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Introduction by Michael Anderle
 
   Where does a story come from? As a reader, I want excitement, engagement, something new which causes the endorphins of my mind to flood me with pleasure as my eyes consume the words on the page.
 
   Or from my Kindle or iPad 
 
   Trying to cause the spark of creativity has been the focus of many authoring books, classes and probably a few chicken sacrifices, if we are honest as authors (even if we don’t share that with others - it is very hush, hush).
 
   Now, with the Inanna’s Circle Anthologies we have an amalgamation of research derived from experts in the field of human psychiatry applying the insights to a particular profession.
 
   Authors.
 
   We authors love being guinea pigs, right? I mean, where else do we get to be in the action, and then write about the action only to end up the protagonists in the story we are … Wow, I just confused myself here.
 
   So, we come to the second in the series of Inanna’s Circle short(er) stories. Stories derived from the concept of seeding ideas through the use of visual imagery. These seeds cause the growth of stories from the fertile minds of authors. Some authors, who will admit, that they had not had as much energy, vitality and creativity occur for a while. A few, perhaps, that would admit the chicken sacrifices had not been working for a while.
 
   If ever.
 
   But, the wonderful, awesome, and freaking amazing feedback that happened when the first group of authors joined the game caused both originals to come back, and new ones to ‘try it out’.
 
   Why?
 
   Because it worked. It worked at the level that authors live. Pulling from a subconscious mind, in a method we often can’t explain, stories that have lain dormant. Waiting for the right type of water to feed them and allow them to spring forth. The use of imagery provided by SIL lit a fire under our collective author’s butts. That excitement bubbled up to become what you are holding in your hands now.
 
   The continued personal development of authors and what they are learning has created a unique camaraderie within the group, edifying them as authors and people. Authors who have joined together in this game and frankly? We the readers are all blessed to have the opportunity to read these, knowing the variance comes from many minds, but a limited amount of seeds.
 
   As SIL-Creative continues to merge the learning they have from decades with businesses and marketing we (authors) are now jointly helping teach SIL what helps make us tick. And, in return, they are providing tools and skills to allow us to know ourselves a little bit better.
 
   Finally, perhaps, giving us the seeds we can use to continue our own growth.
 
   May the authors in this book, the readers who enjoy them, and the researchers and teams from SIL and the Universities across the world that are part of this join together to bring something amazing into the world.
 
    
 
   The Next Amazing Story.
 
    
 
   Enjoy!
 
    
 
   Michael Anderle
 
    
 
   Author - The Kurtherian Gambit Series
 
   Founder - 20BooksTo50k
 
   Most Importantly? Reader
 
   


  
 

Foreword
 
   As usual, I cannot blame anyone else for my situation. After the exhilaration of the first Inanna’s Circle Anthology, I could have stopped in exhaustion, wallowing in the satisfaction of completing a totally new creative game, and basking in the glow of successful execution of a profoundly powerful industrial psychology experiment into the creative process. I did none of those things. It is true that I felt the emotions that accompany the creation of something new and the discovery of intriguing facets in a field of study. However, I somehow missed the advanced course in wallowing and basking. 
 
   The first Inanna’s Circle game was so wildly successful that we had a waiting list of people for the next one. I was getting inquiries on a daily basis concerning the start for the next game. Normally, that would not have pushed me to action, but there was more. 
 
   The authors in the first game had trackable improvements in ALL of their skills. Word production was WAY up, writing was clearer, more engaging, and better suited to target markets. When I asked if they were interested in another round of the game, the vast majority gave me a resounding “YES.” Granted, we had one that was so freaked out that the rapid skill improvement that she could not face the thought of another game anytime soon, but overall the authors that had survived the first one were open (schedule permitting) to do it again. 
 
   When you put proof that the game could help authors hone their skills together with the list that were interested in playing – poof! We have a new game round. Only this time we have 15 instead of 8 authors!!
 
   Inanna’s Circle Game is modeled loosely after a television cooking show called Chopped. The game concept is that at a particular time a group of writers opens a mystery box. In the box will be the proposed ingredients for their story. There are a group of character descriptions, prose snippets, and scene descriptions. Each author must use a minimum of one from each category inside of their story. They may modify the exact verbiage of the story component but must stay true to the overall spirit and intent.
 
   There’s no restriction on genre or story form although each story is required to be at least 10,000 words long, which technically puts it in the classification of novelette. The authors had only six days to complete the first draft of their story. 
 
   After the first draft, the stories are proofread by a group of volunteers, run through a semantic analysis program called SCARE to identify weaknesses and market strategies, modified by the authors, and put out to a beta reader group. This is a workshop disguised as a game, disguised as a diversion.
 
   So the game started. Named after the early Mesopotamian deity of words, syntax, and writing, and using her symbol as the game icon, the gameplay was launched. With writers checking the posting site for the mystery box opening on a minute by minute basis, the categories of required elements were revealed. Gameplay ensued, with the creative community spirit of a writers’ Gellenschaft birthing far more than anyone could have expected. The camaraderie that has grown among the members of the group has exceeded even my hopes and fills me with thankful pride.
 
   Not only did everyone exceed the 10 K level, a sizable portion of the game group wrote multiple times the minimum. In six days!
 
   The mystery box ingredients were designed around sparking creativity and understanding some of the unique advantages to cooperative, interactive writer communities. Here is what the writers opened their box to see.
 
   Characters
 
   You must use at least one of the following characters. You may develop their depth and aspects to fit your story. They may be major or minor players in your story, but must be identifiable.
 
    
    	Short, rotund scholar, with wise, old-looking eyes and rumpled clothing, obsessive about horses.
 
    	First in scout, intrepid explorer, traveling where others did not go. Picky about alcohol, fanatic about his transport, easy in other ways. Loves bright colors and big guns. Can't resist a dare. Left the quiet farm of his boyhood and never looked back.
 
    	Insectoid being, three meters tall, ichor dripping from its mandibles, sizzling slightly when it lands on metal.
 
    	Captain of a ship with decades of experience, gruff in manner, walks with a pronounced limp from battles unmentioned. Protective of cat, ship, and crew, and a fire-warped plaque that no one can read.
 
    	Middle-aged woman with gray hair and a wicked glint in her eye, has a penchant for poison
 
    	Big girl, loud, with cheerfully off-key singing voice. Emotions not only on her sleeve but surrounded in blinking lights. Intense in reaction, mind like a bouncing ball. Subject to impossible jumps of intuition.
 
    	A cloven-hooved slave, with auburn hair
 
    	Bartending brothers. One always in the day, one appears at night. Day guy is quiet and efficient, night one cheerfully and fast. Both talk about life in the mercenaries until retirement. Day guy missing part of the left hand, night guy has an artificial right leg. Neither can sing.
 
    	Small winged female, with one torn and damaged wing, shy and frightened
 
    	Prissy and precise bureaucrat. Procedures must be followed, even in the middle of battle. Considers excitement to be using alternative punctuation.
 
    	Genial politician. Smiles constantly, hates children and the color orange. Prone to outbursts and violence with staff, but always behind closed doors.
 
    	Exhausted warrior, dressed in a ripped and blood-stained uniform, standing erect
 
    	Bartender and bouncer both, former Marine, one blue and one red eye, never talks about the wars that he has seen
 
   
 
   Scenes
 
   One of the following scenes must be incorporated into the story. These are just bare bone identifications and may be edited as you choose.
 
    
    	A crowded restaurant, loud cacophony of sounds, hard to be heard in a private conversation, smells redolent of spice and grilling meat.
 
    	Pink frilly bedroom, lit by the soft glow of the rising sun.
 
    	Transport with seats and accommodations for hundreds of people, echoing strangely around the four, lonely and isolated travelers seated.
 
    	Rings of ash, splashing out in a pattern of increasing density. Air acrid with unidentifiable odors. Shocked silence.
 
    	Open roadway, pristine surface. Looks brand new, with no tracks or signs of wear.
 
    	A packed, overnight flight, with no open seats. Body found in the bathroom, with a slashed throat and missing eyes.
 
    	Table groaning with an abundance of food, a gourmand’s dream of heaven. Food perfect temperature, always fresh.
 
    	Dense grove of trees, quiet with only the sounds of birdsong to break the peace. Calming to the soul, but the back of the neck tells you that something is watching.
 
    	Working circle, inscribed with sigils and lit by candles. Incense heavy in the air. Strange hum is growing in intensity.
 
    	Empty theater, food scattered and flung, abandoned possessions. Blood-drenched seats right by the stage, curtains torn and yanked partially off the side of the stage
 
   
 
   Snippets
 
   You must use one of the following within the story. You may edit it to fit in with your writing style, as long as the overall form and concepts are maintained.
 
    
    	The sound of her cloven hooves striking the pavement of the alleyway echoed like a snare drum as she prepared for the evening’s entertainment.
 
    	The lawyer sat down at the table, smiled menacingly, and said, “Deal…”
 
    	The room was ice cold, drafts swirled around their ankles. She turned to him and said, “Not again!”
 
    	Damn! How did I end up in a place like this again?! I thought I had learned enough to avoid dealing with the powers-that-be until I could leave!!
 
    	The cloaked figure overlooked the town from the tower, brooding on the injustice of the world.
 
    	Slamming the hilt of the weapon into his opponent’s skull, he heard the ripe sound of a melon breaking and the murmured passing of someone’s life.
 
    	It was the landmark that was hated by all of the local people, but the one that any visitor to the area wanted to see.
 
    	A bright light that seemed to fold in on itself, before exploding into a tunnel of coruscating colors.
 
    	The smell of hot metal, the screech of acceleration were the last things sensed before oblivion took the world away.
 
    	The sound she heard reminded her of a zipper slowly opening
 
   
 
   There were actually two things going on with the game. On the surface was the game itself. Creatively competitive and supportive, it speaks to the underlying need to create that many authors have and couples it with an intensive learning immersion. Authors have fun, are challenged to exceed, and come from the game with something that is marketable.
 
   The second level is an industrial psychology experiment into the creative process. Loading the ingredients with a controlled set of aspects that blended imagery, abstract prose, and other dimensions, how would this group of awesome writers treat the components? Would they pick the ones I thought were probable? How would the game interaction affect their motivation and productivity?
 
   How each author incorporated the components into their stories provides a wonderful glimpse into their creative vision and writing skill. I hope you enjoy this anthology as much as all of us have enjoyed creating it.
 
    
 
   Kat Lind
 
   kat@sil-creativesense.com
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Inanna’s Circle Game – Take Flight
 
   Welcome to Inanna’s Circle Game, the contest where authors challenge themselves against their individual body of work, creative spark, and the surprise ingredients of a mystery box. We invite you into the worlds and tales that our second challenge has produced.
 
    [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   Editor Comments – Mayhem on the Orchid Isle
 
   We start the anthology with a clever and amusing story by an accomplished writer. Aysia’s ghost-talking, mystery-solving heroine is back to serve up her unique combination of catering and adventure from the warm, exotic state of Hawaii.
 
