.  He told me, 'Sir, but we do.'”

	He smirked and shared. “All of us hidebound scholars can never open our eyes to view the world around us at times.  So focused on ancient writings that we don't see what is right in front of our noses.”

	With pride the man whispered, leaning in, “The boy simply said, 'the Monolith, Grand Coulee Dam.'  And it was as if the world stopped spinning as he bid me a farewell.”

	He shook the paper. “The map scrolls in the Penny Library identified Grand Coulee Dam's ancient latitude and longitude.  And it was a simple matter to look at the official maps of Sparo for our own latitude and longitude for the Monolith.”

	He shook the paper almost desperately and said the words which changed the world at that very moment, “We have the offset!”

	




Chapter 5 – Magik of the Heart

	The next two months were a whirlwind as the greatest expedition Sparo has ever undertaken was planned.  The excitement that swept through all the realms and even Avalon was palpable.  Sparo would finally reclaim what mankind had lost, and rebuild from the ashes of the Great Wizards.

	The map of the realm of the United States with the new coordinates on it was hanging in the main receiving room of Templar Hall, to show all our goal as the preparations proceeded.  If we had even known where Cedar Ridge was located, using the coordinates from the Before, the Library of Congress would have been over two hundred and fifty miles from where we would have been searching.

	George and I were in agreement that this undertaking was history in the making, as the first crossing of the uninhabitable lands by Highland, to first set foot in the Lower Ten and the name of Sparo being bestowed upon it.  Or the first moment Lord Cedric laid eyes upon the Great Sea of Solomon.  Or when the first Great Mother, Muriell, brought peace to the fifteen Mountain Gypsy clans, saving them from ruin.

	So we determined, since this was no military mission and only one of peace and discovery, that one of us needed to lead this expedition as a co-ruled society.  He didn't like the argument that he was Prime this decade, so was needed to lead Sparo while I went on the mission.  So I compromised with the man, and we determined a contest of skill and daring to determine who should lead the mission.

	And rock beats scissors.

	He may have accused me of cheating repeatedly over the weeks.  Since I won, then won best of three, then best of five before Everly facepalmed and dragged her hand down her face as she chastised the man, “Never play a game of chance with someone who can see into the future, love.  Now lose with grace so the expedition can be planned.”

	The smirk the man gives me tells me he had intended for me to be the one to go all along and had just been giving me a hard time.  The man loves being a drama queen, always the showman.

	Did I cheat?  Would I do such a thing?  Nobody will ever know, now will they?  Celeste to this day still asks if I did.  Have I mentioned how I love the way her red hair flows down her back in a fiery mane?

	The twenty-five hundred-mile journey would be undertaken by a convoy of five airships and two dozen scholars, with the Jewel of the Great Mother leading the way.  A security detachment and support personnel brought the total to fifty souls.  I insisted that half those coming represent the Mountain Gypsies and half the Altii.

	I was immensely pleased when a cadre of Mothers and Soras put their names in the hat, and two familiar names were drawn.  Mother Sylvia of the Lupei, and Mother Elaineia of the Cristea.  They, of course, would be accompanied by their spouses, the former Great Mother, Rain, and Alexandru.  I call shenanigans since it always seems those I most wish to be with us, wind up winning any drawings like this.

	Yvette, as the most accomplished excavator of ancient structures in all the realms, would lead the support personnel.  And also by my insistence, Lord Bartholomew would accompany us, as it was his work that made it possible.

	As we ate dinner one night, with the expeditionary mission just days away, I looked at my family gathered in our private dining room.  How it has grown exponentially since I had been only Laney Herder, chicken farmer of Cheap Quarter.

	I could feel all my magics blending and pulsing freely and warming me as my emotions warmed.  I was the luckiest person in all the Realms to have been blessed with so many people that I loved.  They were my strength, my life, my reason.

	Misty was empathic, among her other abilities, and she always knew my mind.  She looked up from her plate to smile warmly at me, her eyes glowing a faint violet, as I took Celeste's hand in mine.  My wife lifted my hand, a warm look in her eyes which matched mine, and kissed the back of it before we started eating again.

	We sat in the hidden courtyard under the Templar's Oak afterward, watching Bex's twins playing in the tree, feeling... content, for the first time in a long time.  Then my mind flared and my eyes snapped to Misty and Ingr, who were beneath the Oak, their backs against the trunk as they did something that had me sitting up to take notice.

	Misty was tracing a sigil in the air with her magics, like Sylvia had taught me so long ago, using the sigil as a focus to shape your intent.  Like the rune for cold, to cause the air to chill.  The People could imbue those spells into something physical, like a water skin to keep water cool, but that ability has escaped the Altii, except for capturing raw magic spark in a ceramic vessel.

	But I witnessed something lost even to the Mountain Gypsies long ago as Mist traced a rune I didn't know in the air even though she did not possess the magik of the spirit, and as the violet and lavender power faded in the air, Ingr reached out and placed her palm on it like it were a physical thing.  The air rippled around the area and the sigil faded but I could still sense it, taste it.  Something persistent in the air.

	But... that was like the solid illusion that hid the tunnel to the Garden of the Great Mother on Father Stone.  Old magics so powerful that they still persisted today, magics that hung in the very air itself that the modern Gypsies could not replicate.

	I found myself already standing in front of them before I started to move.  Pulling myself ahead to a future version of myself as I whispered in awe, the others who had been enjoying the quiet of the evening, hearing the children giggling in the tree, all stood, on guard for whatever had caused me to time slip. “What did you girls do?”

	I fought myself, struggling with the magic of the mind inside me, my breath catching, appreciating Emily's self-control all the years she had been in Sparo, as that part of me whispered and prodded me, tempting me to pull the information from them.  I would not, they were my children.  It was insidious, this magic which just wanted to consume knowledge.

	Ingr, the most powerful healer of the People recognized this as Misty did, and she smiled sadly, grasping my hand gently, her healing magics bolstering my resolve.  My girl chose well, as Ingr was compassion incarnate.  Misty took my other hand between hers, she never seemed to notice or mind the finger I had lost so long ago, and her soothing Nature magic flowed gently around us.

	I heard something land gently from the tree, in the grass behind me, with just the barest whisper of a sound.  Shanny.  Then a less graceful thump, then a thud as the twins joined her, little Bowyn groaning, “I'm ok.”

	Looking around I felt myself smiling contently, being surrounded by the kids.  I absently looked over to Celeste who was striding up to us from where we had been sitting on the steps of our Gypsy Wagon.  She hesitated a second, recognizing the longing look.  She exhaled loudly in resignation and capitulation, knowing I wanted more children, they were my life, my pride, and my happiness.

	She smirked as she placed a hand on my shoulder, and I couldn't resist standing on tiptoes to give her a quick peck on the lips before turning back to the girls.  Mist just shrugged. “Just a charm to keep the mosquitoes away.”

	I shook my head. “No, I mean, it is persistent, I can taste it, how did you do it without a physical component?”

	They looked at each other, confused, then Misty offered, “The physical component is nature, it's everywhere around us.  In the ground, the plants, the people, and the very air itself.”

	They didn't realize the significance of what they had just done...

	The very air itself...

	“You combined your magics somehow.”

	Ingr looked moments from saying duh but reined herself in as she said what I already knew in the tones of an instructor at the school, “It takes the magik of the Touched of the People to make something persistent until the Altii grow into the elemental magics they have developed.  So I supplied that.”

	Shaking my head I said, “That's impossible.”

	Shan said from where she had moved behind her sister to start braiding her hair, “But you do it every day, mom.”

	“I'm an Adept, an aberration, and I haven't always been able to combine my magics.  Your grandma Rain has tried on many occasions to do what you just did with other Altii, to no success.  And she, being the most powerful magic-user in Sparo, has tried to accomplish what the People did in ancient times and cast persistent charms in the air itself, and has failed.”

	“She believes that either magic is slowly fading from the world, and we are much weaker than those who came before us, or they knew something we do not.  And for it not to be documented by them, it must have been something so basic to them that they didn't see it as important enough to do so.”

	I ran my hand through the air, my augmented vision as amber and blue sparks dripped from my eyes, seeing the air ripple in the power that was still there, tasting the combination of everything green bolstered by the iron intent of Ingr's will.

	The others were gathering, as mother asked, catching on to the conversation, “Did they just...”

	I nodded.

	Misty was looking sheepish and uncomfortable as she asked, “Umm... we're sorry?”

	I giggled and hugged her tight as I rasped in pride, “Don't be sorry, silly, this is incredible.”

	“We do this all the time.  It isn't hard.  We just sort of... do it.”

	Then I got it as I felt a sudden realization from my mother too when she put it together. I whispered, “Was that it?  Was it that simple?”

	I looked around in excitement and shared, “Early on in the history of the Mountain Gypsies, when they first developed magiks after the Great Impact, they had all the elemental magics of the Altii.  But over the centuries as those magics evolved and the Touched of the People refined their abilities, the magiks evolved into something more pure, the magik of the spirit, allowing them to do so much more with it, and bend it to their will, their intent.”

	Shrugging with a grin I added, “So over the years, the elemental magics faded from Mountain Gypsy society.”  I questioned something I knew I'd have to research later since my mind wouldn't let go of it now. “Had they inadvertently bred the elemental magics out of themselves in favor of the more powerful spirit magik?”

	I bounced on my toes and giggled, kissing Ingr then Misty on their cheeks and postulated, “So were those impossible feats of the Gypsies of old, simply Nature and Spirit elementals working together?  A sort of blended magic of the heart?”

	Rain was going to lose her mind when I shared this with her.  And here it was two young girls who figured it out on accident that beat the swashbuckling retired Great Mother.  This was going to be so much fun to tease her with if it was the missing piece of the Touched of the People's magikal history that was lost to the sands of time.

	I started to ask them, “What have you tried to...”  Then I winced at a voice behind us, “Drat!”

	Lauralie called out as she batted away the swords of the Templar's Own who guarded the entrance through the hedge to the secluded courtyard, like the deadly blades were annoying flies, “There you are Great Mother.  There's documents to sign.”

	The tension of discovery and disbelief that was emanating from all of us who were dumbstruck by what the girls had done, just sort of popped as reality crashed in on us, and everyone chuckled at my impending doom.  “Hello, Lara.  Could it have waited until morning?  I was decompressing with my family here.”

	She chastised as she reached me, pulling her spectacles down to look over them at me like a mother scolding an errant child, “It could have, but you already put me off this morning and have been hiding from me ever since.  I had to use my spies to locate you.”

	At that, I looked around at the hedges surrounding the space and heard little giggles.  Lara was shameless in employing the children of the Rangers and some of the Digger children to spy for her.  I smirked in memory of Sylvia doing the same the first time I had met her and the Lupei, in the ill-fated mission to Far Reach.

	I shook my finger about. “You traitorous rapscallions, did she bribe you with sweet rolls?”  I had to grin at the shifting giggles and the rustling of branches in the hedge that all the overprotective guards around the perimeter dutifully pretended to not hear.

	Lara said, “Now Great Mother, this won't take long if you just sit down with me a moment.  I swear, getting you to slow down is like herding cats in the Trough.”

	“Laney.”

	“Great Mother Laney.”

	I looked to my protector and the other half of my heart. “Help?”

	Celeste shook her head. “Sorry love, you're on your own.  I'm just... how had Galiah said it?  I'm just the Queen Consort, so my hands are tied.”

	“I'll tie your hands.”

	“Promises, promises.”

	My cheeks burned as I sputtered to everyone's amusement, “I... you... I didn't mean it that way!  You're... the children are right here.”

	Ingr said as she dragged Misty off, Shanny and the twins following, “It's nothing we haven't heard before Great Mother.  And Misty gets tongue-tied when I embarrass her too.”

	My daughter articulated like a proper lady of the court and Sora of the Mountain Gypsies, “What... but I... you...  Ingr!”

	Bryony prompted, “Why is Aunt Laney going to tie up Aunt Celeste?”

	 “Is it a new game?” Bo inquired.

	Shan sighed heavily. “Never you mind you two.  Let's go find your parents, it's almost your bedtime.”

	The twins dutifully followed, they were some of her lieutenants in the Junior Regiment that she had sort of inherited from Misty when my eldest became a squire.

	And to make matters worse, George, true to his word, made Mist's imaginary Junior Regiment a real program for the youth of Sparo, notably those not from noble families.  To teach young ones to help others in their keeps and villages, to lend aid where it was needed, and to teach them to be young leaders in our ever-evolving society.  They are sponsored through a lottery system, to travel through each of the realms to learn what each has contributed to Sparo.  Something serfs could only have dreamt of in the past.

	The frustrating old man even went as far as officially calling the hundred and fifty-yard diameter pocket of life that Misty had created on the Fringe in the Uninhabitable Lands, Shantopia, and ordered a Junior Regiment Headquarters to begin construction.

	I looked at the rest of the family and deflated. “Betrayed by the love of my life.”

	Mom smirked. “You have to eat your vegetables before you get the sweets, Laney dear.”

	I scrunched my nose at her to deflect her humor, then she kissed my cheek then Celeste's.  And I felt her call out to her mount, Begonia, with her own, quite substantial Nature magic which she had hidden from Jace and me when we lived in Cheap Quarter.

	The golden-haired Palomino horse was waiting as she passed through the hedge.  As we heard her trotting off, I turned to Celeste with a concerned look.  She shook her head at me and sighed audibly.

	She knew my concern and it was best not to discuss it in front of others.  Mother has been overextending herself, being the Prime Techromancer of Wexbury is hard work, even if it was just until Celeste's father returned from New Cali to reclaim the title.  Which might never happen now that our Queen of the Scrolls, Emily, has been voted in by the people of New Cali to be the Duchess of the new realm.

	And we could see how exhausted mother was all the time, her medications not keeping up with the strain she is putting herself through.  We've agreed to bring it up to Duke Fredrick before we left for the D.C.  Wasting Syndrome was nothing to play with.  And we were just lucky that mother was one of the ones to respond to the new drugs and treatments developed by Doc Maxwell.

	I don't think my heart could stand it if she went into relapse because she was too proud to admit that she was working too hard.

	I looked around the courtyard and then up into Templar's Oak and nudged my chin, and a shadow silently dove from an upper branch, and landed on the parapet walk on the battlements, and then dove off the wall into the growing settlement which I will not call Templarville.

	Jezelle knew that I was retiring for the night as soon as I signed the parchments Lara was advancing on me with, and I was surrounded by a dozen guards anyway, or she would never have left me.  She takes her job as the commander of the Great Mother's Own quite seriously.

	She also knew I trusted her to keep my mother safe as she rode back to Wexbury Keep in the dark.  Yes, Margret Herder was at this time, the most powerful magic-user in Wexbury, but she was also my mom and I wouldn't have her traipsing around the countryside without escort when there were Avalon Purists committing assassination attempts on any target of opportunity throughout the realms.

	Mother would never know Jezelle was there.

	The last church bells of the night pealed out ten o'clock from the Cathedral in the Keep two miles away, the distant sound drifting on the wind.  I didn't want to know how my mother could get in and out of the Keep after the main Portcullis was locked down at seven each night... just like I didn't want to know how Mother Udele or Rain had visited me often, late at night when Celeste and I lived there.

	I turned to my frazzled looking assistant.  “Ok, you overbearing slave driver.  What am I signing now?”

	The woman grinned at me and we sat at the little plank table we had laid out for dinner, and I sighed in resignation as she inundated me with the mind-numbing political machinations of bureaucracy at its most tedious.

	I looked to Celeste, but she looked supremely smug and hopped up onto the little porch on our Gypsy Wagon, and as she stepped through, she almost demurely looked back over her shoulder and started to drop her cloak from her shoulder as she shut the door.

	I swallowed hard, pushing down my arousal.  Oh, the tease was so going to pay for that in a few minutes.  Turning back to Lara, I set myself on task.  The faster we got through this, the faster I could join the dangerous flame-haired warrior in our bed.

	




Chapter 6 – Expedition Resolute

	I looked across the massive airship receiving area in Highland, remembering the anticipation of the arrival of a different group of airships just a couple months ago.  Before we were sidetracked by the news from Lord Bartholomew.

	We did manage to meet with Mother Kirana of the Tiamantus band, and the Duke and Duchess of Tiamant an hour after the world had changed.  I had apologized to them all, hoping they didn't see it as me keeping them waiting on purpose.  But any thoughts that may have been entertained on that subject were washed aside when they saw I had the King and Queen with me as well.

	It was more a courtesy stopping in Wexbury so I could meet with Kira, on their way up to Highland.  And the new nobles seemed to take it as a great honor that the King and Queen would rush to Wexbury to meet them.  George... said nothing.  The smug man just let them believe it... well so did Everly and me, but that's neither here nor there when I can point fingers at the smirky man who gave me such a hard time about everything political.

	Kira... well she was a joy.  She was so excited at what they had already accomplished in Tiamant.  And how exciting it was to watch the lands slowly coming back to life under the stewardship of Sparo.  The small mountain range in the middle of the lands afforded them a view of the entire land.  Which we knew likely to be true since the horizon at the peaks would be around ninety miles in all directions, and the lands of Tiamant were small, only a hundred and fifty miles across and two hundred long.

	I found what she was sharing about the transplanted wildlife and the small herd of buffalo that were transported a few at a time, that they could see grazing in the new grasslands that had been revived there, fascinating.

	From faux affront at being appointed Mother of the Outland at first, to this unbridled joy and excitement of seeing her world being reborn under her stewardship, warmed my heart.  And I knew we had chosen well.

	I was amazed.  Our world was growing by leaps and bounds.  Going from what we believed to be the only habitable lands left, to find more and more life, Sparo growing and embracing new people.  And even the discovery of the Eastlands, even if they didn't welcome us, was exciting.  Showing us that there could still be more pockets of life yet to be discovered.

	There was talk of the construction of an exploratory airship that could survive the deadly heat of the equator, with a sealed and cooled gondola to keep the explorers inside alive long enough to make the crossing to the Southern Hemisphere of the globe.  If life survived up North here, there had to be pockets of life down there too.  We knew from old writings of the Wizards of the Before, right after the Great Impact, when the Earth was almost torn apart and reshaped by the cataclysm, that the Eastern Hemisphere was reduced to a hellscape of molten rock.  So the South would be the only other place to explore after we finished exploring what we could up here.

	I had smiled as she asked, “Have you ever seen Pronghorns, Great Mother?  We were gifted a small herd from New Home in the Westlands.  They're deer with short stubby, two-point horns.”

	Nodding, I said, “Yes, on the mission to find the Westlands.  They're amazing.”

	Misty had chimed in with wide eyes, “We fed some that were in the strip of land extending from the Gap they call the Ribbon of Life.”

	Rain and I must have just sat there for a half-hour just listening to Kira and the girls all babbling about the kinds of animals from the Westlands and Arcadia that were gifted to help repopulate the wildlife in the desolate remains of Tiamant as more forests were introduced to revive the land.  I found myself feeling a little melancholy seeing the shared excitement, wondering where my wonder of all the new things I experienced had gone.  Had I become so hidebound, or apathetic to the wonder of the world?

	I sometimes miss and mourn the Herder girl I was in Cheap Quarter, with wide eyes over the stories told and sung by the traveling minstrels and bards, about impossible lands that sounded like fairy tales mother read from the family tomes we hid under the floorboards.

	Now here I was, just looking at the letter from Emily, sharing how she wished she could come along on the journey with us.  Her entire life's work as First Seeker of New Cali had been in amassing knowledge from the Before and knowledge of the histories of peoples who have survived in this new inhospitable world of ours.  But she had been sidetracked from her mission when she made the mistake of falling in love with a man she could not have in Wexbury for he was promised to another.  Prime Techromancer Donovan... Celeste's father.

	In the end, she was able to help him put his heart back together years after losing his wife, Countess Shavey, to Wasting Syndrome.  Now she is helping to heal her realm of the damage Eris and her people had wrought upon it, when they had used their magics of the mind, their Mind Glow, to enslave the people of New Cali.

	I snickered at the thought of how exasperated she had been, and how much fun it was to tease her when she became Duchess Emilathia Brightseeker, First Seeker of New Cali.  It serves her right for hiding who she was for so long, from those of us who love her.

	The message warned me of the dangers and temptations that I would have to manage if we were successful in our quest, as the Mind Glow of the magic of the mind is ravenous and will test me.  I could lose myself in the drive to assimilate more as Eris had.  And that scared me since it truly was Eris' magic inside me... it had turned her from the path of the righteous to the dark desire to feed the magic and control others to secure more power.  Could it drive me to the same end?

	I frequently had nightmares on the subject, just as I have nightmares of the insipid dark magic that surfaced in my rage, black, all-consuming magic that was for want of another word... evil.  And that it lived inside of me, was part of me, scared me.  It ignited a flame in New Cali that has burned for years and cannot be put out.

	With a thought, the parchment ignited, burning to ash as she instructed me to do after reading it.  And I absently rubbed my silk gloved hand where my missing finger was.  Then a hand pulled mine away, grasping it and lacing fingers as the knight of my heart shared her strength with me, knocking me out of the paralyzing spiral I had been in.

	I smiled up at her.  As the war horns of Highland Reach sounded the three-toned blast of incoming airships and everyone's eyes looked to the sky, watching as the retrofitted transports were seen above the walls, led by two vessels of the Jewel class, in the colors of the Cristea, and of the Romanov bands... the latest completed airships.  The Racina was gifted to the Cristea last week.  And the Swiftwind was to be given to the Romanov as soon as its shakedown cruise was completed this week.  What were they doing leading the expedition ships?

	Half the question was answered when they landed minutes before the slower vessels in the formation in the sky behind them, and Elaineia and Alexandru strode off the Racina, bickering like... well, like newlyweds.  Elaine was chastising Dru, “I can fly her myself, you overbearing brute, you don't have to coddle me.”

	Dru responded with that sly but charming smile that had most women and a few men swooning at the roguishly beautiful man, with his chiseled features and long black flowing curls, “Yes Elaine.”

	“That's right, yes Elaine.  I...”  She trailed off and offered up a sheepish grin when they looked up to see hundreds if not thousands of people all gathered around for the auspicious occasion. “Oh... hello.”  She offered a little awkward wave from her hip.  Nervous chuckles rippled through the crowd.

	I elbowed my blushing bride as she whispered, “She remind you of anyone?”

	The girls all whispered at the same time, “Just a little.”  In the joke about my height that the entire population of Sparo seems to delight in.  I looked at them in faux affronted shock before smiling.  It was true though, Elaine had that same awkwardness I had about the responsibility thrust upon me.  I'd like to think I've grown out of it as my confidence in myself has.  I gave a tiny wave back from my hip.

	Drat.

	The Mother of the Cristea squinted one eye in mock pain as she strode up to us, Dru in her wake, as she drew her blade, it bursting into misty light that reached out for me, causing unrest in all the guards, as she took a knee, her blade's tip sinking into the cobblestones with a crackling sizzle.  “Great Mother.”  Then she reached up a hand and cuffed Dru's ear with her free hand.  The man winked at us and took a knee too.  Then his wife continued, to George and Everly, “Majesties.”

	George said in his royal tone, inclining his head, “Mother Elaineia.”

	Everly said, “Elaine, Dru, you're looking well.”

	The two stood and the Sabie Acasa... the Home Sword of New Home's magic extinguished as Elaine re-sheathed it. I pulled them both into a hug. “You were supposed to be in the transports, silly woman, why did you bring the Racina?”

	Alexandru gave me a slight bow from the hips, smirking a little as he shared, “My blushing bride was ecstatic to receive an airship for our band, and the impulsive woman said, even though there was already a plan for the mission in place...”

	She cut him off. “I figured, we've a vessel, why not use it.”

	Then I cocked an eye at the other vessel. “And the Swiftwind?”

	She shrugged and said, “Don't really know.  She joined us as we entered Highland airspace.  Isn't she supposed to go to Mother Vinyett of the Romanov?”

	George creased his brow.  “She was supposed to be on her shakedown cruise today.”

	I smirked when a familiar form stood in the door of the Swiftwind with his lopsided smile.  I rolled my eyes at the overly freckled man and said, “I think the engineer doing the shakedown just didn't wish to miss the departure of the expedition.”  Bex waved and I rolled my eyes and motioned him over.

	Elaine said ironically, “Men,” 

	Yet we had just established that she flew the Racina here... just because she could.

	“Oh shush Laney, I know how disingenuous that sounded.”  I had to smile at the young Mother.  She felt more like a little sister to me than a leader of an entire band of Mountain Gypsies.

	Then she turned to George. “I know the expedition was planned for five vessels, but I figured that space would be at a premium on the four transports, it would free up space and give us two swift vessels for scouting, the Racina would just be sitting empty back home for the two-week mission anyway.  She's kitted with a full gear-out for the mission.”

	George smirked and said, “I don't know why you're defending to me, it's the Great Mother running the show on this one.”

	“I know, I'm just avoiding the stink-eye she has pointing my way.  I've made her smiting list two or three dozen times already.”

	Everly reached out to pat her arm. “As have we all, child.  But being on the list doesn't take up any time nor effort, so...”

	I gleeped. “Everly!”

	The evil queen just, well, she laughed like an evil queen, then assured me, “We tease you because we love you, dear one.”

	I sighed in defeat and just said, “The Racina is a welcome addition.  And gives us more seating to eliminate some of the overcrowding of the vessels.”

	She started to sputter out her protest over surrendering the secondary cabin of her ship, but my toothy grin had her eyes widening just as I said primly, “Decreed.”

	Dru chuckled and shared, “She does that, love.  You should know better than to play games with our Laney.”

	Our gondola was going to be crowded, what with Shanny sleeping in our cabin, Misty and Ingr sleeping in the secondary with Syl and Rain.  Our guards occupying the main room and wedged in a cot in the very small cargo area.  So the others I wished could be with us would fit nicely into the Racina.

	We expected six days travel each direction, and if we couldn't find the library with the six remaining days, knowing the new coordinates, then it would be up to future missions with full archaeological excavation teams.  But we would at least be able to determine if we found the lands of the D.C. during our mission.  There were a few large constructs there according to the tomes that may have survived the earth rumbles and fault-line upheavals and folding that we could use as landmarks.

	The pleading look on Elaine's face relaxed into a smile when I almost sang out, “Rangers.”  She was one of the Gypsy Mothers who helped form the concept of the Rangers with Celeste and me.  And she simply loved that the knights that had helped save her people in the Westlands, were named the first commanders of the Rangers.  She saw Verna as one of her big sisters.  So I knew Verna, Kristof and Tennison would be welcome by her.  Their squires could ride in the transports.

	The Rangers would do double duty as security and as royal guards for me and mine to keep George and Everly placated since I refused the Crown's Own since I had my own Gypsy guards and we wanted as many seats available for scholars and Yvette's helpers in case we needed to excavate when we arrived at the location, so having a dozen or more taken up by the various groups sworn to protect us would be counterproductive.  Besides this was not a military mission, and we needed more brainpower than steel.

	Tennison... well he was a special case as he, like Celeste, had various duties and roles.  Where Celeste was what equated to a Queen of the Altii and Gypsies, as well as a Templar, still held the rank of commander of the Wexbury mobile battalion when she was in Wexbury.  When she was away with me or acting in her capacity as Queen or Templar, then Tennison held the rank of commander of the Mobile Battalion.

	Here is where it got complicated and we needed to remedy all of the overlapping layers somehow with Duke Fredrick... if Tennison is also away on Ranger business, like this expedition... then commander of the Mobile Battalion fell to the second in command of the Home Battalion for the duration, Sir Edmund, the only other Techno Knight in Wexbury.

	Well, the only one until the three of the ten squires training in at Wexbury Keep are knighted next year, something that is a point of contention among the other Realms of the Lower Ten, as that would put Wexbury back to having more Techno-Knights than any other realm except Highland, even with the influx of commoners with a  spark who have been taken as squires over the past few years when it was no longer outlawed for a serf to possess a spark greater than being a sensitive.

	The Crown has always been lenient with Wexbury, because of all of the realms, in all the history of Sparo, only Wexbury has never tried to invade or annex neighboring lands, and has always used its large fighting force to come to the defense of any realm that called.  All knew the steel and fire of Wexbury would always heed the call for aid.  So she had the fourth-largest fighting force, with a disproportionate number of Techno Knights.

	That was another point I needed to discuss in-depth with George, since now that Sparo was growing, and many of the new realms did not possess anyone with a spark, maybe now was the time to discuss reshaping the defense of the realms into a singular fighting force.  Maybe an extension of the Rangers, and Realms only having local law-keeping forces under civilian control like under the Magistrates of the Keeps.

	Then every realm would have the protection of the entire might of Sparo behind them against Rogues, Marauders, or other outside agitators like Avlon Purists, yet still hold their internal sovereignty with their own law-keeping force.  It would also discourage infighting between the realms resulting in them taking up arms against each other, though that hasn't happened in the past two hundred years... I'd like to believe that we have moved past that part of our history and have formed a more cohesive and mature culture.

	And here we are again, evolving our culture to include the other half of the blood in my veins, the Mountain Gypsies.  It is either a blessing or a curse that we live in these exciting times.

	Misty whispered as she took my hand as I was reaching back to rub absently at the scars on my back I had gotten when I was young and had snuck into the Great Library of the Techromancy Scrolls, “Mom... your eyes... they're white.  You're dwelling on things.”

	I realized my eyesight had fogged over in a roiling blur and white mist when I was overthinking too many things at once.  And I was seeing the world more clearly through the fog... sharper, crisper, including the flickering light of the minds of those around us in the courtyard.  The tempting ones with sharp and bright mind glow that... I shoved Eris' magics down deep inside me and my vision returned to normal.

	I smiled at her and patted her hand then dropped mine, as it ghosted and blurred, leaving after images from the movement.

	I noted many eyes on me, some curious, some wary, a couple who knew of the rumors of what had transpired in New Cali, looked concerned.  Everly glanced around and I saw a fierce protectiveness blaze in her own eyes I only saw her use around Shavon or my girls before, as she hissed quietly between her teeth as she surveyed the eyes upon me, “Enough of this now.”

	George opened his mouth as the four other airships finally arrived and dropped anchors and landed with efficiency, almost in synchronization.  But Ev beat him to it as she called out, silencing the murmuring crowd as the captains of the other vessels, stepped out to stand on the ramps of their airships.  “People of Sparo.  Thank you for attending the launch of the greatest expedition that Sparo has ever undertaken.  To finally recover the last of the knowledge of the Great Wizards of the Before Times!  So that Sparo can aspire to return to the greatness of those who came before us.”

	A deafening cheer roared throughout the courtyard, multiplying in intensity as the walls of the keep behind us seemed to amplify it.  Ingr, Shanny, and Shavon all reached out to steady Misty, who was getting emotional feedback overload from so many people with intense emotions.

	George squished his lips to one side as he looked at his wife as if she had just taken his favorite toy.  She spoke loudly over the cheering to him, “Oh shush you old blowhard.  You would have gone on and on with pomp and circumstance and it would be hours before Laney could get the fleet in the air.”  She smiled a challenge and the man deflated.  He was intelligent enough to know when he was beaten.

	Then he held a hand high and betrayed me as the crowd silenced and he said, “Your illustrious co-ruler, Great Mother Laney of Sparo has inspirational words to share with her subjects.”

	What?  The evil man!  I had nothing prepared.  He was the showman and the Prime ruler at this time and it fell upon him to give voice to those inspirational words... it was in his wheelhouse.  He just reached the top of my smiting list as I looked around to the silent, expectant crowd and with my unfortunately extensive experience in diplomacy stated a coherent, “Umm...”

	A chuckle rippled through the crowd who recognized the look of a startled deer who had just stepped into the path of an oncoming wagon.  Mother Luna preserve me and Father Sol lend me strength not to slap the back of the smug man's head.

	I looked around, the transports were already loaded and provisioned for the two-week expedition, We would be setting down at the Eastern Marker in just a couple hours after we launched here.  We could reorganize the passenger manifests at that time and move our friends into the Racina.

	So to put a damper on George's amusement, I just raised my chin, trying not to smirk at the smug man, then drew Anadele, her blade shining in the light of Father Sol, and gave the most well-articulated speech I could, drawing on my years of diplomatic experience.  “For Sparo!”

	The crowd roared out for our Altii, “For Sparo!”

	Then I thrust my blade up again and for our Mountain Gypsies shouted, “So say the People!”

	To my immense pleasure, the roar of the crowd was just as loud in response to the traditional Gypsy creed.

	“So say the People!”

	I gave his royal pain in my buttness a smug grin of my own then stuck my tongue out at him... in a completely royal manner of course.  I then hugged the man and Everly as the crowd just kept cheering, calling out over the crowd, “See you in eighteen days.  Love you.”

	They responded, “Love you too, Laney dear.”

	Then I pulled Shavon into a hug too. “I wish you could come with us, sweetie, but your mom's a wee bit overprotective.”

	Everly said as she hugged first my girls then Celeste goodbye, “Oh pish.  It's an overabundance of prudence.  I remember all too well what happened the last mission of peace you went on.  Many died and you were almost among them.”

	She acted like that happened around me all the time.  Well, it did, just not as frequently as she was intimating.  Well... whatever.

	Rain just chuckled and led Syl toward the airships.  Elaine curtsied, and Dru gave a sweep of his arm as he bowed smoothly to my co-rulers, and the rest of us turned to march toward the Jewel... me tripping over an invisible whosit or imaginary whatsit, Ingr steadying me on one side, Misty on the other as the crowd chuckled at my royal grace.

	Shanny hugged her sister then ran ahead of us all as Celeste said to me over the still boisterous crowd, “Well done love.”

	“You think?”

	“Just a little.”

	“Grr.”

	Bex was calling out, his voice cracking a bit, “Hey!  Wait for me!”

	We loaded up, sealing the door, my heart pounding in excited anticipation, and I pulled a lever when we sealed our doors, which lowered a signal flag, and the other vessels signaled back in kind.

	I grinned in excitement and said to everyone who was looking on with eyes wide in excitement, “Let's go make history, shall we?”

	Then I operated the controls and we lifted off, mostly smoothly, as my heart beat in excitement for the historic undertaking.  I grabbed the lever to retract the landing skids, and pulled down... but I kept going down, falling through the floor of the gondola and through the earth itself as I was yanked East as the seeing began.

	“Oh, Mother Luna!”

	




Chapter 7 – Giants

	We were halfway to the eastern outer marker, as everyone doted over me.  I had only been gone a moment before I collapsed back into myself from their perspective but was stepping through the vision of the future for ten or fifteen minutes by my perspective.

	Celeste had taken the helm when I collapsed, to prevent us from colliding with the other vessels as they lifted off to fall into formation.  Sylvia and Rain had moved me to the seating area at the forward windows of the gondola as the girls all looked on wringing their hands in worry.

	The moment my eyes flickered open, Misty asked, “A seeing?”

	I nodded with a weak, sheepish grin to let them know I was fine. “Yes.  It was all disjointed.  There were so many giants.”

	Shanny popped up in front of me, her excited face with wide eyes inches from mine.  “Giants?”

	I chuckled and kissed the tip of her nose as I sat up, pulling her to sit beside me so I could snuggle her to me.  “Not real giants, silly.  But metal and stone... broken... so old...  We were all there except at the last one, buried in the earth, the bones of a great city behind it, its unseeing eyes staring up to the sky from a time before us, lost to mankind.”  I shrugged with a squinted eye. “It sort of reminded me of you, Celeste.”

	She rolled her eyes from where she was flying the Jewel.  Oh yeah, I was supposed to be doing that, wasn't I?

	Then I inhaled, being used to describing what I saw before it faded into the fog of consciousness so the others could write it down.  A habit of many years until New Cali.  Now the visions were seared into my mind, indelible, a part of me till the end of my days.  “It was full transference.”

	I described the tastes and smells of the various places, telling us they were likely in different locations.  The sounds of the wind, the sky... and then the heat on my cheek from... “There were flames... screams, and sounds of battle, but they were mercurial, changing before I could focus on them as if there were too many possibilities for them to solidify in my vision.  Too many people changing their decisions.”

	Moving my eyes to Ranelle, I almost asked, hoping she may have heard of something similar in their teachings about the few Touched who had the Sight over the years who had spoken of transference, “Even though I was able to freeze most of the locations to step through them to look at various angles, some were flashes like that that never resolved clear enough for me to see.  Like shadows, or the whispering voices on Father Stone.  It was... I've never had a seeing quite like it.”

	Thinking on the whispers on the wind in the mountains of home, I plucked out a favorite memory I could recall as it had just happened.  When sitting in the Garden of the Great Mother, in Father Stone's shadow, I had been listening to the snippets of voices I could catch from so many points in time, past, present, and future, by so many people.  When you hear the voice of someone you love, you can pick it out of the whispered echoes.

	It is said that if you listen for too long, it could drive you mad, and you'd lose yourself in the whispers.  But I find them comforting, knowing that Father Stone holds a piece of all the Touched even after they are gone, and even some not of the Touched who were loved by others who were.  Like when I catch Sir Bowyn's voice saying Rain's name with such love before the wind takes it away.

	I've heard whispers of Celeste and my voices from all throughout time on occasion, but it is always fleeting.  But one day I found myself smiling at a voice with a familiar tone, only older than she is now.  Misty was saying as it echoed and warbled in the whispered tones of the mountains, “Mom, meet your granddaughter...”  Then Ingr's voice full of pride, joy, and love, “Adelaide...” and it fluttered away into the other whispers.

	That moment made me understand more, why Mother Udele would not reveal many things she saw with the Sight.  She would always say that she couldn't because it ran the risk of someone making a different decision to avoid something she saw as a pivotal point that could change the outcome of important things in her visions.  She used that excuse when she saw the children had stowed away on our mission to the Westlands, or when she had Rain commission a sword for Misty when she foresaw her wooden blade being snapped.  But they hid the blade until the vision actually came to pass.

	I had at first been angry that they knew the children were going to stow away and they didn't prevent it or tell me so I could prevent it.  But then when I looked at things objectively, the girls played a couple pivotal roles in that mission.

	Now though, I understood completely, as I held onto the whispers I heard that day in the mountains like a treasure in my heart, and dared not speak of it to anyone, even the girls, lest the moment never comes to pass.  And my heart has soared when I heard it and I cannot wait for that day to finally come, though I fear I'm impatient, and the girls sounded... adult.

	Truth be told, I already loved little Adelaide with all my heart and couldn't wait for the day I finally met her.

	I was brought back to the present when Rain just shook her head slowly, as she sat on my other side, cupping my scarred cheek, the cascade of misty magics flowing over her hand like a slowly moving fog as it fell toward the floor and dissipated just a few inched from us. “I'm sorry Laney, there isn't much we know about Transference nor how it works.  I can count the number of the People whose Seeings included it, on one hand, in the thousands of years since the Great Impact.  Though even Udele says that the Sight shows the most likely outcomes of events, and sometimes when it all hangs on one instant in time, multiple outcomes can be blurred together, making the event that much harder to suss out.”

	Inclining my head slightly in thanks, I debated telling everyone the other feeling that scared me in the vision.  I had a flash of rage and frustration which seemed to envelop my entire being, and for that barest instant, I could feel that roiling dark magic that seemed to overwhelm me, tainted with the insidious blue seduction of Eris's magic, both telling me to take them all for myself.  I smiled weakly then rasped, “Thanks.”

	She smirked. “You should read everything this one has documented about your transference, to share with future generations of the People.”

	Syl shook her head at her impulsive, scoundrel of a mate, and said, “Oh hush, woman.  Now everyone shoo while I make sure she's ok.  Her head has a nasty bump from where it bounced off the Jewel's wheel.”

	Ingr said, “Let me do that, shouldn't you and mom be stowing the rest of your gear in the secondary cabin?”