   This writer’s use of the mystery box components is so clever and seamlessly integrated that you will have to check the list to determine which are her required elements. The story blends them all into a whole that shows the rising skill of a writer well on her way to excellence.
 
   Story Introduction by Aysia Amery
 
   Ginger and Jemma are trapped on the Big Island during a tropical storm at a horse ranch where somebody’s playing out Agatha Christie’s ‘And Then There Were None.’ But with their own Menehune version.
 
   As victims drop one by one like rotting fruit on a mango tree, can our amateur sleuth with the help of her quirky assistant find the murderer(s) in time or will they be the 9th and 10th Menehune victim? Unfortunately, again, the ghosts are no help!
 
   Author’s Note
 
   Many Hawaii-born locals speak in what we call ‘pidgin.’ I’ve used it minimally, if at all, but there will be some local lingo.
 
   In some places, I’ve also included descriptions of words in parentheses (instead of creating a glossary) so that you’re not taken out of the story to have to look it up. For example: pupu (appetizer). 
 
   I hope you get a little flavor of the islands through my stories. Aloha!
 
   Mayhem on the Orchid Isle
 
   Chapter 1
 
   “So we’re invited to a ranch in Waipio Valley on the Big Island?” Jemma asked as we packed up a few culinary tools. 
 
   The ranch was to supply us with everything we needed, including the groceries. But what I would never do was use somebody else’s cutlery.
 
   My chef’s knives were as personal to me as a customized katana was to a samurai warrior. If this ranch had dull knives, it would be like slicing paper-thin morsels of meat or fish with a letter opener. No way would that happen. It’s not only a pain in the okole but doggone dangerous too.
 
   “Yup. Sounds fun, huh?” I replied.
 
   “I’ve only been to the Big Island once so I’m looking forward to it. Too bad Reese can’t go.”
 
   “Yeah, he would’ve enjoyed it since they’ve included us in the activities even though we’re there for work. We’ll get to go on a horseback riding tour through the valley.”
 
   “That is so cool, Ginger.” No sooner did Jemma say that when a naughty glint gleamed her eye. “Oh, and I’ll be giving Reese the full details of the exciting excursion when we get back. I’ll have him drooling and wishing he hadn’t missed it.”
 
   “You are truly evil, you know that?” I laughed, shaking my head at her naughtiness.
 
   “Is there any other way to live?” Jemma smiled like the Wicked Queen did when she’d given Snow White the poisoned apple.
 
   “Okay, we best get the menu planned so I can let them know what ingredients to buy,” I told her.
 
   “How many are we preparing for?”
 
   “Eight guests and two employees.”
 
   “So with us, that’ll make twelve?”
 
   “I’m so glad you can count.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes at me. I should roll my eyes at her. She’s the one who asked the silly question.
 
   Jemma jumped as though a dart pricked her.
 
   “I have to get riding gear,” she said.
 
   “Jemma, you’re not gonna be galloping around the Ponderosa like Hoss. You can just wear jeans and walking shoes. They only recommend long pants and covered footwear. No chaps or spurs required.” I smiled.
 
   “Hey, you can be Hoss. I’m Little Joe. Michael Landon was cuter.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Can’t I at least buy a cowgirl hat? Don’t you think I’ll look so cool in one?” I knew she was playing me as she always did.
 
   “Why not get a sombrero and poncho while you’re at it and make like Clint Eastwood. That’ll be even cooler, no?” I played her right back.
 
   “Too bad I gave up smoking. I could roll my own tobacco and strike a match on my boot.” Her wide-eyed enthusiasm had me wondering if she was serious. Nah, she couldn’t be.
 
   “I think giving up the emphysema or lung cancer was the better choice,” I said, half-joking and half-serious. I could empathize with anyone trying to quit that habit. It wasn’t easy.
 
   “Okay, so let’s get this menu wrapped up so I can go shopping.” I swear her smile went past her ears.
 
   If that woman showed up packing more than an overnighter, I was gonna throw her under the airplane. Helping her haul around a truckload of luggage wasn’t in my plans. For just a weekend stay? Forget that.
 
   Jemma better be kidding about the shopping. Sigh.
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   I’ve been to the Big Island a few times. Certainly more than Jemma has. But that didn’t happen until I was in my thirties. Funny how we can live all our lives somewhere and take things for granted. 
 
   Out of the other visitable Hawaiian Islands, my toes have never wiggled in the sands of Molokai yet. One day Blaine and I will have to do that trip unless a gig takes me there.
 
   “How long is the drive from Hilo to Waipio Valley?” Jemma asked as the clouds still blanketed the view below us.
 
   “About an hour and a half.” 
 
   “I hope they’ve got a comfortable, air-conditioned car,” she said.
 
   A flight attended held out a trash bag, and Jemma threw her empty juice cup into it. 
 
   “I suppose hitting the resort shops are out.”
 
   “This isn’t a vacation, Jemma.”
 
   Jemma preferred shopping to sightseeing. Me? I’d choose gallivanting through the rural areas where the landscape took my breath away any day. 
 
   The splendor of the lush green valleys and cliffs overlooking bays with black sand beaches taunted by the cerulean ocean kissing their shores, sometimes with rolling white-foamed peaks and at other times with tender caresses—yes, that was what got my adrenalin pumping and my spirits to soar high.
 
   I did love indulging at foodie cafes and restaurants though, so there’s that. But driving along the Hamakua Coast with the wind messing up my hair, gasping at the grandeur of nature’s magnificence, was fine by me.
 
   Once the plane punched through the clouds, my eyes cast upon the desert landscape below. 
 
   It always amazed me how vast and barren the Big Island was. There was more land than could ever be developed. 
 
   My gaze followed the blackened tar-looking paths of the past lava flows as they snaked their way from the volcano to the sea. 
 
   The historical flows ranged from 1851 to 1984. And as of today, the Kilauea Volcano has erupted continuously since 1983. 
 
   Blaine and I will have to make that trek one day to witness the lava flowing into the ocean. What a sight that must be.
 
   After the plane touched down, and having retrieved my knives from baggage, Jemma and I headed out to the curbside.
 
   A man in khaki cargo shorts and a coffee-colored t-shirt held a sign with my name on it. He looked in his late twenties. His smiling white teeth greeted us, and he introduced himself as Evan.
 
   Taking hold of our bags, he led us to where he had parked his black Jeep Cherokee. We hopped in and were on our way.
 
   To make a long journey short (since the non-stop drive from Hilo wasn’t exactly filled with adventure), the road into Waipio Valley was a single-lane 45-degree angle of harrowing steepness. Only a 4x4 could make this trip, and in low gear, I might add.
 
   Once we reached the bottom, Evan drove us through wet unpaved roads, and even over a running stream. It was quite an experience; one for which I was glad to be a passenger rather than the driver.
 
   “Oh my god. I need a Dramamine,” Jemma said as she white-knuckled the handle strap above her door and wobbled to and fro. With Jemma’s full-figured G-sized boobs, she also jiggled.
 
   I had to laugh. I wondered what riding a horse would do to her.
 
   Other than the rocky ride, the scenery was stunning! Enormous cliffs, thousands of feet high, majestically bookended the beach bay below. I inhaled the raw greenness that scented the air like freshly cut grass after a rain. I loved that smell.
 
   “We’re here,” Evan said as the engine’s rumble quieted to a purr. A few crackles and hisses managed to escape before the car drifted into its slumber.
 
   I couldn’t wait to stretch my legs after that long ride. 
 
   As I exited the vehicle, I regarded the two-story plantation-style ranch house that stood before us like an aging actress on stage for hours under sweltering spotlights. It seemed to have good bones though. The architecture brought to mind the home in that 70s television series The Waltons. 
 
   “Ainalani Ranch,” I said aloud yet to myself as I read the welcoming sign above the front porch. In Hawaiian, aina was ‘land,’ and lani meant ‘heavenly.’
 
   I heard a whinny. 
 
   Unless Jemma had nasal congestion, I figured the horses were close-by. 
 
   My eyes veered left to the stables, and sure enough, sleek, muscular-legged creatures from shiny black to dark and light brown chocolate to albino white came into view. They were gorgeous.
 
   As Evan grabbed our bags, I noticed there weren’t any other vehicles. Either Evan or another hand chauffeured the guests here as they did us, or perhaps the others hadn’t arrived yet.
 
   I wondered what would happen in case of an emergency. Just like me to go there right now.
 
   I checked my cell phone. 
 
   Dang. No service.
 
   “Jemma, does your cell phone show a connection?”
 
   She pulled hers from her purse. “Nope.”
 
   Great. I hated not having cell phone service. We’ve become so dependent on it for everything—emergencies being one of them. They must have a landline here, so we’d have to use that if we needed to.
 
   Evan led us up the porch steps into the house.
 
   Inside, it was cozy. At least there’d be warmth from a fireplace should the night air chill. Two sofas sat across from each other with a koa coffee table between them. A few recliners nestled here and there. Pictures of paniolos (Hawaiian cowboys) on horseback deco’d the walls.
 
   “Aloha,” a woman’s voice greeted us.
 
   I turned to look in her direction. She smiled.
 
   “Hi,” I said. “Are you Kat?”
 
   “Yes. You must be Ginger?” She looked at Jemma. “And you’re...”
 
   “This is my assistant Jemma.”
 
   Jemma gave Kat her friendly smile but no flash of teeth.
 
   “You’re the first to arrive. The guests will be here in the next few hours. That’ll give you time to get settled and prepare what you need for tonight’s dinner.”
 
   “Yes, it’ll be great if we could freshen up,” I said. “But we’ll have everything ready on time for tonight.”
 
   “I have no doubt about your capabilities.”
 
   I smiled my thanks.
 
   “Evan will show you to your quarters. You’ll be sharing a room closer to where I’m rooming. It’s separate from the guests.”
 
   I guess the client considered us workers after all. I was fine with that. As long as they didn’t put us in the stables.
 
   “Sounds good,” I said.
 
   “When you’re ready, I’ll show you where the kitchen is, and you can make sure we got all the ingredients you asked for. We double-checked the list so you should be good to go.” 
 
   Kat sounded like an organized, ‘in control,’ and capable person. 
 
   I decided to avoid touching people this gig because I didn’t want to see any past lives for now. The flashes always took a bit out of me. Since my touch had to be for more than a few seconds, at least I could control it to some extent.
 
   “Thanks, Evan,” I said as he dropped our bags to the floor next to our beds.
 
   He gave me a nod and left.
 
   “What do you think of this place?” Jemma asked as we hung our clothes in the closet and tucked our undies and jeans into drawers.
 
   “It’s kinda cool. I’ve never stayed at a ranch before so it’ll be a fun experience.”
 
   “Me too.” Then she looked at me as though she’d lost her puppy.
 
   “What?” I asked, wondering why the change in mood.
 
   “Did you bring a blow dryer?”
 
   “For crying out loud, Jemma, we’re not at a luxury resort. We’re out on a ranch with smelly horses and manure scattered everywhere. Nobody is gonna care about your perfect hair.” Even though I admonished her, I cracked up inside. “You always look good anyway, so stop worrying.”
 
   “So I take it that’s a no?”
 
   Gah! Too late to trade her in for Reese. Sigh.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Out back of the kitchen, Kat took us to a small carport-like area. Crates and baskets set on two long wooden tables refuged an abundance of freshly picked fruits, vegetables, herbs and home-baked bread. I thought we might be in an Iron Chef challenge. There were enough ingredients here fit for a wedding banquet.
 
   I opened the outdoor fridge to find the seafood and meats I had requested. Everything seemed as though it had been caught or butchered that morning. What they brought here amazed me.
 
   “Is everything to your liking?” Kat asked. She had to know by my smiling face that it was.
 
   “Yes, more than you know,” I said. If only my vendors back home gave me this kind of service. Not always did they provide the freshest batch.
 
   “Good. I’m happy to hear that.” Kat seemed pleased with herself. She should be if she spearheaded this spread.
 
   “I’ll gather the guests in the dining area at six o’clock for dinner service. Will that be enough time for you?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, I got your schedule, and we’ll have everything good to go.”
 
   “Great. If you need anything, either Evan or I will be around, so just let us know.”
 
   “Are there only two of you running this entire ranch?” I would be surprised if that were the case.
 
   “Yes. We take care of everything here.”
 
   “Wow, that’s a lot of work for only two to handle.”
 
   “We manage quite well, actually. We’ve been doing this for a long time, so it’s like second nature to us.”
 
   I could relate to that. Doing something over and over and for most of your life becomes robotic after a while.
 
   Of course for me, creating new dishes wasn’t as monotonous as a daily routine. I preferred that anyway. Wouldn’t want boredom to consume me.
 
   “I’ve gotta get ready for the guests, so I’ll leave you to your task.” And with that, she went back into the house.
 
   “Holy spread,” Jemma said. “Can we use all this food?”
 
   “I’m sure some of it will be for the guests to snack on as is. There’s way more fruit and veggies here than we need for our dishes.”
 
   “Yeah. With twelve people, everyone will pack the fruit away by the end of this weekend.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re right,” I said, my eyes still panning over the feast fest.
 
   I took the menu out of my pocket. As I unfolded it, I said, “Okay, Jemma, you ready to roll?”
 
   “Well, I’m not here to bale hay, so I guess so,” she answered.
 
   I shined her a smile. “Let’s get to it then.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   All the guests had arrived, and at six o’clock on the dot we had everything ready to go.
 
   The dining room table seated twelve people. It wasn’t anything fancy, and was rather plain actually, but fit well with the ranch-style setting.
 
   Kat and Evan didn’t join their guests and instead helped us with refilling water and pouring wine.
 
   Every guest on this table seemed between forty and sixty. One or two might’ve been in their early sixties, but it was hard to tell. The military-looking guy with the crew cut and the woman with the long, straight black hair looked the youngest of the bunch.
 
   While we served the pupus, the guests started in on conversation.
 
   “I presume everyone here got an invitation like I did,” said the man with graying temples and a round-tipped nose. “Are you all here for the lottery of this prime piece of property?”
 
   “Yes, I got the same invitation,” the younger woman said.
 
   Others affirmed with a ‘yes’ or an unspoken nod.
 
   “Looks like we’re all here for the same reason,” the beefy crew-cut guy chimed in. Oh my, he seemed to have a case of the red eye. He had brilliant blue eyes, but the bloodshot one stood out like Rudolph’s nose.
 
   “Is the owner going to join us at some point?” the jovial man whose smile seemed painted on his face asked. He directed his question at Kat who stood across the table refilling a glass.
 
   Hmm, he scraped the tobiko (fish roe) off his sushi. 
 
   “No, the owner won’t be here. They’ve given me instructions for this weekend,” Kat replied, holding the pitcher of water with one hand while sliding her other hand underneath it.
 
   “Why wouldn’t the owner be here for such an important transaction?” the gray-templed man asked.
 
   “They couldn’t attend for health reasons,” Kat said. 
 
   “Are they dying?” That came from a woman with short brown hair that curled around her ears. 
 
   “I’d rather not say,” Kat replied. “I’m not sure the owner would appreciate me discussing their health issues.”
 
   There was silence for a moment. Everyone seemed to accept that. Nobody continued to pry on the issue.
 
   A rotund, scholarly-looking man with crow’s-feet eyes and an aloha shirt in need of ironing broke the silence. 
 
   “Well, I have to say that your employer promised a splendid meal, and they didn’t disappoint. With a first course like this, I’m looking forward to the rest. This is wonderful!”
 
   When he put his hands over his tummy he reminded me of Wimpy from Popeye the Sailor. I’m sure a cartoon character wouldn’t be his past life, but the imagery my thoughts flashed was similar to my past-life flashes. Too funny.
 
   “This is Chef Ginger Lee. She was responsible for a restaurant receiving their 3-star Michelin status,” Kat said.
 
   Somebody must’ve done their homework on me.
 
   I smiled sheepishly at the group. I might’ve turned a shade of red by the heat flushing my cheeks.
 
   “You were mentioned in the invitation. If the lottery wasn’t enough to get me here, your service this weekend would’ve still done the trick,” someone said.
 
   Oh my, flattery toward my creations was always welcomed. I have to say, my accomplishments in that regard made me tingle.
 
   “Thank you. You’re too kind.” I scuttled off to the kitchen to prepare the next dish. 
 
   I hoped by the time I returned they’d have changed the subject. Even though compliments thrilled me, I never knew quite how to act when accepting them. Must’ve been my upbringing. My mom always lectured me on being humble.
 
   “Why do you always run away when people praise you, Ginger?” Jemma scolded.
 
   I didn’t answer her. I busied myself with my task.
 
   Jemma knew when to drop a subject. “Did you hear what they said about this weekend being a lottery?” 
 
   I knew that would’ve intrigued her. It intrigued me.
 
   “Yeah. How interesting is that?” I said.
 
   “Who’d give all this beautiful land away for free? Crazy.”
 
   “Well, they didn’t say it was free. Lotteries for property can be for a price, but they get it for a bargain or something of the sort,” I said.
 
   “I dunno. I think this one is free. Some of them don’t look like they could afford it even at a discount. This property has to be worth millions. I’m sure the horses go with it too.”
 
   She could be right about that. The two younger guests and the scholarly-looking man didn’t seem to come from money. Although the clothes people wore weren’t always telling. I’ve known millionaires who preferred beach attire.
 
   “We’d better get these out there,” I told Jemma as I plated the last dish for the second course.
 
   Again I noticed the smiley man. This time he pushed aside the sliced orange peppers from his salad. He left the yellow ones. Did he have an aversion to the color orange?
 
   “I wonder how we got picked to receive an invite,” someone said.
 
   “Except for Representative Winters and Nadine James, does anybody know each other?” another asked.
 
   Most shook their heads as they glanced at each other. Seemed we had a politician among us. Wonder which one was Nadine James.
 
   “I liked your piece on medical marijuana, Nadine,” the crew-cut guy said.
 
   “Thanks,” was all she responded with. She had no interest in continuing a conversation with her fan. She did a nosedive right back into the salad once she acknowledged him.
 
   He took the hint and didn’t pursue it. Even though confidence emanated from his physique, maybe not so much was the case with handling the opposite sex. He reminded me of the boy next door who gulped and became tongue-tied every time the girl he secretly loved looked his way.
 
   “Representative Winters, I have a bone to pick with you about...”
 
   Since the dinner conversation wasn’t anything exciting, and I didn’t care to hear about their politics, I decided to head back into the kitchen and prep the next course.
 
   “I wonder how this group is going to get along by the end of the weekend,” Jemma said when she joined me again. “They seem to be a mixed bag.”
 
   “I don’t know, and I don’t care,” I replied. “The lottery part might prove interesting though. We’ll have to sit in so we can hear about that.”
 
   “Yeah, I wonder if they’re going to have to do something to win it, or if their names will just be pulled out of a hat.” Jemma got my plates ready for the entrée. “Or maybe they’ll have to participate like in Survivor. Wouldn’t that be a blast?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never watched that show,” I said, my voice monotone.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, Jemma, I’m just not into reality T.V. shows. Sorry.”
 
   She gave me a look that implied I might be the only person on the planet who didn’t watch reality T.V. Well I can attest that I’m not alone because Blaine doesn’t watch them either.
 
   Before Jemma could start in on the reasons I’ve been missing out, I told her, “These are ready to go.”
 
   Once she left with the four plates balanced on her arm, I finished plating the rest.
 
   Dinner seemed to drag on with idle conversation, but afterward when the guests adjourned to the living room things got a lot more interesting. 
 
   Kat poured nightcaps for those who wanted them. I had a small glass of port myself. 
 
   Jemma was over by the fireplace talking to the beefy crew-cut guy, smiling all gaga-like. Too funny. I’ll leave her to her flirting. 
 
   Before I could make up my mind on who I’d sit with to make conversation, the woman with the short brown hair approached me.
 
   “You created a heck of a meal tonight,” she said.
 
   “Thanks,” I replied. “I’m glad you liked it.”
 
   “I’m Sam.”
 
   “Ginger.” Oh wait, she knew that already since Kat had mentioned it at dinner.
 
   “Believe it or not, I wanted to be a chef, but I opted for psychiatry.”
 
   “Big switch there. What made you choose one over the other?” 
 
   From stimulating the taste buds to probing the mind—the paths were almost polar opposites. Both were challenging though.
 
   “I figured I could help more people as a psychiatrist than a chef. Also, my parents thought psychiatry a worthier career to support. My father was a doctor, so you know how that is.”
 
   Yes, having your parents’ support was definitely a plus when choosing a career. Financing the education wasn’t easy on your own. Having to work one’s way through college was difficult, but many people do it. I give them a lot of credit. 
 
   But still, between choosing something I’d rather do than something my parents would help pay for—I’d pick doing what I enjoyed in the end.
 
   “Do you have your own practice?” I asked her.
 
   “No, I work in a hospital and also a clinic. I handle children’s cases only. I deal mostly with those brought in by the state.” Sam took a sip of her drink.
 
   “What do you mean? Like orphans? Or those taken away from their parents?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What’s the youngest child you’ve treated?”
 
   “I’ve had a patient as young as seven.”
 
   “Oh my god. That’s so young. Something traumatic must’ve happened to them.” 
 
   I couldn’t imagine a child having psychological problems without a reason, unless they had a chemical imbalance.
 
   “Yes. A lot of my patients have had some sort of trauma that caused their issues. Sometimes I think treating kids is harder than adults.” She took another swig.
 
   Just then, the short, rotund scholarly-looking man joined us.
 
   “Kids can be a pain in the butt,” he said. “My wife and I never had any of our own, but we took in a couple of them once, and they were a problem. Actually, I had to send one off to the looney bin. That’s why I came over. I overheard you two talking.”
 
   My eyebrows rose. 
 
   “What was wrong with your ward?” I was intrigued by his disclosure. Especially right after Sam mentioned about the children she’s treated.
 