	Sylvia smirked at her daughter, and I could actually taste the pride she had for Ingr in her magiks.  Ingr, in three short years, has rivaled her in power and was already acknowledged as the second most skilled healer of the People.  We all knew by the time she reached her prime, she would eclipse her mother's abilities.

	She has gotten overtures from many bands to join them and take a man from their bands once she reached majority since the Lupei already had a disproportionate number of skilled healers.  But Ingr always turned them down graciously, pointing out she was a Sora of the Lupei and would be expected to lead them one day.

	Not to mention that she had eyes only for our Misty, so wouldn't be wedding any man to have as her subordinate second.  Instead, she would be joined as equals with a Sora of the Great Mother.

	When Syl started to open her mouth, Ingr just pointed toward the cabins.  Sylvia asked Ranelle with a wry chuckle, “Aren't I the Mother of the Lupei?”

	Rain chuckled as she sliced a piece off of a pear with a dagger, and took a bite.  I didn't even want to know where she got them when she wasn't holding anything moments before.  “Sorry, love, I can't help you.  She's far too cute to argue with when she's being assertive like that.”

	I had to smile as Syl winked at me, lifted her chin imperiously, then stepped past her daughter, taking a moment to kiss the top of her head multiple times in rapid succession, derailing the girl as she blushed profusely and whined out, “Mooooom.”

	Then after everyone had a good chuckle over it, Ingr regained her composure and her fingers flared open slightly as her eyes instantly became roiling white fog, and layers of white silken magik which... if I am being honest, felt just a little heavier than Sylvia's, draped over my form.  I felt the warm tickling pressure as each sheet of her magik sank into my tissues, probing and wrapping around my minor injury and the familiar warmth of healing began.

	She didn't seem to be taxed at all by the process, and I even felt her trying, once again, to mend the extensive magic burns and damage on my face, neck, and hand.  She always did that... trying to accomplish what her mother could not.  And to her credit, every time she did, the magic damage was mitigated the tiniest of amounts.  She had already given me more relief than the spelled silken glove I have worn for a decade on my burned and scarred hand.

	Dozens of healers had lent their power to create healing charms on the glove, and in the ten years the aches and pains I had when the glove was off, and some tissue damage had been reversed by about a third.  Yet Ingr has done the same for all my magic damage in just three.  You could no longer see the handprints burned into my neck when the rogue Prime Techromancer Kennick had tried to choke me to death in Solomon, his hands aflame with his magic, though my vocal cords were still heavily damaged.  Maybe one day, under her care,  I'll be able to speak normally without my rasp.

	Then the warmth faded, and I had to mentally push my magics down from trying to hold onto it and pull it into me.  How I hated the insidious magics living inside me at times like this.  I would never use them against those I loved, and it felt as if the magics resented me for that.  But my original Adept magic and magik of the People always seemed to wrap around me and insulate me from the rest... like they were protecting me.

	Ingr chastised me as she took Misty's hand, and I swear I felt some sort of electrical circuit open whenever they touched, “You have to stop doing that.  One of these times you'll do real damage to yourself when you fall.  When you feel it coming you need to sit, Great Mother.”  I wondered if she knew just how much she sounded like her mother.  Poor Misty was going to have her hands full once they married.

	I ignored the adorable Gypsy Sora and diffused her resolve by just saying, “Love you Ingr, you're a wonder.”

	Shanny mumbled with a mischievous smirk from where she was playing with Bitsy on the next curved seat over, “A wonder she can walk and talk at the same time.”

	Ingr pointed at her. “Hey now pipsqueak, don't make me tickle you into submission again.”

	Shan squeaked and shut her mouth, locking it with an imaginary key and throwing it out before getting an exploding fist bump from the Gypsy princess.  The two shared a grin.

	Misty said to her sister, as she dragged her girl away from us all, “Hey, get a Sora of your own, runt, this one is mine.”

	We all chuckled and I joined Celeste at the ship's wheel as we flew over the Eastern Weigh Station, minutes from arriving at the outer marker.

	




Chapter 8 – Embarking

	Once we had all landed and rearranged seating in the little fleet, everyone went about re-checking supplies and topping off anything that needed it as we all looked to the east.  I turned slightly to the north and prompted the other captains as we sat at one of the plank tables we had set up for midday meal, “So remind me just why we are flying in an arc to our destination instead of a straight line?”

	I could repeat verbatim what Bex had told me about it when he was drawing out our route to the D.C.  But as I had explained earlier, just because I have the information, doesn't mean I understand it.  It was all about planes through a sphere and how a straight line was actually curved where the arc was not.  It was called a geodesic or great circle route.

	Bex has a way of making what I saw as complex things sound extraordinarily easy, but those of us without his immeasurable intelligence still found the concepts daunting.  The captain of the Trident, Lady Kess said something Lord Bartholomew had said when I met him, “The world is round, milady, a sphere.”

	The corner of my lips twitched as I restrained a smile. “I'm quite aware, Captain.”  I tossed a little piece of the bread I picked off the slice in my hand at her as others around us chuckled.  “It's all about geodesic routes, but I still don't quite have a grasp on it.”

	She made a sphere with her hands, “Imagine a linear plane slicing through the globe that intersects your starting point and destination, that bisects the sphere into two even pieces.  The resulting arc on the perimeter is the shortest distance between the two points.  Well, above ground anyway.”

	I looked around at everyone at the table I was at, all but Rain and Celeste had puzzled and quizzical looks on their faces which I'm sure just matched mine.  “I know she's saying words, but it's the same gibberish Bex is always spouting.  I get the general gist of the concept, but it still confounds me how it works.”

	I glanced over toward Lady Kess again to see one of the scholars beside her, what was his name... ah yes, Baron Ulrich smiling in that smug manner I was used to seeing on nobles whenever they were dealing with commoners.  “Lord Ulrich, would you mind explaining it to me in a manner I might be able to wrap my head around.”  It was everything I could do to stop from grinning like a loon when Celeste made an almost silent aborted snort, and Verna squeaked to physically keep her mouth shut.

	The man's eyes widened and suddenly he wasn't looking so superior as he sputtered, “It's all math and... when you fly from a lower...”  He deflated and was at least aware enough to acknowledge what must have been like chewing broken glass. “I'm really not sure myself, Great Mother.  It has something to do with grids not being grids on a sphere I'm told.”

	Ok, he could stay off my smiting list for now since he recognizes we are on an equal footing instead of the look I got when a noble didn't think a serf should be one of the rulers of Sparo.  I looked over to the plank table right beside us where Bart was sitting with some of the archaeologists of the group when the man started talking.  “You remember the lessons, Lisette.”

	He stood, his journal in hand, and moved over to our table, Celeste stood when he moved up to me and he sat in her seat.  He said with a loving smile for his granddaughter, “Two-dimensional maps are not true representations of land areas when projected on a three-dimensional sphere.”

	He looked over to Rain on my other side.  “May I?”

	She looked from the apple she was about to slice into and offered it and the dagger to him.  The man set them down then took a page of parchment from his journal, and he dipped the dagger into the gravy on my plate.  Then he seemed to size the apple up then said as he drew two dots with gravy on the parchment.  “On a two-dimensional map would lead you to believe that...”  He drew a line between the two dots.  “A straight line is the quickest way between two locations.  And for the most part, local destinations like in the same village, or even the same realm, there isn't enough spherical distortion to make much difference.”

	Then he smiled slyly. “But when you are talking global scale or even just thousands of miles, the differences are noticeable.”  He crumbled the parchment around the apple and packed it tight, to crunch down all the wrinkles tight to the fruit.

	Then he held it out on the palm of his hand, and I could see the two dots, crinkled but visible as he almost whispered, “But once that two-dimensional map is applied to a sphere.  Something happens.”

	My eyes widened, though smeared and crumpled and folded in the wrinkles, I saw the connecting line between the points... only... it was slightly arch-shaped.  The man's eyes twinkled, chasing his fog away for a moment as he dipped the dagger in the gravy again, saying, “So you see Lise...”  He blinked at me in confusion a moment. “Umm... Laney dear.”

	He drew a straight line from point to point again, then he took the apple out of the parchment as he pulled it carefully flat again, trying not to smudge the gravy lines too much as I just blinked at the curved dotted gravy line that now connected the two points above the straight line he had originally drawn.

	Wow, I...I understood now.  He had just demonstrated it in a way even I could grasp.  I was nodding as I felt my mind heat as the lesson was seared into it.  He grinned again and said, “So to find that shortest distance, that curving shortest path, that is where the geodesic or great circle planes come into play since the world we live in is larger than an apple.”

	He twisted the tip of the dagger into two places on the apple and then turned it in his hand to examine it then laid the dagger across so that it would slice through both points as well as the center of the apple, slicing it in two equal hemispheres.  He tapped the edge of the apple between the two points then set the dagger down with a smile and motioned his hands, palm up.  “And there it is.”

	Misty was whispering, a long and drawn out, “Wooooow.”

	Shan moved over to the man and hugged his arm. “Yeah, it's just geodesics.  Uncle Bex says the same thing.”  

	I looked at her in suspicion, but she seemed to be genuine about understanding.  I almost chuckled over the fact that my youngest daughter seemed to be smarter than the rest of our family.  Then again, Celeste didn't seem surprised at all by the lesson.  So at least Misty and I could wallow in our inadequacy together.  We could split a sweet roll together later in solidarity.

	Then my newfound good mood was dampened as Bart looked around, confused.  Grabbed his journal then started reading it frantically and then up to me. “Lady Celeste, we must find the Great Mother.”  He held the journal out toward her with both hands.  “I've found the offset!”

	I sighed and gave a sad smile, kissing his cheek as I assured him, “Yes you have, Bart.  You're amazing.”

	Misty and Ingr appeared on either side of him, Misty helping him up, and the three girls led him toward the Trident transport.  Mist saying softly, “Let's get you situated in your cabin, Bart.  We'll be taking off soon to the lands of the D.C.  Tell us about your granddaughter, she sounds like she loves you a lot.”

	The tables were all silent as the one the others called Mouse, started sharing with great pride in his tone, “She's the light of my heart.  She's about your age, and I know she'll be an amazing woman.  And mischievous...”

	When they were out of earshot, I found myself exhaling a breath I didn't know I was holding.  Then I looked around to all the eyes trained on the Trident.  I whispered out to the universe, “How can the world be so cruel?  He's done what nobody could, his greatest accomplishment can change the world as we know it, but his mind is slowly being taken from him.  It is a fate worse than Wasting Syndrome.”

	Rain slid over and reached past me, the mood of excitement dampened, she grabbed the dagger and stabbed one of the apple halves, then smirked at all of us and said my words again, with fire, “He's done what nobody could, his greatest accomplishment can change the world as we know it.”  Then she took a bite of the apple and called out as she chewed, “Lord Bartholomew!”

	That snapped us all out of the funk and depression as the excitement for the expedition returned with a vengeance as we all grabbed our cups and hoisted them high and roared out, “Lord Bartholomew!”

	I looked at the woman with her smug smirk and mouthed, “Thank you,” as everyone cheered then went about shoveling the last of their meal into their mouths so we could embark on this historic expedition.  She just shrugged.

	And that right there is why Rain was the most loved Great Mother the People have ever had.  She could turn anything around in an instant and inspire.  If I am lucky, I will live long enough to be able to do the same, to do the title of Great Mother proud by the time Father Stone calls me home to rest.  And I pray that day, that I have done enough good in our world to have offset the long chains of sin I carry with me everywhere.

	Minutes later as the last of the plank tables were stowed in the airships, and we policed the area to be sure we left it as we found it, Celeste whistled shrilly and looped a finger in the air, and everyone rushed to get to their stations in the airships.  It was time.

	I smirked when she took the controls of the Jewel, the chart rolled out on the console beside the ship's wheel, and she took a compass reading then lifted us so smoothly into the air that I didn't get that feeling of my stomach dropping.  “Showoff.”

	She'd be flying the rest of the way since she could navigate using the charts that were made by reproducing the old maps of the United States realm, rotated to match our coordinate system since she was a skilled navigator and I would probably fly us to the Three Sisters or something if I were leading the fleet across the uninhabitable lands.

	She winked and I stuck my tongue out at her.  Then she turned us severely north to get to the starting point of our arc so we would miss the airspace of the Eastlands, keeping our promise not to fly over their lands uninvited.  We'd be able to see them on the horizon for a short time by late afternoon, but they would be out of sight by the time we landed as the sun sets in the Wilderness to overnight.

	I closed my eyes when we could see the green limb of the Eastlands on the southern horizon and bright flashes of light hit our gondola.  When the flashes started to repeat, I smiled crookedly when I noted all the girl's lips were moving as they, as well as Celeste and me, started reading the flashes from the closest airship in our formation behind the Jewel and Racina.

	Misty's eyes narrowed.  Was she growling?  That's my girl.  I just sighed as I stepped to the window to look toward the Eastlands, and Shanny dug in my tools pouch and handed me my spyglass as I held out a hand.  I looked through it and sighed heavily again as I saw the Overgard.  The stolen armored Avalon airship that Aelwen had stolen.  It mirrored our path as it glided over the Eastlands.

	I muttered as I handed the spyglass to Shan to look as the others lined up to see, “Yes I see you seeing us, you psycho.”

	Ingr prompted, “Should we signal the fleet to stop?  We could send the Racina back to Sparo to have them go after her.”

	I just shook my head as I went to the handle in the wall and angled it toward the trailing ships and started flashing the signaling mirror at them to proceed as planned.  “She'll be long gone before they get there.  And she's ignoring the no-fly rule over the Eastlands where Sparo cannot follow.  I wouldn't be surprised if she has somehow weaseled her way into some sort of deal with them.  It could explain where she's been hiding that behemoth of an airship.”

	Then I said with surety, unnerved that I understood how the ex-Duchess thought now, “No she wanted us to see... wanted me to see her.  She wants us to know that she knows about our mission, enforcing her assertion that she has people everywhere, including in Wexbury.”

	Misty said through clenched teeth, her fingers whitening with her grip on the metal as she stared through the spyglass, “I know it is wrong to hate, but I hate that psycho bitch.”

	“Misty!”

	“Sorry, mom.  That psycho wench.”

	We all chuckled when Celeste assured us, “No... she had it right the first time.”

	I sighed and turned away, looking forward to seeing this Wilderness the scholars are so excited about.

	




Chapter 9 – Wonder

	The Wilderness... was amazing, and a little of my old self was peering from my eyes in excitement as the rolling mass of trees with a low range of mountains came into view to fill our horizon.  You could almost taste the change in the air as the sweet smell of nature, unspoiled by mankind, seemed to envelop us even before we landed.

	We have annexed the lands and have provisionally designated them a nature preserve, though a small keep would be constructed as a base for the scholars and naturalists, and to defend our claim to the lands if that ever became an issue.

	Misty looked to be almost in a daze, there was so much life down there as we were coming in for a landing at the temporary research camp there that the smile on her face was almost wistful as her eyes glowed violet almost to the point of her magics sparking and drizzling from her eyes.  She got this way deep in the Whispering Walls mountain range back home when we traveled deep into uncharted forested areas.

	While we all took stock of our supplies, the magic spark vessels that powered the airships, and tethered the small mustangs we brought for scouting.  Misty had almost stumbled out to the edge of the clearing the base-camp was situated in and fell to her knees, arms out... and the animals came.

	So many species, both known and some I had never seen before.  The deer and large rabbits all shied away when predators came to her call.  Sara stood in a tree above them, her bow drawn as she tracked the two, impossibly huge wolves that padded up to her cautiously to sniff then snuffle her outstretched hands.  Then a bear, like no other, lumbered out of the forest, stood on its hind legs, towering over my daughter.  It dwarfed the grizzly bears of Sparo and even those big white bears up in Avalon, the Polar Bears.

	I would have been terrified for my daughter if I wasn't already there, in the future, two of my future selves watching the whole interaction.  Celeste and the others didn't have the benefit of knowing what would happen, so I could feel her, and the unmistakable overwhelming energy of Rain, powering up as well as the tastes of five of the other magic users in our group doing the same.

	I just laid a hand on both Rain and Celeste's arms as they started to stride past me, their hands on the hilts of their swords as a couple archers started drawing back on their nocked arrows, one whispering, “Great Mother...”

	I whispered, “Wait.”  And that was enough for those closest to me, in my ring of family and friends.  I noted that Dru was just leaning against one of the posts on the heavy canvas tents of the little outpost with a smug grin on his face as he watched even though I could feel half his attention on me.  I knew it was an act, that if Misty were truly in danger, based on my reactions he would have his own bow up and have two or three shots off before our other archers could react.

	Then the bear, whose fur was much longer and thicker than a grizzly's, laid down at her feet and rolled to its back, exposing its belly to Misty.  And once she started scratching and rubbing its belly and thumping its sides, the two large wolves shied away from it and moved to Misty's other side, and she spared a hand to scratch them between their ears with her other hand.

	Yvette stepped up to us as everyone started to relax and she whispered to us, “I've heard... I mean the bards sing of her communion with animals and her connection with nature... what she did in Avalon.  But... this is amazing!”

	One of the assistants she brought along said, “The predators aren't attacking the prey animals... is she doing that?”

	I was all smiles as I whispered, “Can my baby girl cook or what?”

	Ingr just stood by Sylvia, holding Shan's hand until Misty gently whispered in the bear's ears and it rolled to its feet, huffed, flared its nostrils, then nuzzled her, before turning to lumber back off into the dense forest.  Then my girl turned, her hands buried in the thick fur of those huge wolves that would have come almost up to my chest, and she looked back at our camp and just inclined her head.  That was apparently the signal Ingr was waiting for as she just strode toward the treeline with Shanicia, who seemed to be in awe of the wolves.  Just great, she was such a dog person, which is likely why Misty didn't send them away too.

	After we watched as Misty seemed to introduce the wolves to the girls, and I was satisfied that they were safe, a future me returned inside me, but they were my babies so I left one of myself ten seconds in their future to watch over them.  I was all smiles when Shan seemed to hug one of the wolves, and then Mist sent them away and the children sat down to pet the other animals that were still gathering.

	Sylvia was calling out, “Be sure to check them for mind fire, Ingr!”  The Sora just waved her off as she cuddled a bunny to her.

	I turned away and froze mid-step when I saw almost fifty sets of eyes watching me.  Why were my cheeks heating?  I waved everyone off, my arm leaving after images of mist as I said lamely as I shrugged, “She likes animals.”

	Then slowly everyone turned to the task of setting up the plank tables with the two scholars from the camp and finished securing the vessels for the night.  I heard people whispering things like, “That bear was no grizzly.”  Then I smirked as the two manning the research camp were excitedly whispering to some of our expedition about Dire-Wolves and how they've found tracks but have never laid eyes on them and how they were too smart for the traps they set out for them.

	That was just silly, there were no such things as Dire-Wolves, they had died out in what the people of the Before called prehistoric times.  Ok, I may have read a lot of books on the old animal kingdom the past couple of years as new species are being found in all the new realms.  All the photographs in the tomes of those books are clear as day in my memory.  The proportions and the coloring of these wolves told me they were most likely what was called the Mackenzie Valley Wolf, also known as the Northwestern Wolf.  They were much larger than the grey wolves which inhabited the lower ten.

	The bear though... it had to be a Kodiak Bear, nothing else is as large or larger than a Polar Bear.  They were thought to be extinct, so how did it get here?  And if it were here, then there had to be a healthy population of them.  They were from the Realm of Alaska and didn't roam as wolves did.  Could it have been zoological gardens like in Avalon?  And they escaped and thrived in the Wilderness after the Impact?

	Elaine had prompted me, waving a hand in front of my face, “Sparo to the Great Mother, come in Laney?  Ah, there you are.”  She called over her shoulder, “She's back.”  Then to me, she said, “You got lost in your thoughts again...”  Then she whispered, “Your eyes were white with a blue glow.  Are you ok?”

	I blinked and looked back to see the meal was prepared... Mother Luna, I had lost time again as I accessed the knowledge I have been absorbing.  Celeste was looking toward me, and to the outside observer, you would swear she was just smiling at me, but I could see the tinge of worry in her eyes and the way she held herself ever so slightly stiffly.  I gave her a smile to let her know I was fine.

	I called out to the Wilderness researchers where they were in an animated discussion with other scholars in the food line where the porters were dishing out some divine smelling stew and cornbread, “Not Dire-Wolves...  Northwestern Wolves and Kodiak bears.”

	One almost dropped his plate as he scrambled to pull up a journal he had on a lanyard over his shoulder to start writing frantically in it as he balanced his plate awkwardly and precariously.

	Now finally my wife smirked at me, knowing I was really ok and not just faking it.  I crinkled my nose at her and shook my head.  Overprotective, and overly sexy, that's what my fire maned woman was.

	I looked around in the darkening twilight, how long had I been lost in thought?  My mind supplied that fifteen minutes had passed. My eyes settled on the shadows at the edge of the clearing, then made a quick hissing, ticking sound, calling the girls over like the adults of the Mountain Gypsies often did.

	Their heads virtually snapped back toward us and they stood, virtually trudging our way.  I called out, “Don't act like I just took away your favorite toy, last meal is ready.”

	They joined the squires and they all absconded with plates of food and scurried away into one of the moored airships.  Mischief was to be had and I sighed heavily.  Almost adult or not, good things never came from the young squirreling themselves away.  Hijinks always ensues.  I smirked at Sara as she followed them, balancing a plate of her own on a hand as she blended into the lengthening shadows.

	Then I relaxed and Elaine and I joined the others at the head table, where Celeste already had a plate of food waiting for me.  I smiled as I sat, looking around to the nature around us as the Three Sisters moved across the sky in the debris ring around Earth, the light from them illuminating the treetops like something from a fantasy story from the library.  Ok, so maybe I haven't lost my sense of wonder after all.

	The warrior of my heart looked up to the three moons as there was a bright flash near the eye, then she whispered to me, “Make a wish.”

	She always had me wish upon a strike.  But I told her truthfully as I leaned over in my chair to kiss her cheek.  “No need.  I have all I could ever want.”  Then added with a sly smile. “With the exception of more children that is.”

	Her returning smile warmed me up in all the most interesting places.

	




Chapter 10 – Faces

	We were back in the air, early the next morning on our strict schedule.  If we took longer to reach our destination, it would mean less time to search for the Library of Congress.  By noon we had crossed beyond the farthest point exploratory expeditions had traveled from the Wilderness until now.

	The Uninhabitable Lands passing below us were rough shattered land that was pockmarked by great fissures and occasional steam vents.  There weren't many relatively smooth places we could stop for a midday meal with a sky caravan as large as ours except what looked to be an old impact crater so I made the decision to forge on.

	I told Celeste as Jezelle stepped over to spell her at the controls,  “I don't see anyplace suitable to stop.  We should signal the others to just eat whatever rations they have onboard and we'll forge on until sunset.  We can have a big supper when we set camp for the night.”

	Her sharp eyes were scanning the horizon, nodded, as I pointed toward Jezelle without looking, making a rapid ticking sound.  Shanny harrumphed and slid the dagger back into my personal guard's leg sheath, squeaking to her, “Sorry Jez.” That caused the hardened, dangerous woman to start in surprise.  I've seen the woman throw that same knife at a would-be assassin twenty yards off because she heard the air parting as the man had moved ever so slightly in his hiding spot.

	But Shan had been trained by thieves and pickpockets at an unimaginably young age before she became our daughter, and unfortunately, she had excelled in the criminal arts.  She, for the most part over the past three years, has gotten much better at leaving that chapter of her life behind, but sometimes a challenging target gets the better of her.  Like the most dangerous guard the People had ever produced.

	The woman just blinked at my youngest and then said, “Well done, Sora, I didn't hear you approach.”

	I turned to them and blurted, “Mother Luna woman, don't encourage her.”

	“But it is a valuable skill to...”

	I pointed at her and made the same ticking sound and I got a rare smile and chuckle from the overly serious woman.  So what if she was an adult, she was being impetuous like a kid.  I mean, encouraging pilfering, really?  I smirked inwardly, my girl really was stealthy wasn't she?

	I blew some of my dark hair out of my eyes, caused the mists pouring from my scars to swirl, and asked the woman, “Want me to bring you something? I'm making sandwiches for everyone.”

	She put her serious look back on, though I was getting good at reading her, and I grinned.  “You'll take one and you'll like it, insufferable wench.”  Her dark eyes sparkled in humor though her sharp-angled face showed none.

	Then I went to the galley as Shan made herself scarce.  Well fine, the small counter on the other side of the short half-height wall, or bulkhead as Bex called them. And opened the pantry door to retrieve some flatbreads and fixings.  Sylvia must have been of the same mind as she stepped out of the secondary cabin and made a shooing motion with her hands as she said to Celeste, “Shoo, Lightbringer, we all know your idea of a meal is those terrible field rations you military types prefer.”

	“Hey!”

	I nodded.  “It's true.”

	“Fine, but still... hey.”

	I tiptoed a kiss to the tip of her nose and patted her butt, as she went to find where the girls had gone off to, a smirk on her lightly freckled face.  If she were making sandwiches it would be a full salami between two flatbreads, no vegetables, and she'd wash it down with a stout mead.

	You'd think that she'd be at least able to cook with the way she appreciates the fine foods served at home, but, not so much.  She didn't even know how to sew until I taught her.  It is odd how being raised a noble is so different than as a commoner.  Though they had the amazing skills, poise, and education I could only have dreamed of, they lacked the more mundane everyday skills that every serf knew by necessity.

	Syl and I shared a chuckle as she sliced open flatbreads to hand to me as I slathered some of the hard butter onto them, heating the knife with my magics to soften the butter so it spread easily.  She pulled a tomato and some lettuce from the ice chest and started bedding the sandwiches.  Most of the airships would only have the fresh veggies for the first few days until their ice melted in their coolers.

	But we... um... cheat.  With both Rain and me in the Jewel, we could keep the ice frozen indefinitely and we were generously stocked enough to last us until our return unless we went crazy with supplies, then we'd have to go with the dried or dehydrated vegetables and jerkies.  Or heaven help us, the crate of emergency military rations in the hold.

	But between all the larders of the transport vessels and the porters who brought standard supplies for long-duration excursions, we would be eating well most of the mission.

	We layered on slices of salami, hard cheese, and meat that Cook gave us that we had to keep chilled, called bologna.  Then after placing a bowl of fruit next to the plate of sandwiches on the big-serving tray built into the counter I crossed my arm over my chest and we just stood there until Jezelle deflated, rolled her eyes, then reached over the dividing wall without looking at me and took a sandwich as she said as if it were tedious, “Yes Great Mother.”

	I beamed then turned to Kuzel.  The Gypsy man looked first at Jezell, then he inclined his head a little as I offered the tray to him and he took a sandwich and bowed his head again without a word.  I whispered to Syl, who had picked up a tray with a pitcher of water and some carved wooden cups as we moved into the cabin she and Rain were using, “Have you ever heard him say a word?”

	She would know, as he's served in the group known as the Great Mother's Own for almost as long as Jezelle.  The woman just shrugged with a conspiratorial grin ticking at the corner of her lips.  Then I froze at what I saw in the cabin.  I had been so engrossed in the satisfaction of preparing a meal for everyone that the heavy tang of magics pulsating from the gondola had sort of not registered as I was always constraining my own in the background.

	Rain was standing in front of Misty and Ingr, instructing Mist in wielding and controlling her magics like she did every time she had time alone with her when my own mother wasn't instructing her in the use of the nature element.  She was saying in the tongue of the People, “Yes, very good.  Now Ingr, concentrate, you're slipping, the sigil again before Misty loses it.”

	I could feel the cool soothing magik of the young Sora as Ingr drew a sigil of power in the air, her white wispy energy taking physical form, the symbol for persistence, then with her brow furrowed in concentration, she took Misty's hand and pushed the sigil forward into the air to envelop a delicate-looking vase that seemed to be constructed of translucent green crystal which was carved to look as if it were made of leaves and flower petals layered on top of a mesh of vines that was just floating in the air between Misty's outstretched hands.

	The amount of power the two girls were expending rivaled some of Rain's best castings, and the strain showed in their eyes narrowed in concentration, brows creased in effort as their hands shook.

	“Good.  Good.  Now make it... be.”

	What in the name of creation was going on?

	Mist's legs gave out and she took a knee as the power faded and she caught the vase.  Rain's eyes were wide in amazement, and Celeste looked to be stunned as Misty just stared unbelieving at the vase and she started to laugh as she handed it to Ingr, who started laughing with her as she whispered, “You did it Mist.”

	“No, we did it, printesa mea.”  A smile quirked at my lips at the endearment.

	Shanny looked up at me and Sylvia, just standing at the door with the trays and she grabbed the vase from Ingr and rushed over to us as I asked, “What's going on in here?”

	My baby girl blurted as she shoved the vase toward us.  “Gramma Rain says the girls have revived the lost magiks of the People!  They made a vase... from the air...  My sister is awesome!”

	“What?”

	Ranelle sat on the corner of the bed that took up half the space, “It's true.  What was shared about the girls mixing their magiks?  I postulated that maybe that is why we lost the abilities the Mountain Gypsies of old had, and why they never documented how they accomplished the castings like those at the Meeting Spot on Father Stone, or the physical illusion blocking the cave leading to the Garden of the Great Mother...”

	“What?”

	Celeste offered helpfully... not, “You said that already, love.”  Her eyes were not on me but on the vase Shan was showing us proudly.

	Ranelle smiled as my wife took the tray from me and I accepted the vase.  As soon as I touched it I understood when my own innate magics tried to reach out to it and unravel it to pull it inside me.  I whispered, feeling my heart thumping, my eyes wide.  “It's an illusion.  But... I can feel it.  Move it.  Interact.”

	I showed it to Sylvia whose eyes were just as wide as mine.  Rain said with reverence in her tone, “We always thought we had just become less powerful over the centuries, but it turns out that as our power evolved beyond the primary elements, which the Altii are still learning to wield properly, to that of the magik of the spirit, we had also lost what was needed for such castings.”

	She chuckled to herself, shaking her head as she looked a little sheepish, looking at her hands. “But the reason they didn't document it is because it had been something so simple to them back then, it was as easy as combining the elemental magics with the power from one of the Touched with the developing spirit magiks.  And it would have been a slow progression as more and more were born of the Touched of the spirit element until that was all we had.”

	Then she looked at the girls with the love of a mother and grandmother offering a hand out toward them. “But these two beautiful, lovely, wonderful girls can do what our ancestors could.  The Alti and the People combined to make something stronger than the sum of its parts.”

	Comprehension solidified in my head, though I had suspected something like this earlier when I witnessed the girls pooling their magic before.  Our girls, they could make solid illusions like the stone wall that hid the tunnels on Father Stone...  one that even normal people without a spark in them could see and feel it.  It wasn't the work of some ungodly powerful ancient Gypsy... it had been teamwork.  An elemental and a Spirit magik user.

	I sat on a little seat attached to the bulkhead, and proud and smirking Celeste said, “Come on everyone, let's eat.  There'll be time to discuss this further later.”

	So we ate.

	When the trays were essentially licked clean by the kids... where do they put it all? I was cleaning up when Jezelle called out, “Life!”

	The girls all dashed to the little porthole in the cabin, then squeaked in surprise and delight before almost tripping over us adults as we filed out into the wheelhouse to see what Jezelle had found.

	I stutter-stepped when we saw from horizon to horizon in the distance and rapidly approaching, what looked to be broken up fingers of forested lands.  They were all small, no more than a hundred or two hundred yards across, but they pockmarked the broken lands ahead of us and the horizon seemed to be getting greener and greener.

	Jez surrendered the controls to Celeste who looked as dumbfounded as me.  As we approached the first of the tiny islands of life in the barren landscape, Misty said with awe, “I can feel so much life... animals everywhere.”

	I started signaling the other airships, knowing they were seeing what we were, but I knew my wife, so I was signaling our intent just as she started to lower our altitude and slowed us to half speed as we flew over the first of the land formations covered in green and flocks of birds darted away from us, when our shadows passed over the trees, to adjoining pockets of green life.

	Sylvia said with excitement, “It looks to be more water than land.  A swamp.”

	I nodded as I held my hand out and Shan slapped the spyglass into it.  I scanned the small clumps of land.  The trees and the reeds below looked a lot like the few boggy swamps in Sparo.  I passed the spyglass to my daughter.  She moved her ebony curls from her face which was flush with excitement, darkening her skin even more as she looked.

	Then she squeaked out, “Dinosaurs!”  She pointed and held the spyglass to Ranelle.  But we were only fifty feet or so off the tops of the giant expansive trees and we saw a huge lizard dive up from the water, huge jaws snapping on a stork-like bird, pulling it under the murky waters.

	I whispered, “Alligators.”  We had seen some in Avalon's zoological domes, but they were young, the length of my hand.  This monster had to be ten or fifteen feet long.

	Misty and Ingr were both writing and sketching with Sarafine as fast as their hands could go in the journals and map scrolls they had, documenting and logging everything we saw.

	We went on like this for another hour.  The fingers of life seemed to be getting denser, larger as we went.  But no signs of a human presence was seen.  The swamps didn't look to have enough dry land, nor any one being large enough to even have a modest-sized village.

	Then when we had stopped to hover over one that was at least a mile long with a small hill of dry land running down it like a spine, Misty stiffened and her eyes glowed violet.  She whispered, “Go up, mom.”

	Celeste did so, and we climbed, gaining speed as we headed back into the sky, and then we were all gasping.  We had been near the end of what Sarafine had dubbed, the Shattered Swamp, as the waters deepened and... we kept climbing.

	My eyes felt as if they would pop out of my head as my heart tried beating its way out of my chest.  My tame Mother Luna curse just wouldn't do as Celeste and I said in unison, “Holy shit.”

	As far as we could see to the horizon, was a sea which rivaled the Great Sea in Solomon.  And far off in the gentle waves, we saw immense schools of large fish diving out of the water to splash back into it.  We kept climbing and still couldn't see the far shore.  We saw maybe fifty miles to the south where it bled back into swampland, but to the north and east, it seemed endless.

	And after another hour's travel, we saw a mountain range that soared into the sky like the shattered bones of a long-dead giant, the sea lapping at the base of it.  It was wider than the Great Sea, and Celeste turned us north... just to find the other bank of the water was just over the horizon.

	So that meant it was actually smaller than the Great Sea overall, but if you added in the swampy wetlands, then it not only rivaled it but eclipsed it.

	The girls were still looking on in wonder and it was contagious.  Never did I think I'd ever see a body of water that filled me with the awe of the Great Sea.  But here it was.  And it made a part of me sigh in happy relief.

	Sara stepped closer to the front window as Celeste started to turn us back on course, “What's that?”

	We all looked as she held her hand out and Shanny gave her the spyglass.  She whispered, “By the Whispering Walls of Father Stone.”

	And she handed the spyglass off to Sylvia as Sara's hands started sketching something on the chart.  Sylvia invoked an ancient epithet in an archaic form of Gypsy I didn't know as she handed the spyglass to me as she called out, “North please, sister.”

	She did so as I found myself struck by the impossibility of what I saw.  A small island thrust out of the sea below, but it... it was a face.  A giant carved face in the mountain itself, staring up into the sky as if it could see us.

	My arms dropped to my side as I could make it out with my bare eyes now as we approached.  Someone caught the spyglass as it tumbled from my fingers.  It was one of the giants from my vision.

	Celeste was there, steadying me.  Someone must have taken the controls.  “Laney?  Are you ok?  Is it a vision?”

	I shook my head and pointed as the face grew as we approached, “I'm fine.  But no, not a vision, though it is one of the giants from my earlier vision.”

	Then she finally saw what had stunned us all. She whispered, “The Great Wizards of the Before could carve whole mountains?”

	I was just nodding, feeling so small and insignificant again.  Just when we thought we were coming to parity with those who came before us, we are reminded exactly how wrong we are.  Sparo didn't come close to the abilities of the ancients.  Then I steeled myself and my resolve as I clenched my hands and raised my chin because that was what we were doing now, we were going to reclaim the last piece of knowledge from the Before so that we could rise up to reclaim what mankind had lost.

	I signaled the Gull as we made a slow circle around the face and what looked like the stub of an arm that had crumbled away beneath the waves.  I instructed Yvette to take pictures since there was no place to set down.  She had brought with her gear, the photography kit she was now using in our excavations at the Dig.

	Our entire caravan went into a holding pattern one they all flew slowly by the face with strong features and piercing eyes that seemed as large as the Jewel herself, while the Gull moved around the mind-boggling feat of mountain-sized art from a bygone era. We saw flashes when the magic spark vessel powered flashbulbs went off as Yvette shot multiple photographs of the sculpture.

	Then they were signaling us and we started to climb again as the others fell into formation.

	Shanny was asking in a small voice, trembling in awe, “How did they carve a mountain?”

	Celeste was tapping her lips as we leveled out at half our cruising altitude.  “Misty, take the wheel a moment?  I think I know what this is.”

	Misty just hustled over, her brow furrowed in question as Celeste kissed her forehead then dashed off into our room.  She came out with a rucksack that had all sorts of charts and papers hanging out.  Then she pulled out a tome titled U.S. Monuments.

	She was paging through it quickly as she approached me, Syl, and Rain.  Then she stopped, stabbed a finger on a page, and said.  “Here!  I thought it looked familiar.  I brought this tome because Emily had sent a message to me that the photographs in this tome might help us to triangulate the Library of Congress if any of the monuments survived.  The Crazy Horse monument.”

	She read the page next to the picture that had the same face we had just looked at down in the sea, “It says it took a family over a hundred years to carve it out of the mountain.  It was to recognize a great leader of the Mountain Gypsies of their time, called Native Americans.”  I was resigned to the warm feeling in my head when I glanced at the pages and they became a part of me.

	But she was right... that was what we had been looking at.  And that arm was at one time was pointing over the mane of the horse the subject had been riding, but the horse too must have succumbed to the Impact or the waters of the sea over time.

	I opened my mouth to ask something when Misty said, her voice odd, “Umm... moms?  You need to see this.”

	We looked back to see her pointing at the forward window of the pilothouse. And just a few miles off in the sea, a small mountain rose out of the waves, two faces, even more mammoth than the one we had just seen, were half-submerged and also looking to the sky.  The earth rumbles and shattering of the tectonic plates here must have been fairly uniform for two mountain sculptures five or ten miles apart to have turned up in a similar way.

	Celeste took over the controls and I was sighing and signaling the other vessels again as Ingr said in the same exasperated tone I have heard from Sylvia on many occasions, “We're never going to reach our destination at this rate.  Too many wonders to see.”  Misty beamed a proprietary grin at her and hugged her to her side as we all watched the faces grow as we slowed to hover above them.

	A third face could be seen below the surface of the water.  There was a slanted plateau rising behind the submerged sculpture above the waves, with enough room for our expedition to land in cramped quarters if need be.

	The highest face was missing its nose, and the fissures and cracks and jutting stone beside it told me there was likely a fourth face even higher that had crumbled long ago.  I knew this one without the tome the girls were thumbing through.

	I had seen this in a history tome with a brief summary of the United States realm history.  I whispered to the girls, my eyes locked on the huge, crumbling monument below, “Mount Rushmore.  We must be in the lands of the Dakota now... but there was no sea there...  they must have gone to war in their ancient past because they had split into north and south divisions.  The mountain was carved into the likeness of four of their leaders.”

	Misty was nodding going to the appendix, then started looking for the appropriate page.  Shan squeaked and stopped her, pointing at a picture that looked like the one I had seen in the other tome.  Mist said in excitement, looking from the page to the mountain below.  “This is it!  Mount Rushmore.”

	The tome was passed around and then brought to Celeste, who whistled low, then asked wryly, “I agree with Ingr.  Are we even going to get halfway there before we run out of supplies and have to turn back?”

	I smirked at her then looked to the east and the towering mountains, knowing we could reach them before nightfall, so we could pitch camp there for the night.  I rolled my eyes at her toothy, unrepentant smile.  “Don't get too full of yourself lady.”  I rolled my finger in the air to signal her to proceed back on course as I reached for the signal mirror controls to tell Yvette to at least get a couple photographs before we left the area.

	Misty blurted out in surprise, “Mom!”  I felt my cheeks burning that my daughter had caught me making the signal to my wife with my middle finger that way.

	“Oh shush.  Just don't let me catch you doing it.”

	I moved over to sit next to Sarafine, who was diligently adding notations to her scrolls and maps, including incredible sketches of what we witnessed.  “You're amazing, woman.”

	She shrugged with a smirk without looking at me as she finished a sketch, “I know.  You really need to stop stating the obvious, Great Mother.”

	“I'll Great Mother you.”

	“Celeste, do something about your kitten?”

	Well, at least my wife would defend me.  She called out with all the wry humor in the world in her seductively low tones, “Here kitty kitty,” as the others laughed.

	“I hate you all,”  I warned them and when they all chuckled some more. “Hey!”

	When we were signaled, my evil wife just pushed the throttle forward and we could just hear the electric motors increase speed as we smoothly accelerated and climbed.  The many iterations of the Outrider were never this quiet.  Those ducted propellers made quite a difference.

	




Chapter 11 – Too Big

	We found a sandy beach at the base of the mountains where we could pitch camp as Father Sol was getting low on the horizon.  The closer we got to the soaring, jagged peaks that looked to be just a huge foreboding, snow and glacier-capped wall, with sparse trees, the more fidgety Celeste was getting.

	It was just the subtle things that most people wouldn't notice that told me.  Like the way she stood slightly more rigid, or the way she rarely blinked as she seemed to study the horizon.  Or that she was grasping the ship's wheel maybe a little too aggressively, that gave her away as much as the slight acidic tang her emerald magics got when she was ready to cross blades with an adversary.

	She shook her head at me when I inquired with my eyes.  She had this sort of seventh sense about knowing when eyes were on us, and she knew that was what I was wondering. It was something else though.

	When she offered her arm to me when we landed and went to disembark, she said quietly, “We need to talk to the other captains.”

	I just nodded and looked over to the eavesdropping Shanicia.  She nodded back and dashed away through the hustle and bustle of people setting up camp and setting out the plank tables with the porters to prepare for the last meal.

	Rain just stepped past us with Syl, saying to my red-headed knight, “You saw too?”  Celeste nodded and they went about telling the porters to double up the head table for the other captains to join the Great Mother.

	“Would someone please enlighten me as to what is going on?”

	In unison, Rain called out from where she was directing people and Celeste as she laid her head on top of mine, “The mountains are too big.”

	“Umm... thanks for clearing that up?”

	“Just hold your horses, Laney, we'd rather only have to explain it once.  Wait for the others to join us.”  I poked her ribs and she just gave me a smug look.

	Fine, whatever.  I gazed at the imposing peaks towering above us.  Just as imposing as Father Stone.  They were impressive.  Bigger even than the Whispering Walls.  But how were they too big?

	I looked at the charts she rolled out at the head table, and I studied the old scrolls with the United States realm displayed.  Knowing now our approximate location... about a third of the way to our destination, I observed that there weren't any mountain ranges marked in this area like this, so they must have been a gift from the cataclysm.  Just like this new sea that Sara had labeled Serpent's Bounty on her map.  I looked at the winding range, that looked like the bones of a massive serpent and understood why she named it that.

	Sighing, and knowing the women who were smarter than I weren't going to share yet, I went about helping set up camp, since idle hands do mischief make.

	I had to grin at the kids, who had found the Ranger Squires and the digger boys as they headed to the gently lapping waters, where Misty went about calling the fish in these new waters to her.  The others followed her like they would a leader.  The leader she would be one day.  And she did it with kindness and strength.

	She had been that way even when she was young.  Playing Knight in the Market with the other children, leading her imaginary Junior Regiment even then, even then the kids all followed her long before her spark awakened inside her.  Lords above was I proud of her, and her little sister following in her footsteps was becoming a force unto herself too, headstrong and fearless.

	I crouched and looked at the coarse white sand, letting it sift through my fingers.  Then I looked around again.  Besides a few hundred yards of underbrush and trees at the base of the mountains, this side of the sea was pretty barren and fairly dry, even with so much water nearby... a stark contrast to the swampy, patchy fingers of land on the west banks.

	I cocked my head to listen above the voices and activity around us and could pick out the light swishing of the little waves and then the sounds of birds and insects.  Then smiles since there was life here too besides the vegetation.  So much more than we had believed had survived the Great Impact.  All these habitable lands so close together yet impossibly far apart when traveling on the ground through the uninhabitable lands.

	Our world was changing and I could only hope it was for the better.  I smiled up when feet appeared in my vision and I stood as Elaineia whispered, looking out over the seemingly endless waters as they were set aflame with color as Father Sol through the horizon and the oranges and reds of the sky reflected in every one of the gentle waves, “Have you ever seen such a sight?”

	I nodded slowly as I looked across the sea with her eyes.  She's been so busy leading her people that she hasn't had the occasion to visit Solomon yet since New Home... the Westlands were freed.

	She's been to Wexbury and Highland many times to coordinate with the other leaders of Sparo, and to sit at the conclave table at the Meeting Spot on Father Stone, but it had just occurred to me that it needed to be remedied.  The Mountain Gypsies have always traveled the Lower Ten except for Hell's Gate through the Whispering Walls.  And now send families to Carnival even in Hell's Gate once a year... but the Cristea of New Home haven't seen the majesty of all the realms yet.

	I shared, “We need to free up a few weeks for you after this to tour all the realms, so you can see the sights like the Great Sea in Solomon, or the Burning Desert of Hell's Gate, even the Eye of New Cali.  All the Mothers of the bands need to witness all the lands of the People.”

	“There's still so much to do to rebuild after Freedom Day when my people were rescued from the oppression of Avalon, and...”

	“And nothing.  Decreed.  You were able to join this expedition, and New Home will be just fine under your mother and sister's care, woman.”

	She sighed.

	And Rain stepped up beside us, and without a word, cocked her head with the sort of smile a proud mother reserves for her children, and then tossed a pebble into the water as she placed a strong hand on my shoulder.

	We all just watched the ripples flow out from the little splash, getting wider and wider as they faded.  It reminded me so much of the lesson Mother Udele had taught me about fate.  And as the last ripple faded, the world blurred around me and I stumbled and found myself standing in the ruins of some great metal and stone city, men and women yelling, screams of battle echoing, flickering flames of small fires everywhere.

	I stopped the vision and pushed another one of me forward to finish the vision while I studied this... this was new.  There was another giant, the same face as the one submerged under the waves at Mount Rushmore.  The distance in time between that instant and where the rest of me was pulled was too great, and I was snapped forward, leaving wispy afterimages in time.  It could have been hours or days from the first part of the vision.

	With an effort, I tried to prevent it because things were whipping past too fast for even my new enhanced memory to see, and for an instant I was successful.  Bart was standing in front of the corner of a building that was mostly buried in a hill, and he was smiling hugely.  I could smell the smoke from the fires from earlier and he was whispering to Shanny, “We found it, Lisette...” Then I was yanked away to see myself in the daylight, standing by that metallic sculpture of a woman staring at the sky as I merged with myself.  Then my vision blurred and the warm wind was replaced by the cool breeze from the sea.

	“Great Mother? Someone I need help here!  I think it is a seeing!”

	I was on my knees, Dru and Elaine at my back, supporting me.  I took a moment for the power backlash vertigo to leave and forced myself to my feet as people rushed over.  “I'm fine now.  Just a vision.”

	Celeste, being the overprotective woman she was, was at my side in the next instant, supporting some of my weight by my arm.  She cocked an expectant brow.  I defended weakly, “I don't control when they take me, at least I didn't wind up on my face this time.”

	I looked around sheepishly, feeling as if I needed to apologize to everyone looking on in concern, and froze when I looked at Rain, whose eyes were wide in shock as she just gazed at me with something I couldn't place.  Then she whispered like if she spoke too loud we would all be struck down, “Is that what it's like Laney?  A vision?  How did you bring me with you?  How does having them all the time not drive you mad?”

	I sputtered out at the same time as Sylvia, “What?”

	Ranelle looked at her hand then at me.  “I was touching you when it started, and your Adept magics were trying to connect to me as they always do.  And then... I was there.  I couldn't move or talk as you were looking around the vision.  And we seemed to be everywhere and nowhere and it was all jumbled.  The giant woman was gazing at the sky...”

	I whispered again, “What?  Impossible.  Nobody has ever seen what I do.”

	She shook her head. “You didn't do it?  Bring me to see?  I could feel the heat of the flames... the smell of smoke...”

	I shrugged, at a loss.  My mind was reeling.  She had seen it all?  Why did it never happen with anyone else?  Celeste has held me many times through a vision.  Elaine had just done so.  Then realization dawned as my eyes snapped to the girls running our way, concern on their faces.  Was it like Misty and Ingr could do.  My Altii magics combining with the magik of the People?  Rain's magik?  Her overwhelmingly powerful magik?

	Celeste, more intelligent and swifter thinking than most people I knew, followed my gaze and then postulated, “Like the girls can do...”

	The former Great Mother of the People looked at the children then me and tilted her head back to laugh in true amusement.  And I couldn't help but smile every time she did that.  It was like all the stress she always carries with her just bleeds away, and it was a very... well very Rain thing to do.

	She caught Sylvia's cross but patient look on her face and stopped laughing and then said with the slyness of the swashbuckling scamp she was, “What?  Just when I thought I'd seen all the surprises my family had to show.  I find that even with all the wisdom and knowledge afforded a Great Mother, that I still have so much to learn, and the path to so much more still lies ahead of me.”

	I sighed as I looked at the porters, hard at work and the savory smells of a feast drifting on the wind, I said, “We'll have time to speak of this later, for now, we need to break bread with our compatriots.”

	Misty beamed at me when they reached us, a strange salamander poking its head out of Shanny's clasped hands, and my eldest teased, “Mom just learned that word before we left, I was wondering how long before she used it.”

	I crinkled my nose at her to deflect the teasing.  Then she got serious, “Are you alright?”

	Sighing I informed her and Ingr who had a mirror of concern on her own face, “I'm fine.  I'm the parent, remember.  Now wash your hands in a basin and get your food and take your seats.”

	They started to dash off but Sara cleared her throat and held her hand out expectantly.  Shan looked much younger with the pout on her lips as she handed the salamander over.  Sarafine chastising, “It is amphibious, see the gills, it needs water, you cannot keep it.”  Then as an afterthought, as she prodded it and it tried to skitter away, its feet flaring to show webbed feet like a frog, and tail sort of flared and flattened too, she called out, “Name?”

	I've never seen such a beast.

	She examined it as Ingr called out, “Serpent's Bounty Salamander.”  The Gypsy woman smirked at her using the name she ascribed to the new sea.  Then unnecessarily she looked to us and said, “I think it is a new species.”  Then with a smirk, she said, “Good Sora Ingr didn't let the girls of Laney's House name it or it would be something silly like Slippery Gill Beast.”

	“Hey!  Well true, but hey!  Not everything about my house is silly.”

	Sara said under her breath, “Says the woman with a platypus on her family crest.”

	“Hey!”

	Celeste chuckled and dragged me toward the tables as Sara placed the beastie down and it ran into the waves and vanished as she started sketching it.

	Once we all went through the line for some salted pork with gravy and mashed potatoes and sat, I looked around to all the faces that had joined the main table, all of them with the same worried look on their faces as Celeste.  “Ok, spill.  What is everyone worried about?”

	Celeste asked as she scanned the faces of the airship captains, “You saw?”  They were all just nodding solemnly.

	I blurted, “Someone better use their words, or my head might just explode.  You know, pop squish?”

	One of the others said like it was obvious, echoing Celeste's earlier words, “That mountain range...” he pointed behind me with his fork before saying, “It's too big.”

	“English or Gypsy for us less experienced pilots?”

	A woman spoke up, her tone worried, “When we were at cruising altitude, we couldn't see over the ridgeline.”

	Well, they were mountains so of course... oh.  The realization was dawning and my blushing bride voiced it for everyone who hadn't caught on by asking Shan, “Why do we not fly higher than cruising altitude?”

	She smiled because she knew the answer from all the time she spent with her Uncle Bexington. “The air is too cold and thin about fifty percent higher and worse still even higher where it's not breathable.  The airships could ice up and not be able to sustain lift.  But like all the people who die trying to reach the peak of Father Stone, we would suffocate at that altitude without enough air to breathe.”

	I was beaming with pride as she just shot the table a toothy grin, her stark white teeth a contrast to her ebony complexion.  Misty, looked ready to burst from pride herself, the perpetual big sister.

	Celeste nodded. “Very good.  And since we arrived here to camp for the night, and still couldn't see the horizon on the other side of the range, that tells us that it is too tall for us to fly over without icing up or... well, dying of hypoxia.”

	Someone offered, “The range went well beyond the north and south ends of this lake... sea... is it one of the ocean bodies from the Before?”

	I shook my head. “Oceans were bigger than all of Sparo combined.  The Serpent's Bounty here is like our Great Sea.  I've seen the maps in the Great Library of the Techromancy Scrolls of the Ocean expanses.”

	Celeste nodded at our observations then said what they all looked to be thinking, “It will cause us to have to deviate from our course hundreds of miles... thousands possibly if it is bigger than we think since we cannot see the ends.  Unless...”

	Rain offered with a smirk, “A pass.”

	Nodding Celeste said, “At first light, the Jewel will scout a hundred miles in each direction to see if there is a pass low enough for us to make the crossing.  If one is not found then we'll pick a direction and the fleet will parallel the range for no more than two days, eating into our questing time when we arrive in the D.C.  If a pass is not found by then... well... then we will have to return to Sparo until scouts can return to locate a way through the mountains.”

	My heart sank... knowing it was a good plan, our only plan with the supplies we had... but I didn't want our people to lose their enthusiasm and said with surety because I knew something they did not, “Don't fret, people, we make it through, I've already seen it.”

	Celeste's eyebrows rose as her eyes widened, then she smirked, rolling her eyes to chastise herself.  She had known that from my first vision.  And this second one, though I haven't shared yet, confirmed it.  She prompted the people who were all now smiling. though a few faces looked spooked, “There you have it then, the Great Mother of Sparo has spoken.”

	I squished my lips to one side when I realized I still could be wrong.  I could possibly be seeing a return trip, though it didn't feel that far in the future. Drat.  I was my own worst enemy at times.

	




Chapter 12 – Crevasse

	I was pacing impatiently, I know because I was ghosting so much I actually passed myself in the sand until I bumped into a muscular chest.  Tilting my head back to look up, and up, and up until I met Verna's eyes, which were twinkling in mirth. The smirk on her smirky smirksalot face was oddly accentuated by the diagonal scar that ran across her face and down her neck to her shoulder.  I always thought it made her look more... pretty for some odd reason.  She had made something that one would think would detract from a person's looks and made it almost like a badge of honor that made you sit up and take notice.

	“You're going to turn the sand to glass if you pace anymore, pipsqueak.”  Then she lowered her voice, looking around as if reassuring me would make her look soft to the others. “Relax.  She's fine out there.  If there's any woman in this world who can take care of herself, it's Faceplant.”

	I snorted and covered my mouth.  I still loved the story of Celeste's most embarrassing moments when she was naught but a Squire like Misty.  It endeared her more in my heart, knowing my perfect knight was human just like the rest of us.  I reached up and patted one of her biceps, which were as big around as my calves.  “I know.  It's just...”

	“You worry about the people you love.”

	Sighing I nodded.  “That and...”

	“You're worried that we may have to just turn around and end our epic adventure before it even begins.”

	“And you're scary intuitive at times.”

	“On of my many redeeming qualities.  And you're starting to worry the kids.  They passed on a chance to spar this morning because they're watching you watch the sky.”

	I hung my head, squinting my eyes in masked pain.  Had I really been worrying them? Come to think of it, they hadn't gone out trying to find new plants, animals, and fish for Sarafine to add to her parchments since the Jewel and Racina took off in separate directions to scout for a pass.

	Elaine sent Dru since only Mountain Gypsies are allowed to fly the Jewel class vessels, except for Celeste and Bex.  Since Celeste was a Sora herself even though she was Altii, and Bex had designed most of the systems for the swift airships.

	It was agreed when the Jewel was built in secret as a gift to me, that Altii pilots were not allowed to fly them because they might glean how to incorporate similar advancements in military vessels of the Realms.  All Gypsy craft, were, by definition, non-military as the People have no military forces, unlike the Altii.  Heck, the closest they had was the few guards of the Great Mother's Own.

	So what that meant was, since Celeste didn't want me or the children to take any chances flying into the rocky peaks in possibly unsafe conditions, that she would pilot the Jewel.  I may have barely stopped myself from stomping in petulance when she insisted, even though I knew she was right and we shouldn't risk more people until we knew it was safe.  But did she always have to be the one to step forward to volunteer for these types of things?

	Exhaling in defeat I nodded to myself, knowing that yes... she did... it was who she was, and I loved her reckless, heroic, shapely ass for it.

	I glanced over to where Elaine sat scanning the sky and knew she felt the same since, of course, Alexandru volunteered to pilot the Racina.  That man's likeness would be drawn next to the definition of heroic, and somehow I just know his curling black hair would somehow be fluttering in the wind on the page.  The man was an idiot taking so many chances all the time.  But he was our idiot, as was my fire maned Valkyrie.

	Taking a look at the camp. I almost smirked at how everyone who had washed their feet in the sea, or waded out into it to clean up this morning before we broke our fast, were all now giving it a wide berth after a large fish, bigger even than the sturgeons in the Great Sea, with wicked teeth and a large dorsal fin, dove out of the water and snapped its large jaws down on a seagull to pull it underwater just offshore.

	They didn't realize how safe they were in the water with Misty in camp, for the same reason we would have been safe from any predators onshore even if we hadn't had campfires burning all night.  She had this way of soothing even the most dangerous of animals, and they always stayed away unless she reached out with her magics to call them to us.  She even confided in me that there was some sort of large cat watching the camp from a mile off in the underbrush.

	I hugged Verna's arm. “Thanks, Muscles.”  

	She winked at me and then got distracted and sighed heavily, telling me, “Anytime runt.  Now I have to knock some sense into the squires.”  With a sly grin, she asked, “Are all Squires brainless?  I pray to Mother Luna I was never that thick when I was one.”  She winked and rushed off, yelling, “Alya, put Ennis down, We don't dangle our comrades!”

	I turned back to look as the girl dropped the poor boy with a thud, Kristof was dragging his hand down his face as he shook his head.  I snorted.  The girl had been trying to replicate Celeste's move... what had she called it?  Harbinger's Hammer.

	My girls saw I wasn't pacing anymore, my eyes to the sky, and they started their way toward me as I moved over to the driftwood log that someone had drug into camp to sit by the fire last night, and sat beside the young Mother of the Cristea.

	Then with all the wisdom I had gathered in the last minute I said sagely to her as I grasped her shoulder with my gloved hand, “Relax.  He's fine out there.  If there's any man in this world who can take care of himself, it's Dru.”

	Verna with her excellent ears called out as she was helping the poor boy to his feet, “Plagiarizing, Great Mother?”

	I waved at her, possibly with one finger, but you can't definitively say that since I was missing a finger.  Then I grinned at her chuckle.

	Then I said imperiously, “You worry about the people you love.”

	I got the desired reaction with Elaine smirking at me.  She had heard Verna sage-ing me.  I hugged her to me and the girls sat on my other side.  I knew I had them stressing because of my nervous habits, worrying over my wife.  Looking at the sky wouldn't do anyone any good since they wouldn't be back until close to noon.  They were going out two hours at the top speed of the vessels, so around a hundred and fifty or sixty miles up and down range, then they were to turn around and fly back whether they found a way through or not.  It would still be an hour before we saw them returning on the horizon.

	So I went about keeping their and Elaineia's minds off of it.  I looked over to the Ranger Squires and then cocked a brow at the blade at Elaine's hip.  “Do you practice much?  You used to practice two or three times a week when you were first learning how to wield Sabie Acasa properly.”  Then I admitted, “I must confess that I feel out of shape at times when I let too much time go by between visits to the training yards.”

	She sighed and stood to draw the blade halfway out of her scabbard, and the Home Sword burst into light and white mists that seemed to drift toward me, curling and reaching, trying to come back inside of me, where they came from.  “Not as frequently as I would hope.  The aches and pains in my muscles the next day tell me it is not nearly enough.”

	“Would you like to practice some of the katas?  Or even spar a little with the girls?”

	She chuckled. “The sly look on your face doesn't inspire confidence when you're obviously up to mischief.  And as improved as I'd like to believe I am, I know Misty would have me bested in seconds.  Word of the mostenitor of the Great Mother of Sparo's prowess has reached even New Home.”

	I looked at the girls who were beaming at us and I said, “How about Shanny then?  She's been training behind my back with Rain against my wishes.”

	Ingr covered her mouth to hide her grin, Misty's lips were pressed into a line as she tried hard to look innocent, and Shan just bowed with a flourish worthy of Ranelle herself.  And Elaine looked at me, cocking her head, searching to see if I were serious, then I saw her coming to the wrong conclusion, believing I was trying to keep the girls' minds off their mother off in an airship in those imposing mountains.

	Elaine stood, looking regal and confident, quite a contrast to the frantic girl, desperate to help her people even if she died in the process.  She curtsied to Shan. “I'd be delighted.”  Then she inclined her head. “Sora.”

	“Mother.”

	My youngest was bubbling with excitement as she spun to me, asking, “Really?”  Since she knew I disapproved of her learning combat as her sister insisted on doing.  I winked at her.

	Elaine prompted me, “Do you have a practice blade?  Anadele is the only blade that can stand against the Sabie Acasa.”

	I pulled Hera from my right hip spun her by the hilt in my left hand and tossed her to the girl I saw as my little sister, who caught it deftly.  Then she blinked at Shan, who had her little dagger in her hand.  “Umm... don't you want a proper blade?”

	“Nah.  I got Mr. Pointy.”

	“Ooookay.”

	Unfortunately, what was going on had caught Rain and Sylvia's attention and they came walking over as the two opponents moved away from the log a respectable distance from us.  I noted almost every Gypsy eye, and all the Rangers take notice.  I almost grinned over the fact that virtually none of our Altii were aware of what was happening.

	Elaine said to Shanicia as she saluted with the ancient blade in her hand, “Ok, this is the first stance of the...”  Her eyes widened slightly when Shan moved into Misty's favorite stance of the Kanset forms, blading her body with the little dagger held down along her back.  I was a little impressed that it was fairly good form... it needed work and practice, but respectable.  She idolized Mist so much and tried to do everything her big sister did.

	The young Mother said, blinking rapidly, “Ok then... so when I thrust like so, you want to...”  She snapped her mouth shut when, with a little ping, the point of her slow-moving blade was hit exactly on the tip by the little dagger.

	She cocked her head at my daughter who now had that same super innocent look on her face that Misty used to get extra sweet rolls from Cook in Wexbury Castle. The little stinker.  Elaine tried again without commentary this time, at about half speed.  Ping.

	Then she tried a slash at maybe quarter speed.  Ping.  And Hera was deflected.  “What in the name of Father Stone is going on here, Great Mother?”

	Then she tried advancing in a classic move meant to cross up your opponent's blade to their weak side as she tried a slow jab. Ping.

	Then she was chuckling when she caught my shit-eating grin.  “Right then, the joke's on me.  I should have suspected something like this.”  Then returning her focus to Shan, she tried a series of blows that had me nodding in appreciation at her control over her blade, telling me Dru had instructed her well... as well as the masters that traveled around the realms to train knights for coin could have.

	The result was a series of pings, resulting in Shan back in her bladed stance.  “How are you doing this?”

	“Dunno.  I just always have.”

	I chuckled and said, “Now you're just showing off Shanny.  Don't get too sure of yourself.  We still don't fully understand the magics at work there and don't know if it has limitations.”

	Elaine was chuckling now and telling me after she saluted to Shan, ceding the field to her, “Your family, for all the innocence... well except for Celeste who scares the hell out of me, are possibly the most formidable family in all the inhabitable lands, you all just hide it well in your cute little wrappings.”

	I crinkled my nose to deflect her chuckling accusations.  “Pot and kettle.  Have I ever shared the story of a young Cristea Sora who took on a tank of Avalon, single-handed with her charmed blade, hacking chunks from its armored hide?”

	The combatants grasped forearms as Elaine rolled her eyes, making an effort to ignore me as she told my daughter, “Well played, mini Laney.”  I thought my girl's face would split when her smile grew three sizes at that.  Then Elaine chuckled and said, “Though it looks like Great Mother Laney maybe the mini one.”

	I squeaked out, “Hey!” as I caught Hera when she tossed her back to me and I spun her over with a roll of my wrist and sheathed her without thinking.

	My girls and even Ingr called out before I could say it, “Smiting list.”

	Poo.  Whatever.

	Syl sighed for me and said, “Poor Laney.”

	And Rain asked as she moved over to give Shan a hug, right after Misty did, “Did you have fun playing your mischief on poor Elaineia, Laney dear?”

	“Yes... yes, I did, thank you very much.”

	She smirked back at me as she winged a thumb to the sky. “Enough so that you didn't see the Racina on the horizon?”

	I spun to look south with Elaine, and sure enough, we saw the airship swiftly approaching.  Dru was early!  Did that mean he found a way over?

	My heart was beating faster in anticipation as I released the big ball of anxious worry I had pent up inside me just a little.  I realized how much I didn't want to turn back now without accomplishing what we set out to do.  If I were completely honest with myself, I saw this as the last good thing I could do for Sparo, and one last grand adventure for me before the clock kept spinning and I took over the lead in our dual ruler society.  I know it is selfish, I can still do so much good sitting behind a desk every day as George did, but... ok, now I felt guilty over my selfish desire.

	I forced out a breath and centered myself then took a step forward to watch the Racina growing in the sky as she approached.  Rain said softly for my ears only, “It isn't selfish to want a last bit of freedom from the crushing responsibilities of leading, Laney.”

	“Life was so much easier when I was a simple herder,” I whispered back.

	“And I a simple minstrel.  But Father Stone has plans for all of us and we must step up.”  Then her voice dropped to below a whisper and I swear I could hear it through vibrations in our magiks. “You've heard the whispers on the wind there.”

	I exhaled through my nose, half longing for, half horrified by the voices I have heard there, and not being sure if they were from past or future events and people.  Then gave her a single nod before tabling the fact she seemed to read me better than I read myself.  Then again, she had been in my shoes before I had to get into hers.

	We all just watched until the Racina swooped down and landed gracefully on her skids between some of the larger craft.  Why was it everyone could land better than me?  What was it I lacked that they all had... including my daughters?  I gave the vessel a grinchy crinkle of my nose then strode toward it, picking up more and more people in my wake as Elaine hustled to my side.  I grinned over the fact she worried for her spouse as much as I did mine.

	We reached the Gypsy airship just as the door opened and folded down into a ramp and an ever so smug but dashing Alexandru Lupei... or Cristea now, filled the doorway.  I could almost see the swagger he was trying to repress as he stood there.

	His wife was not amused. “Now's not the time to be full of yourself, Dru.  Did you find a passage?”  She moved up the ramp to just in front of him as she seemed to look him over to be sure he was ok, before reaching a hand up to run through his flowing locks.

	The man couldn't have looked more smitten if he tried.  I saw that exact look on his face the moment he first laid eyes on the recklessly fearless Sora of the Westlands for the first time years back.  He beamed a full smile to her and us over her head. “Yes, I believe so... it is precarious and tight, but most of the airships should be able to make the passage.”

	Most?  I voiced the question, “Most?”

	He looked back at the oldest ship in our little fleet, one that was retired, then retrofitted with more modern systems and motors to give it the lift and speed to keep up with the newer vessels, to become a transport instead of the old military vessel it had been before the Avalon war.  The Falcon.  “The girth of the Falcon's lift envelope would not be able to pass through the crevasse and chasm which cuts through the range.  It looks to be an old fault line between tectonic plates.”

	Then he strode down, holding Elaine's hand, their fingers laced as he shared with me, inclining his head slightly, “The Racina and Jewel have plenty of space to maneuver, but for the other ships it will be a tight squeeze, we'll have to go slow.  But the Falcon will have to be left behind or return to Sparo.”

	I prompted with my eyes as we all turned to move back to camp.  And was proud of Elaine when she just looked at some of the other gypsies and just flicked her eyes and two moved into the Racina to make sure the systems all checked out and fresh magic spark vessels were rotated into the power core so her ship would be ready for flight when needed.

	All the other pilots seemed to converge on us and we had our own conclave.  Dru sat on the log next to Elaine and said as he looked around, “About a hundred miles downrange, there is a mile deep crack in the mountains, just a little over our cruising altitude, thin air, and cold temperatures but bearable...”

	I held up a hand as I looked north. “Suffice it to say you found a way through, let us wait for Celeste to return before you give us all the details so you don't have to repeat yourself.  In the meantime...”  I called out to the porters, “Maradeth?  Amal?  Let's prep lunch?  Our errant Queen Consort should be returning shortly.”

	Everyone went into motion, the captains capitulating as they inclined their heads.  Others, I won't name Tennison, Kristof, or my surly family, chuckled as our musclebound Verna prompted, “She lets you call her Queen Consort?”

	“Oh shush, you.”

	“So much teasing is to be had for Squire Faceplant in the near future.”

	I was smiling hugely, my excitement building, though dampened a bit knowing we had to do something about the Falcon.  I really felt bad that best-case scenario, the people and supplies could be split up among the remaining ships so long as they didn't exceed their lift capabilities.  Worst case, some of those with us would have to camp here for a couple weeks until we returned or they could fly back to Sparo.

	Either way, unless we abandoned the Falcon, one of the captains would not see the end of this journey.  We'd have to draw lots if it came to that, and I already felt bad for whoever lost.  I saw it in all the captains' eyes as they went to help set up for lunch with the rest of our contingent.  I sighed at my family then went to lend a hand as well.

	All the excitement had dampened some as Dru's words slowly sank in, and they realized the same thing I did.  Not a single one on this expedition wanted to be among the ones, if any, that were sent back home.

	I felt her before I turned to look to the northern horizon just as the porters were finishing up meal preparations.  Misty turned in unison with me.  Her attunement with every living thing around her afforded her the same ability to know her mother was approaching.  We shared a grin as the Jewel seemed to rise up over the horizon in the sky.

	Jezelle whistled shrilly when she followed our eyes and she pointed to the sky.  A little nervously excited cheer went up.  Then it seemed the entire camp was holding its breath until the Jewel landed and Celeste strode out looking almost depressed as she shook her head at me as she approached.

	She stutter-stepped as I grinned like a loon as she approached, and she brightened, looking over to where Alexandru was placing a plate of food in front of his bride at one of the plank tables. “Dru?”

	He did one of his swashbuckling flourishes of his hands as he bowed graciously to her. “Sora.”

	That put a lot of zip back in her step as she smiled in relief and smacked his still bowing butt with her gloves as she passed him, her eyes intent on me.  “Tell me?”

	I held my hands up in surrender as she reached me and kissed the top of my head.  “I told him not to go into detail until you arrived.”

	She cocked an eyebrow, then Shan was pulling her down at the table beside me as Ingr placed a plate of food in front of her. “Dru?  Report as we eat?”

	He said with a crooked smile as he sat to eat, “Of course, Queen Consort.”

	She sputtered in frustration. “What is it with that?  The next person to call me that will see the end of my blade.”

	The Gypsy man said innocently, “It is what the Great Mother of Sparo called you earlier, my Sora Celeste.”

	Doh!  I was so busted.  I gave a sheepish grin to her and said, “Bison roast, your favorite.”

	She twipped my nose with a finger, gave a smirk of her own, and started to eat as Dru filled us all in on a perilous sounding traverse to the east slope of the range.

	That's how we found ourselves at the base of the titanic mountain range three hours later, looking up to a small crack far above, with four hours of daylight remaining, debating on if we should set up camp or make the traverse and set up camp on the other side.  Celeste was advocating waiting even though Dru said we could make the trek in less than two hours at the slower speed needed for the larger vessels.

	And scissors beat paper.

	My wife was eyeballing me as we lifted off.  We would be trailing the other vessels as Alexandru piloted the Racina in the lead.  “You cheated.”

	Rain sighed again, telling her, “Never play games of chance with someone who sees the future.”

	“Hey!  I didn't cheat!”  Ok, maybe I peeked a few seconds ahead on this one, but I can't help it, I always have at least one future me out there.

	I looked back one last time.  The captain of the Falcon chose neither option one or two... she chose something inspired instead.  Rather than just waiting for us or returning home prematurely, she opted to map out the entirety of the Serpent's Bounty until we rejoined her.  To my surprise, a couple of the scholars and the Gypsy representative from the Aratraya band volunteered to stay behind to assist.

	They were of the opinion that this new sea, such a vast expanse of water, was almost as important a find as if we succeeded in our quest.  And Unella of the Aratraya gave me a smirky grin as she pointed out, “And if the Crown and the Great Mother of Sparo see fit to annex the Serpent's Bounty, she'll need a new band of the People to shepherd the emerging realm from the mountains here.  I'll have a leg up on the competition.”

	The sneaky little sneak.  Ok, fine, I liked her, a lot, and not just because she was only an inch or two taller than myself.

	This made the transfer of personnel and supplies a little less tight, but still uncomfortably crowded on the rest of us as we traveled on.

	We watched from the rear of the chain of airships that were laboring to get above our normal cruising altitude as that razor-thin crack grew as we approached its base.  At this point, we were all plastered against the fore window. Our heads craned up, seeing the impossible heights the fissure in these seemingly impassable peaks went.  The rock turning to ice so far above us, I had to squint to see the transition. Celeste cleared her throat. “All you lookie-loos make a better door than a window.”

	Oh.

	We moved aside sheepishly as a group to the side windows as she muttered something about Father Stone preserving her.  And the new addition to our crew, snorted when I stuck my tongue out at my bride.  We had to take on one of the Squires and the Racina now held the other squires and the other Rangers.

	Alya prompted me, “You don't act like I imagined the Great Mother of Sparo would.  I mean, all the stories and songs the bards share and the whispers at Templar Hall made me believe you were this larger than life, an untouchable paragon of right, the Kingdom Killer.  But you act like a normal person.  And I thought you'd be... bigger...”

	I sighed when her eyes bulged and she looked to be almost terrified as she took a knee, “Sorry, Great Mother.”

	My shoulders slumped, and Shan squatted in front of her to make eye contact, “Hi. She doesn't like people bowing.  And don't worry about it, mom gets that a lot.”

	She stood with hesitant trepidation as she asked, “You do?”

	Then to my shock, Sylvia, who is supposed to be the mature one on the vessel, provided, “Just a little.”

	“Snot!”

	“Really, Laney, the Great Mother should comport herself with more decorum... what is the term our Lightbringer here uses?  Pipsqueak?”

	I was about to engage in a banter battle when Celeste silenced us all with a whisper as a shadow fell over the pilothouse, “We've entered the Eye of the Needle.”  She had said it like a title and I groaned internally knowing that as soon as we were through, Sarafine would be using the name on her detailed charts and map scrolls when she documented the crossing.

	We all turned to look at the walls of the passage which looked far too close for comfort, though I knew they were about a hundred yards off on either side at this juncture.  It felt perilous and ominous, especially when we looked in front of us to see the larger vessels had even less clearance than we did, knowing Dru had said there were tighter spaces in the slim corridor as we continued forward, still climbing to stay above the debris-strewn floor of the canyon.

	I noted Ingr, Misty, Shanny, and Alya all breathing harder, which made me realize I was too.  The air was thin up here, which was why the motors were spinning twice as fast as they would for the speed we were traveling.  Jezelle, moved beside me, whispering, “It looks so tight.”

	I nodded and pointed out in a whisper, “It does, but Dru said he made it through with the Racina.”

	Rain whispered as she helped a dizzy looking Sylvia to sit on one of the perimeter benches, “Why are we all whispering?”

	That was enough for me to squeak out an aborted snort, my cheeks warming as I pointed accusingly at a sheepish looking Templar at the helm, and accused in a normal tone, “She started it.”

	Any snarky response from my wife was silenced when Misty helped a shaky looking Shanny to sit, then pulled her own fiance down beside her.  I called out so the ones not crowding the pilot house could hear us too, “Everyone, take a seat, stop moving and talking, conserve your air.  We will continue to rise until the midpoint in about twenty more miles.”  Noting that I could see my breath I added, “Wrap up it's going to get cold,” even though I didn't feel it.

	My cloak and all my gear was heavily spelled by all the Touched of the People and it kept me at a comfortable temperature all year round.  Celeste and my daughters as well.  I sometimes feel spoiled by the Mountain Gypsies.  I love them all so much for spoiling us.

	So there we sat, in relative silence as the vessel creaked and groaned while we made course corrections as the looming canyon twisted and turned.  There were a couple close calls when the Trident, directly in front of us, scraped the wall of the chasm at two particularly narrow spots in our travel. Luckily it was the metal superstructure of the framework that held the lift envelope that made contact and not the envelope itself, or we could have lost them.  We'd have to inspect the vessel for structural damage once we made it through.

	On the second sparking scrape, rocks, and debris were knocked loose, causing a landslide below us.  And my eyes widened as I yelled out to Celeste, gasping in horror.  “All stop!”

	Her reflexes have been honed by years of battle and she reacted instantly, slamming the motor control lever back, reversing the spin to slow us quickly enough that the falling ice and snow from the glacier high above which was shaken loose by vibrations the landslide had set off in the canyon, had missed us by a few yards.  The rumbling roar of it was deafening.

	Everyone was gasping, eyes wide.

	My own heart was pounding as I tried to ignore what I had seen when we were hit by tons of ice and snow the first time before I snapped back to the present.  I swallowed hard, feeling chilled, not by the air.  I noted to Celeste, my raspy voice was shaky, “Perhaps we impose a two hundred yard following distance on the next traverse of the Needle.”

	Her eyes wide, she asked, and I could almost feel the adrenaline in her voice, “Ya think?”

	I gave her a sheepish grin, ignoring the questioning look of concern she was giving me.  I not only see but experience everything my future selves do, including pain and... death, and she knows I try to put on a brave face, no matter how painful or terrifying my injuries or death were.  But even worse was when I know that the ones I love had died in that alternate future too.  Sometimes I wonder how my heart can take it time and again?

	I should have been called home long ago by Father Stone, and I know that one day I will not be able to cheat fate.

	And as if some sort of divine force felt I had been through enough for one day, the shadows lifted as the fissure in the mountains widened and we found ourselves heading down a completely different landscape from the other side of the range, with gently sloping foothills as the temperature rose and we found breathing becoming less labored.

	 I heard someone vomiting in another compartment, and Verna calling out, “Easy Peasy.”

	That got uproarious laughter from us all, and we cheered as it felt like a ton of weight was lifted from our chests as the building anxiety of the traverse bled away.

	I gave my red-headed warrior a relieved smile then looked at this side of the range which wasn't as alive as the other side.  Instead, it looked like typical uninhabitable lands, punctuated by a few open fault-lines that glowed red with lava from where we were to the horizon.

	The only thing that defied the dead landscape were multiple ribbons of green that extended into the distance from the base of the peaks.  I said more to myself than the others, “Rivers.  Like the Ribbon of Life at New Home.  Water is life”  Some of the tree-lined shores were maybe a half-mile wide, some merely a hundred yards or so from the river banks.

	Misty was saying, “They look like veins of green blood bringing life and defying the broken land.” The wistful look on her face reminded me of the look I knew I had when I first saw something amazing and new.  So I looked with those eyes and smiled, taking Shanny's hand when it slipped into mine.