   “The hell if I knew. He was psychotic. Took him and his sister in because my wife felt sorry for them, and also because she had always wanted kids. She’d been depressed for years so I gave in to see if this could help her. Worst thing I did in my entire life.”
 
   Wow. Sounds like this guy didn’t like kids.
 
   “The name’s Professor Floyd Gasper, by the way. I’m a professor of English literature. Ph.D.”
 
   After we told him our own names, Sam asked, “How young was your ward? Maybe I treated him.”
 
   “He must’ve been around ten at the time. It was a long time ago, so I don’t remember exactly.”
 
   “What was his name?” she asked.
 
   His eyebrows scrunched. “You know what? I need to use the little boy’s room, so excuse me, ladies.” He left us faster than a steer jabbed by a hot poker.
 
   Hmm, Mr. Professor seemed to wanna avoid Sam’s question. His being perturbed by it was as evident as the pointed nose on his face.
 
   “Well, that was interesting,” Sam said as she lifted both eyebrows.
 
   I did the same but with a smile tacked on, then took a sip of my port.
 
   Sam and I talked for about a half-hour more, and then Kat bellowed an “Excuse me...”
 
   She waited for the buzz in the room to die down.
 
   “Before we all turn in, I’d like to give you a briefing about tomorrow’s event. Also, even though some of you have been introducing yourselves to others, it’ll be good to know everyone’s names. Please state your name, occupation, and anything else you’d like others to know about.”
 
   I scanned the room for Mr. Professor to see if he’d returned to hear the announcement and saw him standing in the corner with the grayed-temple man.
 
   “Let’s start with you and go clockwise,” Kat said to the woman with the long, straight black hair standing next to her. She was the one at dinner the crew-cut guy tried to talk to.
 
   “My name is Nadine James. I’m married to my high school sweetheart, and we have two beautiful children. I’m a reporter for the Orchid Isle Gazette.” She smiled, then turned to Mr. Jovial Man, signaling her introduction was done.
 
   “I’m sure most of you know me. I’m Representative David Withers. If you want to know more about me, you can check out my website. Please vote for me in this next election. I’m running for mayor.”
 
   Oh my, he was quite the promoter. Soliciting for votes never ends, I guess.
 
   “I’m Owen Lloyd. I’m a lawyer specializing in Personal Injury. I have business cards with me, so if anyone has need for a lawyer, let me know.”
 
   Guess he doesn’t want us to know whether he’s married or has kids.
 
   “I’m Professor Floyd Gasper, Ph.D. I teach English Literature at the University of Hawaii at Hilo. I’m currently writing a novel. My wife died many years ago. I have no kids.”
 
   “My name is Chris Lim, and I’m forty years old. I’m a former marine. I work as bartender and bouncer for the Brewin’ Bar in Kona.”
 
   I thought he looked military. I gazed over at Jemma. She was too busy ogling the guy to notice me watching her. Is that drool dripping out of her mouth?
 
   Now everyone looked at Jemma. Her eyes popped. She pointed at herself. “Um, I’m here with the help.”
 
   I wanted to laugh. Jemma could be so cute at times.
 
   “That’s okay. Go ahead and introduce yourself. I’m sure everyone would still like to know about you,” Kat said with a smile.
 
   “Um, okay. I’m Jemma Matelli. I work for that woman over there—” she pointed at me “—as her assistant. I’m thirty-seven and single.” She fluttered her eyelashes at Mr. Muscle Marine and smiled. 
 
   Okay, she didn’t really do that flutter part, but I swear, that look she gave him was as bad as that.
 
   I nearly let out a snorted laugh. I wish I could’ve taken a video of her right then. 
 
   Mr. Muscle Marine, watch out. 
 
   A mind-flash of Jemma taking him over her knee made me silently chuckle. According to some of the stuff she’s told me, she’s a dominatrix in the bedroom and could make that poor guy weep. Uh-huh, in a good way.
 
   Okay, that’s about enough I can take of imagining Ms. Hot-to-Trot and Marine Guy doing who knows what naughtiness. Jemma’s sex antics weren’t where my thoughts cared to go right now. Or ever! Her bedroom (or kitchen table) shenanigans could make Mae West’s ghost blush.
 
   “I’m Jenn Tinker. I’m an office worker at an engineering firm. Have been with them for thirty years. I’m not married.”
 
   Guess she didn’t want to name the firm. If she were the president or CEO, she probably would have. Always good advertising to mention the company you own or work for. You never know who might remember and need your services.
 
   “My name is Heidi Nombu. I’m a pathologist at Kona Community Hospital. I’ve been serving there for about thirty-four years now. I’m married with two kids and four young grandkids. The little ones are a handful, but my husband and I know we can hand them back at any time so it’s a lot different than raising your own.”
 
   Most of us laughed. Not Floyd or the politician though. Funny, because Representative Withers looked like such a jolly man. First time I’ve noticed such a straight face on him. Maybe he didn’t like kids too. Like Floyd.
 
   “My name is Samantha Shuze, but I go by Sam. I’m a children’s psychiatrist. I’m married to a wonderful husband. We have three amazing children and a beautiful granddaughter. We’re hoping for more grandkids, but unfortunately we have no control over that decision.” She laughed.
 
   Some of us laughed too. 
 
   Does anybody ever say they have a jerk for a husband or ugly children? Blaine and I have joked that if I ever got on Wheel of Fortune I would say ‘I’m married to a moron’ and see what reaction the audience gave.
 
   Everyone now looked at me.
 
   “I’ve already received an introduction at dinner, so I’m not sure what else I can say about myself. Oh, except I’m married to a moron.”
 
   I watched as their eyebrows hiked up.
 
   “I’m kidding.” I smiled at the group. “My husband is absolutely wonderful and my best friend. No beautiful children, I’m afraid. I mean, not that we have ugly children; we don’t have children, period.”
 
   ‘Moron’ was what I felt like at that moment.
 
   The crowd chuckled. Whew. Okay, scrap that idea for Wheel of Fortune. With my luck, they may go to a commercial before I got a chance to say it was a joke.
 
   Now that everyone had been introduced, Kat took the invisible mic back. 
 
   “Thanks, everyone. Now that we are all acquainted with each other, I’ll give you a short briefing on what’s ahead.” She looked around at the group, making eye contact with each of the guests. “The lottery will consist of participating in the events we have lined up for you.”
 
   “What events?” David, the politician, asked.
 
   “Tomorrow we’ll be going on a horseback ride into the valley. You’ll be provided all the gear you’ll need. Please wear long pants and covered shoes. Riding helmets will be available. We recommend them for your protection. You’ll need to sign a waiver also.”
 
   “What if we’ve never ridden a horse?” That was Jenn, the office worker.
 
   “Our horses are trained for trail riding, so even beginners will be safe to ride them. They basically follow each other. A couple of them are leaders while the rest just tag along behind.”
 
   I’ve taken a horseback riding tour on a previous Big Island visit in Kohala, so I hope it’s like what they say about bike riding. As long as those horses don’t go hightailing it over any fences, I think I’ll be fine.
 
   “What about this lottery. Can you give us more details about it?” Owen, the lawyer, seemed anxious to get his hands on the prize.
 
   “When we get back from tomorrow’s ride, we’ll discuss the lottery in more detail.”
 
   Yeah, keeping them in suspense was fun, but even I was curious as to how one of them would win it.
 
   “Are there any other questions?” Kat asked.
 
   Not a peep from anyone.
 
   “Okay then. Please meet in the dining room for breakfast at seven o’clock. Have a good night.”
 
   Everyone adjourned to their rooms. As Jemma and I followed suit, we noticed a door ajar in a room just before ours. I pushed it open a bit more. 
 
   Lined on bookshelves were paperbacks and hardcovers in various sizes. I imagined myself perched on that cushioned window seat with rays of sunlight tingling my skin while a cozy mystery held captive my mind.
 
   I continued my gaze, sweeping past the sofa and two recliners, until a round single-stand pedestal table in the middle of the room caught my eye. Carved wooden chess pieces sat on it. At least that’s what I assumed they were. The only difference was they were configured in a circle.
 
   When we walked further in, I headed straight for the bookshelf while Jemma headed for the table. My eyes zeroed in on the section of Agatha Christie mysteries.
 
   “Ginger, come take a look at this. These are the cutest wooden figurines.”
 
   I turned to see what Jemma was on about.
 
   As I stood on the other side of her, Jemma picked up one of the pieces. “They’re little Menehunes!” she exclaimed.
 
   “You don’t say ‘little’ in front of ‘Menehune’ because that’s like saying ‘little’ dwarfs.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at me and sighed.
 
   “I’m just sayin’,” I said with a chuckle.
 
   But actually, she was probably referring to the size of the figurines, but that didn’t stop me from teasing her. She could’ve corrected me if that’s what was meant, but she didn’t.
 
   As I inspected the pieces with more focus, a thought dawned on me.
 
   “Um, Jemma? Have you ever read the book or seen the movie And Then There Were None by Agatha Christie?”
 
   Jemma stared at me with the widest eyes. I was sure mine mimicked hers. It was as though a coconut struck us on the head at the same time.
 
   After a few seconds of our imagination running wild, we shook our heads and chuckled. But nervously, I might add.
 
   “Thank goodness this is real life and we’re not in one of Agatha’s novels,” Jemma said.
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   “Anyway, there’s twelve of us here, not ten.”
 
   Jemma was right. But even though it was a crazy notion to think someone might recreate the story this weekend, I felt uneasy.
 
   I was sure glad I remembered to bring my melatonin. I was gonna need it tonight.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   After breakfast, we headed out to the stables. Everyone signed their disclaimer forms, and with helmets secured on our heads, each straddled a horse.
 
   Floyd, the scholar, insisted on choosing his own.
 
   “We pick our horses to match the rider,” Kat explained.
 
   “I have riding experience, so I’d like this one.” He pointed to a sleek and shiny black stallion that outshone the rest. 
 
   “This is the one I want,” he reiterated.
 
   Kat sighed and gave Evan an ‘Oh god, we’ve got a pain in the butt guest’ look.
 
   Looked like Mr. Obsessing About His Horse got his way. He mounted the black stallion.
 
   As we waited for the last person to mount, some of the readied horses drank from a large bucket. Others stood so still that if birds flew overhead they might’ve bombed them.
 
   “Did anyone forget their horse’s name?” Kat asked. Mine was Firefly. Jemma had Thunderballs. I let out a laugh when Kat told her that. Especially after Jemma asked if she heard right regarding the ‘s’ at the end.
 
   “Okay, good. Now remember, heels down and toes up. Kick their sides and do a ‘smooch, smooch’”—she sounded out the kissing sound—“to get them going if they hold up. If they wanna go where you don’t want to, pull up on the reins.” She demonstrated the action as she spoke.
 
   Jenn’s and Chris’ horses parted ways and let out squeals.
 
   “Whoa.” Chris guided his horse away from Jenn’s.
 
   “The horses have pecking orders,” Kat informed the group. 
 
   She named which horses were buddies and which needed their space from each other. Seemed Firefly got along with most of the others except Shadow (Nadine’s) and Lehua (Owen’s). I made a mental note not to get too close to them.
 
   And we were off!
 
   I have to say, riding on horseback through this valley full of lush tropical greenery, the taro patches, and with the backdrop of the mountains was an amazing experience.
 
   We ventured through areas where hiking on foot would’ve been difficult for most. We traipsed through sloshy ground, even crossed streams and what seemed like rivers.
 
   For me, riding high on such a beautiful and majestic beast gave me a rush and made the journey more exhilarating. Hearing the sound of their trotting hooves on stones prickled my skin with goosebumps. I’ve loved that sound ever since I was a kid.
 
   “Good boy, Firefly.” I stroked his mane. 
 
   Every now and then we’d see wild horses grazing. Were the ones we rode wild like these once? There were so many of them out here.
 
   While Kat headed the group up front, Evan took up the rear. At times he moved to the middle, leaving the rear to Sam. For some reason, her horse always lagged. I was glad I didn’t get that horse.
 
   At one point I was directly behind Jemma, and as her attention focused on the scenery, my eyes zoomed onto her right foot. It was smack dab under the other horse’s okole. 
 
   “Jemma, you’d better move—” I tried to warn, but it was too late. 
 
   “Ahhhhh!” she yelled, along with an expletive that denoted what had expelled on her foot.
 
   “I was trying to warn you,” I called out.
 
   I truly felt for her, but at the same time I wanted to burst out laughing. But I didn’t dare.
 
   I watched her shuck off the horse dung with a shake of her foot. Unfortunately, its consistency was closer to ice cream than sawdust briquettes, so those stubborn remnants refused to oblige her and stuck firmly to her new white walking shoe. 
 
   Maybe that’s why they told us to wear covered footwear. Ha!
 
   “Don’t you dare tell Reese about this,” she yelled back at me.
 
   “I ain’t promising,” I hollered, sporting a devilish grin. Too bad she couldn’t see me.
 
   Lucky for Jemma, we ended up trudging through another river-like area where the water rose to dampen our ankles. Hopefully she got her foot washed off. 
 
   I found it interesting how some of the roads turned into streams, then back into roads again.
 
   Jenn and her horse, Hibiscus, were to the right of me yet slightly ahead.
 
   “My husband works for an electrical engineering firm on Maui. What kind of engineering company do you work for?” I asked.
 
   “Mechanical engineering,” she replied.
 
   She fell back to let me catch up until I was by her side.
 
   “You’ve been working there a long time. You must enjoy it there.”
 
   “It’s okay. It’s like marriage, I guess. When you’re used to something for so long, it’s hard to make a change and have to start all over again. You sort of settle into a comfortableness that even if you’re not happy, you hesitate to leave it because something else could be worse.”
 
   Interesting analogy.
 
   “You mentioned in your introduction that you weren’t married, but were you before?” Sounded like her analogy came from experience.
 
   “Yes, I was. I’ve been divorced for 22 years.”
 
   “Do you have kids?” She hadn’t mentioned that either.
 
   “No kids.”
 
   Firefly snorted.
 
   Bending forward, I stroked my horse on the side of his mane. “Good boy, Firefly. You’re doing just fine.”
 
   “So nobody’s captured your heart again, I take it?” I refocused on Jenn.
 
   She didn’t answer. Was I getting too personal?
 
   “Someone did a long time ago.” It was as though her thoughts revisited that time. “He died though.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.”
 
   “An accident. He was drunk, swerved a car, and crashed head-on into a tree.” Her voice didn’t crack. Time healed her grief, I guess.
 
   “That was twenty years ago today actually.” Solemnity possessed her tone.
 
   I didn’t know what to say. What do you say to something like that?
 
   “Sounds like he still lives in your heart.”
 
   “I’ve never loved another because of him.”
 
   Some things are hard to move on from.
 
   We chatted for a while more, and this time she turned the questions on me. I told her about Blaine, how we met, and the usual stuff you tell people when they want to know such things. 
 
   On the ride back to the ranch, David Withers, the smiley politician, saddled beside me where Jenn had been. 
 
   “I noticed you don’t like orange food,” I said with a hint of amusement in my voice.
 
   “It’s due to something that happened a long time ago,” he said, smiling again.
 
   “Care to share?” I asked.
 
   “Well, I might have to kill you after.” This time he grinned rather maniacally. Picture Jack Nicholson in The Shining saying... ‘Here’s Johnny!’
 
   Yeow. That gave me the willies. My brows jacked up an inch.
 
   “Oh. Forget I asked.” I sure hoped he was joking.
 
   “Forgotten,” he said.
 
   Well that was a short-lived conversation. But after that weird grin he gave me, that was fine by me. 
 
   If a Menehune goes missing from that table later, I’ll know who to put my suspicions on first. I just hoped it wasn’t me lying dead.
 
   Why was I thinking these thoughts? I’ve got to stop letting my imagination run wild.
 
   The trotting of hooves approached from behind. Evan passed me on the right. Sam now took up the rear about twenty feet from me. I waved, and she smiled back.
 
   Fifteen minutes had passed, and up ahead I could see the ranch. The ride back seemed faster than going out. Jemma ended up right in front of me again. Thunderballs’ black tail swished back and forth like a ponytail when a little girl bounced on her step.
 
   There was a cool breeze rustling through the leaves. A monarch butterfly fluttered by. I watched it cross into the open field, and then I closed my eyes to let my ears tune in to the sounds of the horses’ hooves clopping, clopping, clopping over the terrain.
 
   How peaceful it felt out there at that moment, just riding along at a leisurely pace, enjoying the sunshine and the cool autumn air, listening to—
 
   Braaaaaaaapp.
 
   What the...? My eyes popped open. The sound was like a gigantic zipper slowly opening. Then it hit me right in the nostrils. The smell. Like a cloud of sulfur blanketing my face.
 
   “Gads, Jemma! Thunderballs just farted!”
 
   My assistant burst out in laughter.
 
   “That’s a good boy, Thunderballs,” she said, stroking him like a fond pet. “Guess he’s getting back at you for teasing me earlier.”
 
   “Well now I’m forced to tell Reese about your poop encounter.”
 
   “Ah, c’mon, Ginger. I can’t be held responsible for Thunderballs’ bad manners.” She was half-turned around, facing me.
 
   I didn’t answer her. 
 
   It was so nice having blackmailing material on my friends.
 
   As we headed in on the main stretch, for some inexplicable reason my intuition told me to turn around to check on Sam.
 
   Huh? She wasn’t there.
 
   I counted the horses upfront. Ten plus mine makes eleven.
 
   Oh my god. 
 
   Where the heck did Sam go?!
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   “Hold up! We lost Sam,” I yelled out.
 
   The line of horses came to a halt.
 
   Kat and Evan galloped back toward me.
 
   “When did you see her last?” Kat asked me.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe fifteen minutes or so ago? I saw her behind me after Evan moved up to the middle.”
 
   “You go look for her. I’ll take the group back to the ranch,” Kat said to Evan. She glanced up at the sky. “Looks like it’s gonna rain. Maybe even storm.”
 
   That’s the thing about the Hawaiian Islands: the weather can change with a snap of a finger. One minute you’re looking at blue skies and a few white puffy clouds, then the next minute a dark gray blanket rolls in and poof, there’s a downpour. And not only that, it could be doing that in one area of the island and be dry as an unopened package of sponge in another. I kid you not. 
 
   I’ve even driven down the road where the windshield wipers clacked away, then as though passing through another dimension, wham, the wipers now squeaked. But that was the weather’s moods out here in the middle of the Pacific.
 
   Back at the ranch, we changed and freshened up. Although my body felt cleansed and refreshed, my mind was sunk deep in mud about our missing psychiatrist. It perturbed me.
 
   Just before we headed for the kitchen to prepare lunch, Jemma and I stopped in front of the library room door. Hmm, it was no longer ajar. We had left it as we found it the last time, so somebody had been through here.
 
   I turned the knob.
 
   Drats! It was locked.
 
   Did somebody know we had snooped in there last night and made it off-limits to us?
 
   I had been anxious to see if someone removed one of the Menehune pieces. Now we had no access to that room.
 
   Jemma and I looked at each other and frowned.
 
   Even though it was a major disappointment, I had to admit, a part of me was afraid to know what we’d find on that table with the Menehune figurines. If a piece was indeed gone, holy Agatha Christie creepiness—we’d be in for the nightmare of our lives.
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   After lunch, Kat’s weather predictions were spot on. Wind and rain battered the windows like zombies dying to get in to chomp our meaty flesh.
 
   While most of us gathered in the living room, a couple of the guests had adjourned to their quarters.
 
   “Do you have a radio?” Chris asked Kat. “This storm seems to have come out of nowhere. If there’s a tsunami warning, we need to know about it.”
 
   “Yes, I’ll go get it.”
 
   They needed a cell tower out here. I doubted that would happen though. It would be a landmark hated by all the locals in the valley but one that any visitor to this area would want as a convenience. 
 
   I had to admit, I was spoiled when it came to needing technology. On the one hand, I’d hate to spoil nature’s beauty, yet on the other hand, I couldn’t live without the conveniences. It’s a dilemma.
 
   After two hours had passed, Evan walked in with his long, wet black hair strewn over his eyes. His fingers raked it back from his face. 
 
   “The weather is treacherous out there. I had to come back.”
 
   I wanted to bite my fingernails. 
 
   “No sign of Sam?” I asked. 
 
   But I knew his answer. She’d be by his side if he had found her.
 
   He shook his head.
 
   My eyes found Jemma’s, and she had that look she always did when nervousness rang her doorbell. I was right there with her on that one.
 
   “We have to stay put until we know more about where this storm is going,” Kat said.
 
   “This place feels like it’s gonna blow away. Have you weathered storms out here before?” someone asked.
 
   “This ranch was rebuilt after the 1949 tsunami and has stood standing since. It’ll take the weather,” Kat replied.
 
   “I sure hope so.” Reporter Nadine nibbled on her bottom lip.
 
   “What if there’s another tsunami?” Jenn’s voice hit a high pitch.
 
   “We’ll have to get to high ground if that happens.”
 
   “Oh my god!” Nadine was frazzled. 
 
   Yeah, she didn’t look like a hiker. I’d be worried about her if that time came. Several others wouldn’t make it up a steep hike either. Heck, I might not make it. The last hike Blaine and I endeavored, I huffed and puffed while my heart beat like a runaway locomotive, and my nostrils kept dripping with...
 
   Okay, that’s enough imagery. You don’t need to picture too much detail on my nasal excretions.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll lead you guys out safely.”
 
   I don’t think Kat could promise that. The look on her face agreed with my assessment.
 
   “Poor Sam. She must be scared stiff out there in this storm by herself,” Jemma said.
 
   That’s if she’s still alive. I sure hoped she was. Better scared stiff than being a stiff.
 
   “As soon as it’s safe to go out again, we’ll resume looking for her.” Kat tried her best to keep the group calm.
 
   “Can you call for help? You have a landline phone, right?” Floyd asked.
 
   “I checked. The phone’s down.”
 