	I noted the sky was orange and red.  Telling us Father Sol was already setting behind the mountain we had just passed through.  They truly must be unimaginably high.  We traveled down until the hills were softly rolling and landed with the others when the Racina set down in a small meadow next to one of the rivers flowing out of the range.

	We stepped out of the Jewel to people streaming out of the convoy, cheering and celebrating.  I whistled and then spun a finger up, and we all went into motion, rushing to set up camp while we still had light.

	This... was an awesome day!

	




Chapter 13 – Atomics of the Before

	The Trident's damage was mostly cosmetic.  Some gouges and scratches on the metal and the zinc impregnated paint was scraped off, but we were assured it didn't affect the integrity of the superstructure.  That was a load off our minds.  The loss of another airship would cripple our expedition because we wouldn't have the room to cram even more people into the remaining vessels, so it would have effectively ended the campaign.

	We'd have had to abandon the Trident and ferry the people in multiple trips in the Jewel and Racina back to the Falcon.  Then we'd all have to return to Sparo, delaying the attempt to a future date.  And it already being fall, with winter only a couple months out, it wouldn't be until next spring at the earliest.  And I would likely not be able to lead the expedition as preparations for the transfer of power have to begin, as it was going to take a year or two before I was up to speed enough to not drive Sparo into ruin when I am Prime.

	Though all of us had been present for the perilous navigation of the Eye of the Needle, the retellings were already being exaggerated by the people at the tables as we all ate under the stars and the light from the Three Sisters and the debris ring in the heavens.  I had to sigh heavily because Dru was the ringleader in getting everyone to expound upon his almost impossible tale.

	Celeste had looked at Sara, who was in a strange bush-like tree, sitting on one of the gnarled branches as she multi-tasked eating, watching the kids, and writing in her journal.  “You're documenting the actual crossing I assume, not the fantasy being volleyed about out there?”

	The Gypsy woman just rolled her eyes and smirked in response before going back to her multi-tasking.  Why was I smiling so much?

	It was a restless night after the captains all agreed on our latitude and longitude after using different devices to determine it, one that looked like the sextant I had in the tool pouch I carried everywhere.  It had been my late father, Nicholas' and even though I didn't know what half of the tools were for, it was mine now.

	He had been with the fourteenth band, the Rovers, the solitary Gypsies who left their clans and traveled alone to the various realms and keeps, to learn what they could of Altii culture... and... well, to report back to the Mountain Gypsies all that they learn.

	It's been told to me by those of the People who had known him, that Nicholas said that he had been bewitched by a beauty beyond compare, and he left his station with the People to marry this wingless angel, Margret of Wexbury.

	I was too young to remember him before his things were found by the Hawktail one day when he hadn't returned home from trading eggs at Wexbury Minor.  A noble couple with their young daughter, immigrating from Flatlash, said they were attacked by a group of marauders on their way to Wexbury, and that a man with olive skin and flowing hair black as midnight, had saved them and battled six men on his own.  He had told them to run to the Keep to get help.  They did.

	When the Knights of the watch arrived minutes later, there were five dead marauders by the river, and father's pack and tool pouch on the bank of the river with cut and bloodied straps.  He and the last marauder were never found.

	When I was old enough to be asking about my father, my mother told me stories of how much he had loved me, and she gave me his tool pouch because she said he would have wanted me to have a piece of him whether I could remember him or not.  Some may think the tools are outdated or archaic, but they are mine, my one tie to my father.  Well, that and his Mountain Gypsy heritage flows through my veins and allows me to use the magiks of the People.

	Celeste shared as we were making our way to the Jewel to sleep, “We're about a hundred and fifty miles off course now.  We have a choice to re-plot a new route or travel up the range to resume our original course.”

	I knew why it was a choice rather than simply re-plotting.  If... something happened to us, and we failed to return, any search parties would be looking along our original route.  The world was a big place and even being a hundred fifty miles off course means they wouldn't find us or our remains... possibly for years as they slowly mapped the known world as Sparo continued the search for more habitable lands and people.

	She knew my mind and said, “Original course it is.  Save the debate during breakfast with the others.”

	I chuckled at her wry grin and I muttered low, “So say the People.”

	“So say the People.”

	Misty yawned as she dragged her girl along beside us, Jezelle on her other side with a snoring Shan in her arms.  Our girl was almost too big to carry like that anymore.  She was already taller than me.  It was cute anyway, how the energetic tween was the first of us to fall after an eventful day.

	The next morning the entire camp was as impatient to go as we were.  And since we'd lose our first hour or so of the day getting to our original course, the anxiety of losing more time for locating the Library of Congress had everyone opting for just loading up and eating light as we prepped for takeoff.

	When we reached a point Celeste had determined by time and airspeed and her compass, we swung east again.  And she smiled and said, “Shanny, do you want to hold us on this course for a while?”

	She jumped up from where the girls were playing with Bitsy... and something else that skittered up Misty's sleeve when it was startled by my youngest's sudden movement.  I sighed heavily, not wanting to know what new animal Mist had befriended, and decided to smuggle onboard this time.

	Celeste pointed at something on the horizon saying as Shanny slipped in in front of her and my bride placed her hands on top of our daughter's on the airship's wheel, “Just keep up heading toward that fire serpent there, and let us know when we reach it?”

	Shan's eyes were wide with excitement.  We rarely let her take the controls because, for the longest time, she had been smaller than me, but now... now she could learn to fly the Jewel in emergencies as Misty and Ingr could, and she relished every chance she got to show us she could.  Not to mention, what child wouldn't clamor for the chance to pilot an airship?

	What Great Mother wouldn't either?

	I'm not proud.  I feel like a little girl again every time I get to fly the Jewel too.  I know why Bex rarely ever lets anyone else fly the Outrider now.  I guess even Templars can feel like kids at times still.

	The sun was high, Celeste's wrist clock was showing an hour before midday, as she looked back to all the children now gathered at the controls as Ingr flew the Jewel... Syl and Rain rolling their eyes playfully at us over it.  They had been switching off every half hour or so.  Hey, it kept them busy and smiling.

	Sara looked at Celeste who nodded and the woman unrolled the charts and marked it, saying in Gypsy, “We are halfway through our journey.”  I wanted to bounce on my toes or do something with all of this excess excited energy.

	I froze.  Excess energy... I realized that I had that warmth I got in me when my magics were unspooling foreign magic or energy like electricity or static, and remaking it into power I could use.

	I was standing before I stood up my magics exploding from me in a white mist tinged amber and silverish blue and I sent it out questing.  I couldn't feel any foreign magics being used around us, and I could taste all the magics of the people in our expedition in the various vessels.  So what was happening, where was this excess energy coming from?

	Everyone's magics flared to life in the Jewel, everyone on guard as their magics built.  Rain and Misty's were so overpowering that the power from the magic spark vessels started fluctuating as Ranelle said with white wispy power crackling around her hands, ready to decimate whatever threat I was perceiving, “Where is the threat, Laney?”

	Celeste's eyes were drizzling emerald sparks as she pivoted around, scanning the horizon for whatever had set me off, “Love?”

	With an effort, I pulled my magic back under control as I whispered, “I don't know.  I'm spooling power, but I can't find the source.”

	A shadow passed over us, and a looming shape lowered in our path to block our way. We all shielded our eyes as bright flashes from the Trident almost blinded us as their signal mirror was urgently flashing out a message, that the fleet had to turn back at emergency speed.

	The girls were already moving aside as Celeste slammed the throttle forward and spun the wheel to port, and turning to see the fleet in disarray as they all turned to retreat.  Everyone was holding onto something as I pulled myself ahead in time to grasp the signal mirror controls as the other adults secured the children.

	I started signaling to spread out so that the vessels didn't collide.  And seconds later they all started to give each other wide berths, fanning out as the swifter of the older vessels led the way back.  The Jewel and the Racina took up the rear as the Trident flew over us all to take lead.

	What was going on?

	As we traveled, I could feel the heat of the foreign energy being consumed by me, fade.  Then we all headed for a relatively clear, low plateau that didn't have much debris strewn about, allowing us all to land.

	I was proud of the girls.  I didn't have Misty's empathic sense, but their fear and apprehension were palpable but they all refrained from asking questions while we dealt with whatever was going on.  But once we landed, Shan's hand was in mine and I grasped it as she whispered, “What's happening?”  I shook my head. “I don't know, baby girl.  You all need to stay on board while we find out.”  I looked at Sara. “Keep the motors spinning and launch if we signal, and get everyone back to the Falcon.”

	She nodded as she took the wheel and made a fast ticking sound.  The girls, though they wanted to go with us, reluctantly moved to her and she said, “Stay at my side until they give the all-clear.”  They nodded and I could see the anger in Misty's eyes, being treated like a child.  But she was my child, even if she was almost the age of consent now.

	I gave them an apologetic look as Celeste and I headed out, I barred my arm across the exit when Rain started to move with us.  I gave her the look the same one she gave me countless times over the years, then whispered, “If something goes wrong, I know you can protect them.”  She was the most powerful magic-user in the world, and she would bring down mountains to protect those she saw as hers.

	She exhaled and nodded once, and my wife and I jogged out to meet with the captain of the Trident, who was jogging to us with Yvette, who was holding a device that looked to be one of the devices of the electronics from Avalon.

	Other people were coming out of the other vessels but Celeste called out, her voice unnaturally amplified by a trickle of magic. Hey, that was one of Rain's tricks, had she taught my wayward wife that? “Everyone, back in your airships in case we need to make an emergency departure.”

	They all reversed course as I pulled down the goggles Donovan had made for me as wind gusts whipped abrasive sand and volcanic glass around the plateau.  Ah, that's why it appeared so smooth, wind and abrasive erosion.

	I started, “Captain...”

	But Yvette cut me off in alarm. “We can't go that way.  Templar Bexington borrowed this from President Cutter of Avalon.  He said they used atomics and nuclears to power cities in the Before and they would not be safe now.”

	I shuddered involuntarily as I closed my eyes and pursed my lips.  The ancients had weapons, the atomics, which had enough explosive power that a single device could destroy entire cities.  They were not safe and left the lands affected unlivable for long periods of time because of the radiation, which is like heat in a way as it radiates from things affected by the blast.  Why would they use something so dangerous to generate power?  Were they that technologically advanced that it posed no danger to them?

	We looked at the device, and she showed us a needle on it that showed on a band that went from green to red.  The needle was in the low yellow at the moment.  I still wondered at the old technology they were able to keep functioning for so long in Avalon.  Esmeralda Cutter was a personal friend, my favorite Avalonian, and President of the frozen city.

	Yvette shared, “It is called a Geiger Counter.  It measures the bad, what was it he said?”

	I offered in question, “Nuclears?”

	She nodded slowly. “It was something like that.  But he said the radiation could kill if we got too close to one of those old power stations.  That if we got into the red for too long, we would all die, though not right away.  And I happened to glance at it just when the needle went into the red as we flew.  But instead of climbing as we got in front of you to warn us all back, it didn't rise, as if we were being shielded from the worst of it somehow.”

	I swallowed.  Had it been me?  Absorbing it and unraveling it?  She added, “It wasn't into the red for more than five minutes, and Lord Bexington said it would take longer than that at a higher level, so I think we're ok.”

	I swallowed and gave a nervous chuckle.  “We owe Esme a basket of tangerines then.”

	Celeste seemed to decompress as her shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly, and her eyes stopped scanning the world around us, she made the slightest motion with her fingers as she pulled a scarf over her mouth and nose.  It was enough for those watching to start streaming out of the airships to gather around.

	I hugged the girls to me when they came rushing out, pulling their own goggles on and covering their faces against the wind.  And we just stood there, hugging each other while charts were taken out and discussions began.  They located where what was labeled as a nuclear plant was, and we were about fifteen miles from it.  So that was the safe distance.  And they went about identifying a cluster of others like it on the map and adjusting our course slightly to avoid them with a fifty-mile buffer around each.

	It was fascinating to watch them, and it amazed me as I absorbed every word said.  And I started moving around finding the largest stones I could find and started stacking them.  The girls caught on and we all went about building the largest cairn we could, stacking the rocks high.

	I called out over the howling wind to Celeste as they drew on the charts, “We'll need one of the charts, with a warning in a leather satchel.”  She glanced over to see us working and her smile bloomed as she realized what we were doing.  Creating a marker in case we didn't return, with the warning to others who came searching to avoid the atomics of the Before.  Not all of them would have Bex's foresight to have a device that could detect them, and they would just be flying to their own doom.

	I almost jumped out of my skin when Rain said from beside me, “Never a dull moment on your adventures, Laney dear.” The windblown debris somehow not affecting her, as not even her hair was being blown around.

	I muttered as I reached up to mess her hair up since the wind could not, “Show off.”

	She snorted and winked.

	Then we both looked around and sighed.  As event-filled as this expedition has been so far, we hadn't lost a single soul, so we must be doing something right.

	




Chapter 14 – The Lands of the D.C.

	I am happy to report that nothing of consequence happened the rest of the way to our destination over the next few days.

	We found a couple small pockets of life along the way, nothing of consequence as they were barely larger than an oasis and not big enough to support humans for any period of time.  We were all in agreement that this side of the Serpent's Range seemed to be more barren than the other side.  As we've been finding, life is more abundant than we could have ever dreamed of, but here, after all the rivers from the range seemed to dwindle to nothing after a few hundred miles, then it was as barren as the northern reaches.

	It did give us some welcome time to spend just sitting and talking with our daughters.  And I would not have traded it for the world.  It seems like our lives are so packed that we never had time just to unwind and share.

	We had gotten to the topic of the first movie we saw at an Avalonian playhouse.  They had all these moving pictures that they could project onto a white wall.  These fantastic entertainment stories played out more realistically than a play.  They had a library of over a hundred thousand of these movies.

	President Cutter, Esme, had invited us and the girls to see this movie performance about castles and princesses, which was designed to entertain and make you laugh.  It was an amazing experience.  And as more and more Altii and Gypsies from Sparo saw these amazing moving pictures, our artisans began trying to duplicate the process and were getting close by taking multiple photographs one after another while a subject moved.  It was a matter of time before we could create these movies of our own plays and even bards performing.

	There is an Avalonian bard who travels the Realms of Sparo with a portable movie device he projects on the keep walls to entertain the people.  The Dukes of the realms give him coin in exchange for brightening the morale of the people of their keeps.  And the people of Sparo look forward to his visits with as much anticipation and enthusiasm as Carnival.

	So much so that it gave me the idea for cultural exchange which I discussed with the mothers of all the bands and President Cutter.  And we organized a yearly visit by a convoy of transports carrying Mountain Gypsies for Carnival in Avalon.  The Avalonians went insane for Carnival and are just as excited for it every year as the people of Sparo are for the Movie Bard of Avalon as they call the short bald man.

	 “Which of the movies have you enjoyed the most?” Ingr asked Shan.

	Shanny looked to take the question far too seriously as she furrowed her brow and said, “I have two favorites.  One is the first one we all watched with Aunt Esme.  It was the first one I saw... I was just a little kid and was more impressionable then.”

	We all bit the inside of our cheeks.  It was only three years ago and she was still a little kid.  Then she expounded. “And it was the first time in a long time we just sat back, had fun, and laughed as a family.  So I loved it.”

	That hit me like a rock in my gut.  I felt like a terrible mother, not having enough time for my children if they felt this way.  But Shan made me relax by grabbing my hand and laying her head on my shoulder.

	Then she shared, “The other was with talking dogs that I saw that weekend at Highland Reach with our other sister, Desi... um, Shavon.  We don't get to visit with her as often as I'd like but she's very important.  The heir to the Crown now that Aunt Everly and Uncle George are her parents.”

	She said that with all the awe, love, and pride she used when talking to people about Misty when our eldest was out of earshot.  And I loved how she never made a distinction between Misty and Shavon as her sisters, she always said things like our other sister, and call me a soft touch, but that always melted my heart too.

	Then she moved away to grin at us all.  “So my two favorites are the firsts with family.”

	Her innocence had a way of shattering my heart and putting it back together again, all in the span of a few sentences.  I hugged her to me and kissed the top of her head as she started braiding Ingr's hair for her.  We all shared our favorite movie plays, laughing and having a great time.  Even surrounded by others it felt nice to have time just for family.

	Twice the needle of the Geiger counter had started edging up near the other locations on the charts, and our avoidance plan seemed to work as planned.  It was nearing night as we closed in on our destination when we debated whether or not pitch camp or push on when the decision was made for us as we came up over a rise in the landscape to see an entire valley of green life.  It had just snuck up on us, hidden by the terrain.

	And this sprawling forest was broken up by the skeletal remains of great buildings rising above the treetops, like specters of a time long past.  Nature had reclaimed what had once been the domain of man with a vengeance.  There was something... sad about the ruins.  But Celeste was wheeling the Jewel to the side dropping altitude at an alarming rate.  The other vessels following suit as we buzzed past them to lead them back over the rise.

	What had... then I saw it.  Shit.  Sylvia was asking, “What is it, Celeste?”  Rain just pointed at the various campfires we could see out there in the forest.

	People!

	I blinked.  That was one thing we hadn't really anticipated.  We had assumed the D.C. would be part of the nonliving landscape of the uninhabitable lands.  Not an inhabited bastion of life.  We had to follow first contact protocols that were developed after we stumbled blindly into the Eastlands, where we were very much unwelcome.

	I looked around as we settled in a relatively clear spot, a little unevenly, and then with a resigned smirk I said, “Well, poo.”

	Sara stole Celeste's line, saying in a good approximation of her voice, “Ya think?”

	“Very funny lady.”  Then I looked around. “Ok, let's pull out the contingency plan we had for the lands of the D.C being alive and inhabited?”

	Sylvia looked a little relieved as she exhaled and smiled wanly.  “There was a contingency plan for this?  Thank Father Stone.”  Then she paused and looked around.  Besides the kids, we were all looking at her with growing smiles. “Oh.  You're a mean little woman, Great Mother.”

	“Love you too.”

	She made a sour face then grinned back, then Celeste looked to me and Rain, who had helped pen the first contact protocols after we so badly messed it up on our own.  What had she said when she learned how we bungled it on our own.  “Children.  You're all children.”

	 “First Contact rules?” My wife prompted.

	Why was she asking me?  She was just as much in charge as I was.  She just liked to put me on the spot.  Something about a Great Mother title or something?  I sighed as I ran a hand through my hair. “First Contact rules.”

	Misty and Ingr looked about to burst into rainbows and puppies as they said together with excitement, “People!”

	Yes, we had just discovered a new realm.  To me that sounded like a misnomer.  You discovered uninhabited lands, if there are people doesn't that already make them discovered?  Maybe that was the more accurate term, we had discovered new people who had endured after the Great Impact.

	The other airships were landing.  We were pretty spread out on the uneven ground that was strewn with rock formations.  And when we exited into refreshingly cool air, we saw captains closing in on us from all over.  They had similar grim looks on their faces, telling me they all saw the reason for our about-face.

	I said primly as we all gathered, my chin held regally as I overenunciated, “I have made the decision to make camp here tonight.”

	This got the round of chuckles I had been shooting for and I beamed a cheesy grin to them all as Celeste prompted, “You all saw?”

	Nods and affirmative grunts were given and she exhaled, deflating as she mirrored my earlier movement and ran her hand through her hair, saying, “First Contact.”

	Someone muttered in resignation, “Well shit.”

	Shanny called out from the Jewel with perfect comedic timing, “Welcome to the lands of the D.C., everyone.”  And we all shared a laugh as I wound up a finger and people started pouring out of the tightly packed airships to set up camp.

	I went with the girls to let the horses out and feed them in preparation to do a scouting and first contact mission in the morning.  This was going to cut into our search for the knowledge of the Great Wizards of the Before if these people allowed us on their lands at all.

	That was a problem for a new day.

	***

	It felt like the morning was taking too long to come, and I woke in the middle of the night too much on my mind and what could go right or wrong when Father Sol rose.  I wasn't surprised to find Celeste wasn't in bed anymore, the kids were sprawled out across the bed.

	I moved past the ever-vigilant eyes of Sara and Jezelle as I made my way out, Jez standing and moving silently behind me, giving me a twenty-yard buffer so I had the illusion of privacy as I made my way up to the watch on the rise.

	Again, I wasn't surprised to see my red-headed warrior laying against a rock looking out across the dark forest below that was punctuated by campfires about two miles off.  She sat where she could see both the valley and the airships.

	She didn't even look up as her sharp eyes scanned everything, assessing, ever watchful.  Instead, she just held an arm out, opening her cloak in invitation.  I slid in to lay my head on her chest to look out over this new realm.  My brows furrowed as I noted that while the campfires were pretty spread out almost randomly, there seemed to be a mile wide buffer between what I was realizing were two groups.

	I whispered, “Where's second watch?”

	“Sent them away.”

	I nodded and snuggled in as we watched over our people and observed the fires beyond.  I found myself smiling because this felt so right.  It reminded me so much of the countless nights we spent like this, just sharing our closeness as we stood watch over those whose duty it was for us to protect.  So many years of it until our obligations got more and more demanding and we slowly ceded this duty to others.

	I longed for those days at times like this, though I'd change nothing.  I had a wife and two beautiful children, a family that I loved, both blood and the family I chose.  Even though I complain about the responsibility, I am in a position where I can affect change for the good of all, and I can best protect those I love.

	I patted her chest and whispered into the night, competing with the insects, owl, and night critter sounds from the forest literally fifty feet below where we sat, “I miss this.”  She responded with a nod, and the arm she held around me pulled me in slightly tighter as her head rested on top of mine.  And everything was right in the world.

	We were relieved a little later by the third watch and went to rejoin the others in the Jewel.  I had to smile when the girls just rolled over to make room when we returned, even in their sleep.

	I awoke with a creature that looked like a chipmunk on my face, patting at the mist roiling from the scars on my face like it was trying to catch it.  I blinked at it as it cocked its head at me questioningly, its tail going straight, ears twitching.

	Misty stirred then gleeped and held a hand out as she sat up.  The little beastie dove and spread its four tiny legs out wide and glided like a flying squirrel to her.  “Itsy, you were supposed to stay... in... my...”  Then she looked innocently at me as she held the little thing behind her back. “Hi?”

	So that little rodent was what she was hiding from us the other day.  I do have to admit the tiny thing was cute, and just a little bigger than Bitsy who crawled out of Misty's pocket on her nightshirt to chitter at me for waking them.

	I squeaked out at her, “Misty Cobbler Lupei, you know the rule about wild animals!”  I noted that we were the only ones left in the cabin.

	She dropped her eyes. “I'm sorry, but the nest was destroyed, some predator killed her family.  She was hurt and Ingr healed her.  She has no family.”

	Sighing heavily I cocked a brow and nudged my chin.  She pulled her hand out from behind her back and held her palm out with the little rodent sitting calmly on it.  It would normally bolt away but I could feel the lure of Misty's calming magics flowing from her.  It was like a siren song to all manner of animals.

	She blurted, “I don't know what Itsy is.  She's like a little flying squirrel.”

	Ok, my eldest's big doe eyes were killing me, and it truly was cute.  Was it old enough to fend for itself in the wild if its nest had been destroyed?  I sighed so hard I'm surprised the Jewel didn't settle farther into the rise.  This made her squeal and hug me as the little thing crawled up on her shoulder, opposite where Bitsy had journeyed to as we spoke.  “Love you, mom.”

	“Love you too, stinker.  And Itsy?  Really?”

	“Itsy and Bitsy.”  Her grin was all teeth as she bobbled her head cutely.

	I really looked at it and with a slight heat in my mind, I recalled the animal kingdom tomes and told her.  “Not a new species, this is a Sugar Glider and it won't get much bigger.  You have to stop bringing home strays.”

	Rain said from the door with a smirk in her tone, “Oh, but why not, Laney love?  I remember taking in two strays of my own years ago.  One went on to be the Great Mother of Sparo, and the other one... well she just scares all who oppose her, just ask Avalon.”

	“Nobody was talking to you, smarty pants.”

	She said with a chuckle, “Come you two, the Lightbringer said to let you two sleep while the rest of us prepared for the day.  Lazy, lazy, lazy.”

	I stood and moved over to kiss her cheek, “I'll lazy you right up the side of the head, woman.  I take it my bride is geared up?”  She winked and I said, “I'll be out in a moment then.”  Then added when she held a hand out and Misty took it, following her out, “We'll continue this later young lady.  Love you both.”

	As Misty called out, “Love you too,” Ranelle assured me, “Of course you do.  You've good sense.”  The snot.  Ok, I was grinning.

	Then I switched my traveling garments for my fitted Gypsy armor that molded to me like a second skin, and my travel cloak was switched out for my hunter green hunting cloak.  I muttered to myself, “First Contact protocols and left all my weapons on the hooks and pegs on the cabin wall except Anadele since a  Femeie de Sabie of the People cannot be seen without her blade.”  Then I slipped the little dagger into the hidden scabbard in my Gypsy hunting boots.

	I opened the door of the built-in wardrobe and looked into the polished silver mirror there to make sure I would do my wife and my station proud.  I was satisfied with the result.  A look carefully crafted by Ranelle when she had been Great Mother.  The elegant scoundrel look with the brown and green leather and cloak, all marked with the green piping of the Great Mother.

	No longer did I feel a little girl dressing up as I had for so long, instead I felt a combination of pride and sadness at the warrior woman in the mirror.  For as hard as my wife tries to be sure I learn nothing but defensive fighting, no knight of the realms had the number of kills I did, nor a chain of sin which was almost too heavy to drag behind their soul like me.

	So I try to balance that with whatever good I can do in this world for my people, even if it means being a diplomat and engaging in political sparring to ensure their safety and happiness.

	I'd have to be both the warrior and the representative of Sparo in what was to come next.  I slung my tool pouch over my shoulder and marched out to an empty pilot house then down the ramp outside to see everyone already eating.  How long had Celeste let us sleep in?

	Verna called out, hoisting a cup of water, “Ah the Great Mother has decided to join us.  I was going to eat your plate if you didn't come out soon, pipsqueak.”  

	Everyone chuckled.

	I rolled my eyes.  So much for my grand entrance.  I scrunched my face at her and primly sat next to my wife at the front table.  Someone called out with a nervous chuckle, “Glad you could join us, runt.” And the camp went silent as Verna slowly stood.

	You could hear her hybrid armor creaking over the gently blowing fall wind.  She said quietly, with a coldness I've only heard her use when she faced off against enemies that would give any other knight pause, “Until you have stood in battle with the Great Mother, the blood of both the enemy and fallen comrades alike soaking your armor, you will afford your ruler the respect due her, a respect every single citizen of Sparo owes her for all she has given for us.”

	The man's voice was shaky, and I still couldn't see who it had been, as he said, “Sorry, Great Mother Laney.”

	Then Verna turned back to the plank table, her armor creaking again as she sat almost daintily beside Kristof, who looked three seconds from breaking out in laughter at how the entire expedition was suddenly very afraid of his wife.  And she added almost sillily, “Besides, only I get to tease her.”

	All the Gypsies and Rangers chuckled with her, and then the rest of the expedition seemed to exhale a collective breath and started eating again, with less murmuring between people.  Verna whispered, “Do you think he shat his trousers?”

	I grinned at her as I ate a strip of bacon. “You, woman, are incorrigible and didn't need to do that.”

	Celeste assured me without looking away from where the other voice had come from, “Yes, love, she actually did.  People cannot be so flippant to their leaders, it encourages a lack of respect.  But those who earn the right as the musclebound moose said, have more latitude, especially if they are, unfortunately, family like her.  And even then, Rangers, like Templars, are outside of the normal chain of command.”

	She gave Verna a smirky so there look.  And she responded, “Magi-dweeb.”

	“Brute.”

	“Queen Consort.”

	“Oh, you are so going to...”

	I blurted, “Children!  Don't make me turn this fleet around.”

	Misty offered helpfully, not, “Knights can be so childish at times.”

	I cocked a brow. “Oh, really Squire?  Aren't you about to join their ranks?”

	She nodded with mischief twinkling around in her eyes. “Yes, but not yet.”

	Tennison shifted in his seat, the planks groaning under the big man's impressive weight as he explained to the Ranger Squires at the next table over, “And this is how not to behave as protectors of the realms.”

	I kicked his shin under the table.  Ow.  And the big man winked at me, his attention between me and Misty, who was placing pieces of scrambled eggs next to her sleeve on the table and little paws stretching out to drag the food in.

	We all slipped into our familiar banter until we got to business.  I called out, “Ok, so as we all know, we hit a bit of a snafu in our plans.  So we have to follow the new First Contact Protocols so we don't wind up repeating the clusterfuc... umm, I mean the mess we made in the Eastlands... again.”

	“We have enough horses for a single Greva.  As the ranking member, I will be going, and to placate my personal guard, the most dangerous woman here will accompany me, as she is more versed in diplomatic protocols than me.  Templar Celeste.”  I looked at my personal guards, and Jezelle was not amused but inclined her head.  It was my prerogative to have them stand down and she was not a happy camper about it.  But she also knew that the woman they called the Lightbringer, would bring down entire armies to protect me.

	“That leaves three to complete the Greva.  Anywho would volun...”

	Plank benches fell over in a clatter as every Mountain Gypsy and the Rangers, including the Squires and my daughters, all stood.  I looked around at all the faces and smiled in pride.  What once burned in my heart as the Fire of Wexbury, had evolved as I did, into the Fire of Sparo, which is what I saw in all eyes.

	My smile widened as I stood then said, “This is a peace mission, and no weapons except for  Femeie de Sabie blades will be present as we make contact with the indigenous peoples here in the D.C.”

	Then a chuckle rolled out when I added, “But Sparo is not stupid or naive either.  So I would have those with a spark or among the Touched with us in case the people of this realm are not overjoyed to see strangers in their lands, in case we need to make a hasty retreat and still defend ourselves.”

	There were disappointed sounds as most sat and the fact that they were disappointed made that pride swell again within me.  I squished my lips to one side at the one defiant non-magic user still standing.  Then spoke to Celeste through the side of my mouth, “Muscles knows she gots no magic, right?”

	She snickered and said, “She's always been a bit thick.  But she is handy in a scrape.”  I knew this to be true.  She stands toe to toe with rogues all the time, grounding the magics they sling at her.  And truthfully, I'd love to have her along.  As much as we tease, she is one of the most skilled fighters in all of Wexbury and is worth at least three knights of any other realm.

	I sighed in defeat and said, “A lottery then.”

	Shanny hopped up and hustled around, holding out a little silk bag.  And everyone scribbled their names on pieces of parchment and tossed them in the bag.  Good, finally we'll get a decent drawing that doesn't smell fixed to me.  I made an “Ent,” sound when Misty and Sara both tried to put their names in.  They knew better.  I needed Misty to help watch over Ingr, Shan, and the Squires, and I needed Sarafine to watch over my girls.

	I almost winced at the betrayed looks they gave me.  Then Shanny shook the bag well and stirred her hand in it as she dashed back to me.  I said as Celeste held the bag and I reached my hand in, “The first name is...”  I read the name and my eyes narrowed, “Tennison...”

	The huge knight stood with a shit-eating grin as I stared at the name, then him.  Hmm.  I reached in. “The second name is...”  What the hell?  There's no way this was a coincidence... “Ranelle.”  She stood with Sylvia and patted her wife's hand on her arm as she smirked as well.

	Ok, this was just stupid.  Had they already known I was going to be doing this and somehow swapped out their names with the other names when Shan went around?  I reached in, my eyes squinted in accusation at Ranelle as I unfolded the strip of parchment and just chuckled to myself, “And the final name to complete the Greva... Mother Elaineia.”

	Everyone congratulated the three as I started digging in the bag, pulling out the other five names, and they were all different.  How the heck?  I tapped my foot on the ground as I looked at everyone in suspicion.  Rain joined me and Celeste as we stood.  I pointed at the strips of parchment and rasped out, “Did you do this?  I mean, I'm thrilled with the outcome, but it was highly unlikely.  Someone cheated.”

	Ranelle rolled her eyes as Misty and Celeste chuckled.  I blurted, my voice low enough so the other tables wouldn't hear, “What?”

	Then Rain's eyes widened in genuine surprise and she looked at Celeste, “Oh.  She doesn't know?”

	Misty whispered like it was a secret everyone knew, “You always cheat mom.”

	Me? What?  I didn't do...

	Ranelle whispered to me as my wife just grinned, overly amused and smug, “I thought you knew.  You always did it so skillfully.  We all feel it every time you have a lottery or drawing to choose allies.  Your power of the spirit leaking from you feels like the luck charm whenever the drawings occur.  We all assumed you were doing it on purpose to keep those you trusted around you.”

	What?  My mind was reeling.  Was it true?  Had I somehow been affecting the outcomes?  For years I believed someone was fixing things to keep my most staunch allies with me on all my missions over the years.  I suspected George and Celeste... but... had it really been me all this time?

	I looked around, and all of their faces were almost screaming out, “Duh.”  Misty just nodded as I looked at her for confirmation.

	After processing it then regaining my composure as I stood tall, I summed it all up succinctly, “Huh... how about that.”  They had a good chuckle at my expense and I said louder for all to hear, “Well, alrighty then.  Shall we be about it?”

	I pointed at Tennison. “Big man?”  He sighed and unsheathed the mammoth double-handed sword out of his back scabbard, miles and miles of steel slid out before he offered it to Shan.  She almost fell as she accepted it to place on the table, the big guy winking at her.  Then in a display worthy of Alexandru, went about disarming himself.  Just how many blades did he keep hidden around his body?

	He started to detach the hidden belt buckle knife, then hesitated and just clicked it back in place before he stood tall.  I couldn't begrudge the man, I still had my tiny dagger in my boot.

	Rain handed all the daggers she had to Ingr, leaving only the two blades crossed on her back.  The twin swords of our fallen comrade, Bowyn.  The man who had been her lover before Sylvia.  Elaine just sidled up to me and bumped my hip.  I knew she had a dagger in her boot too because she emulated me as Misty did.

	I looked around.  “And our Greva is complete.”  Then in our dual governance tradition, I said, “Verna, Sylvia, you are in charge in our absence.  Standard procedure, ten-hour window unless we call in.  We'll use the radios.”

	With that, Misty's eyes widened in excitement as she ran off to the Trident to retrieve the almost magical devices that Avalon had used to speak to each other through the air during the war.  We had confiscated dozens of them after battles, and King George had made two available to us for the expedition.  They were in high demand by the scholars and engineers of all the realms so it was quite a feat for him to free them up for us.

	A minute later, Misty came running with the two technical marvels along with the hand crank capacitor system Bex had devised to power them in place of the disposable chemical battery packs the Avalonians used.

	The gypsy representatives were saddling the horses already and checking provisions for a one day mission.  It never ceased to amaze me how organized the People are.  Celeste accepted one of the radios and clipped it to her belt between packs, and clipped the hand-cranked storage crystal dynamo capacitor beside it.  I discreetly looked down at my belt and its packs to take note of the gap and the reinforced leather at the location.

	Ah, so that's what that was for.  Handy.

	It made me wonder just how much input Bex had in the design of our armor.  It was a collaboration between the finest Gypsy leather workers and artisans, and the Altii armorers with the new armor plates that could withstand bullets from Avalon gun weapons.  But to have spaces for gadgets we didn't even have in quantities enough to make it standard gear felt suspiciously like someone with the forethought of Bexington to dream up.

	After a radio check with Verna, and hugging the heck out of our girls, we mounted up.  I felt silly on such a small mount, being so used to my Goliath, my huge midnight black Percheron stallion, but if he had come two or three of these mustangs would have had to be left behind as he is quite literally, a ton of horse.

	Mustangs were small, maneuverable, had a lot of stamina for their size, and surprisingly fast over short distances.  But I missed Goliath, and these smaller horses just felt... well, like I was riding a pony compared to my boy.  Not to mention that I had to look up at all the other riders because of my stature, instead of being able to meet their eyes when I normally rode.

	The People preferred mustangs when they used horses, but they... we, were never in any hurry to get anywhere, so opted for the slow but powerful pulling power of the large, trudging oxen to pull the rolling homes that were the colorful Gypsy wagons.

	I smirked at Celeste because I had just watched her do it as our expectant expedition looked on with hope and a bit of worry on their faces, telling me they were praying our trek had not been made in vain. And when I returned to the present and stole her thunder, teasing her as I bit the tip of my tongue, raising a hand high in the air and dripping it parallel to the ground, signaling our Greva to move out.

	She squinted an eye at me as she grinned as we all started trotting up the rise.  “I don't know if you just cheated or not there, pipsqueak.”

	I nose scrunched her, daring her to accuse me of what I had just giddily done, and she rolled her eyes then nose scrunched right back.  I knew she'd never have let our expedition back there see the Harbinger being cute, but she was with family here and was much more relaxed about playing.

	I gave my chestnut mustang some rein and said as I pulled ahead, “To the line.”

	Tennison chuckled out an amused, “We shall not toil.”  Finishing my grandfather's call to battle.

	They caught up as we crested the rise to look at the valley and paused to really study it in the daylight.  From the air, we knew it to extend about twenty to thirty miles to the north and the south since we could see the forest boundaries tucked between two low lying mountain ranges that looked to have the first dusting of snow on their peaks.  And the valley was at least sixty miles deep as it looked too narrow on the horizon from above.

	My eyes were on the smoke in the early morning hour where campfires had been extinguished.  Looks like they had finished their morning meals as well, whoever they were.  Then I worried at a sudden thought.  Would they speak English?  All the realms we've encountered so far spoke at least an archaic form of English, and usually some other language as well.

	I shrugged, pointed at the closest stream of smoke, near one of the clumps of building ruins not more than two or three miles out.  Celeste's hand was out and I absently pulled out my spyglass and handed it to her.  “Tree canopy is too dense to see anyone.  It's a good place to start.”

	We all looked through the spyglass, and Rain had an inscrutable look on her face when she raised it again then looked to the south, to the other side of that odd buffer we saw last night between groupings of campfires.  She absently handed it back to me, brow furrowed in thought as I put it away and we all started weaving our way down through the rocks and into the forest toward our destination.

	




Chapter 15 – Disciples and Followers of the Word

	I was amazed at the deciduous trees that reminded me so much of the Black Forest in Flatlash.  But I wasn't aware of the types.  The two predominant types had inordinately large leaves that looked about ready to start changing to their fall colors as they tried to grasp at the fleeting memory of summer's heat.

	The sounds of nature all around us were both familiar and alien as the bird calls were familiar but different than those of Sparo or even the Westlands or the Wilderness we had left behind.  Did the same species of birds change their calls when separated geographically by the uninhabitable lands?  I'd have to see if anyone has written about it yet, it was an intriguing question I'd love to know the answer to.

	My eyes widened at the base of one tree, fifty yards off, where a group of feral pigs looked to be snuffling for mushrooms.  They were twice the size of any pigs I've seen in Wexbury, and they looked... rougher and not as plump as the ones brought to butcher.  But still, one would make a fine meal or two for our expedition later, fresh meat was always appreciated on long missions.

	The slight smile on Celeste's lips when she followed my gaze told me she was thinking the same thing.

	I noted my eyes were constantly scanning for threats just like the others, even Elaine.  My heart sank, knowing war had made me more of a warrior than I would have liked.  Worse even, Elaineia had that same air of situational awareness as those of us who have seen too much fighting and death.  And I felt the loss of the innocence of someone so young, to the realities of war.

	She should never have to have shouldered the burden all knights and protectors did.  Then again, if she hadn't been forged in fire as she was, she wouldn't be the same person that makes me glow with pride as she rode into the unknown with us, unflinching.  It is what made her the leader the Cristea looked up to.