   Just great. Well, might as well make the best of it for now. We ain’t going nowhere. Think I’ll do some snooping.
 
   I looked over at Jemma. She was in an in-depth flirting conversation with Chris. 
 
   Guess I’m going it alone. 
 
   I hadn’t been to the guests’ quarters yet, so that was my first stop. Just like in the movies, the steps leading upstairs creaked with the weight of my foot. Definitely not good for sneaking around at night, but since it was daytime and I wasn’t exactly sneaking, the old bones of a stairway wasn’t a problem.
 
   When I reached the top stair, a long hallway greeted me. This wasn’t one of those fancy mansions in romance novels. It was a ranch house, plain and simple in construction without any frills. 
 
   The hallway looked like what you’d find in a hotel with each room’s door facing each other. No long table against the wall with flowers or a pottery piece as one normally finds in such places. Just a hallway with doors and that’s about it.
 
   But something caught my eye. Pictures on the walls between the rooms, and not of paniolos this time. They were family-type photos of the same people. 
 
   As I made my way down the corridor, my sister Maile appeared. I didn’t acknowledge her like I normally do because two guests were in their rooms, and these walls didn’t seem exactly soundproof.
 
   I gave my kid sis a smile. She’d realize why I couldn’t speak to her. Then my palms got sweaty as trepidation hit me. 
 
   Why’d she show up here? It could only mean one thing. 
 
   Maile pointed to a photo on the wall of a young girl and boy standing side by side. Probably a sister and brother. The girl had her arm around the boy, and both smiled at the camera as though they’d just torn open their Christmas presents.
 
   What did this mean? Why did Maile point to them? Like most of her visits, my sister only stayed long enough to throw me a brief clue, and then she’d vanish.
 
   My eyes perused the other photos more intently this time. Two were of the kids singly, one of just their parents, and the rest as a family. There were six photos altogether.
 
   Since there was nothing more to gain up here, I descended the stairs. Intending to head back to the living room, muffled male voices permeated my ears causing me to pause. Behind me to the right, a short hallway led to a door where men engaged in conversation.
 
   “Now that we’ve talked a little about your campaign, I want to bring up another subject. I don’t know if you remember, but I represented you in a case about twenty years ago,” one man said.
 
   “I remember, but I prefer not to,” the other replied.
 
   Just by the content of the first man’s words, I deduced one was Representative Withers, and the other one, Owen Lloyd the attorney.
 
   “It was a tragic case. Even though I won it for you, it was a difficult one for me. I didn’t feel good about it afterward.”
 
   “You were paid well. You did your job.”
 
   “You know the wife committed suicide, don’t you? And the kids were put into a foster home. The boy ended up in a mental ward.”
 
   “They never found her body, so that’s debatable. Anyway, none of it’s my fault. The guy was drunk and nearly killed me.”
 
   “You had alcohol in your blood as well. You must’ve paid somebody off to get that taken out of the police report.”
 
   “What are you getting at? You looking to blackmail me?”
 
   “I think we can work something out upon your election to the mayoral seat.”
 
   “There you are,” a voice said behind me.
 
   I jumped as if she’d yelled ‘Boo!’
 
   In a whisper, I said, “Dammit, Jemma, you scared the living daylights out of me.”
 
   Her mouth was about to move, so I put my finger to my lips in a shhhhh.
 
   “Why are we whispering?” she asked.
 
   With my arms outstretched, I pushed her toward the end of the hallway, out of the men’s earshot.
 
   “I was eavesdropping.”
 
   “I could see that.” 
 
   Okay, I deserved her snarky remark.
 
   “You shouldn’t sneak up on me when I’m doing so. I could’ve let out a yelp, and then we’d be in big trouble if they heard me.”
 
   “Why? Who were you eavesdropping on?”
 
   “Let’s go back to our room before they come out and see us,” I told her.
 
   Once back where we couldn’t be heard, I told her the story the two men shared.
 
   “Wow. It sounds like a cover-up of some kind. That could cause a scandal if it ever came out. I wonder who they were talking about. The family, I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, I’d like to know that too. There’s definitely something strange going on here. When we were on the horseback excursion, Jenn told me she was in love with a guy who had an accident on this very day twenty years ago. I wonder if it’s the same accident those two were talking about.”
 
   “Which one is Jenn now?” Jemma asked.
 
   “The woman who works at the engineering firm.”
 
   “And which one is that?”
 
   Sigh. Jemma’s memory never computed names and faces very well.
 
   “I’ll point her out when we’re back with the group. Nothing else I describe will probably trigger your recollection, so I’m not about to waste my time with that right now.”
 
   “You can be so impatient sometimes,” she said, shaking her head.
 
   “Yeah, I know. Sorry.” She knew me long enough to know that about me. But she also knew I was right. Even if I described what the woman wore, Jemma still wouldn’t connect the dots.
 
   Jemma’s eyes suddenly popped out of her sockets like Peter Lorre’s. “Oh my god. Do you think everyone here has something to do with that accident, and the person who invited them here is going to play out Agatha Christie’s novel on them?”
 
   That thought had occurred to me. But I didn’t want to believe it could be true.
 
   “Nah. What are the chances that we’re in the middle of a slaughter plot?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said with a laugh. But that laugh quivered with a lack of confidence.
 
   Our eyes met, and she knew I was full of BS.
 
   “Ginger, we need to get into that library and see if there’s a Menehune missing.” Jemma bit her bottom lip and frowned.
 
   “When the time is right, we’ll do more snooping. Until then, we should find out who’s in those photos.”
 
   “What photos?” she asked.
 
   Oh, yeah, right, I didn’t tell her about those yet.
 
   “Maile pointed to two children in a photo on the wall in the hallway upstairs,” I told her.
 
   “So there is something going on here. Your sister doesn’t just show up for nothing. Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”
 
   “It slipped me. I was busy telling you about the lawyer and politician’s conversation, and then spent a fair amount of time prompting your memory about Jenn. But you still couldn’t get it—”
 
   “Oh, so blame it on me, then.”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “Hey, you’re my assistant. I’m your boss. I get to blame you for our troubles,” I teased.
 
   “Yeah, keep telling yourself that.” Jemma always said that when she knew my words didn’t hold weight. Her standing with me was friend first, assistant second.
 
   I just smiled.
 
   When we got back to the group, I approached Kat.
 
   “I noticed some pictures on the wall upstairs. Who are they? It would be nice to know the history of the owners of this ranch.”
 
   The space between her brows furrowed. Seemed my question surprised her.
 
   “That family didn’t actually own this property. At least not the parents. Twenty years ago, the father died in an accident. The autopsy showed high levels of alcohol in his blood, so they labeled him as DUI.”
 
   Oh my.
 
   “It happened at around two in the morning in a remote area, but there was one witness, as well as the other car involved. The other driver’s statement in the police report said the father drove into his lane and swerved last minute, crashing into a tree.”
 
   How awful. Good thing the other driver wasn’t killed.
 
   “By the time the ambulance showed up, he was dead. The man worked for an engineering company and had just been made partner. It’s said he was out celebrating with his mistress.”
 
   Did she just say ‘mistress’?
 
   “There was a scandal after a reporter trashed the father, ruining his reputation. The mother found out that the other driver had been drinking too, but that information was buried. People were paid off, including the witness. The driver of the other car was a man of influence.”
 
   Okay, that had to be David Withers, our politician.
 
   “What did the witness have to say? They saw the accident, right?” Jemma asked.
 
   “Correct. In the original police report, the witness stated that the black car swerved into the orange car. Then the orange car crashed into a tree.”
 
   I bet that’s why Mr. Politician abhorred orange!
 
   “But the witness retracted that statement saying he made a mistake, and it was actually the other way around. He made some lame excuse that it was late, and he was tired, having worked all night at his job in a bar.”
 
   “Oh my god. Was the witness paid off too?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, that’s the story as I heard it.”
 
   “Go on. Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I said. “What happened to the mother and her kids?”
 
   “The mother committed suicide a few weeks later when she found out about the mistress and that they were penniless. The other driver had sued them and received the proceeds from the father’s $150,000 life insurance policy as compensation. After all that, the mother was a wreck and just couldn’t handle it.”
 
   That’s so tragic!
 
   “I hope neither of her kids found her body.” That would be horrible to have a child see such a thing.
 
   “They never found her body. She just disappeared, but the note she left implied her intent to end her life. They think she might’ve swum out to sea and the tide took her drowned body elsewhere, or sharks got her.”
 
   “What about the kids?” I asked again.
 
   “The daughter was thirteen at the time, and her brother was ten. Both were sent to a foster home. They hated it. The man treated them like animals when his wife wasn’t around, and when she died of a heart attack, their nightmare got worse.”
 
   This was such a heartbreaking story. 
 
   “The brother would yell and scream, so the man locked him in the closet until he kept quiet. He wouldn’t feed him, and when the boy would soil himself, the man would smash it in his face. After a while, he sent the boy to a mental hospital, saying he was violent and tried to kill him. The man treated the girl like a slave and abused her. Finally, when she turned fifteen, she ran away.”
 
   My eyes filled with tears. Jemma’s did too. 
 
   How horrible. Don’t they screen people before they let children go to live with them? These poor kids are at the mercy of these strangers who are supposed to become their new parents and role models.
 
   “Do you know what happened to the girl?” I needed to know what became of the kids.
 
   “A caring man found her one night, dirty and disheveled, shivering on the ground in the fetal position near a dumpster. The filth she’d been consuming had made her sick. He took her in and nursed her back to health. From then on, he raised her like his own. Since he had no wife or kids, before he died he willed this ranch and land to her.”
 
   “What about her brother?”
 
   “From what I heard, he was let out ten years later. That’s all I know. The story ends there,” Kat said.
 
   Oh my god. The guests here were all in the story.
 
   The politician, the lawyer, the reporter, the evidence-burying pathologist, the sadistic foster parent, and I bet...Jenn’s the mistress! Who’s left? Who’s the witness? Of course! Chris, the marine. He said he worked in a bar.
 
   The cast was all here.
 
   My jaw dropped. I looked at Jemma. She looked at me. We both knew at the same moment what this meant...
 
   Ten Menehunes!
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   It was a wonder I could even sleep last night. I thought I’d be tossing and turning, but I slept like a baby nestled in a mother’s bosom. 
 
   The storm seemed to have wound down a bit, but there was no telling when it would act up again. Although the rain had subsided, the wind still howled away, yet blowing with less outrage through the trees.
 
   We served breakfast, then people just milled about. A few strolled outside while the weather permitted it, having been cooped up half of yesterday and all of last night.
 
   “Sam’s horse is back!” someone yelled from outside.
 
   Jemma and I had been in the kitchen, so when we heard the commotion we ran out to see for ourselves.
 
   What happened to Sam? was probably on everyone’s minds. It sure was on mine.
 
   “While the weather holds up, we need to search for Sam,” Chris said. 
 
   I totally agreed with him. I just hoped she wasn’t dead, and that whole thing last night with Kat’s story and the guests here was just a coincidence. 
 