	As we weaved through the trees until we found a game trail heading in the general direction of the camp, I smiled internally as Celeste kept pace at my side.  Not keeping ever so slightly in front as she had done the first few years we had been together, always protecting me.  But as the war went on with Avalon, she started treating me more as an equal like she did Verna, though she is still overly protective, this made me feel closer to her.

	Truth be told, I had always been a little jealous of Verna, Kristof, Tennison, and Bowyn because she trusted them implicitly to have her back when they rode into battle.  But now she had that same trust and confidence in me even though she fought her instincts to protect me even now.  Was it a good thing or a bad thing?

	She spoke out the side of her mouth without looking at me, “You're staring at me again, love.”  Was that a smug tone in her voice?  She always seemed to be in my head and knowing where my mind was.

	I looked forward and just said matter of factly, “I was just looking at that huge praying mantis in your hair.”

	She stiffened almost imperceptibly.  Of all things in this world that she could be uneasy about, were praying mantises and millipedes.  The big bad knight who would ride into the enemy lines alone was queasy about a couple insects, which I found endlessly amusing.  She side-eyed me to try to read me then reached up and ran her fingers through her red mane and then flicked her hand quickly when she pulled back to find a mantis on her hand.

	I snickered when her fingers went through the little illusion when she shook her hand too quick for me to keep up with.  Drat.

	She muttered, “I regret ever telling you about them.”

	“Love you.”

	“You better.”

	Then Rain said from behind us, “Well done, Laney.  You are getting better and better casting nuanced spells instead of just massive energy discharges.”  

	I beamed at the praise.  I, like her, was a brute force magic-user, explosive high power releases which drained us quickly.  We both expended more effort doing smaller, more delicate castings with our magik.  So she's always having me practice, now that my power was growing.

	I had once been on the low end of the power spectrum with my Altii magics, but when my magik of the People had bloomed inside me, the two mixed, and I had become a mid-power Techromancer.  But after the events at New Cali, with my stolen magics, I'm told that my power rivaled most Prime Techromancers and it was still building.  I feared it was that dark angry magic that has been swelling, trying to corrupt me and entice me into embracing it and burning off all emotion but rage and spite.

	Ranelle told me that in time, she believes my power will eclipse even hers.  And with my Adept ability to channel outside power and magic and spool it into my own reservoir to use, there may be no limit to what I could do.  She says that with pride, but it only scares me to death, having lost control of the black seething magic twice.  If I were to become that powerful and succumbed to that unbridled rage, then who could stop me?  I needed her to be able to have the power to stop me to save the rest if I ever turned and lost myself for good.

	Her smile faded when she saw my face as I turned back to look at her.  Like Celeste, she had an uncanny knack for knowing what I was thinking about.  She knew my fear which I still haven't voiced fully with my wife.  Why couldn't I just be a woman of mystery like her?

	I turned back to the trail quickly and Celeste and I both raised a fist to stop the others.  She lowered her head slightly and seemed to be looking everywhere except the direction I swear I heard a bird which wasn't a bird, like the calls the People used, coming from that direction.  It was this change in posture which had alerted me to it.  I knew Tennison and Rain were just as on guard as us, all trusting my wife's almost preternatural feeling she got when eyes were upon her.  I didn't want to look back to make sure Elaine wasn't looking around at our sudden alertness and silence.

	I cocked my head, and my girl said in low tones, “Two northeast thirty yards.”  I nodded slightly as I caught movement in my peripheral.  I pulled my hood up on my hunting cloak, and the blurring and ghosting I normally did double, and it made it difficult for anyone to even focus on me as I left a trail of misty white afterimages as I moved.

	Celeste did the same, making her harder to focus on even if she didn't ghost like me.  Her cloak was as heavily spelled like mine.  We stepped down from our horses and the others followed suit, stepping up to our sides, still holding their reins.  Tennison's eyes were closed as his head cocked and head turned slowly.  “Three to four more behind.  Closing.”

	I placed a hand on Elaine's arm as she started to reach for the hilt of her blade.  I gave a slight shake of my head.  I handed her my reins and stepped forward three steps and called out in a rasp to the pair to the northeast, “Hello in the woods.  Salutations from Sparo, we come bearing no malice to your lands.”

	I could actually hear Celeste's sublime muscles tensing as her leather creaked, though her outward appearance was calm and relaxed. 

	And we waited.  

	I blurred forward a couple more steps as I sent two of me ahead a few seconds as I blurred, letting them get lost in the billowing mist of afterimages.  Then I lowered my hood for whoever was out there to see my face.

	I held my arms off to the sides a little palms up to show I was no threat.  I could hear the rustling in the trees as the two groups moved around us.  And a man's voice, in surprisingly good English with an accent like none I've heard before responded, “What witchery are you employing?  It is unnatural.”

	I took another step, separating me farther from our group, and didn't flinch at what happened next since neither of my future selves had come back with the memory of anything untoward happening.  A long javelin-like spear, made of what was apparently hardwood swished through the air and embedded at least six inches into the moss and mulch of the ground inches in front of me.  “Stop your advance!”

	I pulled the shaft out of the ground to examine as I called out again, trying to sound almost uninterested, a tactic Celeste employed frequently.  “It is the magics of my peoples.  Again, salutations, I am Great Mother Laney, co-ruler of Sparo. We have come to your realm on a quest to uncover the knowledge of those who came before us.  It is a mission of peace, and we had not anticipated there to be inhabitable lands, with indigenous peoples.  We seek only your permission to come into your lands to seek our goal.”

	The javelin was actually pretty amazing even being just wood.  It was intricately carved and well-shaped, balanced, and weighted.  It looked to be hickory or maybe maple and was burned then coated in pitch and oil to prevent decay.

	I squatted and placed the weapon on the forest floor and stood, only then looking out toward the source of the voice, cocking my head slightly in question.  And then a man stepped out, who was in the upper ranges of middle age, with trimmed hair that was almost all silver, and a strong face with a pronounced chin that looked like granite with the wrinkles that creased his skin.  He wore what looked to be well-maintained skins, similar to the marauders in Sparo, but looking to be much better quality and well-fitting.  It reminded me of the clothing the people of Tiamant had worn in their decimated lands.

	He stood there, looking at us.  “What beasts do you ride?  Are you from The Lady, come to take our souls for our failure in our task for her?”

	I furrowed my brow then looked back then to him as I asked, “The horses?”  Even Tiamant had horses.  Every occupied realm we've been to had horses.  What else had he said... “We know not of this Lady you speak of.”

	The man kept looking past me to the horses, then turned his gaze back to me.  “Why do you mist like smoke as you move?”

	Sighing, I said, “It is the magics of our people as I said.  I've read tomes referencing this witchcraft you mentioned, as magics, so it is similar.  Do your people possess witchcraft magic?”  Then I closed my eyes to reprimand myself, protocol Laney, protocol, “Sir, how might we address you.  As I have said, I am Great Mother Laney, but you can address me simply as Laney.  And with me are Celeste, Ranelle, Elaineia, and Sir Tennison.  We are the advance team for our people, come to ask for free passage in your realm.”

	This made him narrow his eyes.  “There are more of you?”  I inclined my head, and he seemed to take us in again, and he nudged his chin, and six more men stepped out around us.  Tennison's hearing was slipping or one of the men was stealthy.  They were all armed with those javelins.

	Then the man said, “I am Richardson, Major of the Disciples of The Lady.  These lands are not ours, none is allowed to reside here as they are the sacred lands of The Lady, we are on a pilgrimage to carry out the wishes of the great Lady as our ancestors were tasked to after those from before her judgment tore the world asunder because they had failed in their duty.”

	Celeste moved beside me, holding her hands like I did as she prompted, “You do not occupy this realm?”

	“No, we come from the resting place of The Lady, Purgatory.  How do you not know this?”  Then he added again, “How many more of you are there?”

	I sighed.  This was getting us nowhere.  So I pulled myself ahead to one of my doppelgangers to find myself standing in front of him before I even started to move.  “Major Richardson, sir.  As I stated, we mean you no harm and come in peace, our hands wide.”

	Then man gasped as he backpedaled, falling back over a root, two others swung their javelins toward me.  He held a stopping hand up when he saw I wasn't attacking. Then he stood, mouth open and eyes wide as he took me in.  “The Lady did send you.  We have been loyal and diligent in our duty.”  He scrambled to his feet just to take a knee.  The others looked around, then lowered their weapons and they all did the same.

	“The Lady did not send us.  We are on a quest as I have said.  A pilgrimage of our own to find the storehouse of tomes and scrolls of the ancients, that we might one day rise to the heights they had once again.”

	He hesitantly stood, but there was now suspicion in his eyes as he said slowly, “All are free to pilgrimage.  But if the knowledge you seek is the truths of The Lady that we are tasked to protect, then you have come for naught as we cannot allow any to take what is our sacred duty to protect... Laney.”

	I nodded and said, “Well we can start by learning about this Lady of yours and what truths you are sworn to protect.  Can we discuss these matters in your camp?”

	After a long silence as he seemed to be trying to divine if there was truth in my words and our actions, he nodded once and said, “This way.”  The others made a tight circle around the others of my Greva and Celeste lifted the radio. “Greva to fleet.  We've made contact, will advise.”

	Verna's voice came back through the air. “Copy Greva.  Any problems in first contact?”

	Celeste chuckled. “Just a little.”

	Hey!

	Verna chuckled back. “Ah... Laney being Laney?  Standard check-in intervals?”

	My smirky von smirky wife said, “Roger on both.  Standard check-ins.  Greva clear.”

	“Fleet clear.”

	Richardson whispered, “Conjuring voices from the ether?  What witchery is this?”

	“Not witchery, science.  Please, sir, lead on.”  And we followed him as the rest of my Greva joined us and I bumped Celeste's hip for her short joke.  She was unphased.  Wench.

	We hadn't gone five steps when us four women spun to stand back to back, our blades drawn as with a slight whistling sound of objects splitting the air, about a dozen heavy spears with what looked like flint heads landed all around the group, the javeliner's were all scanning the woods, their weapons at the ready as one man hissed, “Followers of the Word!”

	Men stepped out from cover from the south, more spears readied as a tall, gangly man with shaggy red hair and beard, similarly dressed as the Major's people but with red sashes at their waists, called out, “You cannot have the emissary of The Lady, Disciple blasphemer.”

	Mother Luna.  Seriously?  Can't one thing go right in this first contact?

	




Chapter 16 – Cooperation

	Richardson, to my surprise, stepped to impose his body between me and the newcomers, his hand reaching over his shoulder to an empty sling where his javelin likely resided earlier, then called out as he dropped the hand, “Brother Ulekai, you are not welcome here, my people will be here any moment, we sent word to assemble before we investigated these newcomers.  Seeing you raising weapons against us on the Lady's sacred lands, they will attack on sight.”

	The newcomer shook his head almost sadly. “Then it is good that my men are converging here as we speak.  Our spotters saw the newcomers descending into the valley on the mounts of the goddess and we set out to protect them from you faithless Disciples as it is obvious the small one is an emissary of The Lady, see how divine power radiates from her?  Allow her to pass and reward the Followers for our dedication to her word as promised in the writings of the Exutave Odare!”

	I closed my eyes and exhaled, I had read of wars fought over religion in ancient times even before the Great Wizards came to power.  We in Sparo were much more enlightened, and every church encouraged everyone of all beliefs to come worship as they will together, and even if you did not worship any gods, or just luck or love.  And here this seemed to be one of those ancient conflicts here in modern times.

	I rasped out, “Everyone, there is no need for weapons, I am no emissary of this Lady you speak of.  I am from the lands of Sparo on a quest for knowledge here in this valley.”

	We could hear larger groups of people approaching from both the northeast and the south.  It was going to turn into a senseless battle as both sides believed us to be someone we were not.  But as long as one side had the other side outnumbered like this, I knew they wouldn't give up their advantage.

	When neither leader moved or spoke out to their men to stand down, I started to build my magics, but then blinked as Ranelle had read the situation the same as me... well I'm sure Tennison and Celeste did as well.

	The former Great Mother seemed to pulse, so powerful it felt as if I were being crushed for a moment before the air around her distorted as a wall of wind exploded out from her with her at its epicenter.  The blast passed around our Greva with but the slightest breeze but knocking every man and woman in the clearing on their asses, weapons tumbling from their hands as they caught themselves as the mossy ground seemed to flatten under the wind pressure and the huge hardwood trees groaned and creaked as they swayed back by the wind.

	Then it was calm, and the woman shrugged at me as she called out, “The Great Mother said there was no need for weapons.”

	Men and women stood, looking for their weapons as the two approaching groups arrived in the clearing, eyes scanning the now weaponless standoff.  I'm positive that is all that stopped either side from attacking the other.  Instead, they formed lines, raising their weapons.  There must have been almost a hundred people all told.

	I pulled myself forward in time to stand between the two groups. “There is no need for violence here, my Greva has come to parlay in peace.  Do you not have that custom?”

	Murmuring whispers of witchcraft, and The Lady rolled through the ranks.  Eyes wide in equal parts fear and wonder.  They all looked to their leaders, who, along with those battered by Rain's wind, were staring at her in fear.  Then Richardson tore his eyes from her to look at me, then around to all the two opposing lines of combatants and he pursed his lips and I could see him making a decision.  He called out, “Disciples, stand down, we will speak in earnest with the newcomers.”

	He patted a hand in the air, palm down, and slowly, with hesitant trepidation, the men and women of the Disciples lowered their javelins, and, I kid you not, a couple honest to goodness slings.  Did they have no armorers or blacksmiths to forge blades?

	That thought had me looking at both groups, taking note all I saw were wooden weapons and the only blades I saw were flint.  Did they not even have bronze?

	The newcomer, Brother Ulekai, who was looking between Ranelle and me and his spear twenty feet behind him, asked me, “You are truly not a messenger of The Lady?  We are not to be rewarded for us Following the true word?”

	I shook my head.  Then he looked around to take stock of the situation, I saw the slight quirk of his lips when he realized all the Disciples had lowered their weapons and his people had not, giving him what he perceived as an advantage.  He challenged with a sly look. “And what is to stop us from ending the Disciples pilgrimage here, and engaging in parlay with you alone?  Your weapons look to be something I've never seen, and those mounts formidable...”

	Richardson spat out, “You opportunistic snake, you...”

	I sighed and cut him off. “Then we would be forced to level the field here, but we do not wish violence, as we are on a quest of peace.”

	He chuckled, pointing out. “There are but five of you and fifty-six of us.”

	A little voice in my head sounded almost hungry and excited as it whispered to me to let them try, that we could crush them all in an instant if I would let the dark black fire I had chained deep inside me free.  I shoved down hard on it, swallowing in fear that it always sounded so persuasive, and I knew that every time I used it, it made it just that much easier to find reasons to unleash it the next time.  Was this how Aelwen and Eris were slowly corrupted until all they craved was power?

	I took a shaky breath and re-centered saying, “I believe you may have miscounted, sir,” as I inclined my head at Celeste who took the radio from her hip, her blade in her other hand dripping emerald sparks that none of these people could see.

	She turned it on and said, “Expedition Resolute Fleet, Greva, climb to five hundred feet.”

	Verna sounded like a predator like she had anticipated this.  Had she and Celeste made contingency plans while I slept?  She almost purred out, “Understood Greva, executing.”

	And our Greva turned to look to the west as all of the massive airships rose above the rise, over the treeline, looking awe-inspiring and if you didn't know they weren't armed, quite imposing.

	I turned from the sight, grinning like a predator at the men and women all staring at the sky in a sort of terrified awe, some dropping their weapons like they were on fire and dropping onto their knees. Both Richardson and Ulekai were just staring at the airships, eyes wide, jaws slack.

	With a patient tone, I said, “Now that we have your attention, can you please have your people lower their weapons, and the three of us can speak together to see if we might come to a cooperation agreement so that my people complete our quest in peace?  After our task is complete, then, by all means, fight each other, kill each other off since there are so many people left alive on Earth.  Oh... wait...”

	Ok, maybe I was being a little too snarky.  I was supposed to be the diplomat, but this man had just contemplated taking us and our weapons because he believed he could.  That was marauder and rogue mentality, and contrary to their belief, might does not make right.

	Ulekai swallowed hard, splitting his attention between me and the sky, then made a lowering motion, and his followers who hadn't done so already lowered their weapons.

	I nodded in satisfaction. “Good.  Now can you two agree to a banner of truce while my people are in The Lady's lands?  So none of us have to keep looking over our shoulders?”

	They both hesitated, eyes on each other now, and nodded.  I rasped out with more force, “Your word!  I pledge my word as Great Mother Laney of Sparo.”

	Richardson nodded slowly. “My word is given as leader of the Disciples.”  

	Ulekai exhaled, and his grim look became a smile as he nodded. “I like you, Laney.  Moxy.  My word is given as leader of the Followers.”

	With that, Celeste spoke into the radio, “Thank you fleet.  Resume alert status.”

	“Roger Greva, Fleet Clear.”

	“Greva Clear.”

	Then we all watched as the vessels lowered behind the ridge again.

	I made a gesture with my arm, ghosting with the motion, indicating the two men should lead the way to somewhere we could conduct our parlay.  They gave each other untrusting looks before Ulekai asked, “The temple?”  

	Richardson inclined his head, and they led the way, staying ten feet apart as the five of us followed, the two groups moving behind us, wary of each other.

	Our guard was up as we moved through the trees until we got to patchy areas where trees were cleared out around the ruins of great buildings.  Nothing like them existed above ground in Sparo, as all except the Great Monolith were buried under the surface.

	And as far as I could see before the forest swallowed it all up again, were dozens, if not hundreds of excavations like those in the Dig.  Some of the excavation pits had been reclaimed by nature, and some impressions in the forest floor with huge trees growing from them told me the area has been under excavation for hundreds of years at the very least.

	Elaineia prompted the questions I had, her head cocked in curiosity as her eyes scanned the area, “It looks like there are old excavations here.  Is this what your pilgrimages are for?  Are you questing for something lost in the Great Impact?”

	Richardson nodded and looked back for a moment. “It is the duty of the Disciples of The Lady to protect her knowledge.  But time has stolen from us the location of the hoard of her writings and infinite knowledge when the world broke when the ancients did not heed her teachings.”

	He moved his hand around palm up, indicating the expansive excavations. “Every year, a group of Disciples is assembled to take the pilgrimage to continue our work to find that which we are sworn to protect.”

	Then he sneered as he looked past me to Brother Ulekai. “But a group of us five generations back, believed we did not interpret the holy words of The Lady's Exutave Odare correctly and broke off as a fanatical group who deemed themselves the Followers of the Word.”

	He huffed and shook his head. “They believe that we were meant to find the lost knowledge, and to bring it to The Lady, and she would reward them by bestowing the knowledge unto them and heal the broken world.”

	Ulekai growled, “That is her Word.  The world will be reborn if we redeem ourselves in her eyes.”

	This piqued Rain's curiosity as she prompted, “So your... religion.  It is a shared religion?  You just interpret this Exutave Odare differently?”

	Then she slipped into teaching mode, something she couldn't help as she shared, “The people of the Before Times had many religions, and some were offshoots of the same base religion who had different interpretations.  They had great tomes, books of the teachings of their faith.  The same faith, just with different interpretations.  Can only one be truth?  Could it not be both?  Is your Exutave Odare a book such as that?”

	Both men growled out at each other, “No,” and “There is only one truth.”  Then  Richardson said as he patted a satchel he had slung under his arm, “You can read The Lady's word yourself when we reach the temple.”

	I may have stood taller like a groundhog poking its head up from its burrow at that.  There was information to consume?  I almost salivated in anticipation of reading it.  My mind glow flaring, driving me to assimilate more knowledge.  “How far is this temple?”

	They stopped on a hill and we looked down to see the remains of what looked to be a thin but at one time tall structure, like a tower made of white stone than only extended up maybe twenty feet at an unnatural forty-five-degree angle from an area that had been cleared of vegetation,.  The rest of it stretched along the ground, broken into dozens of pieces, for hundreds of feet.  And I gasped, knowing what it was.

	I spun to the Greva, and their eyes were all wide in excitement too.  This truly was it, this was the lands of the D.C.  And this was a monument built to celebrate one of the men of the Before.  And we knew from all the writings and pictures, maps and charts, that the Library of Congress was located only a couple miles from it.

	Richardson pointed to a structure with great crumbled columns which were half crumbled into a small fissure-like canyon a short distance away from it. The whole building looked to be tipping at a fifteen-degree angle. “The temple, with the Silent Thinker, where we go to contemplate The Lady's word with him.”

	He bowed his head and clasped his hands for a moment.  Ulekai did the same and I turned back to see the lines of people following do the same.  Then he said, “Come.  The Silent Thinker awaits.”  And we traveled down to the precariously perched building, Celeste had moved up to my side and took my hand in hers, lacing our fingers and I could feel the restrained excitement flowing through her,

	The ground was uneven, and rubble-strewn, the trees were sparse, and I could see massive stumps that have rotted mostly away.  This area around these structures had been cleared many times it seems, and they must maintain them on these pilgrimages of theirs.

	I almost stumbled over the remains of one of the fluted columns covered in moss which looked so much like the ones of the Cedar Ridge Public Library, but as always, my beautiful bride steadied me with her strong hands.

	And the men, who had moved a few paces ahead of us again lowered their heads. They clasped their hands in front of them before stepping into a gaping opening in the part of the structure still standing.  We followed and someone gasped.  It sounded suspiciously like me as we looked up to a looming figure perched in a massive stone chair, half of the granite face was broken away, but I knew this giant to be one of the faces in the waters of the Serpent's Bounty.

	Elaine murmured, “By the grace of the Three Sisters!”

	The men looked at us expectantly and furrowed their brows when they realized only Elaine and Tennison seemed stunned by this.  Impressed?  Sure we were, but Rain, Celeste, and I had actually hoped to find this temple and the fallen monument beyond.  It told us we had located the lands of the rulers of the massive United States realm, and that we were so very close to our destination.

	Brother Ulekai looked at Rain, who seemed more interested in the workmanship in the huge sculpture, than the sight of the giant man that dominated the space.  “You do not seem surprised to see the Silent Thinker.  The temple was left for us by The Lady so that we could use it for contemplation and introspection so that we can be more centered to perform our sacred duty to her.”

	Rain, who was backlit by the sunlight streaming in from the wall that had crumbled into the canyon, making her shine larger than life, turned to look at him.  “On the contrary, we are relieved.  This structure tells us that our quest is almost at an end, and all of our research was not futile.  Many of our peoples still believe this just a fairytale we are chasing.  But this...” she patted the throne, “proves that it is all real, and we may yet find what we seek.”

	I glanced around, and besides some rubble by the collapsed wall, the place was very clean, and there were seven long benches, like the pews in a church, only backless, which were set up facing the giant.  Small tables with what looked like tallow candles were on either end of the benches.

	The closest bench looked well crafted and all wood, my questing magics felt no metal fasteners in them, and actually no metal at all on the persons of the Followers or Disciples who waited outside, except the iron and other trace metals in their blood.

	The structure itself had iron embedded in the walls and floors, under the stonework like almost every building from the Before had.  My thought that they apparently had no blacksmiths or metalworkers in their society was reinforced by these observations.

	Celeste said, “We've seen pictures of these structures in tomes and writings from the Before.”  She looked toward me. “Laney?”

	I nodded and stepped out to the horses, Tennison almost attached to my hip, the big man's looming presence enough for the groups who were all trying to watch through the entryway, to part under his gaze.  I took the satchel we brought with us from a saddlebag and went back in, ignoring all the eyes that were on me.  I understood their curiosity, Elaine shared with me that seeing magic can be disconcerting for a culture who only believed it to be something from bedtime stories as her clan had until we showed up at New Home.

	So... I may or may not have been making quicker movements than normal so that I would blur and leave more afterimages than normal, giving them a show.  Both because I was feeling mischievous doing it and also to keep them a little afraid since both groups had greeted us with thrown weapons.  As harmless as they seemed, they were obviously prone to violence.

	I could almost hear Tennison's eyes rolling so I shoved him and accused, “Brat.”

	“Whatever the Great Half Pint says.”

	I groused with a faux pout, “Be nice, you want me telling Sara and Karen you're making fun of me?”

	He chuckled. “Nobody likes a tattletale, Laney.”  Then he added in a whisper, “Please don't.”  The big knight was actually kind of adorable when he was afraid of his... well... not really spouses but... I really don't know how to define his relationship with Sarafine and the fair Karen Baker.

	You see, Sarafine has a way of making most people she meets want to drop their trousers for her, man or woman.  And Sara can't choose between her relationship with Tennison or Karen... so as she says, “I did the only logical thing in this situation... I didn't choose.”  And Tennison and Karen don't mind.

	So they have this odd... I wouldn't say polygamous relationship, since Sara has sexual relations with them both but they don't with each other.  The closest description I can apply to their relationship with the vivacious and dangerous Gypsy woman is that they are her sister-wives?  Don't tell Tennison I said that, since I promised I wouldn't... again.

	I feel a little guilty though, now that she is the garda personala of my daughters now and doesn't get much alone time with them at Templar Hall.  Though Jezelle does spell her at times when the girls are sleeping in our wagon.  I have to remember to promote someone else to be Sara's second so that she can have a more normal home life.

	The massive Ranger returned to where he was standing where he could see both us and the entry and I moved up to Celeste and handed her the satchel.  She looked around and asked, “May we?”  A hand indicated pushing a bench.

	Richardson inclined his head, making an ushering motion. “Please.”

	Rain and Celeste seemed to be in sync and hastened to push two benches together to form a large, low table.  Then Celeste rolled out charts and maps, then opened the tome that had pictures of all the prominent locations in the D.C.

	The men moved in, eyes wide as they took it in.  My blushing bride said almost as if she were teaching a lesson in defense to new recruits in the training yard,  “This...” she spread her fingers wide and made a circle on the hand-copied map, “Are these lands.  The sacred lands of your Lady...”

	Both men seemed to get knocked out of their fascination and chimed out together in annoyance, “The Lady.”

	She held a stopping hand up as she inclined her head in acquiescence. “No offense was intended.  The sacred lands of The Lady, from before the Great Impact.  Umm...  before her judgment tore the world asunder.”

	Richardson said in a hushed tone, “These look like the paintings the Majors before me left on The Wall of Truths for future generations, to help us to perform our sacred duty.”

	Celeste, nodded as if she understood, and continued, touching two points on the map.  “And here and here are the fallen tower out there and this structure here.”  Then she read the labels. “The Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial.  And we...”

	Ulekai stopped her by moving his hand over the map without touching it as he pointed at the labels under the monuments and then to other random words on the map.  He whispered, “You possess the language of the goddess?  You can read her divine symbology with your witchcraft?”

	I prompted, as I moved up beside the man to look at his face, which was half terrified and half in awe and Richardson's eyes were wide as he just stared at Celeste.  “You... you cannot read?”

	They looked confused, confirming my thinking, and I wondered to explain a concept to someone when they had no context.  “The symbols, they are letters that correspond with sounds, and they combine to make words or sentences you speak.”

	Richardson said in a hoarse tone, “None can speak the secret language of the symbols of her Word.  They are to be revealed to us when The Lady rewards us for fulfilling her will.  They will become clear to us on that day.  They are what she placed on the sacred Exutave Odare, and at her resting place.  The lands of Purgatory she allows us to live in have her symbols of protection everywhere.”

	Rain spoke my next thought. “But you said this Exutave Odare was your holy text?  How do you read it?”

	This made the man stand tall in pride, chin up as he said while slinging the satchel he carried up to the table with a heavy clunk,  “All the people of Purgatory have memorized the teachings of those who came before.  It is handed down from generation to generation of Majors.  It is the responsibility of each Major to teach the ways of the Disciples to all the people.  The day of reflectance every fifth day, we congregate at the lava stone expanse around The Lady to recite the words of her will of the Exutave Odare.”

	He slid a slab of slate onto the makeshift table, and it seemed to be covered in about an inch of a glasslike substance.  The yellow-orange tint to it had my brows rising.  Elaine asked, “Amber?”  That was my thought too.

	And we all leaned in as the Major lifted it to hold it lengthwise toward us.  He said with reverence as all those outside took a knee, heads down, hands clasped.  Brother Ulekai inclined his head and clasped his hands.  If they weren't being so serious and showing such deference to it, I would have thought it to be almost amusing as our entire Greva looked at it, and cocked our heads to the side to look at the single parchment that looked tattered and torn with chunks missing, lost to time, and the very faded ink of hard to make out words that were frozen in time under the thick layer of amber.

	Squinting an eye I mimed turning it with a hand. “You sort, of... well... you're holding it sideways.”  I pointed. “That end is up.”

	He looked at it, and hesitated and looked to the others who were nodding, then he turned it experimentally before committing and turning it right side up.  I nodded encouragement as Celeste got closer, then squinted.  “Most of it is missing.  Only a few words are clear.”

	I leaned in, placing my chin on her shoulder as I squinted and my mind heated as I took it in, and I could see it clearly in my head, what little remained of the ancient-looking parchment.  I could only make a few letters of the title of the document.  And realized that what was readable was incomplete and it told me that at one time, these people's ancestors could read.  E-X-U-T-V-E were all that was left of the first word and O-D-R in the next.  So that is why they were calling it the Exutave Odare.

	Half an eagle illustration, and an illustration of a woman with a crown holding a torch bracketed the title.  And most of the sentences were fragmented and what was left didn't make much sense.  The last lines were more visible than the rest, and I read them out loud, “...Lady... deliver us from... cataclysm... give us the strength... knowledge...”

	Both men dropped to their knees Richardson holding the slate high as he bowed his head, and the men repeated the lines, a couple words mispronounced, and a few added, probably from being passed down verbally for almost three thousand years.

	I blinked.  This was the basis for religion?  Well, two religions?  But it was so random, it could be anything, and it was done with the printing machines like they had in Avalon.  The letters all perfect.

	Crouching I took the men's arms and stood, and they raised up with me.  I said, “There isn't much there, and you mispronounced some of what is there.”  Then I said without thinking, “We can teach you how to read if you wish.  Then you can read the language of your goddess... but it is really the language of the people who came before us.  We can, as you say, make the words clear to you.”

	Wrong thing to say, Laney.  Think before you speak.  You've read so much about conflicts caused by religions or miscommunication regarding them.

	The men looked appalled and Brother Ulekai hissed out, “That's blasphemy!  Only the Lady can bestow the gift upon us!  You claim not to be her emissary, so you must be a test of faith from her.”  Richardson had placed the slate down and was glaring at our group.

	Have I mentioned how much I hate diplomacy and politics?

	




Chapter 17 – Agreement

	It took us a good half hour for Celeste and Rain to calm the men and convince the men that we were neither sent to test their faith nor to trick them in any way.

	Ranelle had looked thoughtful, her brow ever so slightly creased, and her eyes not quite totally focused on them as they voiced their objections and even argued with each other about their ideologies that pertained to the situation.  She seemed to be weighing the words and not the tones or defensive body postures.

	Then she just cut the conversation short. “Major Richardson, Brother Ulekai.  Could we put all differences aside for a short time?  Will you join me and the Great Mother in a discussion?  I believe we all have the same goal in this instance and are too focused on the minutia of it to see the big picture.  It would benefit us all.”

	I thought about that a moment and my eyes started to widen as I understood what she was saying.  I felt woefully inadequate as Great Mother.  Rain has always had this intuitive understanding of things and was always weighing every situation to determine the best way to come to peaceful solutions.  I had witnessed and been part of those solutions of hers for years until she passed the mantle to me.  It will be decades before I was even half as effective as she was in the position she was born to hold.

	She motioned to the benches closest to the makeshift table. “Please.”  

	Both men were too proud to look as if they were giving in so they just stood, almost daring the other to sit.

	I huffed out in exasperation, “Gentlemen.  We can all work to a common goal here.”  Then I sat on a bench opposite Rain so we didn't appear as though this was an us versus them situation.  I looked at the rest of our Greva.  I could almost hear the growl in Celeste's mind as she gave me one of her warning looks.  I parried it away with an apologetic smile.

	I could tell she was one part amused and two parts concerned, but she just cocked a brow at me in warning that she was going to get me back later for this.  She knew I was wanting to foster trust with these men, showing our trust in leaving the two of us to speak with the two leaders.  Besides, I couldn't be safer than having Rain with me.

	She said, “While the four of you talk, we need to go outside where reception is better, to check in with our people.”  Tennison... was unimpressed but followed as she nudged her chin toward the entrance.  He shot me an amused look before offering an arm to Elaine and the three of them left us alone with the two religious leaders.

	I was a little amused myself when they reached the lines of armed men and women and they parted in front of the big man instead of Celeste.  It was a case of appearances being deceiving.  If they only knew.

	Once we were alone, I looked at the two men again.  They both glared at the entrance until the watchers all turned away and pulled back.  They then moved to the benches, the Major beside Rain and  Ulekai by me and they locked eyes.

	Men are hopeless at times.  I made a frustrated sound as I grabbed his arm with both hands and pulled him down to sit beside me.  Well not really pulled him down since he obviously out-massed me by around two to one, so it was more like he allowed me to pull him down, saving face that it was me instigating it and he hadn't made the first move to sit.  Were they really so diametrically opposed, a term I was happy to use here since I had only learned it a couple months ago, that they couldn't capitulate to something as simple as sitting first?

	Richardson sat next to Rain, his eyes never leaving Ulekai's.  I moved forward to block their view of each other and said, “Grand.  Now we can discuss things, and hopefully, later, come to an arrangement which will work in all of our favors.”

	Rain just beamed at them then said, “Gentlemen, I'm fascinated with your interpretations of The Lady's Exutave Odare.  Could you tell us in more detail how each of you views your faith and duties to The Lady?  One at a time, and please do not interrupt each other, we wish to hear both of your views.”

	She turned to look at Brother Ulekai first.  The men looked at each other and I could see the slight inclines of their heads as they silently agreed.  They were both most likely curious as to what we were going on about now.

	And... we listened.

	I found it fascinating and my mind-glow heated, absorbing every word.  It was such an all-encompassing belief that they shared, all worked around possibly thirty words on a parchment preserved by that amber.  Both offshoots of their faith were virtually identical, with this Lady of theirs rewarding them for their service and then bestowing them with the knowledge to repair the broken world we live in.

	The only difference was their interpretation of what they needed to do with the knowledge, which by the look on her face, Ranelle and I both suspect that it is the knowledge locked away in the Library of Congress that they spoke.

	It all came down to what they had already shared as the only difference in their ideologies.  Where the Disciples of The Lady feel they were placed on Earth to guard the knowledge of their goddess until she was satisfied they have proved themselves worthy of her blessing them by gifting them with her knowledge, her Word... The Followers of the Word interpret it as their duty to locate the hidden knowledge and return it to The Lady to receive that blessing.

	They have been at war with each other for five generations because of that single difference in how they interpret the words.  Since the repository they seek wasn't where it was supposed to be, a two-mile journey due north from the White Tower to the Lady's vault of knowledge. While on pilgrimage here in The Lady's sacred lands, they have agreed to a tenuous cease-fire, a shaky truce, as each group continues to excavate in separate areas, spiraling outward from the temple.

	They would eventually find what they are looking for, as they were a mile and a half out from the temple with this giant man, the Silent Thinker, overlooking their progress.  If they knew what we did about north not being the same now as it had been before the Impact, they would have found what they seek long ago.

	I smirked at Ranelle and stole her thunder since we were on the same page now, it had just taken me longer to get there than her. “Major, Brother Ulekai, it appears that all three of us have a mutual interest in the same thing.  We know how to locate the knowledge you seek, as the world is not how it once was.  And your goals do not need to be mutually exclusive as I believe they are one and the same.”

	“We seek to study scrolls and tomes held in a structure called the Library of Congress, to complete the picture of the Before Times, the missing piece of the puzzle we have worked on for centuries in Sparo.”  They started to bristle but I held up a hand and continued, “Knowing the knowledge you seek is likely those same tomes, we wouldn't remove them from the sacred lands.  We would not take any of the contents of the Library, we only need to locate the information we lack and study it before leaving you to your duties.”

	Then Ranelle finished for me, to steal back her thunder, the surly wench, “And have you considered, that your goals are the same as well?  You say the Followers believe they are supposed to bring The Lady's knowledge back to her in the realm of Purgatory.  And the Disciples are charged with protecting that same knowledge?”

	They inclined their heads, brows furrowing as they were trying to follow.  She shrugged and said, “And there you have it.  The two goals are not mutually exclusive?  Don't you see? Why can the Followers not move the knowledge as they are tasked, and the Disciples protect the knowledge as it is moved?  Then both goals can be attained at the same time.”

	Drat.  I wanted to say that.  She gave me a take that look and I rolled my eyes at her antics.  I swear there are times that I forget she isn't the playful older sister she looks like, but a woman much, much older than she appears.

	We just sat there in silence as the men seemed to digest what we had shared, staring down each other as they did.  And it looked promising until Richardson almost accused, “You said you would take some of the knowledge for your own uses?”

	I assured him, “We will not remove anything from the repository, you have my word, but we would research the information contained in the physical materials there to get our answers.”

	He appeared to be drawing a line in the sand when I thought he was the more reasonable of the two. “Then we cannot agree to this.”

	Brother Ulekai was just studying me, then held up a finger toward his reciprocal as he seemed to be locking his gaze with mine. “Did you indicate you knew where to find the lost repository?”

	Don't smile, Laney, don't smile.  I managed to keep a serious look and tone as I nodded slowly. “Yes, and we would be happy to disclose its location if you allow us to complete our quest here.”

	Rain shrugged again. “You'll find it eventually after all, just in a few hundred more years of excavating.”

	The man chuckled.  “You would really not disclose it to us if we do not agree?  You negotiate shrewdly.”

	I made a motion with my hands like they were tied together as I shrugged in feigned apology.  He pointed at me then Rain, chuckling. “I knew I liked you.  And your interpretation of our duties is intriguing.  It would keep the Disciple busybodies happy and we would still complete out duty to The Lady.  I must contemplate that for a spell, but we would not object to your people accessing the repository as long as you do not remove any materials as you have suggested... in exchange for you leading us to its location, of course.”

	Richardson, who was silent as the other man spoke, said lazily, “If we were to deny your offer of cooperation, would you and those sky demons with you take it by force?  How many people did you say are in your group?”

	I sighed heavily. “We did not say how many were in our party.  And no, we would not take it by force.  But we would send diplomatic parties with cultural attaches here and Purgatory to engage in talks to gain access to the knowledge we seek.  And if that is not possible, we'd still want those same diplomatic detachments to form cultural exchange programs with your people and possibly trade channels that would benefit both our peoples.  We could learn so much from each other.”

	He studied me, looking for deception, before turning to Rain and scrutinizing her.  Then he said hesitantly, “Then the Disciples too will agree to this temporary cooperation you suggest.  Our people have waited so very long to finally discharge our sacred duty.”  Then he smirked at the man opposite him. “And I too find their suggestion of our two sects cooperating to mutual benefit, fascinating and would like to explore the possibility... if of course we truly find the repository.”

	I was beaming a genuine smile as the two men tentatively inclined their heads slightly to each other.

	There, that wasn't so hard now was it?  Yes... yes, it was.

	A few minutes later, we took our leave of them, painfully aware that each group had sent scouts out to shadow us back to camp.  We had agreed to meet with them at the temple at first light and we would lead them to the Library of Congress with some of our scholars and excavation specialists.

	Rain shrugged and made a noncommittal sound as we slowly trotted up the rise to our camp. “Eh... all in all, a good outcome.”  We all chuckled.  I was exhausted and we still had half a day to prepare for tomorrow.

	




Chapter 18 – Capitol

	The following morning, I was almost vibrating with excitement, and it was contagious, the entire expedition was all smiles of anticipation.  This was it, we were hours away from locating the resting place of the secrets of the Great Wizards of the Before.  I was particularly giddy to see if we would finally learn what their magics were like.  Were they like ours or something completely foreign to us?