   “We’ll split up and look for her,” Kat said. “It would be best to take the horses. Most of you won’t make it on foot, especially after that rain yesterday. The grounds will be muddy, and there will be gushing water on roads, streams, and rivers. You all need to be careful.”
 
   Her eyes swept over the lot of us. “Find a partner and stay together. Is there anybody who doesn’t feel comfortable about going out there today?”
 
   Jenn raised her hand, mousey-like. Her face turned red.
 
   “Nobody else?” Kat asked.
 
   We all looked around at each other.
 
   “Okay then. Jenn, you stay back, and everybody else follow me.”
 
   “Shouldn’t someone stay back with Jenn?” I said. It worried me that she might get offed if she were alone here. Unfortunately, nobody else but Jemma knew my reasons.
 
   “Are you going to be fine staying here alone?” Kat asked her.
 
   “Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   My nerves felt like I drank ten cups of coffee.
 
   “Did you want to stay back too?” Kat asked me.
 
   “Oh no. I just...” I didn’t know what to say. A part of me hesitated to believe anybody was playing out Agatha’s novel, yet what if...?
 
   Nah. That’s just ridiculous. We were not in an Agatha Christie novel. How absolutely silly.
 
   Kat scrunched her forehead, waiting for me to finish my thought.
 
   “I’m good. I’m ready to go.”
 
   Jenn went back into the ranch house, while the rest of us mounted up and headed out. At first I thought Jemma might want to team up with Chris, but she chose me instead. The lawyer and politician seemed inseparable after the conversation they had. Chris and Nadine went off together, while Floyd paired with Heidi.
 
   I found it strange that Kat and Evan didn’t assign themselves to two of the guests. This valley was their front and back yard, so each taking someone else would’ve been safer for the guests, in my opinion. 
 
   Heck, Jemma and I didn’t know this territory. What if we got lost?
 
   “The horses know their way back, so as long as you point them in the right direction coming home, they’ll bring you back safely,” Kat said.
 
   Okay, I guess that answered my concerns. Then again, Sam’s horse didn’t bring her back safely. He didn’t bring her back at all.
 
   “Everyone meet back here no later than noon. I don’t want the horses out any longer than that. If we haven’t found Sam by then, chances are we won’t. She’s probably safe with a local resident, so they’ll get her back to us.”
 
   “When we return, you should ask Kat about the key to the library, Ginger,” Jemma said as we rode off to the west.
 
   “Do you think we’re being ridiculous?” I was second-guessing what we had discussed earlier. It was crazy when you think about it.
 
   “About the Menehunes?”
 
   “Yeah. I mean, c’mon, what are the chances that we’re in the middle of a serial murder reenactment from a novel?”
 
   “But what if we are? People never think bad things are gonna happen to them, but they do.”
 
   Hmm.
 
   “Ginger, the coincidences are just too bizarre, don’t you think?”
 
   I had to admit, it was weird.
 
   “I guess so. But this is really creeping me out, Jemma.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s creeping me out too.”
 
   We rode in silence for a few trotted steps.
 
   “What if Kat’s the daughter?” Jemma asked.
 
   Thunderballs bumped my foot.
 
   “Jemma, don’t stay too close. I don’t wanna be scraping off my shoes,” I said with a snicker.
 
   “Oh, har, har, you’re really funny.” She humphed. “You gonna answer my question?”
 
   Oh, right. “She could be. She didn’t get emotional when telling the story though. Something that traumatic happening to you would make you grit your teeth when recalling it, wouldn’t you think?”
 
   “Maybe she’s a good actress. Or maybe she’s so hardened that she’s got no emotion left.”
 
   “It’s too early to speculate on who’s the daughter without more clues. Besides, Kat was up front the whole time, so how could she have done something to Sam?”
 
   “Maybe Sam just got lost or fell off her horse.”
 
   “I was back there most of the time and would’ve heard her if she fell. Nobody is going to fall off their horse and not make a sound.”
 
   “She was pretty far behind you most of the way. I turned around enough times to see her way back. Her horse seemed to refuse to follow closely in line.”
 
   I had to agree with that.
 
   “Yeah, I noticed that too,” I said.
 
   “To be honest, I don’t think we’re gonna find her.”
 
   “Think positive, Jemma.”
 
   “Sorry, but I just have a bad feeling about this. I wish Reese was here.”
 
   “You want him to get axed like the rest of us?”
 
   “Don’t say that!”
 
   “I was kidding. Nobody is going to die.” If only I truly believed that. It didn’t look good for Sam, and from Kat’s story about the family, and seeing those ten Menehune pieces—this whole thing seemed surreal.
 
   A whinny sounded out in the pasture up ahead. A few snorts too. Wild horses, probably.
 
   “Hey, look there.” Jemma pointed to a shack blending into the trees.
 
   If anybody lived there, it wasn’t apparent from the outside. Abandoned is what it looked like.
 
   “Let’s go investigate,” I told her. My heels kicked Firefly at the same time my lips did a smooch, smooch. “Come on, boy, let’s go check that out.” 
 
   When we reached the shack, I dismounted. The ground squished like soggy mulch as my feet plopped into it. Jemma stayed seated on Thunderballs.
 
   “What’s the matter?” I asked her. “Your shoes have been through worse.” I chuckled.
 
   “Are you gonna keep reminding me of that?” She sighed. “I’ll stay here and hold the horses while you go investigate. We have nothing to tie them to. They might run away.”
 
   She had a point. The tree trunks were too thick. Since neither of us were cowgirls, we’d be hopping around like headless rabbits in a roundup should the horses decide to bolt.
 
   “Okay, here,” I said, passing her the reins, “you take this, and I’ll be right back.”
 
   Squish, squish. Ugh. Don’t know if this was any better than what Jemma went through with the horse dung. 
 
   Okay, after a moment of clear thinking, I take that back. This was in no way worse than horse dung. Jemma could keep that trophy.
 
   Although this aging shack must’ve gone through nature’s harsh realities throughout the years, it didn’t seem to need a cane yet. I trusted it wouldn’t come crashing down on me should I enter. 
 
   The door creaked as I opened it. I expected spiders to drop from the ceiling, but that didn’t happen, thank god.
 
   Hmm. Inside was kinda cozy actually. It had the ambiance of a small kempt cabin from the inside. After surveying the wood-burning stove and bedding, my original assessment was wrong. Somebody had been here. And recently. In fact, they were probably staying here still.
 
   Panic struck me at that moment. We wouldn’t want that somebody to catch us snooping around their place should they come back.
 
   I turned on my heels and scrambled out. I nearly tripped in my hurry. I shut the door with a creak and a click, then bolted toward Firefly.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Jemma asked as I mounted Firefly faster than a flea hopping on its host.
 
   “I think somebody lives here.” I tugged the reins to one side, instructing Firefly to turn and go left.
 
   Jemma did the same, and Thunderballs followed.
 
   “Who would be living in a shack like that? A hermit?” she asked.
 
   “Who knows?”
 
   I didn’t look back. I just kept on going.
 
   After another hour had passed, this rescue mission seemed hopeless. Time was ticking closer to when we would need to head back, and we’d found zilch. No sign of Sam anywhere. I sure hoped Kat was right about a local keeping her safe.
 
   On the ride back, I glanced at the dense grove of trees that hid the shack as we came upon it again. Surprisingly, no wild horses whinnied or snorted. Only two sounds broke the peace: that of our rides’ clomping hooves and the tranquility of native birds serenading their love songs. 
 
   However, what should have been calming to the soul instead aroused in me a sense of foreboding. 
 
   The back of my neck tingled. 
 
   Was somebody watching us?
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   About an hour after everyone returned from their search, the rain started in again. Droplets the size of peas—okay maybe not quite that big, but pretty damn close—fell like pellets, tapping, tapping, tapping like typewriter keys with their pitter-patters on the rooftop and glass.
 
   “This is not going to get better,” somebody said.
 
   “At least there’s no tsunami warning.” Jenn had been listening to the radio while we were gone.
 
   “That’s good news. I wasn’t looking forward to hiking up a mountain in this weather,” the professor said.
 
   I ambled up to Kat as she stood by the fireplace.
 
   “We found a shack hidden in the trees about a half-hour’s ride from here. It was nestled just before an open pasture with a lot of wild horses. Do you know if someone lives there?”
 
   She crinkled her brows. “Probably hikers passing through. Sometimes they stay in places like that when the weather’s bad.”
 
   “Sure looked like somebody was cozied up in there for a longer stay,” I said.
 
   “Nah. It’s probably hikers. Most of the local residents have houses or cabins, not shacks.” She seemed adamant about this.
 
   I dropped it. Something else more important flooded my mind.
 
   “One more thing. There’s a library room just before our room. It was open earlier, but now it’s locked. Do you have a key to it? We were thinking of doing some reading while we’re here.”
 
   Hope that was convincing enough.
 
   “Sure, I’ll go get it,” she said and left.
 
   It wasn’t more than five minutes when Kat returned. “It’s gone,” she said.
 
   “The key’s gone?”
 
   “Yes. It’s not where we normally keep it.”
 
   That’s a bummer. Who could’ve taken it?
 
   “Might Evan know where it is?”
 
   “I already asked him. He hasn’t touched it.”
 
   “If you or he didn’t move it, who did? Where do you normally keep it?” This was starting to sound like an interrogation. I’ve been hanging around Pako way too long.
 
   “It’s normally in the kitchen, hanging on a hook by the fridge.”
 
   Hmm. I didn’t see any key on a hook when we were in there cooking. But then again, I wasn’t looking for it, so it could’ve gone unnoticed.
 
   “Darn. Okay, thanks. I was really looking forward to getting in some reading time.”
 
   “If I find it, I’ll let you know,” she said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “You bet.” Kat left again.
 
   Well, now what? We couldn’t just break into the place. Would we be able to see the figurines from the window? I couldn’t remember if there were curtains or shutters. Gads, Jemma’s bad memory might be contagious.
 
   As soon as my horny assistant brakes herself away from the hunky man she wants to butt-smack, I’ll grab her to help me look for that key. It’ll be a while before we can peek into the window with the storm throwing a fit. That’s if the window is even clear enough to see inside.
 
   Man, this wasn’t the weekend I had hoped for.
 
   I sure hope we’re wrong about those figurines.
 
   Please, please let there be ten Menehunes on that table.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   “Maybe I can jimmy the lock,” Jemma said. “Colin taught me how to do it a long time ago, so I hope I remember how.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “You’re kidding me, right?”
 
   “He learned how to unlock handcuffs in Las Vegas.”
 
   “Escaping from the police?” I wouldn’t put it past him.
 
   “No, when he tried his hand at being a magician.”
 
   Colin always had some harebrained idea he thought he could master and make tons of money with. Not that being a magician was harebrained, but Colin becoming one was.
 
   “What do you need?” 
 
   If she asked for a bobby pin, she’d be plumb out of luck. Did anybody even use those anymore?
 
   “You got a paperclip?”
 
   “Uh, you’d have better luck asking me for a stapler,” I said.
 
   “You got a stapler?”
 
   I dropped my lower jaw. “No, Jemma, I was kidding.” Okay, I wasn’t gonna roll my eyeballs.
 