	As if she were in my head, Misty was asking questions with wide eyes as we all ate a big meal for energy for a hard day's work.  Just because we knew where to look, didn't mean it would be as simple as just walking in, like at the Temple.  There was likely a lot of physical labor needed to unearth our target.  “Do you think they had nature elemental magic?  Could they use persistent magic or...”

	Shan, with a smirk, tossed a grape in her sister's mouth to shut her up.  Misty almost inhaled it and coughed as Shanny just gave one of her toothiest grins as her older sister shoved her shoulder.  “I wonder if it is a magic a sensitive could use.”

	Ok, I was grinning.  Ever since she learned she was a sensitive, she was devouring all the research and information the Great Library of the Techromancy Scrolls had on sensitives.  She's wanting to maximize what she can do.  But I thought her ability far outweighed mine when I thought I had only been a sensitive who could locate metals with a crystal.  The same crystal that hung around Misty's neck now as a matter of fact.

	Verna had to throw a bucket of cold water on our excitement.  “You do realize how incredibly lucky a find the Penny Library was don't you?  In over two thousand years, only a few tomes and scrolls are found every year which are intact enough for Techromancers and scholars to restore to readable condition?  Even if we do find this Library of Congress, odds of any tomes there being just worm food by now are pretty high.”

	I deflated, my good mood dampened.  The Cedar Ridge Library was truly a one in a million find.  The biggest stroke of luck in the history of Sparo.  That the building was hermetically sealed when it was covered in clay-rich earth after the Great Impact is the only reason virtually all the tomes had survived.  Giving us the clearest snapshot of life in the before times, even if almost half the writings were written for entertainment purposes.

	My brows furrowed.  Me finding Cedar Ridge all those years ago, when I was scavenging for metal, was a lucky break for me.  Then finding the library on the lands I had assigned to me when I became a noble was lucky too... I had just learned that all the lotteries for knights to be assigned to missions with me over the years were being influenced by me in some way like a luck charm was cast.  Had it not really been happenstance that I found Cedar Ridge?  Was it this luck I was somehow projecting?

	I looked at my hand, and its missing finger, and I swallowed, feeling the magic burns on my throat even though the handprints have faded... and the mists that drifted from my scars.  Ok, so maybe not, if I were somehow influencing the outcome of things so radically, then I certainly wasn't lucky enough to avoid giving pieces of myself in battle.  A little voice inside me was whispering, “But you survived...”

	Mother Luna, now I wish I had time to contemplate this new line of thought.  I'd have to get some time to visit the Garden of the Great Mother when we returned where I could commune with the voices on Father Stone.  Maybe they held the answers I sought.

	I crinkled my nose at the grinning Ranger, and told her, “Party pooper.”

	“Hey short stuff, I just don't want everyone to get their hopes up.  And even if what we're looking for is still intact, we might not even be able to get to it in the short time we have here.  This may simply be a discovery mission instead of a recovery mission.”

	“Stop using logic on me, you moose.”

	She lolled her tongue out the side of her mouth and made moose antlers with her hands spread wide on the sides of her head.  I pointed out a warning.  “Smiting list.”

	Celeste sighed. “Are you children done?  We've people to see, places to be.”  I threw a grape at her, she deftly caught it then popped it into her mouth with a smug grin.  I paused, looked at the fruit, wondering if we were reaching the end of our stock of it yet.  We were only able to carry so much of it and fresh meats in the ice coolers.

	I wrapped a bunch in a cloth and put them in my tool pouch, wondering if the people of Purgatory had grapes in their lands.  I slid the last two tangerines into the now bulging pouch too, knowing little things could make a big difference in all things in life, including forging trust with new people.

	Looking around I avoided eye contact with the people who would be staying behind with the captains of the airships.  We weren't going to commit all of our people in case something went wrong, so except a small security attachment to help the captains, who were all knights themselves, to look over the rest of the civilians.  Plus it set up the shifts we would need in case excavation was required to reach the goal of our quest.  

	We would alternate groups every other day, except the security people, as the Rangers and many of the Gypsies would protect whichever group was working that day.

	And as Great Mother, I made the self-serving determination that my children would be with us this first, history-making day.  Abuse of power I know, but... I know I shouldn't feel so smug about it, but at least there were some perks to being one of the co-rulers.

	We had all debated on just using two of the transports to make the short journey faster, but there was no way of knowing if there was a place to moor the vessels at our destination, nor if they would be safe if we moored them at the Temple and hiked in.  I mean, we wanted to trust these new people from this strange new land, but... people being people, trust has to be earned.  And we were maybe a little paranoid, what with just being in a war not long ago.

	Long story short, we would be hiking in, so that meant... Celeste whistled shrilly and called out in an authoritative tone, “Group one, grab your gear, let's head out.  Group two, hold the fort.”  She patted the radio on her hip, as she rested her other hand on the pommel of her sword.  “We'll check in every hour on the hour.”

	Then she added, “We'll try not to have all the fun.”  This got some chuckles and good-natured booing.

	I slung a pack over my saddle, and she did the same, and we all started out on foot, to the top of the rise, leading the horses that were packed down with gear.  We all stood there a moment, watching Father Sol as he rose over the horizon, bathing the world in a warm, welcoming glow.  I tested the air to see my breath fog the air a bit.  A nice crisp fall morning.

	I looked over to Misty, Ingr, and Shan, leading the other three horses.  I had to grin at the little belt pack on Ingr's hip, where I knew Itsy and Bitsy were curled up together in it like it was a little nest.  The pouch was normally on Misty's hip, but she was pretty weighed down with gear and supplies like the rest of us, so her favorite person was tasked in transporting her... what was it the fantasy tomes called a witch's pets?  Familiars?

	Her familiars.

	A wistful smile touched my lips, the old Laney from Cheap Quarter inside of me noting that that must make Goliath my familiar then.  I really did miss the big beautiful boy on this quest.

	I could feel the magics of both Sara and Jezelle already in the trees, shadowing us as we moved down into the valley.  And I leaned over to bump Sylvia's side, causing her to have to take a half step into Rain, whose hand she was clasping.  They made such a loving couple.

	And Ranelle was schooling her face, though I knew she was excited to see her girl's reaction when we reached the temple, just as Celeste and I were excited to see our daughters' reactions too.

	After a half hour's travel, it looked like Shan was surely missing her favorite spot, up on Tennison's shoulder, where she says she can see the world, but if she wanted to be upfront with us, she had to lead a horse.  Then she asked a question I didn't know the answer to, “Do the Purgatoryians, Peragrites, Pergalopogolologgians just walk everywhere?  You said they didn't know what horses were.”

	“Hmm...”  I exchanged a look with my bride, Rain, and Tennison, and they had the same furrowed brow look I likely had on my face.  “I really don't know.  I didn't see any oxen or anything at the Temple, but we still haven't had a look at any of those camps we saw the other night.”

	And then the question was answered when we moved between two excavation pits to the top of the hill overlooking the two monuments.  Misty's eyes were bulging as she said in awe, “Wooooow.”  And she wasn't looking at the structures.

	There were two groups of men, about fifty in each.  And about half of them were standing in low, two-wheeled wagons that looked to be hitched to two beasts each.  I looked at them and cocked my head.  They were like the mountain goats that inhabited the Whispering Walls, only larger, and their horns seemed to curl back in on themselves.  I whispered, “What are they?”

	Rain was just blinking too, trying not to show the awe that we all had on our faces. “They look like some sort of goat maybe?”

	I felt my head heating slightly as I recalled the books again, and there was one that was sort of like them.  Was it a new species?  Something that has evolved to adapt to our new broken world?  “They resemble an animal that was called a Bighorn Sheep... but they were much smaller than these.  These monsters have to be at least five feet to their shoulders.  Those horns are massive.”

	Sylvia was the instructor for the children of her band as well as their healer before she became Mother of the Lupei, and she was studying the waiting people and the wagons.  “Those look to be similar to what an empire that fell long before the Great Wizards came to power, the Romans, used for battle... called chariots, only these seem to be made of wood and much more utilitarian.”

	They spotted us on the rise and a runner was pointing as he hustled to the temple.  As we descended, we saw their two leaders step out of the structure.  Then I smirked when I heard one of the squires who were patrolling around our group squeaking when they took in the rest of the view, of the cleared area with the ruins of the ancient structures.  I glanced back to see it had been Alya, and I winked at her when she noticed I was watching her reaction.  Her cheeks darkened and she stood taller and went back to scanning the thinning forest in the area for threats.

	I felt uneasy with all the eyes on us as we passed between the two groups who had so much animosity burning between them that they felt the need to stay twenty yards from each other.  With the feeling of stepping out of myself, a white misty mirror image of myself stepped into the future.  I'd feel better with more than one of my futures watching over us.

	Richardson was eyeing our group, his eyes settling on the girls.  “Children?”

	I nodded. “We thought it would be educational for them to witness the unearthing of a structure from the Before.”

	“This is all your people then?”

	Celeste chuckled. “No, just the first group.  We figure we'll have to work in shifts to unearth the Library if we can locate it today.”

	Both he and Brother Ulekai looked to be wondering the same things.  How many people did we have?  And that was another one of the reasons we had not brought everyone.  Again, as much as we hoped we could trust these people, we've learned to be cautious around peoples we did not know, especially in a new land.

	Misty derailed them by blurting out, “What kind of animals are these?  They're incredible.  Do you ride them too or are they just beasts of burden?”

	Richardson looked from her to us, eyes wide in shock as he sputtered out, “These children are allowed to speak to holy men?”

	I narrowed my eyes a little. “Of course, are yours not?”

	“Only after they are tested when they come of age, and can enter into the grace of The Lady.”

	Before we could speak, Shanny blurted out with all the pride in the world, “Misty and Ingr will become the age of consent this month.”

	The two men looked consternated, but Richardson looked to be in thought for a moment before answering slowly, “They are Magery Sheep.  We use them for transport and tending the fields.”  His eyes moved to the horses, contemplation in their depths, likely applying... correctly... the assumption that we used horses for much the same thing.

	Misty stepped up to one, holding a hand out. “May I?”

	To his credit, the Major scrambled forward a halting hand out. “Don't!  They'll snap at... your... hand?”  He trailed off as many of the people from both camps of pilgrims looked a little shocked then many sets of eyes furrowed in confusion as Misty put her face close as she scratched the beast between its eyes.  It cocked its head side to side as it closed its eyes as if it were in a trance as it enjoyed the attention.  Anyone who held a spark would feel her soothing nature magic flowing off of her as her eyes glowed violet, but none of these people from Purgatory would see or feel a thing.

	Then Misty placed her forehead against the animal's bony plated forehead, the curling horns on either side of her head, she turned back to look at the men. “He's hungry.  She turned her back on the sheep and pointed at the other one hitched to the little wagon. “Him too.”

	Brother Ulekai took a slow step toward her, holding out a hand for her to take as he said in a calm, measured voice meant to not cause any panic, “Girl, step slowly away.  You never turn your back on a male Magery, they will butt you with their horns.  It can break your back.  Males like this will snap at anything, you are lucky to have kept your fingers.”

	She looked from him, then back to the sheep as she dug in her pocket and pulled out some of the dried fruits she carried for Itsy and Bitsy.  “These guys?  They're sweethearts.”  She offered the fruit to the sheep who seemed to curl their legs under their shaggy fur to lay on the ground as they chewed on her offerings.

	She thumped their sides, then stood and returned to take the reins of her horse.  I explained since it looked like she had really spooked everyone around us.  “My daughter has a way with animals, her magics soothes beasts of all kinds.”

	We heard murmurings of, “Witchcraft,” and, “May The Lady preserve us,” ripple through those watching.

	Richardson slowly nodded, his eyes not leaving Mist. “Fascinating... a gift of The Lady.”

	And before I forgot I asked, “Do you have grapes in your land?”

	He cocked his head, furrowing his brow.  “Grapes?”

	I dug out the cloth and unwrapped the fruit.  Offering the two small bunches of maybe five grapes each to the two men.  Ulekai and Richardson seemed to look at each other, daring, and the leader of the Followers reached out to accept some.  He studied it as Richardson took the other group.  The elder man said, “They look like Bunchfruit, only they aren't red.”

	“We've red grapes as well.  They are a little sweeter than green I'd say.”

	They both kept looking between the fruit and me, eyes narrowed slightly.  Celeste blurted, “George's balls men.”  She reached over to pluck one from the Major and popped it into her mouth and chewed.  This seemed to placate the men that I wasn't trying to poison them or something just as nefarious.

	They tried them and nodded.  

	Richardson said, “They are Bunchfruit.”  

	Ulekai nodded in agreement.

	Well drat, I wanted to offer them something exotic.  Wait... I reached into the pouch and pulled out the tangerines and handed one to Ulekai, and held up a finger when he sniffed it then went to take a bite.  I demonstrated peeling the fruit and tore a section off and popped it into my mouth before handing it to the curious Major.  “Do you have tangerines?  A citrus fruit.”

	As the younger leader started peeling his, the leader of the Disciples tore off a section, sniffed, touched it to his tongue, eyes widening, then he ate it, puckering slightly.  “What an amazing taste.”

	He watched as Ulekai just bit into his after he had the peel off, juices spraying everywhere and dribbling down his chin as his eyes watered from the citrus spray.  But he too nodded in appreciation and ate some more in exuberance, getting juices all over his fingers.

	I told them, “A gift from Sparo to you.  If we can come to a future trade agreement, these are the types of foodstuffs we have to offer.”

	They eyed me with a touch of suspicion that was eclipsed by excitement.  I understood.  Tangerines, oranges, and limes are Misty and my favorites, all citrus fruits.  Lemons, not so much raw, but in tarts and lemonade, they are a treat.

	With a smile, I said, “Shall we be about it then?  There is a library to locate.”

	The Major said, “Of course.  You said you knew the secret to the location?”

	I made a revealing motion with my hand toward Celeste and Yvette as they moved together and looked at a chart.  Yvette saying as she and my wife took readings from some of their instruments and a compass, nodding in consensus, “It should be just two point two miles pre-Impact east of the location of the fallen tower.”

	Brother Ulekai slumped, his chin dropping as he shook his head in disappointment as the Major exhaled long and loud his face wrinkling as his lips pursed in a tight line before saying, “That is what our teachings have told us.  It was the first excavation, dozens upon dozens of generations back.  It has been revisited on numerous occasions, even in our lifetimes, just in case something was missed, or we hadn't dug deep enough.  The Lady has turned her back upon us and hidden it away until we are worthy in her eyes.”

	The younger man said almost forlornly, eyes distant, “I had let you instill hope in me, as you were so confident you knew...”

	Celeste was smirking and I kicked her ankle, so she finally spoke up, “Gentlemen, our steward had specified pre-Impact east.  Our world had shifted on its axis and the magnetic poles drifted to realign with the new spin.  One of our scholars,” she indicated Bart who was standing with the Squires, “Lord Bartholomew, had determined the offset.  Using that, we are able to adjust the old maps to align with our magnetic north.  We will find the Library of Congress to our northeast instead.  A half-mile from where you were digging.”

	Then she cocked her head as she looked at the chart, and then up to look at the tower and then the temple, a smile blooming on her face as she sighed to herself as if she had been being dense as she chuckled. “Roughly in line with the tower there.”

	Yvette looked and started to nod, then she seemed to get something we did not as her eyes widened slightly as she looked to Celeste and chuckled. “Yes, precisely so one would think.”

	I must have looked just as flustered as the two men at what was going on as I blurted, “Care to share with the rest of the class, ladies?”

	The Major seemed to side with me.  “Yes, please explain how north is not north.”

	Ranelle offered to the man, “It would take some explaining, and I would be happy to enlighten you at a future time, should we not be off while the day is young?”

	But Celeste turned the map to the men and showed them.  “See how these two structures on the map are straight in line with due east on the map?”

	Ulekai sighed and pointed at the broken tower. “That is not east, that is northeast.”

	Celeste nodded patiently and said, “But as we have said, this orientation was east on the days before the Great Impact.”  She indicated the lines drawn at an angle across the map.  “This grid indicates the north-south lines of our current times and the east-west lines.”  She tilted the map so the lines were straight up and down, shifting the location of the Library and the orientation of the two structures here up higher at an angle.

	Then Yvette tapped on the map in a location on our due east lines and said, “So all these centuries, you have been digging around here, instead of here.”  She pointed at the Library of Congress.

	The Major asked her, “Can you read the sacred symbols of our goddess as well?”

	She patted the man's arm and assured him, “Yes, my lord.”

	This just had him huffing as he shook his head slowly, then he made an ushering motion after looking at the map again, to the spot she had indicated they had been digging. “Please, lead the way then, we'll see if your Lord Bartholomew is as clever as you think he is.”

	And with that, we were off.  The two religious leaders upfront with us and their two groups of followers trailed behind our group as we headed toward a small mountain, or large hill, in the middle of the valley a short distance away.

	The men helped guide us through the maze of excavation pits along the way, some of which the Forest had reclaimed long ago, and some with ponds of water at their bases.  We hesitated, because along the route there were no ruins, though off to either side of our path, the bones of ancient buildings raised above the trees with moss and ivy covering the steel and stone that remained.

	I could see the ancient maps in my mind as clearly as if I were looking directly at them, in ancient times, there was a green space, likely for subjects to supplicate themselves and bid audience with their leaders.  Since at the end of the green space was...  I gasped and pointed at the green hill in front of us, about a half-mile away, and whispered when I could see it was a half-collapsed dome that was covered in dirt, moss, and ivy, the white stone barely visible in the thick foliage, “That hill is the Capitol castle of the realm of the United States.”

	The lower portion of the hill stretched off to one side, but only green covered debris could be seen on the other side... the side where the dome had collapsed.  An entire wing of the castle had been reduced to rubble.  Either from the violent earth rumbles as the world was torn asunder or by the ravages of time, I could not tell.

	The Major said in hushed tones, eyes half down in reverence, “This was the place where The Lady would rule her subjects and pass judgment on the wicked or blessings on the devout.  But like all things, it lies in ruin, when she judged us not worthy of her word and she cast the heavens themselves down upon the Earth to break it apart until such time we could atone for our sins.  The people before us put their needs before those of The Lady's, and her wrath was boundless.  We are not allowed to enter the ruins or she may abandon us completely.”

	This made me wonder if this sort of complete devotion they seemed to have for their deity was how all religions of the before were.  Or was this bordering on the type of fanaticism that had almost lead New Cali to ruin under the thumb of Eris while Emily was absent from her lands.

	I noted also that we had seemed to leave the excavations behind us.  Yvette spoke up from behind us, voicing what I had observed, “I noted a systematic spiraling grid pattern in your excavations. But they seem to end just back there.”

	Brother Ulekai spoke this time, “When the repository of the Word of The Lady was not found where it was foretold by our ancestors, all the generations that followed have been spiraling out from the temple in an ever-widening pattern.  We will continue our quest until we find where the goddess has moved it to.”

	Then he added with a slight smirk, doubt in his tone, “Unless you truly know The Lady's mind and can lead us to our destiny.”

	Celeste chuckled at the man as she checked the map again. “Well then, I hope you're prepared since the library is just a few hundred yards beyond that collapsed dome.”  She clasped his shoulder with a hand as she started forward with her horse again.

	I grinned at the men and started forward too, saying to the girls who were distracted by some of the wildlife coming out from the cover of the trees to observe us, their eyes on Misty, “Come on girls, there will be plenty of time to play with the animals here.  We've work to do.”

	They sighed and turned back to the group, and we all started moving toward our destination.  The going was getting rougher, as there was more broken ground and debris, as well as the forest getting thicker as we moved forward.  I realized it was because the ground hadn't been cleared of debris here as it had in the excavated regions of the valley.  We had to stop a couple times for men to clear away some debris that would impede the progress of their wagons.

	More than once we had to alter course because of fallen trees or heaved landscape.  Rain was exchanging looks with Celeste and Verna behind us.  What were they on about now?  I looked around and didn't see anything until we had to backtrack to get around some granite that was heaved up in a gap in a shallow gully of the trail we were loosely following.

	Both of the leaders from Purgatory exchanged a look, brows furrowed as they looked around before saying we needed to go back and around.  They didn't know this area of the valley.  I turned to look at the two groups following behind our people to see a lot of nervous, even scared looking faces.

	I handed the reins of my mustang to Shan then stepped up to the Major and spoke in a low tone so my voice wouldn't travel back to his men.  “You don't know the land here?”

	After shooting a glance at the younger man, he exhaled and whispered as he motioned a hand toward the remains of the Capitol castle, “No one goes near the house of The Lady.”  He glanced at Ulekai again, like he didn't like admitting his fear, but the other man looked spooked as he stared at the crumbling dome we were now only a hundred yards from.

	I nodded and placed a reassuring hand on the man's arm before falling back to where Rain was whispering to Celeste.  They both stopped and looked at me.  I whispered, “I think I know why they still haven't found the...”

	Rain smirked as she cut me off with an amused whisper, “Because it is close to the castle”

	And Celeste added, “And they are all afraid of it so they would never have gotten close enough to locate the Library on their own.”

	I sighed heavily. “Smartasses.”  Of course, they figured it out before I had, they're possibly the most observant...  My red-headed warrior inclined her head over me and I turned to look to see Verna inclining hers back, then she turned to Misty who was looking expectant, and my bride, and they both inclined their heads.  Mother Luna, was I the last one to figure it out?

	Shanny's eyes were comically wide as she said with a grin, “Ooooo mom said a bad wooooord.”

	Ten or so chuckles had my cheeks heating.  So maybe our whispers weren't as stealthy as I had believed.

	The men looked at us then we backtracked and found a way to the base of the hill and I realized it was a bunch of overgrown stairs that led up to the castle proper.  We took a moment to gaze at the unbelievable structure.  We had domed buildings in Sparo, but none were the massive scale of what we saw above us.  The only ones that I have ever witnessed that even came close to the size were the domed zoological gardens in Avalon, but those were made of a thin metal framework covered in glass panels.  Nothing like the stones soaring above us.

	It must have been glorious in its day.  Even half-destroyed and succumbing to nature and time, it was almost breathtaking... and sort of sorrowful too.  It was a monument to the billions of people who had lost their lives so long ago in a global event they could do nothing about.  Just trying to imagine that many people had even existed boggles the mind.

	The children... my daughters, Ingr, and even the squires all moved in front of us and just stared at it.  They all had the look of wonder that children had, even though all but Shanny were burgeoning on adulthood.  There was a shadow in all their eyes though that accompanied the awe. Ingr spoke what was on everyone's mind. “These ruins, here and in Sparo, and all the new realms... they're all that is left of a civilization that spanned thousands upon thousands of miles beyond all we've ever known.  And they still fell. We have to do better or what chance does mankind have?”

	Out of the mouths of innocents.

	My heart hung heavy.  Then when the murmuring of the Disciples and Followers started rising in unrest as they looked moments from breaking and running, the Major whispered to us, “We mustn't stay in the shadow of our goddess' home for too long, lest she takes notice.”

	Celeste nodded and said, “Let's get moving then, shall we?  Once we get around these ruins, it is just a few hundred yards to our destination.”

	I looked around to our people and the Purgatory citizens, and said, “We're almost to the end of our journey.  At long last, we will all have the answers we seek.”  First our people, then the others cheered in the excitement that cut through the tense mood.

	I felt my own pulse-quickening in anticipation.  We were so close I could taste it.  Then my anticipation was soured when I realized my mind was heating up as I blurred more in my movements, Eris' voracious magic of the mind had me almost drooling in desire for the knowledge contained in the library.  I wanted it all.  I closed my eyes and leveled out my breathing, recalling Emily's warning to me.

	It had taken almost three hours for us to venture only two miles, and it took us almost a half hour to pick our way through the forest, around the ruins and rubble so that the wagons could follow.  We were fanned out pretty wide as we made our way through a particularly thick stand of trees.

	And then we emerged from it and stopped.  My heart felt like a vice was squeezing it when we came upon a wall of dirt, stone, and vines, and ivy.  The earth had swallowed our destination.  I wanted to throw curses at that rogue astral body that had condemned the world to destruction so long ago.  It was still playing tricks upon us, just when success had been within our grasp.

	Everyone was silent when the Major prompted, looking at the fifty-meter high low bluff, “Well?”  We were at a loss for words.

	Then Yvette came bustling forward with some of her gear.  She looked at the sun then the backside of the domed castle and started taking some sort of measurements through the looking glasses on the devices as she said offhandedly, “Yes.  This is the approximate location give or take fifty feet or so.  I can get a better measurement running a measuring line from the base of the Capitol structure.”

	We all just looked at her as she whistled shrilly. “Diggers, let's start gridding it, the bluff isn't going to excavate itself.”  She clapped her hands and they went into motion.

	Then the woman who has been my right-hand woman at the Dig for so very long, winked at us and said, “What?  You didn't think it would be so easy, did you?  That's why you brought me.”  Her confident smile went a long way to alleviating the gut-wrenching disappointment that I and most of those around us had been feeling.

	Then the woman bustled past me. “Either grab a shovel or move out of the way, Great Mother.”  Her grin was contagious and I returned it as I called out, “You heard the woman, let's get to work!”

	I grabbed a shovel just to have it taken from me by one of the diggers, a woman with light chestnut streaked blonde hair and strong hands, and she was pale as a ghost.  I had heard that some Avalonians had applied for citizenship of Sparo and left their icy lands.  And I was delighted when she was selected by Yvette as one of her workers to come to the D.C.  Donna was her name.

	I sighed and took the small shovel from Misty's horse, just to have her take it and run off with the girls with Yvette.

	I growled.  I could work.  I came from Cheap Quarter, where only hard work put food on the table.  I wasn't some frail noblewoman.  Fine, if they were going to be that way, and my wife was going to grin at it all in that overly amused manner she was employing just then, then... “Alright everyone, while the Surly Matron of the Dig gets things set up, we need to make camp and get mid-day meal prepared.  We can't have our people digging on empty stomachs.

	That was all that was needed to be said as our expedition went into motion, and the porter calling out instructions as foodstuffs were pulled out of the packs on the horses.

	While Celeste took the opportunity for our hourly radio check-in, I told the two holy men, “Looks like we'll be here for some time now.  Your people are welcome to break bread with us.”

	




Chapter 19 – Library of Congress

	It was mid-afternoon, and I was watching Father Sol as he traveled through the sky.  It was about time for the bulk of our people to head back to camp since it was perilous travel until we could reach the excavated areas.

	Most of the afternoon had gone into clearing out the brush and undergrowth at the base of the bluff and measurements taken from the castle ruins.  Pins were driven to lace rope through to start the perimeter of the grids that would extend into the almost vertical wall of dirt, trees, and stone that was covered in dense ivy and mosses.

	Just the way Yvette was talking during lunch, I had given up hope that we were going to unearth our goal before the expedition had to return home.  She indicated that she could bring heavier equipment in the next expedition to split and move the larger jutting granite stones.  Without asking I knew she saw this as a long-term project.

	Bart was going over his notes, time and again, looking confused at times, then more clear-headed at other times.  I could tell his own disappointment was inducing anxiety that was not helping his dementia.  But he was encouraged by Yvette as she assured the man that they would find the building or its remains.  That he should take comfort in knowing that he had been right.  We had located the lands of the D.C. because of him, and the Capitol at our backs was proof.

	As we were packing up, the two religious leaders indicated that they would leave men to guard the people we left behind.  Guard them against what?  And were our own Rangers not enough to protect our people from any predators this land may have?  Somehow I didn't believe their altruism.  It was more likely they were there to make sure our people didn't do anything without them or to make sure each of their peoples didn't.

	Shanicia was asking Celeste as they took all the packs off the horses, and prepared to saddle up, “Why does excavation have so many procedures?  If it were up to me, I'd just go in the corner of the building I found while climbing around on top of the rise there during lunch.  It'll take days following the rules to get in, and I'm excited to see what's inside.”

	The entire camp went silent and all eyes were on her, causing her to shy away and hide behind my wife, peeking out from behind her.  “I didn't break any rules.  I'm waiting to follow the steps, I promise.”

	Yvette's eyes looked about ready to pop out of her head as Celeste opened her mouth to speak, but our Steward blurted out first, “You've found part of the structure exposed?”

	Shanicia got that look she got when she was caught relieving someone of their personal belongings.  “I'm sorry.”

	Before I could get my wits about me to comfort my daughter, Ingr was there, placing a hand on her cheek, smiling that devastatingly sweet smile which had doomed Misty, at her. “You're not in trouble, tala.”  I smiled at the Mountain Gypsy word which had no equivalent in English.  Roughly translated it meant one who is held dear in one's heart.  “Can you show us, Sora?”

	Yvette was almost vibrating in excitement as the Major and the younger leader moved in closer, hope, and excitement in their eyes.  “Yes, please do.  We did a rough walk-around of the perimeter but didn't see anything.”

	Seeing how everyone was looking at her in anticipation, she gained her confidence back and moved out in front of her other mother and said, “This isn't a plateau.  I think it's just the building covered in dirt and plants, well except for that third of it.”  She pointed to the portion of the rise that had the large rock formations jutting about.  “It looks like the Great Impact caused an upheaval of bedrock there that collapsed onto the building.  You can see big portions of white hewn stone mixed in the rubble from above.”

	She took Yvette, and Ingr's hand and dragged them along, making excited noises.  Whether the excitement was because of her discovery, or because she knew she hadn't broken some sort of excavating rule and was in trouble, it was hard to say... maybe both?  I realized everyone was moving after them so I hustled to catch up.

	Shan was blurting out, “There's an easier way up from this back here, I don't think many of you adults can take the way I climbed.”  

	I snorted and covered my mouth as my cheeks heated.  I looked back to find everyone from our makeshift excavation camp was following.  Everyone wanted to see.

	In just a few minutes we were all moving across on top of the plateau, and true to her words, I could see man-made stones mixed in the rubble to the northeast.  Then she plunged forward into a thick copse of trees that has overtaken the top of the small plateau.  It was three times denser than the forest below, and the roots of the trees seemed to form a lattice carpet over the ground and all the undergrowth was thick with ferns and ivy which seemed to cling to everything.

	As we were halfway back to rise over the camp, Yvette's attention was caught by an unusually dome-shaped protrusion in a clearing.  She was jotting something on parchment as Shanny just forged on without slowing.

	We got to the edge and could see the horses and wagons at camp through the trees below.  Then Shan just jumped off the edge saying, “It's right here.”  We all gasped, Celeste, snapping her arm forward to grab her, too late.  My heart caught in my throat as I time dragged myself to the edge before I moved, ready to scream her name, but she was just four or five feet down on a large branch, almost blending with the long shadows.

	She grinned up at me, her white teeth gleaming in the low sunlight.  “I ate my sandwich here.  And that's when I saw it.”  She pointed.  I couldn't see anything but those big roots that were everywhere, dirt, and ivy.

	She sighed like I was being tedious, then I had to point a finger backward at Rain, who was chuckling at the display.  Shan was again airborne and she landed on a mossy outcropping, then she moved some of the ivies aside to reveal a carved stone railing.  She pulled her dagger and slid it through some roots and cut some small ones away enough for us to see some cornerstones of a wall!

	Then she shrugged.  “I was hoping that the excavation would be faster, so we could see what was inside before we ran out of time and had to return back home.”

	I made a grasping motion to her as we all just stared at the outcropping, realizing it was part of a balcony of some sort.  She deftly climbed back up to my side and I hugged her to me.

	The Major was looking at it wide-eyed, then at us.  “Is it... is it the Repository of Knowledge?”  We were all tilting our heads as if it would let us see better.

	I said slowly, “Possibly.”  If this was the Library of Congress then we were so close to finding the answers we sought in the special collections we had read about, and could maybe reclaim what mankind had lost.

	And if the Library was real, did that mean the archive of millions of other tomes and writings in three nearby structures was real too?  We were confident that between our Libraries, and the ones in Avalon, we had amassed close to all that knowledge already and that it was all the secrets that we needed to find here in the special collections that were the most valuable to us.

	Now, they were within reach.

	Rain said, “Misty, love?  Please if you would?”

	Misty moved forward, her footsteps silent as they always were in the outdoors.  I swear that moss grew up under her feet as she walked, to soften and silence her every movement.  She raised her hands as she studied the area just below us, cocked her head, then violet power started sparking and drizzling from her eyes.

	I and most of the other magic users in our group gasped as the power that rippled from her pressed against us with an almost crushing weight of her warm and soothing magic, it seems stronger every time she uses it, almost frighteningly so.

	Ingr seemed unaffected as it seemed to just roll through her like it instinctively knew her own spark and just combined with it instead of pushing past it.  The pretty Sora stepped beside her girl as the world seemed to commune with Misty as the roots and ivy and even trees seemed to spread away from the structure below.

	It was so disconcerting because they seemed to sort of flow without moving, but they had to have, because below us was a full balcony and a corner of a building with an arched window that had lost its glass long ago.  As the last of the roots flowed back and away, no longer holding the dirt in place that blocked the opening, there was a whump of air being pulled inside the structure.  It had been sealed!  But was it that way from the beginning or did it happen over time?  Could the tomes still be intact?

	We all just gasped as Misty's power faded and she gasped then started panting from the effort she had expended.  Rain complimented her, “Thank you, dear one.  Your control is improving. I know it's harder to do than your explosive magics.  In that, you take after me and your mother.”

	Our girl beamed at the praise, but the Major was asking almost forcefully, “Is it the repository?”

	Yvette had moved beside Celeste and they were looking at the tome with photographs of the Library of Congress, their smiles growing huge as they turned the book toward him.  Yvette blurted out, “Yes!  That is one of the two upper balconies!”  Then she spun to look at the plateau.  “Sora Shanicia was right, this entire plateau is the building!”

	My vision blurred as I started falling through the world, pulled to the east, it barely registered in my mind Brother Ulekai shouting as I was pulled into the vision, “Now!”

	Huge towering ruins were all around, forming canyons in a forest.  Fires burning everywhere, people shouting.  It was all coming in flashes.  Then I was alone in the world, nobody around in the lava flats as I stood in front of the remains of that mammoth lady with the crown who was jutting out of the broken land, those high reaching bones of that long-dead city halfway to the horizon.

	This was the New Colossus I knew for some reason.  I turned to look at the darkening sky, there was sadness in me, but strangely, a feeling of peace I have never known.  I felt as if I had all the answers.

	I didn't want to, but I could feel that this is what the vision wanted me to see and it was ending.  I took one last moment to that peace I haven't had in my soul since I was a commoner in Cheap Quarter.  Sighing, I let the vision take me back.

	




Chapter 20 – Betrayed

	I came to, lying on the ground, hissing in pain, a spear through my shoulder, my head in Shan's lap.  The sounds of battle raged around us on the plateau.  What had happened?  I hadn't been able to foresee anything because I had been pulled away into the future.

	Shan was blurting, her eyes wide in panic for me, “Mom!  You're back!  The Followers are attacking everyone!  You're hurt!”

	Celeste was booming out orders, “Protect the citizens!  Do not use lethal force unless given no choice!”

	Richardson was roaring out, “Kill them!  Kill the duplicitous Followers for bringing violence to the sacred lands!”

	I turned my head, gritting my teeth, and wincing at the pain in my shoulder as the flint spear tip dragged on the ground below me.  The shaft of the spear vibrating, causing rippling shock and pain throughout my arm.  My eyes widened.  Not ten feet away, Yvette was pulling a spear out of Lord Bartholomew's chest at Sylvia and Ingr's behest, their healing magics exploding from them into the man, Ingr's face streaked with tears.

	The man's head lay in Misty's lap, and she was shushing and soothing the man who was spitting up blood.

	Looking around, I saw the three other Squires were ringed around me, weapons ready as they watched the battle rage.  The Rangers, Gypsies, and my Celeste were frightening to watch as they struck down man after man, all incapacitating blows.

	Rain was weaving her hands intricately in the air, which crystallized into a frosty mist that compacted in front of our noncombatants, forming into a foot thick, ten-foot wall of crystal blue ice that hummed with the power of the People.  Her face was painted with rage.

	I grasped the spear shaft to steady it as I staggered to my feet.  The Squires turning to look at me.  I could see their fear, this being the first real battle and bloodshed they have seen.  I gasped, stars swimming in my eyes as I looked at each of them then my Shan.  Of the children who were protecting me, the squire from Hell's Gate looked the most put together.  I gasped out as I drew Anadele, “Alya, you'll need to pull it through.”

	Her ebony complexion turned an ashen grey as she realized what I was saying.  To her credit, it looked like she swallowed down some bile as she nodded once, and the tall girl stepped behind me and grasped the shaft sticking out of my shoulder.  I nodded once to her and then slashed down in front of me, my impossibly sharp and unbreakable blade passed through the spear shaft just inches from my shoulder like it was cutting through a blade of grass.

	Then I was screaming again as the girl yanked, but the last of the shaft didn't move as it ground against my shoulder bone.  I gasped out, my knees threatening to buckle, “Use your knee.”  She placed her knee on my back and in a wet slurping spray of blood, yanked it from my body.  I staggered forward, biting on my own hand to stop another scream as my blade tumbled from my fingers.

	More lights danced in my vision but I couldn't afford to blackout now, it looked like the weapon had hit an artery, with the amount of blood pumping.  I pulled my dagger and bit on the leather-wrapped handle then my hand burst into crackling amber and white mist and I slapped it to my shoulder, releasing the energy.

	I bit down hard as I screamed around the dagger.  Shan and  Alya caught me as I started to tumble.  They steadied me as the pain faded from overwhelming to something I knew all too well, excruciating.  And I am ashamed that it was something I could deal with, it meant I was alive and in the fight, and someone was going to pay for this chaos!

	I shook myself from the girls' grip and was starting to call power from the air all around us and the sky when a croaking voice stopped me.  I looked aside to see that Sylvia and Ingr had stopped their healing magics.  And Sylvia caught Ingr as she fell to her knees sobbing.

	But Bartholomew was still injured.  My eyes widened.  They were the two best healers of all the People, and if they stopped.  Mother Luna, no!

	The weak voice was asking, “Lisette?”

	Misty was stroking the man's face which was contorted in pain as she whispered while Rain slipped to my side, “Yes.  Yes, grandfather.  I'm here.”

	He widened unseeing eyes. “So beautiful.  The joy of my heart.”  Then he whispered, “Did... did we find it.  Was it here?  My life's work...”

	She was all tears as she nodded, hugging his head to her chest. “Yes, grandfather.  You were right.  We found it.  You...”

	“Good... good.  I'm so tired.”  Then he furrowed his brow in  confusion.  “Lisette, is that you?”

	I knelt by them as she nodded as she said, “Yes grandfather.”

	He smiled through the confusion then... I could feel his mind just... leave us, it was disconcerting that I had felt a light which had burned as bright as Bex's simply... extinguish.

	I stood, rage taking root in my very soul, dark magics bubbling up inside, wanting to lash out, urging me to release it to devour the world.  I spun toward the battle, I could feel the minds of everyone around us, and Rain's was restrained rage too.

	As I thrust my hands forward grabbing the minds of all the Disciples and Followers, and Rain placed a hand on my good shoulder and shoved all her magic into me at once to use as I bellowed with none of my raspy voice, “ENOUGH!” I slashed a hand downward, tearing a massive purplish-black lightning bolt to the ground.

	The force of my voice and the deafening thunder shaking the valley, bending trees and throwing debris.  The power rippled forth, down into the valley, building ruins collapsing for a mile around.  And all the people of Purgatory just stopped in place as if frozen.  My mind compelling them to drop their weapons.  And they did so in confusion, then those weapons at their feet all burst into black flames that would burn forever.

	I looked at my hands, burning with that flame, feeling it drizzling from my eyes, and it felt so right.  I didn't need to release them, I could just take their minds from them all.  Consume them, leaving nothing behind if it...  I faltered when I saw Brother Ulekai fifteen feet away, frozen in place now, not by me, but by the blade of Anadelea in my daughter's hand at his throat.

	I blinked as the dark magics retreated back inside me as I stared at the rage in my daughter's face which I knew mirrored mine.  My baby girl.  She had a blade to the throat of the man who perpetrated this savage betrayal.  She meant to kill the man for what he had done to Bart.  She couldn't.

	She was growling in an animalistic tone.  “You killed him!  An old man who had a dream.  You killed him and hurt my mom!  I'll make sure you never...”

	Then Ingr was there.  Like an angel.  In my heightened state of awareness, her power seemed to cast a glow around her as she whispered, “Love.  He's not worth it.  Lower your blade.”

	Misty hesitated, then looked from the terrified man to her girl and started to lower her blade.  And just as the man started to slump in relief, she shot her arm forward, slamming the hilt of her sword into his jaw, and the wiry man went spinning to the ground, a couple teeth flying from his mouth.

	My girl sheathed her blade. “Yeah.  But he's still a murdering asshole.”

	I blinked and swayed, asking, “Baby?”

	She spun toward me, eyes wide in concern as she pulled me into a tight hug. “Mom!”  Then she whispered, “I'm sorry.”

	“It's ok, baby girl.  It's ok.”

	Then the Major was commanding his people to restrain the Followers.  Celeste was calling out a warning to everyone to avoid the black fire, “It cannot be extinguished, and will incinerate anything it touches.”

	Oh.

	I turned and with the very last of my energy reached out a hand and clasped a fist, and the flickering black flames just evaporated.  This small amount I could consume, but the Chasm of the Tears of the Great Mother in New Cali had too much of the decrepit, tainted magic in it for me to extinguish.

	Then my eyes widened in abject horror as I realized I had done something I swore I would never do again.  I had taken control of all the minds of the men and women of Purgatory in my rage.  Stolen their free will to make them disarm.  And it had been... so easy.  And at that moment, I had wanted more.  I was a monster just waiting to be unchained and I have never been so afraid of what lived inside me than I was at that moment.

	I stumbled, but Celeste was there, sweeping me into her arms like a broken toy as consciousness decided I didn't need it at that moment as she called out, “Sylvia!”

	***

	How embarrassing is it to have passed out from the overexertion of my magic again instead of from blood loss from my injury?  Then to be chastised in a makeshift lean-to, under the light of the Three Sisters and flickering firelight in camp, for having used magic to cauterize my wound.  Sylvia was grousing, “It will scar, and there isn't anything I or Ingr can do about it since you used far too much.  Why do you insist on giving parts of yourself in defense of others?”

	I shrugged and said in apology, “It's fine, scars are no matter.”  I motioned to my scarred face. “I was never going to be pretty anyway.”  Then I was blurting, “Ow!” after she twapped the top of my head soundly.

	She cut loose with a litany of Gypsy curses including some I didn't know yet, interspersing things like, “Poor self-image...” or, “Don't even know what a rare beauty you are...” or, “Impulsive, reckless, Great Mother grandstanding...”

	I placed a hand on hers, stopping the misty sheets of her healing magiks flowing and I pulled her down to kiss her cheek. “I love you too, sister.”

	She actually blushed at that.  She loved it whenever I called her sister since that is how I viewed her.  Long before I was Great Mother.

	Then I prompted, “Am I cleared?  I just overexerted a bit.  I feel fine.”

	She huffed in exasperation and resignation and flitted her fingers. “Go, begone.  Just know that you're going to have to take it easy tonight, as you've lost a lot of blood and there is naught we can do about that.  And be warned, I will expect you to surrender yourself to a healing session the moment it is convenient.  There is still work to be done on that shoulder.”

	I rolled my shoulder and forced myself from wincing at the stiff ache in it.  Showing any discomfort would have her denying my freedom and condemning me to at least a day in her care.

	When I stepped out of the lean-to, I blinked.  The Racina was on the edge of the camp in a worryingly small clearing at the base of the plateau, which barely allowed clearance from her lift envelope and the trees.  It took a skilled pilot to do that.  Alexandru must be here.

	Well, of course, the base camp would have been informed by Celeste of the hostilities.

	Shan saw me emerge and had dashed over, impulsively hugging me first then grabbing my hand to pull me over to some plank tables that had been set up by the fire.

	There were murmurs about, “The Lady,” from the Disciples, all taking a knee, clasping their hands while not making eye contact.

	My daughter whispered, “They all think you're The Lady after what you did up there.”  She nudged her chin up.

	What?

	I noted there were men and women from the Followers all tied up in a makeshift pen beside the sheep and the horses on the other side of camp.  Guards stationed around them.  I'm sure to make sure they didn't escape as much as to make sure the Disciples didn't slaughter them.

	There sitting with Richardson, Celeste and Rain, in a hushed conversation, were Alexandru and Elaine.  And I could taste familiar magiks lurking in the trees.  Sarafine and Jezelle had come with them.  Just great.  More watchers watching the watchers who watched us.

	I noted Brother Ulekai was beside Dru on the bench, his hands tied in front of him.  His mouth covered in dried blood, and his teeth missing from the impressive strike from Misty.  But I was both happy to see as well as disappointed to see he had had healing, as I saw no damage other than the broken teeth.  The moral core of a civilization can be measured by how they treat their prisoners.  And we were Sparo.

	Heads turned at our approach as our people who looked to be finishing a meal all started standing as I passed.  The whispers were all around us.  Both Richardson and Ulekai lowered their heads and clasped their hands as we approached.  Celeste looked endlessly relieved when I smiled at her then sat next to her.  Misty and Ingr materialized out of the darkness to give me hugs and stand behind me with Shan.

	I said, “Hi, love.”

	“Sylvia is good with you being out here?”

	“I'm fine.”  Then I winked and teased, speaking like Duke Fredrick, “Report?”

	She snorted, kissed the tip of my nose then sighed heavily.  “Seven Disciples dead, thirteen Followers dead between here and the attack that followed at our airships minutes after the battle started here.”  My eyes widened.  They had attacked our other people too?  They must have had more Followers waiting and had a runner to inform them to start their attack once Ulekai signaled it here.

	Then she sighed heavily. “Our expedition suffered the loss of Lord Bartholomew... we'll be lighting his pyre at midnight, as well as pyres for the other dead.  Misty has his journals to bring back to his granddaughter.  And we have eight injured, including a particularly scrappy and sassy Great Mother.  Seven others from Purgatory were injured.  All have seen at least some healing attention from Syl and Ingr, or have battle dressings until the ladies gather their power enough to finish.”

	I looked at Dru. “How many attacked our...”

	He smiled sadly, anticipating my question and interjecting, “The seven who tried to sneak in under cover of darkness never made it all the way into camp.  Jezelle and Sarafine confronted them on the rise, and... defended themselves when the outsiders attacked instead of stating their intentions.  A poor decision on their part.  It was over before I could draw my bow when I heard the commotion.”

	Celeste added, “We're trying to figure out what to do with the Followers now.  Their attack can be considered an act of war against the people of Sparo.  And we've found their people have no governing laws to deal with this, except Bart's murder.  Major Richardson is advocating execution.  I am trying to understand the attack, but the Brother here will not speak.  I would prefer no more bloodshed.  There has already been too much senseless death.  We were waiting for you, as co-ruler of Sparo to weigh in,”

	I was feeling a little self-conscious and looked over to see the Major and Ulekai still bowing their heads and clasping their hands, which looked awkward for the younger man as his wrists were bound.  “What are you doing?”

	Brother Ulekai, who, besides the dried blood on his face, had an angry red line on his throat from where Misty's blade had rested, spoke first, in a choked and hesitant tone.  “We should have known you were The Lady come to test us even though you denied it.  And we... I failed you.  Do not punish the Followers for me breaking the faith, they were misled by my arrogance in believing in my misguided plan.”

	I blurted, forgetting to watch my tongue around the girls, “For fuck's sake, I am neither The Lady nor her emissary.  I have told you who I am, why would you think differently?”

	Richardson spoke for the man, his voice as hoarse as mine as he refused to look up at me. “You pulled the heavens down upon the sacred land and used your all-encompassing power to compel us to disarm.  We all witnessed the rage of our goddess and are humbled.”

	I exhaled as I dragged a hand down my face.  “I'm no different than you, I just have magic I sometimes cannot fully control.”  Then I said, “Look at me.”  They snapped their eyes up.  I pulled my dagger and their eyes widened in alarm, then I pricked my finger and held my hand up, letting the blood drip from the small cut.  Ingr made a strained mewling sound as Misty started rummaging in her belt packs as I asked, “Does your goddess bleed like you?  Can your Lady be injured by a common spear?”  I pulled my collar and armor aside to reveal the angry, puckered, and magic burned skin.

	Misty started wrapping my finger with a small white bandage before her girl stopped her and took my hand as I glared at the men while her hand exploded into a soft white mist and the cut healed before us all.

	Their eyes bulged and Richardson shook his head slowly. “No, the Lady does not bleed nor come to harm.  But this...?”

	Celeste assured them, “It is only a little healing magic, it is not divine nor a product of this Lady you worship.  We told you our goal here, and once we finish, your people can all kill each other in your holy quests for all we care.  You took one of ours from us, you attacked us in a cowardly manner under the auspices of parlay, and none of that can stand.”

	I placed my healed hand on my wife's shoulder after giving our future daughter in law a thankful squeeze of her hand. She looked at me and I gave her a loving half-smile.  “I'd like to know what prompted the betrayal of his word.”

	Then I huffed, turning to Ulekai and said aloud, “By the grace of Father Stone, can someone please see to this man?  At least clean him up a bit.  Is this how we treat our prisoners?  We are better than this, we are Sparo.”

	To my surprise, Ingr and Shanny stepped around to him.  I'm sure I'm not the only one who noted in my peripheral vision, Misty's hand move to rest on the pommel of her blade in silent threat to the man to behave.  While Shan wiped his face with a cloth she had dipped in a water cup, to clean off the blood, Ingr healed the split lip, bruises, and the angry red line on his throat with silken sheets of her magic.  There was nothing to be done for the broken teeth or the two that were fully knocked out.

	The man's eyes widened as the damage receded.  Then the girls moved away, Shan giving him the stink eye.  I could see from slight telltale differences in her body posture how enraged she truly was under her calm exterior.  She had liked Bart just as anyone who met the kind man had.  Yet she chose to show the enemy compassion.  My heart swelled at the act, she was going to grow into a spectacular woman.

	I looked at the man expectantly after Mist pulled Ingr behind her when the girls returned to me.  Was he still going to remain tight-lipped?  I... he spoke. “We didn't... I didn't believe that you would live up to your word.  That you would not remove any of the knowledge from the Repository.  And we knew the Disciples of The Lady would try to stop us from preventing that.  So we waited to see if you truly knew the resting place of The Lady's word.  So once you verified this was indeed it, I gave the signal.”

	Ranelle was actually growling in the back of her throat.  She had always been a little impulsive but was always in control of her emotions.  And I saw every day that she was right, that when Avalon took Bowyn from her, scarring her heart, it left her... damaged in a way,  She had lost that iron hold she kept on her emotions and they bled through in situations like this.  As a Great Mother, she had to compromise and find a compromise for all the People, but now that she was her own person, it was much harder for her.

	I looked at the man, pressed my lips into a line as I contemplated his fate.  Sparo law dictated that since he was not killed on the battlefield, he would have to come back to Highland with us to stand trial for war crimes and summarily executed.  Richardson was certainly ok with that.  But as much as I despised the man for killing an ailing man who wouldn't have harmed a flea, I had to remind myself that we were not in Sparo.  This was a first contact situation and if it led to conflict with yet another land, we had failed in our mission of peace.

	Sylvia had joined us by then and was now grasping Rain's hand, calming her as I stated coldly, not allowing any emotion to enter my tone. “Brother Ulekai, contrary to what you had thought, we were going to, and still will honor our word.  You had attacked without provocation under the misplaced suspicion of our intent.  Enough blood had been shed this night and the thought of more, or bringing you back to Sparo to answer for your crimes saddens me.”

	I was holding in all my emotion, forcing my magics down, not allowing them to show in my eyes lest they betray my words. “But as co-ruler of Sparo, my word is law and cannot be contested, so I will afford you the compassion and common human decency you failed to extend to us, and I will allow you and your people a second chance to reflect upon your choices.  I expect you and the Followers to pack up and leave these lands.”

	I leaned across the table and whispered in a hiss, “Return to your homes and families in Purgatory and let them know that Sparo spared you from the fate you bestowed upon the unarmed scholar you killed.  But be warned, if the day comes where you test our will and cross blades with us again, I will not be as lenient.”

	The man nodded, face pale as a ghost, then Richardson snapped out, “They must answer for the deaths of my brother Disciples!  You can't...”

	I just held a hand up to stop his dissent, feeling weary and wondering where this calm I was feeling was coming from, and a little unnerved by it.  Was this how George felt all the time?  I was not a fan of it.  “You are free to pursue whatever your culture deems suitable in this situation, I speak only for Sparo.  However, as I just gave my word, you would have to pursue them after they leave these lands as I indicated my people would allow them to leave, and just so, we are responsible for them up until such time they step out of this valley.  But if you follow them out, you will not be present when we enter the Library in the morning.”

	I side kicked Rain's ankle when she covered a smile with her hand.  The Major looked torn as he glanced from his rival to the Plateau behind us and back.  Then he punched the planked tabletop, causing all the bowls and water cups to bounce. “Damnable outsiders!”  Then he stabbed a finger toward Brother Ulekai. “When my pilgrimage is over, and I return to Purgatory, your blasphemous behavior and violence on the sacred lands of The Lady will be known.  We will not rest until we hunt you down and bring you to The Lady's justice.”

	And that was that Brother Ulekai was put under guard with his people.  I may have granted him clemency, but I'm not stupid enough to think everything was rainbows and kittens and just trusted him after what he had done.

	As I ate, everyone shared with me the full story of what happened up there.  And by all accounts, if I hadn't have crumpled when I fell into that vision, the spear would have hit over my heart.  Whether or not it would have gotten through the hybrid armor plates there, we'll never know, but as luck would have it, it happened to hit a seam, where the ceramic and spider silk armor ended and the leather armor began.

	Celeste and Rain both sounded sheepish when they shared that they have become a little complacent about protecting me since I was always in the future now, thwarting attacks and assassination attempts like this.  Nobody counted on a weakness of that particular defense, as we never anticipated it.  That if I started a vision, a seeing, my time shunted doppelgangers couldn't return to me to warn me.

	Then midnight was upon us.  We all gathered at a clearing that had been made by some rubble to erect two pyres, one with a single man atop it, and a larger one with all the fallen from the Disciples and Followers.

	I couldn't stop the tears that flowed freely when the pyres were ignited, lighting this strange new land, and Ingr's sweet voice started singing the almost ethereal song of the Lost of the People.  Misty had heard the song enough at the Meeting Spot, that she leant her voice.  Rain and Sylvia, then all the People with us joined, making it a choir of mourning and loss.

	I whispered the final line as they finished, “Back into the embrace of Father Stone.”

	Then I inhaled deeply to stop from blubbering like a heartbroken child and said, “Goodbye, Lord Bartholomew, Hero of Sparo.”  I looked up. “So say the People.”  All of our expedition that was present, Altii and Mountain Gypsy alike murmured, “So say the People.”

	I turned with those I loved and strode away, my chest aching in the loss for a man I barely knew but was pretty sure I loved anyway.

	




Chapter 21 – Legends

	The next morning, I woke with wince, needles lancing my brain.  The mother of all headaches pounded behind my eyes.  Any time that dark magic forces its way out of me, I pay for it the next day.  It was like magic burn in my mind, and it made everyone's magic around me screech like feedback in the radio devices from Avalon.  Like the movements of those with a spark dragged across my nerves like sacks of gravel.

	Since this type of magic has never been documented, Emily and Donovan postulate that this magic is burning new pathways in my brain so that I can channel it better as my power slowly grows.  But that is only conjecture, and as Celeste puts it, “As good a theory as any.”  I smiled at the image of her cocky smirk and smugness that would go along with it, then I winced again.  Personal note, smiling is off the table for a bit.

	I smiled yet again when I saw my love, already awake, watching me with a look of wonder.  Ow.  Ok, from here on no more smiling.  The children were up and... ow.  Fine, from here on out.  I mentally chuckled at myself for being such an odd duck, then wondered if others had a running inner dialogue as I did.  What I wouldn't give to listen in on Celeste's, or better yet, Bexington.  I'd bet ten iron pennies that Bex has multiple trains of thought going on in that genius head of his every passing moment.  It'd be utter chaos and enough to drive anyone else mad.

	Speaking of trains, I had to be sure to check out the progress on the electric railed transport line they have been working on between Sparo and New Home in the Westlands.  It is modeled after the railed shuttles in Avalon.  When it is done, they will be able to transport supplies, people, and trade goods en masse between them instead of being limited to what the airships or slower horse or oxen pulled wagons.  The engineers tell us that a single heavy capacity autocar like the ones hauling dirt for the Great Bridging project will be able to pull ten or twenty double-length wagons on the rail system.

	Once that first rail project is operational, they will start lines to the Outlands, Avalon, and New Cali as well.  It is amazing what we can accomplish in these modern times.  Some scholars are calling this the Age of Industry with all the amazing projects underway to bring us to parity with the Great Wizards of the Before. 

	And with all this new industry, demand for resources has multiplied almost ten times what it was just ten years ago.  Especially the demand for iron to construct the rails, and copper for all things electric.  Which shows how forward-thinking Laura Smith of Flatlash had been, when she, a commoner, petitioned the Crown for mining rights in the Uninhabitable Lands where we had stumbled upon an area rich in iron.

	Upon our return to Sparo after our misadventure in New Cali, she had ventured to Highland to beseech George about her staking a claim there.  Many nobles of most of the realms balked at that and demanded he not grant her petition because their archaic reasoning was that only nobles could own land.

	George, always forward-thinking and progressive, pointed out to them that as the Uninhabitable Lands are not part of Sparo, she could do anything she wished outside of our borders.  Though as a citizen of Sparo, the lands she claimed would then become part of Sparo making her a Baroness by default.  Happy coincidence that.

	She would also be given a grant by the Crown to set up the mining operation as we were in dire need of more metals.  But there were caveats.  She would have to have the mines producing iron and other metals within a year or her claim would be forfeit.

	And that woman?  Well, she beat the timeline and even the extension of the cobblestone road, part of The Ring, heading to New Cali that added a branch to the mines.  And the first wagons of ore reached the smelting plants in Perth Hollow six months after opening, and have been supplying a steady stream since.

	Lord Remus of Perth Hollow is even in talks with Far Reach to build a new smelting plant just inside their borders where the Visintine River crosses into the Uninhabitable Lands so the ore can be processed into usable iron at the border and save time and money transporting the ore.  Everyone involved will find profit in that.

	And best yet, on the edge of Laura's lands, she has found traces of tin.  And tin means copper could be close by.  If she strikes copper, then that woman will become possibly the richest Baroness in all of Sparo.

	I shook my head when I realized how many tangents my thinking had gone, and how it seems lately I can't stop my thoughts from branching almost endlessly unless I rein it in.  Ow.  Shaking my head was not a good idea just then.

	I shrugged the blanket off and stood, squinting one eye against the light from Father Sol, and yawned.  Then remembered the unsavory thing we had to do and the more exciting thing that had the potential to change the world as we knew it.

	But then I was narrowing my eyes. “What time is it?”  The camp was too busy and the prisoners were nowhere to be seen.

	Celeste smiled as Ingr gave me a withering look as she pointed to a log by the fire.  She looked so much like a young Sylvia just then, I wonder if she knew that as I dutifully sat as she draped me in healing magics that, if I were, to be honest, even though the feedback I was experiencing, felt stronger than her mother's and at such a young age.  I was exceedingly proud of my future daughter-in-law.

	Then my traitorous redheaded warrior shared smugly, as I felt the healing magics sink into me to the bone, “We felt it best not to wake you, you slept like the dead.  So we took care of a little business already, and the porters and the Disciple's cook are already preparing first meal so that we can get to the business at hand as soon as possible.”

	I pointed toward the pen and she nodded, providing, “The Racina is following them to the end of the valley, where they have what they called a rest station on the fringe of the Uninhabitable Lands.  The other Airships are landing near the Temple and Rain is leading our people here now.  The Jewel and the Racina, when she returns, will remain airborne until we give the all-clear.”

	“You've been busy and you just let me sleep here while everyone else labored?”

	Shan chirped out like it were simply common sense as she started to braid Celeste's hair absently, “Ingr and Aunt Sylvia threatened great bodily harm to anyone who dared wake you.  So they told mom to make sure you slept as long as you needed.”  She finished with a mischievous grin, knowing how much that sort of treatment would chafe me.

	I started to stand, but a firm hand from the prodigal healer as she warned, “Great Mother Laney, don't force me to use my mother's dirty trick to make you stay put.”

	Sighing, I relaxed, knowing her mother had the ability to induce sleep and lethargy with her healing magics, and she had used it on me many times to make me rest while I recovered from severe injuries in the past without me knowing.  I had no doubt the apple didn't fall far from the tree, and Ingr wouldn't hesitate to use the underhanded coercion on me.

	I called out to Misty, “Your fiance is mean.”

	“That's why I love her.  Just sit and take your medicine, mom.”

	“I am sitting.”

	Her snorty giggle saved her from my list.  Since when did my role reverse with the children?  Wasn't I supposed to be taking care of them?

	As Celeste put on her riding cloak and started to hone her blade... on Anadele!  The audacious meany was using my blade instead of a honing stone.  Normally it was bad form to try to hone a blade with another, but Anadele... she's different, so much magic was forced through her in Far Reach and at the Monolith that the metal has somehow been changed in nature in a way none of the metallurgists or weapon smiths can explain.  This left her unbreakable and harder than diamond, and she even survived an Avalon tank weapon's barrel exploding with her in the barrel, without a scratch.

	I pointed a warning at her, and she winked with the smirk I just wanted to kiss off her face as she sheathed my blade.  She had just been trying to get a rise out of me.  I'll show her the next time we have some alone time, just what I thought of that.  Who am I kidding?  She'd have my knickers off with just a look.  Yes, please.

	Misty whined, “Mooom, could you, you know, not get her motor running?  Please?”  It must be a curse at times knowing the feelings of the people around you.  “I swear, the two of you are worse than Ingr and me.”

	Verna called out from where she was walking into camp with Kristof, Rain, and the rest of our expedition, “They're giving me cavities from way over here.”

	My wife sighed and countered, “Nobody asked you, moose.  And you and your red-bearded husband there are worse than us with all your public displays and such.”

	“Snot.”

	“Brute.”

	Shanny offered, “Grandstander?”

	Verna pointed at her with a big grin and touched the side of her nose. “Yes, that!  Thank you, half-pint.”

	“Shanicia Weaver Lupei, you're supposed to be on my side.”

	“Sorry.”  She scrunched her head to her shoulders then tied off the intricate braid.  Where had she learned to do that one?  It had a lot of Gypsy style to it.  Then made a show of tippy-toeing exaggeratedly over to give her Gran a big hug, which Rain accepted with such a loving smile.

	Then Shan moved over to Misty, looking grim, and handed her the pouch with the two rodents in it.  I could feel Misty's nature magic saturate the pouch, reinforcing my belief that Bitsy has lived so very long because of it.

	Ranelle asked after kissing her wife then hopping up into a tree to start peeling a fruit I didn't recognize as she asked down, “You didn't tell her?”

	The knight of my heart looked up at her in exasperation. “She literally just woke up two minutes ago, and then the cute one stole her for healing.  Let her catch her breath.”

	“Tell me what?”

	Rain chuckled. “Excuses, excuses my mostenitor.”  She grinned broadly before she ate some of the fruit.

	“Tell me what?”

	Syl chastised her bride, “Rain, stop teasing the Great Mother.”

	“Tell me what?”

	“Sorry, love.”

	I looked at Shan, squinting an eye at her. “I am speaking right?”  I pointed at my mouth and cocked a questioning brow. “Words are coming out of my mouth?” 

	She nodded vigorously looking amused like it was all a fun game.

	Rain said, “Shush now, Laney, love, the adults are talking.”

	I turned back to look at Ingr, who had finished whatever round of healing she was doing on me, and moved my hand from her to them in a questioning sweep.  She kissed my cheek. “I stay out of all things politic, Great Mother.  I find it a good policy so I don't wind up in your situation.”

	“And a good policy it is, one I failed to adopt at the proper time and now I pay the consequences for the oversight every day.  No... wait, I remember adamantly stating to George that I wanted nothing to do with political machinations.  I was ignored just like now.”

	Celeste overacted a sigh... it was great to see her so relaxed that she was dropping a little of her doom and gloom super knight facade around others.  “Well, you see...”

	I furrowed my brow then looked east, then interrupted, “Wait, why are the Followers of the Word stopping at the rest stop instead of continuing on?”

	I think I amused her because she said patiently, “I see how people not listening while you are talking could become tedious.”  Whatever.  I stuck out my tongue at her.  She ignored it and soldiered on. “As I was saying, Brother Ulekai would like to beg audience with you when you were awake.  He wishes to be there when we enter the Library before he is expelled to Purgatory with his people.  Annnd, since you're in charge.”  She winked. “We couldn't answer for you.  So we sent the others away to wait for him.”

	“Hmm... let's have a think upon that as we eat, shall we?  Whatever the fairest of Lupei did to me, I'm famished.  Then I want to see the end of our quest.”

	Ingr's cheeks colored as she buried her face in Misty's sleeve at my praise.

	Sylvia called over, “Hey!”  

	I pointed at the wench and she just winked at us.

	“You're number two, you shouldn't have made her so charming.”

	I covered my smile when Rain said thoughtfully, “It's true, love.” I was glad the pick on Laney wagon had moved on to other targets, so I tried to hide my amusement.

	So we bantered as breakfast was called and we all went to eat the biggest meal of the trip.  We'd have to cut back to standard rationing after this.  We couldn't keep dipping into our stores.  But I knew why they did now.  A lot of the fresh foods needed to be consumed now before they started to spoil as the ice boxes on the other vessels would have thawed by now.  This was the point in all missions that our stomachs dreaded most.  The Jewel from now on would have the last of the fresh foods and what was there wouldn't feed all of our expedition.

	As we sat at the tables, I saw Ulekai eating with bound hands at the Ranger's table.  I called over to him a simple question that encompassed all my questions to the man, “Why?”

	He stopped eating, seemingly concentrating on looking at the spoon he sat on the table in front of him as he gathered his thoughts.  “I know my actions were... ill-advised.  But I beseech you, allow me to at least lay my eyes on the amassed knowledge The Lady has been hiding away for the people of Purgatory for so long.  I return in shame, but I would like to return with hope, to tell the Followers of the Word that we were righteous in our belief, and the day The Lady forgives us and mends our broken world is upon us.”

	I nodded, imagining a culture where this pilgrimage was everything, it was as he had said, hope that things could be better one day.  Hope that their beliefs were not in vain.  I locked eyes with the man, my mind glow warming, wanting to connect and control his mind, but I refused.  I could see his earnestness, which was different than the bridled contempt he held there before.

	With that, I said the only thing I could, “You will remain bound at all times, Major Richardson, will lead you as he is your kinsman.”  He took it as I meant it as his counterpart sneered in disdain.  It was a threat, and a good one.  Where we are sparing the blade, his rival may not.  So now it was the Major's honor that would assure he didn't stray again.  And the elder man wouldn't hesitate to pass judgment, we all knew.

	Ulekai exhaled a breath he was holding and bowed his head. “Yes, um... Great Mother.”

	I finished, my raspy voice taking on a tone that garnered no argument, “But as soon as you have witnessed what is inside, you will be escorted to the rest of your people and you will vacate these lands.”

	He bowed lower. “Yes, Great Mother.”

	The eggs were good... and fresh...  I asked nobody in particular, signaling I was done with the conversation, “These eggs are fresh.”  I would know, I was after all a chicken farmer.

	Richardson said, “Yes, we bring a small flock on pilgrimage so we have fresh protein for the stay if our hunting parties are not efficient.”  I smiled, happy that they still had chickens since only the Westlands and New Cali still had them out of all the lands we've been to.

	Then everyone seemed to decompress and they all started talking again.  I scanned the tables and smiled.  Our people were mixing with theirs, all the stigma of us being outsiders seemed to be washing away with the excitement of what we were just an hour from finding inside the buried structure.

	Unfortunately, that gave me time to reflect as I ate, on what had happened the prior night.  I had done the unthinkable... again... and without hesitation.  I felt I was being deconstructed a brick at a time, only to find the monster that lived inside instead of the Laney I strive to be.

	Both Celeste and Rain stood, knocking me out of my downward spiral, they looked from me to Misty, who was hugging herself, eyes on me, then Ranelle prompted, “Laney, a word please?”  I nodded dumbly, putting my emotional defenses back in place so I wasn't stressing my daughter.  I winced, as it was harder to do with my mental nerves still so raw from the burning magics I had used.

	We moved back into the forest, out of earshot of the camp, Rain leading me, and Celeste trailing behind, watching to make sure we were not followed and were alone... well besides Jezelle who was leaping soundlessly from tree to tree, keeping us in sight.  I could feel her spark moving through the forest with us.

	Then after my wife looked up in the direction of the Great Mother's Own, telling me she knew where Jez was too. The two women turned toward me.  I found myself almost subconsciously hugging myself, arms wrapped around my belly in a mirror of what Misty had just done.

	Ranelle spoke my mind, telling me just how intuitive the people I loved were.  “You are not Eris.”

	I whispered, my raspy voice hoarse as I backed away from Celeste as she moved in to comfort me, “I did what I swore I never would.  I took hold of the minds of the Followers and Disciples against their will. And it was so... easy.  I could have burned them all with that seething black magic inside me to consume them all and they would have just stood there, bound by my will.  I am a monster, it is just a matter of time before I am just like Eris.”  I took a shuddering deep breath, my legs feeling shaky.

	Celeste cocked her head, eyes full of compassion as she sighed, then said, “But Laney, you didn't.  You stopped yourself, and burned their weapons.”

	Rain nodded as they moved right in front of me, no judgment on their expressions, and the prior Great Mother said with a touch of pride in her tone, “That is the difference between you and Eris, who was a monster as you say.  She would have done exactly as you said, and felt inconvenienced about it because someone would have to clean up the ashes.”

	Shrugging, she went on, stating plainly, “You, did not.  You stopped yourself.  Why have them disarmed and destroy their weapons if you were not in control of yourself and that insidious magic?  If it controlled you, then those people would be dead right now, and you would not feel remorse.  In fact, the mere fact you feel that you are a monster, and you do feel remorse, proves that even at your worst, you are the best of us as you are ruled by your heart.”

	Celeste pulled me close, I gave no resistance, then grabbed desperately onto the lifeline she offered, burying my face in her shoulder and let out a single, shuddering sob, fighting back tears.  Then I just laid my head on her chest to catch my breath.

	Then the most powerful Mountain Gypsy... hell, woman, in all of Sparo told us something that had me dumbfounded.  “Bards and minstrels sing of a time of heroes so very long ago, where men and women became legends.  The legends which inspire us all even today, legends that sometimes seem too great to rise up to, some even stretching the imagination and believability.  They give us courage and pride and we sing of their deeds thousand of years after their passing.  We dream of what it would have been like to witness these legends and feel the hope and courage they inspired in others to be the best that they could be.”

	She laid a hand on each of our cheeks, eyes wide in wonder and awe as she whispered, “But we...”  Her voice raised in almost triumphant vindication, “We live in the new age of heroes, where the face of the world itself is changing.  These heroes, larger than life, are spurring a reuniting of man and rebuilding of the world that once was.”

	A happy tear rolled down her cheek as she took in a breath through her nose, centering herself as she finished. “I am so very blessed and humbled to live in a time where I've had the extreme pleasure to watch a legend being born, since the day she literally fell from the sky and into our lives.  People will speak of this pivotal point in history as the rise of the legend of the first Great Mother of Sparo.  The rise of Great Mother Laney.  And I love you so very much for showing me what true greatness is.”

	I blinked in shock, my emotions not resolving into anyone I could identify in the swirling cacophony that was making me a little dizzy.

	Then she stood taller and said with the sort of surety and pride a mother would have of her daughter, “And I say to you now, that thousands of years from this day, people will be singing songs of the chicken herder come beloved ruler of the realms.”

	My mouth was working but no words came.  Then the woman winked at Celeste who had just held me to her the whole time. “And there may be a side note about the Lightbringer too.  After all, miracles do happen.”

	My girl snorted, and I grinned as she shoved the elder woman's shoulder. Well, she looked like my older sister but was much much older.  Ranelle making light of the heavy words she had just shared had the desired effect as it knocked me out of the self recriminating depression I was slumping into.

	I held out a hand toward her, wiggling what fingers I had on it, and she stepped up, and I hugged two of the people I loved most in this world to me, and voicing that universal truth, “Have I told you two how much I love you recently?”

	After a few seconds, I released them, and Celeste kissed the top of my head as she prompted, “We should get back. I believe there is a building we need to explore.”

	We nodded and started back, then just because my mood had brightened so much, with a mischievous smirk, I started singing a minstrels ditty I had overheard a couple weeks back in one of the Highland markets.  “Great Mother Ranelle, on the Great Sea did sail.  Challenging the raging storm, riding into hell.  The fallen keep of Cedric and a rogue duchess' undoing. Her...  eeep!”

	I pulled myself through time and was behind Celeste, leaving Rain kicking the empty air where my butt should have been.  She laughed. “I take back all the things I just said about you.  You're a mean little scamp!  Where did that song come from?”

	Widening my eyes as I smiled maniacally at her, I spread my fingers wide and wiggled them, and said with panache, “Legends!”

	Celeste snorted so loudly as we entered the camp, that at least five blades were half drawn on reflex, and I savored the occasion to watch her cheeks redden in embarrassment.  Take that people, my wife is too, human.

	Then before anything could be said, I called out, my raspy voice cracking to be clearer halfway through, “Ok, people, we have a library to visit!  Let's be about it!”

	A cheer went up and everyone went into motion, gathering gear and preparing to move up to the top of the building's plateau.  I wondered if all the healing sessions Ingr and Sylvia have been subjecting me to every time they get a chance was paying off.  I know the magic burns where Prime Techromancer Kennick had tried to choke me to death were mostly faded now.  Was my voice going to return to me one day?  This isn't the first time it has cracked in recent months.

	And minutes later, we were leading our expedition and the Disciples of The Lady back up top and to the balcony, the Major leading his prisoner with us.

	




Chapter 22 – Executive Order

	Yvette's hands had not been idle the prior night.  Two ladders made of saplings and a mesh of smaller branches were laid across the gap Shanny had jumped, and then they were lashed together, and to the railing on one side and the roots of the trees on the other, giving us a stable platform to walk across.  See?  There is a good reason she is Steward of the Dig.

	Yvette, Celeste, Rain, and I looked through the opening Misty had cleared.  Yvette pulling out a large and insanely bright PET, or portable electric torch.  And she operated the handle on the side, revving up the capacitor and storage crystal and shining it in.

	My cheeks reddened slightly.  Those of the Touched, or anyone with a spark can see in the dark by pulling a wisp of their power to them.  I sometimes forget things like that when it comes to those who do not possess a spark.  Of course, our intrepid archaeologist would need light in the pitch-black building.

	I started to move forward, the excitement of what may lay inside making me literally vibrate with the anticipation.  No really, I was vibrating in and out of phase with time, maybe by a half-second as I had to almost physically restrain my future doppelgangers from heading in without the rest of me.  I didn't want them to return to me prematurely with knowledge of what is inside and spoil the wonder and surprise for me.  I can spoil things for myself that way.  The resulting effect was disconcerting even to me, as it compounded my blurring and ghosting with every motion.

	I looked down at the stopping hand on my chest.  An amused looking Yvette prompted, “Hold on there Great Mother Speedy von Impatient, where do you think you're going?”  Her grin was all teeth.  Then she said primly, “There is a protocol for this you know?  Have to make sure things are safe to proceed.  If you haven't noticed, the entire structure is sort of buried under tons of dirt, rocks, and trees?  It would be infinitely smarter to excavate it before entry, but a structure this big could take months if not years.”

	I sighed heavily, drooped my head, then made a little mouth with my hand and had it talk to the people behind us in a silly tone. “Blah, blah, blah, procedure.  Blah, blah, safety.”  I crinkled my nose at her as everyone chuckled.

	I stepped back on the balcony, made a sweeping gesture, and prompted, “Oh, by all means, Queen of the Dig.  We defer to your expertise.”

	The woman looked at my girls and asked, “How do you put up with that?”

	Shanicia shrugged and said, “We normally give her something shiny to distract her.”

	“Wha?  Shanny!”

	“Sorry, mom.”  She was too cute with her head scrunched to her shoulders.

	I looked back to Celeste who was biting her tongue, looking endlessly amused at it all, and I accused, “I blame you for their warped sense of humor you know?”

	“Says the woman with a smiting list.”

	“Hey, I'm not that bad.”

	A chorus of voices all chimed out to my eternal embarrassment, “Just a little.”

	Grr.  I hate everyone.  Ok, maybe not.  But still, I can't win when every day is pick on Laney day.  I winked at my wife.

	I squinted an eye in pain, my migraine returning when Yvette whistled shrilly.  I was wiggling a finger in my ear as the diggers we brought with us all moved in front of the few of us on the balcony with ropes, lights, shovels, and other gear.  All tied ropes to their belts then each other, making a chain of people with fifty feet of rope between.

	Then with Yvette in the lead, as she carried her blinding PET, she saluted us and said, “Back in a jiff.”  Then she dropped through the window and we watched as the rope unspooled.  We could hear and see her light sweeping all over as she moved about.  It looked as if she was placing small flags on the floor wherever she went.  We heard a scraping, dragging, and pulling sound, then metal clanging, the sound of something splintering and breaking, and a moment later her rope continued on and the next digger dropped into the building.

	I realized the only noise we could hear was the wildlife and insects in the forest and the wind rustling in the trees.  I could just pick up in the distance, the sound of a stream or small river to the east.  It was as if the dozens of us waiting in anticipation were holding our collective breaths.  This was it.  This was the Library of Congress.  It had been waiting for almost three thousand years for our arrival, and now it was up to the woman crawling around in its bowels to let us know if it were safe for us to enter.

	A little bit after the fourth digger looked at all of us and gave a silly grin and salute before she plugged her nose and hopped in as if she were going swimming, forward progress seemed to stop.  A minute later we all jumped when Yvette's head suddenly popped up in the window, smiling.  “Ok, we've done a preliminary structural test from here to the ground floor level.  Tie off and we can go in in small groups.  We've marked structurally stable floors with flags, don't wander beyond them without one of my people checking the way.”

	Then she added with a giddiness I haven't seen from her since she unearthed the Cedar Ridge Public Library, “This place is immense!  It'll take days just to explore all of it.  And from what I see so far, it is relatively intact.  It must have gone hermetic within the first fifty or sixty years post Impact.”

	I stepped forward as people started to surge on the balcony and across the platform.  “There are five diggers inside and three out here.  One is needed at the end of the ropes so we'll go in groups of five, one Greva to each digger.  Yvette and her people are in charge in there so do exactly what they say.”  I bit the tip of my tongue and said, “As Great Mother, it falls to me to lead by example.  Sooooo... I'm going first.”

	This got chuckles from everyone.

	Then I pointed to Richardson and his charge. “You two are in the second Greva behind me.  You've waited as long as us to finally learn all that came before us.”

	As we organized into our Grevas, I promised everyone would get a look inside as Yvette cleared spaces as structurally sound.  I even added, “And before we finish our expedition, I want our support staff in camp and the captains of the airships to look inside too.  It isn't every day you get to witness history.”

	Then we were all chaining up on shorter ropes, with ten feet of slack between us as we were led into the building, our hearts in our throats.  We scrambled in, over a bunch of dirt, roots, and rubble to the floor beyond, seeing that for those, not of the Touched, the workers had set up lights with some of the smallest spark containment vessels I have seen, every few feet, lighting up the flagged polished stone floors that were covered in small debris and a thick layer of dust.

	We moved along and out a double doorway to give room for the twenty-five plus people who would be traipsing through this tomb of history from the past, in this first foray into the structure we knew from the tomes, to be over two million square feet... well minus whatever was lost in the collapse of the south wing of it.

	It was so surrealistic to be seeing this snapshot of an era of mankind we still couldn't fully grasp as it rose around us, undisturbed for the most part since the world was torn asunder.  When we had the first three groups inside, we started moving so the others could join us.  I realized I was being silly, following behind my bride, as if she could shield me from the past.  I found Misty and Shanny's hands in mine, eyes wide in wonder like mine were.  Ingr was grasping Misty's arm with both hands, her face peering over my daughter's shoulder, and she too looked to be in a faraway land of time gone past, eyes twinkling.

	Ok, so I may or may not have been a little selfish with my Greva... but hey, they're my family, and it wasn't so far fetched anyway.  Two Templars, their squire, a healer of the people, and one super cute kleptomaniac with a knack for picking locks as if she had the keys.  And I was sure by the feel of it that Sara was already in here somewhere, breaking the rules we had just set forth as she watched over my progeny.

	We came to a railing and we all let out a collective gasp.  Below us lay a huge rotunda of broken tables and desks, most piled into the middle of the sprawling space onto a podium like central structure, but some remained intact near the fringes.  As impressive as that was, it was looking up that took our breaths away.

	Mother Luna...

	Soaring high above was an architectural dome like no other.  It was small in comparison to the one covering the Capitol castle, but the craftsmanship of the stone workers and artisans that had constructed this marvel of all marvels rivaled or surpassed that of our current stone mason masters.

	With high arching windows at the base of the dome, which I suspected was the dome we saw above on the plateau, the glass mostly intact.  There were a few exceptions where roots and dirt had broken through the decorative glasswork, and hung down into the space, littering the floor with debris.

	I tore my eyes from the dome and looked across the impossible space, my heart thrumming loudly in my ears.  And saw that the balcony we found ourselves on was duplicated multiple times to form a sort of viewing promenade over the main floor below.

	I jumped at a voice that broke the reverent silence as Yvette said, voice full of the wonder that was a palpable thing in the air, “Ladies and gentlemen, the Great Library of Congress from the Before.”

	I swallowed, smiling, and turned to look at the large group we now had, all staring at the sprawling impossibility that rolled out before us.  Both Richardson and Brother Ulekai were on their knees, hands on the railing in front of us, tears streaking their faces as they truly gazed upon the space with a reverence born of their beliefs.

	We took a moment, then I spun in excitement to Celeste, then Rain and Sylvia who were with the holy men in the second Greva. “The tomes...”

	Celeste was already waving Yvette over, and they looked over some drawings they had made, reflecting the floor plan they had taken from their research of the tomes from the Cedar Ridge Library.

	Yvette mumbled, “Alright.  We're clearing a path down to the main level there... we can find the first special collections stacks here...”  She stabbed the parchment with a finger.  Then she warned first me... why me?  And then a shadow on the far end of the circular space, “Stay behind us, and let us do our job.  We'll have you down there in no time.”

	Then the woman exhaled in exasperation when the shadow leapt, to a lower balcony then into the shadows on the main level.  I snorted at Sarafine, who no doubt had already sketched out her first impressions in her journal.  When my Steward spun to give me the evil eye, I shrugged in apology and shared, “You may as well be trying to capture the wind.”

	It took longer than I anticipated as she and her team went about blazing a path for us, checking the structural integrity of the ceilings, floors, and walls that we passed, leaving flags through the areas they deemed stable.  And we had to backtrack once because of a collapsed wall, but eventually reached our goal, the main rotunda and it seemed even more soaring and mind-boggling from below.

	Once we were all assembled, some of us investigating the intact desks, Yvette said, “Ok, now to the special collections stacks.  We'll take a small group, Grevas one and two.  Everyone stay put here until we give the all-clear.”

	Then that vibrating out of phase started up again, I couldn't contain my excitement.  I had to release Misty and Shanny's hands because they seemed unable to release themselves as their arms seemed to phase with me.  As they looked at their hands with wide eyes, wiggling their fingers to be sure they were still there, I whispered, “Sorry.  I'm just excited.”

	It only took five minutes before we turned into a room that had dozens upon dozens of... silence met us.

	No...

	Our shared shock weighed the very air down around us as we peered upon rows and rows of empty, and in some cases, broken bookshelves.  I heard myself whispering, “What?”

	Then I was almost chanting, “No, no. no, no.”  As my power exploded from me in a cloud of white mist, doppelgangers with the same frantic and disbelieving look on their faces, blurred into the future.  “No, no, no.”

	I was knocked around, Celeste having to catch me as I returned to myself over and over, almost violently as I returned from endless mirrors of these empty stacks from all over the structure.  They all told me the same.  I rasped out with the pain in my heart which felt as if it were being squeezed in a vice, “Gone... they're all gone.”  And they were, after sending more and more of myself out as others returned, it was all the same.  The tomes, the scrolls... all gone, not decomposed over time, just... gone.

	I fell to my knees, my migraine threatening to overwhelm me as I overextended.

	Misty got on her knees and placed her hands on my cheeks and whispered, “Mom... stop.  You're burning yourself out.  Mom?”  Her thumbs stroked my cheeks and I turned my eyes to hers that was blazing with violet sparks as she soothed my breaking soul.  We had done it, we had found the library that would hold all the answers for us.  To help us fill in the last piece of missing knowledge from the Before Times so that we might aspire to their same heights.  But... it was all gone.  We had failed.

	I sighed, nodding when I realized I was scaring her and called the last pieces of me back.  I shuddered when my last future caught up to our past and I found I was holding an ancient, yellowed, and faded parchment I must have carried back to myself through transference.

	People gasped, seeing the paper seemingly materialize in my hands.  I knew what it was when I returned to myself, so did the knowledge of what I had read.

	I just handed the brittle paper to Celeste after I glanced at the bold title on it, 'Executive Order,'  and  I rasped out.  “They took it.  They took it all.”  And the worst of it was that I knew where they had spirited all the knowledge away to.

	People crowded around, to read the paper while a confused looking Major prompted, “What is it?”  Then pointed at the empty shelves. “What does this mean?  Did we fail our test of faith?”

	I looked at the men with sad compassion, knowing this would destroy that very faith they had built two religions around.  So I pointed at the parchment as the faces of the people reading it fell, and I said with sorrow and apology to them, “It is the complete text of your Exutave Odare. It is an Executive Order from the last sitting president of the Before Times.  Their leader.”

	I held my hand out as the men looked to have hope rekindling again with their earnest expressions.  As Richardson dug out their holy text, I stepped to the door and gently tugged another copy of the Executive Order off a tack on the door frame.  We had seen these parchments all throughout the building but hadn't taken the time to look at them since we were so focused on the tomes and scrolls.

	I motioned for the man to place the slate on a desk that looked to have been ransacked, then I placed the fragile sheet of paper next to it.  They were an exact match.  I whispered, my voice catching on a restrained sob, “Your Exutave Odare.”

	Their eyes widened as they dropped to their knees and clasped their hands in front of them.  I didn't know how to break the news.  “We've all failed in our missions.  Sparo and Purgatory... the tomes, the knowledge, were never here.  The Great Wizards took everything with them.”

	I reread the document, even though I saw it clear as day in my mind's eye as it like everything else was burned into my brain forever.

	In the days following the Great Impact, mankind was scrambling to preserve all they could from their culture, to their art, and their knowledge.  The Executive Order had tasked a U.S. Military detachment, under the command of Major Gordon Samuels, to secure all the books, writings, and artifacts from the Library of Congress and to utilize military transports to relocate them to the Alpha Site before their supplies of aviation fuel ran out.

	So in effect, this building was truly a tomb from the past and nothing else.  I whispered again, “It was never here.”  And it had been a major who had been tasked to the duty... Richardson's title.

	And the Alpha Site... I knew where that was, and we've already been through their catalog of tomes, and the secrets that we seek of the Great Wizard's magics were not there.  I had the occasion when I was brokering peace with Avalon, to read their history.  They were to be the salvation of mankind, preserving all that came before.  And in the early days, pre-Impact, Avalon had been a doomsday seed vault referred to as the Alpha Site.

	They didn't have what we needed to restore mankind to its former glory.  So we had failed.  And that knowledge... it was lost to us for all time.

	I heard Celeste's dejected voice as she whispered to herself, “Avalon.”  She had pieced it together too.  Our expedition, and our hope, had all been for naught.

	Ingr read the final line of the Executive Order aloud, “May the guiding light of Lady Liberty deliver us the strength and knowledge to rebuild this broken land so that mankind can once again shine like a beacon in the night.”

	I looked at the men who looked confused, betrayed, and... beaten.   This... this was their Lady.  Fragments of this final line were what an entire people had built their culture, their faith upon, by a crumbling sheet of parchment preserved in amber.  It came down to this.  Nothing.

	And I watched something more heart wrenching than the knowledge that we would never know the secrets of the Before, as Brother Ulekai, a man of faith, broken, turned to his rival and cried into his shoulder, as the older man, hesitant at first and looking lost, comforted him.

	




Chapter 23 – Fallen City

	That's how we wound up on the Jewel three days later, flying over the uninhabitable lands toward the northeast.  The Racina following as the rest of our expedition finished up in the lands of the D.C. and headed back to thread the Needle once more to join the Falcon.  They would wait for us to join them unless supplies ran low, then they were to head back to Sparo with news of our findings, and we would catch up later.

	I took solace in the fact that the expedition wasn't a complete failure.  Not only have we found two new lands, and were on the way to a third, but we found more people who have survived and persevered the countless generations after the Impact.  The Serpent's Bounty alone would give our scholars, botanists, and zoologists years of research, and if the lands are found to be uninhabited, would be annexed like the Wilderness.

	It had taken two days, with multiple teams, to go through every room of the Library, and conclude that it was empty.  A few artifacts and a few straggler tomes from various anterooms were found and catalogued, but nothing of note that we haven't seen before in other excavations.

	The entire party... well except for Yvette and her crew, were completely disheartened by our discovery.  So much so that I hadn't even thought about the fact we hadn't banished  Brother Ulekai as I had decreed.

	It was on that second day when I took the time to decompress and try to shake off the crushing disappointment by going for a walk deeper into the valley with the girls so Misty could show me all the varied species of animals, including the Apex predator of these lands, a large species of spotted Jaguar that she says has been shadowing people at the camp.  The people of Purgatory's pilgrimages weren't enough for it to see people as anything but prey.

	It truly was a magnificent animal, with its dark-spotted coat.  Smaller than the cougars that roamed the Whispering Walls, but somehow sleeker.  There didn't seem to be any wolves or bears in the land that she could sense.  But there were a couple packs of smaller wild dogs that she thinks are coyotes, but even with her urging, they stayed clear of the larger ruins.  But like almost every other land we have found, there were badgers.  They were almost as common as squirrels it would seem.

	On our way back, after feeding some wild grasses to a tiny deer species, we stumbled upon Rain in a deep philosophical conversation with the two religious leaders, just outside of earshot of camp.  It was seeing them away from camp like this, speaking with Ranelle in earnest, that I realized my oversight, being too preoccupied with what we had lost, or in this case, never had to begin with.

	We stepped up to join them, with me chiding myself and promising myself I would have Ulekai escorted to his people.

	It had broken something inside seeing these men so utterly devastated to find that what they had viewed as their holy calling had been in vain, that they would offer each other comfort.

	They looked up when we got close, and Rain smiled at her babies, and the three girls swarmed her for hugs.  Richardson said thoughtfully, nodding to himself slowly as I reached them, “Ranelle here is a woman of surprising depth.  For someone so young, she understands much of our ways and has insight that we have been remiss in identifying ourselves.”

	I was smirking a little and cocked a brow at Rain. “Don't let the pleasing wrapper fool you, she's more years than you may believe, possibly more than yourself Major.  She led all the bands of the People as Great Mother before me, for longer than I've been alive.  She has seen things and helped the Mountain Gypsies of Sparo weather many threats that would bring others to their knees, including an upstart herder from Wexbury she took on as her own.”

	She grinned widely at the last part then admonished, “Please Great Mother, a woman does not discuss her age.”

	The men looked skeptical, but thoughtful at my assertion.  Then I inclined my head to them and said, “Brother Ulekai, I have given you time to grieve, though I'm sure the process may take years for you to fully accept.  But I'm afraid that we will need to escort you to your people so that you can leave these lands.”

	He inclined his head but was not looking as devastated as before when he then cocked his head slightly, eyes widening in question.  “Great Mother Laney, I have no time to grieve when my duty to The Lady has not been completed yet.”

	I opened my mouth but Major Richardson spoke first, “Ranelle, in her wisdom, inquired why we were so despondent.  It was obvious I had though, and our failure had me questioning everything about me and my people's lives, how had we been so wrong?  But she had asked a simple question... why were we giving up on our faith now?”

	He chuckled and turned his hand's palm up, “So I told her that all we believed was wrong and we had failed at our duties to The Lady and I... we... didn't know how to come to terms about it.”  He included Ulekai in the last.

	Rain offered with a shrug, “I had just asked why they felt they had failed and why they were now questioning their faith.  The poor boys looked at me as if I were not in control of all my mental faculties.  So I just pointed out that they haven't failed, they just haven't completed their duties... yet.”

	Richardson chuckled in a self-deprecating manner.  “The wily woman pointed out that both of our interpretations of the Lady's will was predicated on either protecting the Lady's knowledge, her word, or bringing the knowledge to her so that we might heal the broken land.”

	Ulekai added, “When we insisted that we had failed because the Repository was empty, the damnable woman laughed at us.”  He was smiling slightly as he said it.

	The Major sighed heavily and offered, “Then she called us children like she was disappointed.  And what was it you said?”

	He looked to her, and she was looking quite smug and sly at the moment as she provided, “Just because the knowledge they sought wasn't here, didn't mean it was gone.  It is in Avalon now.  Did it really matter where the Repository was?  They had been searching for so long, what is a little more time?  I'm sure that lovely President Cutter of Avalon would love to engage in cultural and spiritual talks with the people of Purgatory if asked.”

	She looked right at me with the last.  Father Stone preserve me.  She was throwing me under the diplomacy wagon again, wasn't she?  I growled at her, “And I'm sure you have someone in mind to make the overture to Esme?”

	She nodded in glee. “She's short, grumpy, and hates politics.”

	Shan, who I know had her and Celeste's humor now, tapped her lips with a finger then held a finger up and blurted, “I know!  You – can do it, mom!”

	“Stinker.”

	She hugged onto me with a grin.  “Fine, you're too darling to be on my list.”

	Then to the men, I said, “I'd be happy to introduce a diplomatic peace party from your land, with the caveat that I will not do so if your two factions do not come to a peace of your own first.  We will not see the tragedy that transpired her to be repeated on an ally's land or ours.”

	This got Rain to cock a brow in surprise.  Crap.  That was her, I thought you didn't do diplomacy and politics, Laney love look. I gave her a sour look that had her chuckling.  But hey, if I had a bargaining chip... then I would leverage it for all it had to prevent violence and promote peace.

	As the two looked at each other contemplating if they could find that peace within them, and bring their divided people together, I added, “And Sparo would also like to send cultural attaches to speak with you about cultural and possibly goods exchanges between our people as well.”

	The men both looked slightly confused as Ulekai prompted, “Sparo is separate from this Avalon?”

	Rain explained, “No, they are an occupied protectorate of Sparo.  They had enslaved other lands and then brought war to us and our people.  And other lands remain apart from Sparo, and we will not encroach upon their sovereignty.”

	This seemed to placate them somewhat, but now their eyes were narrowed as they seemed to reassess us, me in particular.  I knew that was by design by the crafty woman.  In casual conversation, she just indicated we respected other realms but would go to war to protect our own if pushed.

	I got back on topic.  “I'm sorry your belief in your deity was shaken, and...”

	Richardson took exception to that and held a hand up eyes creased. “You speak as if The Lady is not real, Great Mother.  She lives outside the Fallen City.  Once a generation a prophet makes the short quest into the forbidden expanse from the Fallen City to seek her counsel.   And for their piety, she entrusts them with secrets that are too much for them to hold within.  The prophet knows the cost, as and all who make the journey wind up spending their body and mind... dying shortly after, but not before sharing the truths they learn from the Lady before the madness consumes them.”

	The man stood taller chest puffed out in pride. “As I took the mantle of Major at the last prophet's... my father's... death.  My son will take the mantle when the time of my calling arrives.  I am but two years from my fiftieth year in this world of ours, which will signal my time as prophet to journey to the lady so that I might hold her secrets for my people.”

	 Ingr and Misty looked horrified that the man would take pride in going to his own death.  Shan looked confused, not quite fully grasping what he had shared yet, but she would get there.  I rasped out, “You would give your own life?”   I clamped my mouth shut and closed my eyes wondering at the power of faith, even before the man spoke it.

	“I have faith that I can endure long enough to share what is vital with my people before The Lady takes me into her embrace and ushers me to her paradise.”

	Was I a bad person for not having faith in anything but my family and my people?  Then again... I find myself at Father Stone listening to the whispers that speak of times past and yet to come.  Snippets of the possibilities of something beyond our mortal being.  I've never been really philosophical or existential, but I could not begrudge a man for having more faith than I did.  Maybe I'm wrong, maybe we're both right and there isn't a single destination.  That was for greater minds than me to debate.

	Then my mind caught up with the other part of what he said.  I inquired with my brow furrowed as I really looked at the man and his mannerisms and I sensed no deceit, “You say your Lady is real?  That prophets have seen her?  She's not just an unseen goddess in your religions?”

	Brother Ulekai answered for him, “Of course The Lady is real.  We can bring you to her so that you can beseech her for the knowledge you seek.  But you have not reached the age of enlightenment, so she may just cast you out into the forbidden expanse to litter it with the other bones of the unclean as a warning to the devout.”

	Rain looked at me in warning and I locked eyes with her as I spoke to them, “Please.  I would greatly like to converse with The Lady.”

	The former Great Mother sighed heavily and muttered, “Of course you would.  It isn't like your impulsive and headstrong or anything.”

	“I love you too.”

	She flicked my ear and said, “I'm glad I'm not the one to tell the Lightbringer the news.”

	It shocked the men as much as the displays of magic they had witnessed from me, to learn that we could make the weeks-long journey to their Fallen City in just a few hours in the Jewel.

	Celeste... was not amused with me.  And my pouty face only had her partially forgiving me for being compulsive and not including her in the decision.  And after discussing with the captains and Yvette this sickness that all who saw the Lady died from, we came to the conclusion that it had to be radiation from the Nuclear and Atomics of the Before, so we would bring the device, the Geiger counter to keep those of us going at a safe distance.  I would venture out into this forbidden expanse alone since the radiation didn't affect me.  I had to see this Lady, and I was pretty sure I knew who... or should I say, what she was.

	So there we were a small compliment and the two men from the Purgatory realm, flying along a well-worn path through the uninhabitable lands that were pockmarked with supply stations the devout maintained for the pilgrimages.  With the Racina in our wake, we flew low, the Jewel eating up the distance even at only cruising speed.

	Sara, whose eyes never left the needles on the Geiger counter, noted the closer we got to where they said their lands were, the higher the needle went, but still in the safe zone.  At one point when the trail seemed to take a sharp turn north, the needle got close to the redline  After consulting our charts we saw one of those power plants of the before south of that location.  Their people must have learned to stay away from those areas over the centuries.

	When we were about fifty miles out, a huge snow-capped maintain took up the horizon,  And thick forests covered it and that turned into a sea of green farther than we could see even when we climbed to our ceiling altitude.

	I whispered in awe, not because of the forest that seemed to flow north forever past that mountain, but because of the skeletal ruins of metal beasts... buildings from the before that towered far above the forest, stretching into the heavens.  The crumbling steel relics dwarfed even the Great Monolith.  We knew these engineering marvels to be named skyscrapers, and the name was apropos as they seemed to touch the very sky itself.

	Where there was life below us and to the north, the southeast was something else.  Not even the broken Uninhabitable Lands we were used to seeing.  Instead, it was a vast expanse of cooled lava flows, basalt, and volcanic glass.

	As one, my and Celeste's eyes swung back to the mountain, realizing it wasn't a mountain, but some sort of dormant supervolcano.

	Major Richardson was with us and Brother Ulekai was on the Racina.  Our Rangers thought it only prudent to keep the rivals separated.

	And the man said, “Purgatory as I have never seen her before.  It is spectacular in your god machines.”  Then he motioned a hand to those massive towers of old that were naught but rusted out hulks now. “The Fallen City.  It will be our reward for our service to the Lady when she heals the land, restoring everything to its former glory.”

	He pointed as we slowed and lowered to just a few dozen yards above the treetops.  “That river there.  The river Styx.  The east is held by the Disciples and the west by the Followers.”

	Sarafine called out.  “Ummm... not to be a pooper on your party, but...”

	Misty offered, “Party pooper.”

	The gypsy woman inclined her head. “Party pooper, but the needle is dangerously close to the yellow.  If it moves into that, we need to turn back.”

	Shit.  And I could feel it too.  My body was slightly heating as my Adept abilities were consuming the rise in radiation in the area.

	I started to turn to tell her that we couldn't chance it, to turn back, when the man said, “There!  That is our main settlement.  The trees thinned around the bases of some of the mammoth structures, and a huge village came into view.

	This prompted Misty to ask a question that had been on my mind before but was never asked because of the circumstances at the time.  “How many people live in Purgatory?”

	The man looked almost stricken as he said, “In the beginning, over a hundred thousand survivors had gathered after the lava cooled enough.  But every year fewer children are born.  Before the Followers divided our people even farther, we had but fifty thousand.  But when the last counting went through the villages, there are thirty-one thousand Disciples.  We know not the number of Followers, just that we have the greater number or they would have renewed the fighting long ago.”

	My heart sank.  They were a civilization on the decline.  New Cali had documented this time and again.  One day, they won't have the numbers to sustain them and they will be another dead people taken by time.  But maybe that didn't have to be now that Sparo has found them.  Perhaps we could help keep them from becoming a footnote in history.

	 Rain said from where she had just been silently sitting by the window,  “Perhaps the low birth rate is because of the high radiation.  This is your largest settlement?”

	The man nodded. “Yes, the Fallen City is close to where The Lady sleeps, so this is where we wait for her command.”

	She pushed on. “Are the birth rates lower here than villages to the north?”

	He hesitated. “Yes.  How did you know this?”

	It only took a raised, expectant brow from her to know she had the same thoughts as I  did.  To follow their faith and be close to their Lady was causing a shortage of births.  They were worshiping themselves to extinction.  Maybe we could convince them some way to move their major settlements farther north to protect them from the effects of radiation.

	We saw hundreds of people on both sides of the river pointing skyward most dropping in prostration as we slid through the sky toward them.

	He pointed out a large open area for us to land in as nervous energy flowed through me.  Ok, this was going to be interesting.

	




Chapter 24 – The Lady

	After a couple hours of Richardson convincing his people that we were not The Lady's emissaries, and describing in short what had occurred in the lands of the D.C., he had men armed with javelins, block all of the people shouting questions to our people, then asked me to be sure, “You are positive you wish to speak with the Lady?  Only the prophets ever return from her, and it would mean your physical end.”

	I ghosted my arm in the air, leaving multiple afterimages as I said with a surety I was starting to not feel, “I've got a little advantage.  I'm sure The Lady will be lenient.”

	My family, not to mention everyone with us that had been stuffed on the two swift airships, had expressed their dissent and displeasure with what I was planning on doing.

	It took Alexandru stating like they were all being silly, “I was there the day our Laney fell from the heavens.  And she had but the barest shadow of the power she now possesses back then, and yet she still survived.  A goddess may be formidable, but we are talking about the first Great Mother of Sparo here, Kingdom Killer, the Peacebringer, and Healer of Nations.  Do you doubt her?”

	Peacebringer?  That was a new one.  When is everyone going to stop giving me new names?

	Everyone but Jezelle looked to seriously consider that before inclining their heads in acceptance.  The woman wished to perform her duty even now, even knowing that where I could survive she could not.  And it frustrated her to no end to be left behind... again.  I really needed to apologize to her when we got back home, didn't I?

	Celeste looked more resigned, anxious, and a little upset with me, but she knew I just had to know.  I would spend many a sleepless night wondering if I didn't do this now.  I was hopeful that whatever lay out there in those lava flats, that it might hold the answers that keep slipping through our fingers every time we get close.

	She whispered to me as she checked my armor and my gear, “Love, you really don't need to do this.”

	I gave her a quick peck on the lips as my eyes were drawn to the south, and it was Shanny slipping her smaller hand into her mother's and whispering with wide, watery eyes, “Yes, mom, she does.”

	Then before I could change my mind, I just started walking onto the flats, backward, calling out, “Love you all.  I'll be back soon.”  I would have taken the radio, but we've learned they don't work well in high radiation environments for some reason.

	Rain, Sylvia, and Celeste just hugged the kids to them as I marched out in a display of confidence I didn't feel.  Doppelgangers stepped forward in time, leaving me just ghosting across the forbidden expanse as my body started heating more with every step.  “Yup, this was a really bad idea.”

	Richardson had said that The Lady slept just over the horizon, so just over two miles.  I'd have the answers I was seeking in short order then.

	Just ten minutes later, I saw my destination on the horizon and sighed, knowing what it was as I have seen it in my visions.  Step by step, that giant corroding woman, that Statue of Liberty, the New Colossus grew in front of me.

	This was their lady.  There were no answers here.  Just the ramblings of prophets who were losing their minds to the sickness of the Atomics.

	My journey took but forty-five minutes, and I stood in front of her, buried in the lava rock, Only half of her head visible staring unseeing eyes up to the heavens.  And farther over sticking up at an extreme angle was her arm, rising from the Earth, grasping a torch, whose flame had long since crumbled away.

	I was spooling so much energy now I could feel the burn of it in every cell.  I knew I'd have to release it soon before it started doing damage, but I hesitated for some reason.  I realized that through the buzz of the energy buildup I could taste the metal the Colossus was made of and my eyes widened.  Copper!  The most valuable substance on Earth.  And here was this huge sculpture that was made of it!

	Even more ludicrous was the fact that Lady Liberty had somehow not melted into slag in a sea of molten lava.  Was it just to taunt us?

	All the frustration of the mission, the crushing failure of it came crashing down upon me like a physical weight, pressing me down to my knees, and I just screamed, cursing the heavens for dangling the answers we sought, to restore the world that was, to bring us to parity with the Great Wizards of the Before.  So that we could send a message to those who came after us that We were Here!  We were Sparo and we were here!

	When my voice had been reduced to just a wheezing rant, I stopped and composed myself.  I wiped my tears on the sleeve of my cloak when something glinting in the light of Father Sol as he dipped lower in the sky.  I stepped up to a half-melted plaque that was partially buried in the stone.

	Most of the words on the plaque were unreadable, but what I could see resonated in my being.

	[A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame is the imprisoned lightning, and her name Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command... Cries she with silent lips. "Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free... I lift my lamp beside the golden door!]

	And as the power building inside me threatened to consume me, I had an epiphany.  All these years, all these centuries, Sparo has striven to restore mankind to her former glory.  We chased the past, trying to re-live it.  Trying to be what the people of the Before had been.  Thinking them greater than we.

	But now I saw it all.  We survived when they had not.  The flame which burns inside of every citizen of our realms is a fire that cannot be quenched.  Why do we try to restore what the people who came before us had when we could be so much more?  We could be a beacon to all who have survived, and we can build a better world than the Great Wizards ever had.  All who wished for that freedom to be, to live, to love, can look to us and Sparo will rise to the occasion.  Uniting the broken world and becoming more than the sum of our parts.

	The thought of what Misty and Ingr had accomplished with their new, blended, persistent magics had me spinning to look at the outstretched arm with the extinguished torch.  I pulled myself ahead in time to be standing beneath the torch before I started moving.

	Then I silently screamed one last time to the heavens as I released all of the power I had spooled, and wrapped it with my magik of the spirit, my stolen magic of the mind, and tamed the blackness inside of me to bind it all with its inky power and my will.

	In an explosion of light, a blinding amber column of light stretched beyond the sky, it would burn here until the stars grew cold and the world stopped spinning.  And anyone on other planets around those stars who saw it would know it signaled the new age of mankind, the beacon to signal Sparo rising!

	And I cried happy tears as I turned and started stumbling back toward my waiting family, knowing that I, Laney Herder, chicken farmer of Wexbury was blessed to live in this new time of heroes.

	




Epilogue

	I smiled at my children, nestled in their beds, and closed the ancient journal of Great Mother Laney of Sparo.  How incredible it must have been, living in those times some eight hundred years ago.  “And that, my lovelies, is the story of the chicken herder who founded the House of Laney... our house. Your ancestor...  before she became Prime.  The other journals of her hundred-year reign are another thing altogether.”

	I kissed their foreheads and tickle tucked my twins in. “Now it's time to get to sleep.  I read your bedtime story.”

	Little Ingr pleaded, "Can we hear the story of Verna of Wexbury tomorrow night momma?”

	Dru blurted, “It's my turn to pick! I wanna hear the story of Great Mother Misty next.”

	I chuckled as I waved the light off with a whisper of magic as I reached the door. “We'll see children, there's still so many stories to tell. Sleep tight.  I love you more than the moons.  Dream of castles and knights.”

	“Love you, momma.”  

	“Love ya, mommy, g'night.”

	I shut the door and smiled.  They were the lights of my life.  A sweet voice called to me from the living room, “Laney?  Are they asleep?”

	With a sigh, I flopped into the couch, and placed the journal on the side table then turned to my wife.  With an absent dismissing gesture of my hand, the holographic entertainment unit went dark as I kissed her, and giggled, into her lips, I said, “I can think of better things to do than watch your sappy romantic comedies, Misha.”

	She smiled into the kiss and all was right in Sparo.

	The End
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Sample chapter from my scif/paranormal book Worldship Files: Leviathan...

	Chapter 1 – Irontown

	I navigated my hovering Tac-Bike through the streets of Irontown on C-Ring, Beta-Stack.  Another disturbance was reported in the bulkhead corridors.  People moved out of the way as my warning beacon strobed.  Air traffic was light and I considered heading above street level.  This inner ring, like most of the inner rings, was inhabited mostly by Humans and a few unsavories like Sprites, witches, and a few shifters.  Which is why I get dispatched here.

	I usually get the shit calls, since I was Human too.  Why should the Enforcers Brigade be any different than anyone else on the Worldship?  Equal opportunity bigotry is the one thing leftover from the old world, that old home called Earth that is just a legend to most of us here on the Leviathan.

	I've always thought the stories were just old folktales to keep us lower races in line, that idea that there ever was a place of Open Air, where machines and the ship's oxygen processing systems were not needed to keep us breathing, to keep us alive.  But I have questioned it a few times when I've met a couple of the Old Earth Fae who say they were there on the day five thousand years ago when the Leviathan left the orbit of that dying planet.

	And Fae... well everyone knows that the Fae cannot lie.  Which makes them the best deceivers of all the races, they can spin the truth to make you believe anything they wish and not tell a single lie while doing it.  And being in the Brigade, I've seen the outer rings, the lush forests and villages, and rivers that they modeled after Earth.  I can almost imagine what it would be like if those forests went on forever instead of being constrained to just a mile wide strip in the fifty-mile diameter torus of the A-Rings.

	It is hard to believe that each of the four A-Rings has almost two thousand square miles of space, four times that of the crowded C-Rings.  Even more than the surface of the seven-mile diameter asteroid encased in the Heart sphere located... well located in the heart of the Leviathan.  The workers and ore extractors there have virtually no gravity, so they can't even come farther out than the small D-Rings without requiring exoskeleton support or magic buffs to support their brittle bone structure in the higher gravity of the spinning rings.

	I went past the outer markets then parked and mag-locked my Tactical Bike at one of the many entrances to the labyrinth of corridors, living, and working units of the slums in the bulkhead spaces, assigned to the people who couldn't afford to live outside in the cities and villages crowding the ring's environmental envelope.

	An advertisement for cybernetic eye implants was playing across the door, damn taggers with their interactive graffiti were getting so commercial lately.  Whatever happened to simple gang tagging or art expressionism?  Now it was all about making an extra token chit or two.

	I tapped a code on my wrist panel, to inform engineering to come out and strip the programmable paint from the structure as I just shook my head.  It's no wonder us humans have such a bad reputation for being slacker trash that's only good for reclamation for fertilizer for the farms, or sucking hard vacuum in space.

	It wasn't worth reviewing the surveillance footage to track down the tagger, it was a minor offense and wasn't worth having his or her meal cards set to rationing mode for a month.  That sort of thing just promotes the rash of homeless in the lower rings when they can't eat properly to stay healthy enough to work.  Not everyone had jobs that made enough chit to supplement their meal cards with fresh food if needed.

	Sometimes as an Enforcer, we have to choose our battles.  The others from Beta Squad, either call me soft because I let minor infractions like that slide, or null because, like all humans who weren't witches or shifters, had no magic of my own.  Ahhh there's that Leviathan bigotry in action again.

	Speaking of... a large tiger saw me step into the bulkhead corridors and it hissed and backed off as it changed to human and slipped into a living unit.  Ok, maybe the Brigade isn't as popular here in the lower rings as elsewhere on the ship, or 'on the world' as we locals say.

	I checked my wrist unit again, and muttered, “Oh go suck vacuum, Bulkhead J?”  Of course, it would be the maintenance corridors out by the Skin.  I sighed and started jogging through the semi-crowded corridors, people moving aside as I started the quarter-mile journey.  I should have just taken my Tac-Bike like the entitled asses of the other squads do, siren wailing and forcing people out of the way.

	The deeper I went, the fewer people I passed, until it was only the back hall vagrants.  I kicked the hoof of a Satyr just to make sure he was still breathing.  What the hells was he doing down here?  When he groaned and opened his eyes, he started cursing me in Old Fairy.  Who used Old Fairy anymore?

	I snapped at him in the same tongue, “Get up, get out, and get sober.”

	He staggered to his hooves and took the bottle of spirits with him, muttering, “Fuckin' null.”  Ok, apparently he spoke Ship Common too.

	I snorted and sighed, then started jogging toward the reported disturbance.  Could they at least have classified it?  Was it just someone shitting in the corridor or someone threatening to open a breach in the Skin?

	On that thought, I paused at one of the massive breach seal blast doors as I passed from the section, at a sound.  I saw flickering lights around the door seams of the emergency manual door release.  I stepped over, shook my head then pulled the small door open and growled out, “Hey, get out of there, now!  I'll pin your wings and haul your little asses in right now if you don't make yourselves scarce.  And hey!  Put that linkage back!  We'd all be sucking vacuum if there was a meteoroid strike and this section decompressed without us being able to operate the door.”

	One of the glowing, five-inch tall humanoids with large moth-like wings hissed at me and waved me off. “Get lost, null.”

	I muttered to myself, “Sprites.”  Then I said as I pointed back toward the exit, “Out now, you filthy scavengers.”

	Two of the trio looked up from where they were trying to pull a linkage free, their eyes shooting from my face to my scatter armor to the badge and guns at my waist.  They looked at their companion then took flight, leaving a trail of that damn itchy wing dust in their wake.

	The third called after them in his... or her... or its squeaky voice; I always got pronoun headache with a three sex-species like Sprites, “Cowards!  We can get ten chit for this!”  Then it looked at me, harrumphed, then slammed the little access door in my face.  The cheeky little shit.

	I yanked it open again and the Sprite had the balls to cast at me.  I didn't even bother dropping my talisman reinforced visor on my helmet with a thought.  The spell sparked from its finger and dissipated against my scatter armor as it lived up to its namesake.

	I reached into the box and grabbed the little ass by the wings, pinching them together as I hauled it out to hold up in front of my face.  What had it been thinking, even without my armor, Sprites were the bottom of the magic community food chain, right below Faeries.  The most it could accomplish against a human is to sting or make a slightly uncomfortable rash with its magic.

	I asked as I cocked an eyebrow,  “You want me to add assaulting an Enforcer to the list of charges?  If you're lucky, they'll have you cleaning out grease traps in the food districts instead of the urinals in the D-Ring.”

	It swung little fists at my fingers uselessly as it dangled from its wings.  “You're like all the other Bigs.  If I were your size you'd be quaking in your fancy-schmancy boots like every other man.”

	“I'm a woman, are you visually impaired as well as stupid?”

	It growled, “Man, woman?  All you nulls look the same to me.”

	I sighed and said, “You aren't winning any points here.”  I scanned it with my wrist unit and an ID popped up.  Ah, a third gender, a pollinator, I would have mistaken it for a girl, but I could see the feminine androgyny in it now.  “Graz.  No surname?  You're not that old are you?”

	The Fae and other preternatural races became known to the humans of Old Earth when they stepped forward to help construct the Leviathan so that all the races could escape the slowly expanding sun.  In those days most preternatural people had only a single name.  They didn't start taking surnames until a few hundred years after the Exodus launch to Eridani Prime, the new world our people will call home at the end of our ten thousand year journey.

	We were only halfway there, and I and every Human on board would never see it, only the Fae and the Vampires had the chance of seeing the end of our voyage.  Us Humans were not blessed with long lives, we burned bright for just around two centuries, then died.  So it would still be thirty or forty generations before a human would set foot on the Ground, under Open Air.

	It harrumphed and crossed its arms over its chest, and gods be damned if it wasn't cute as hell.  “My parents were traditionalists, living on a farm, and couldn't pronounce grass right.”

	Answered like a true Fae, it wasn't exactly a yes or a no, why were they always so evasive?  The lesser Fae could lie, unlike the Greater Fae.

	I sighed and said, “I tell you what Graz, I'll overlook your little indiscretions if you just make yourself scarce and promise not to scavenge from critical emergency systems again.  I'm on a disturbance call right now back at Bulkhead J, and don't have the time or desire to deal with you too, besides the paperwork is a bitch.”

	The purplish-pink color drained from Graz's face and it said, “Bulkhead J?  The screaming?  You don't want to go back there, it's...”  The Sprite trailed off, shook its head and asked, “Just... it's better to walk away officer...”

	I offered, “Shade, Knith Shade.”

	“Shade.”

	Letting the Sprite go, it buzzed its wings to stay in my face and asked, “You're going back there anyway, aren't you?”  It actually looked scared... even though it was virtually immortal... well as long as nobody killed it.

	I nodded. “It's my job.”

	The Sprite looked back the way I came as it licked its lips, contemplating my offer.  Then it did the last thing I would expect a Sprite, which were flighty annoyances who looked out for only themselves, to do, and said, “I can show you where the screams came from.”

	Then it added quickly, “Not that I care what happens to another Big.  Just if something happens to you, I'm stealing those MMGs you're carrying.”

	I snorted and patted my stunners, or Magic Mitigating Guns, as I pointed out, “Like you could even lift one, you flying rat.”

	It buzzed up and sat on my shoulder grabbing the edge of my helmet. “You've got a smart mouth for a Big.”  Then before I could retort Graz pointed, “That way.”  Then it muttered, “Shade means nobody.”  I knew that, but like everyone else, we don't pick our own names.

	I sighed then started jogging in the direction it pointed.  Gods... I hope nobody from the squad finds out I was taking directions from a Sprite.
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