   “Well, I couldn’t use that anyway. It just surprised me that you would carry one.”
 
   “Now that we’ve established I do not carry either paperclips or staplers, I guess I’d better go find something you can work with,” I said.
 
   I left her and headed for the kitchen. I bet there were paperclips from years gone by in a drawer. That’s usually where you find one stuck inside the corner somewhere.
 
   As I opened each drawer I was shocked how clean they were. Not a paperclip or rubber band or twisty tie in any of them. What was wrong with these people? How could anybody keep their kitchen drawers so tidy?
 
   Ever since I was a kid, I remember my mom throwing rubber bands, paperclips and twisty ties in the kitchen drawer. And now I do that too. They accumulate to the point of looking like molehills. And I hardly ever use them either. Maybe I’d better think twice about why I’m collecting those dang things. Oh yeah, so Jemma can break into my locked cabinets. Why else?
 
   Finally, I just gave in and asked Kat if she had a paperclip. Little did she know what we were going to use it for.
 
   “Here you go, Jemma.” I proudly handed her the crime tool.
 
   “I didn’t think you’d ever find one.”
 
   “Yeah, I had to jump through hoops to get that, so you’d better do your job and open the dang thing,” I said.
 
   “Okay, hush up, I need to concentrate.”
 
   Did she just tell me to hush up?
 
   With her tongue hanging out one side of her sassy mouth, she twisted and turned that mangled paperclip until...
 
   “I think I got it.” Jemma stood full height and turned the doorknob.
 
   I couldn’t believe it. She did it!
 
   “I might need to tell Pako about your new occupation in case he gets reports of copious break-ins in and around your area.”
 
   That stink-eye had my name on it. “Don’t come begging me to jimmy your lock when you’ve lost your house key and forgotten the combination to the garage closet for the spare one.”
 
   “Just get in there,” I told her. 
 
   We headed for the table with the figurines. My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my throat. The only thing I had on my mind right now was the Menehune pieces. 
 
   I had reached the table before Jemma. Yes, I took larger steps than she did. I nearly pushed her aside getting through the door. If she hadn’t meandered, she’d have gotten there first. She Tortoise, me Hare. What can I say?
 
   As my eyes fixated on the little brown figures doing a kumbaya in a circle, Jemma said, “How many do you count?”
 
   My mind reeled.
 
   “You don’t have to count them. It’s obvious.”
 
   As fear would have it, there was a gap in the circle where the tenth one should be sitting.
 
   “Oh my god,” Jemma said, her hand covering her mouth.
 
   My body stiffened into petrified wood. All I could do was gawk at the gap where a piece had been.
 
   “That means...” Jemma couldn’t finish.
 
   “Sam is probably dead.” I finished it for her.
 
   “What are we going to do?”
 
   “There’s still no proof. We can’t accuse anybody because she’s still just missing.”
 
   “Isn’t this proof?” Jemma beckoned to the figurines.
 
   “And just what are we going to say? That people are going to get murdered like in the Agatha Christie novel? They won’t believe us.”
 
   “We need to find something to prove it. Shouldn’t there be a poem?” she asked.
 
   “Maybe each of the guests has one in their rooms.”
 
   “I looked in ours while you were scavenging for paperclips and we don’t have one.”
 
   “We aren’t really guests. We’re contractors on this gig,” I said.
 
   “I hope that means we won’t be murdered.”
 
   There were twelve people here, so unless the murderer deviated from the story, two should be left alive.
 
   “Well, let’s hope nobody gets murdered,” I said. 
 
   “Maybe you should try summoning Sam’s ghost. If she appears, you’ll know she’s dead and somebody is reenacting the story.”
 
   I had a feeling that even if Sam was dead, her ghost wandered somewhere out there in the valley where she was killed, not in the ranch house, or anywhere on this property for that matter. But it was worth a try.
 
   “Sam, can you hear me? If you’re around, please appear.” 
 
   While I tried to summon Sam’s ghost, Jemma searched the library for clues.
 
   “No luck I take it?” she asked when I stopped calling out Sam’s name.
 
   “I don’t think she’s resting here on this property. That is, if she’s dead.”
 
   “I think she’s dead.” 
 
   Why was Jemma so adamant about Sam being dead?
 
   Gawd. Who was I fooling?
 
   I think she’s dead too.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “Ginger, I asked Chris if he had a poem on his room wall. Guess what he said?”
 
   Why did she ask me questions like that? 
 
   Okay, since I had a 50/50 chance of getting this one right, I’ll go ahead and guess.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Bingo!”
 
   “And guess what else?”
 
   Okay, this one has a snowball’s chance in Kilauea’s volcano, so I’ll let her tell me.
 
   “I give up.”
 
   “I have a copy.” She smiled the way a child did when they brought home straight ‘A’s.
 
   “How’d you get a copy?” I asked. 
 
   “Well technically it’s not a copy. I took it off his wall.” She pulled out the sheet of paper from the back of her jeans and passed it to me.
 
   ‘TEN MENEHUNES
 
   Ten Menehunes formed in a line
 
   One fell behind and then there were nine.
 
   Nine Menehunes scavenged through a crate
 
   One overate and then there were eight.
 
   Eight Menehunes looked toward the heaven
 
   One got leavened and then there were seven.
 
   Seven Menehunes stacking up bricks
 
   One got a crick and then there were six.
 
   Six Menehunes went for a dive
 
   One over-strived and then there were five.
 
   Five Menehunes caught a wild boar
 
   One got gored and then there were four.
 
   Four Menehunes climbed up a tree
 
   One scraped his knee and then there were three.
 
   Three Menehunes swigging down the brew
 
   One felt rued and then there were two.
 
   Two Menehunes basking in the sun
 
   One got overdone and then there was one.
 
   One Menehune no longer having fun
 
   He went for a run and then there was none.’
 
   “The first one depicts Sam. We were in a line most of the time while horseback riding,” Jemma said, her eyes wide and blinking more than normal.
 
   My stomach felt queasy.
 
   “The next stanza says scavenged through a crate and overate.” I didn’t have to ponder long to figure that one out. “Oh lordy, it sounds like the next victim is going to be poisoned.”
 
   “We have to do something.” Jemma’s eyes were those of a basset hound’s.
 
   I knew she was right, but the others would think we were crazy at this stage since nobody had actually been killed.
 
   “Let’s check the food in the crates to make sure they haven’t been tampered with.”
 
   Jemma agreed.
 
   Logically, how would we know if they’ve been tampered with? Somebody could inject them with poison or rub it into the skin and there would be no way to see it.
 
   But I had no other plan right now, so it was something for us to do in the meantime.
 
   We relocked the door so the person who removed the Menehune piece, the possible murderer, didn’t suspect we’d been in the room.
 
   I tucked the poem into the back of my jeans as we headed out to the crates. But as we entered the kitchen to get to the carport, a commotion provoked a detour.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked Jenn when we arrived at the living room. 
 
   You’d think she had attended a funeral.
 
   “Floyd’s dead.”
 
   Jemma and I looked at each other as both our eyes popped.
 
   “What? How? Where?”
 
   “Upstairs in his room. Don’t know how he died. Heidi’s checking into it.”
 
   Jemma and I rushed upstairs. We zeroed in on his room by the chatter emanating from the open doorway.
 
   “Best that everyone go back downstairs. There’s nothing anybody can do for him,” Heidi said to those who were huddled around the bed. “Kat, we need to find a cold place to store the body. It’ll start to smell otherwise.”
 
   My eyes scanned the room. On the dresser was a woven bowl with a banana and orange in it. What fruit was missing? I moseyed over to the small plastic-lined wastebasket next to the nightstand. As I inconspicuously peeked inside it, a peach or nectarine pit lay among a few balled up facial tissues. 
 
   Our fear had been realized. 
 
   The second Menehune had been killed—poisoned by a fruit.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   “Ginger, we have to tell them about the poem. Floyd’s death was no accident. He didn’t choke on that peach.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” Now how do we do this without seeming like raving lunatics? Somebody out there was a murderer. But who?
 
   “Jemma, when you went into Chris’ room to get the poem, did you see a bowl of fruit on his dresser?”
 
   Her eyes veered left and upward as she accessed her memory recall. Hopefully, since this event occurred recently, she hadn’t forgotten it yet.
 
   “I don’t believe he had one. No.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   She pulled in her lower lip and bit down on it. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. The poem was pinned to the wall right above the dresser. I would’ve seen it.”
 
   That meant somebody might’ve targeted Floyd for the poisoning, and who they offed next wasn’t random. That was my theory, anyway.
 
   To be sure, I asked two of the guests if they had a bowl of fruit in their room. Both said no.
 
   Once everyone had left Floyd’s room, Jemma and I doubled back when I knew the coast was clear. My sleuth-in-waiting kept watch outside the door.
 
   “Floyd. I need to talk to you. Please show yourself.”
 
   I waited.
 
   “Floyd.”
 
   The man’s apparition appeared with his eyes wide with bewilderment. It must be a shock to find yourself dead and not know what the hell happened. Although if one experienced a horrific death, probably best to not remember.
 
   “I’m sorry about what happened to you. I know it sucks,” I said. “Do you know who brought in the fruit?”
 
   He tried to speak.
 
   “I can’t hear you. You have to answer with a nod for yes, and a shake of your head for no.”
 
   He quirked his mouth like most of them did when told I couldn’t hear them.
 
   “I believe you might’ve been murdered. I think they poisoned the fruit. You didn’t bring the fruit to your room, did you?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Do you know who did?”
 
   He shook his head again.
 
   Drats! I hated when the ghosts didn’t see what happened.
 
   “Is there anything you can help me with to find out who killed you?”
 
   He frowned, then slowly moved his head from side to side.
 
   “I’m sorry, Floyd.” I frowned too.
 
   I was sorry he was murdered, but if I wasn’t mistaken, he was the foster dad that abused the sister and brother. Floyd was the only one who fit the role, since the other three men already filled other roles: David, the driver of the other car in the accident; Owen, David’s lawyer in the case; and Chris, the witness who retracted his statement.
 
   That left Floyd as the abusive foster parent.
 
   Still, there were other ways to seek justice done the right way. Unfortunately, sometimes victims feel this is the only way, especially if the perp had gotten away with it for all those years. I don’t know if I could ever murder anybody, but then I’ve never been victimized by a monster.
 
   I left Floyd’s room and joined Jemma in the hallway.
 
   “From what I could hear you say, I take it he didn’t see who killed him.”
 
   I sighed and shrugged.
 
   “Bummers,” Jemma said and sighed too. “What do we do now?”
 
   “I should talk to the doc.”
 
   Before making my announcement about the poem and the possible Agatha Christie correlation, I wanted to talk to Heidi and find out if she knew what actually killed Floyd. Was he poisoned, or did he die of natural causes, or maybe even an accidental choking?
 
   But if she was the murderer, how could I ask her in a way that didn’t make her suspicious of why I might think he was poisoned? I did not want to end up as the eleventh Menehune.
 
   I found the pathologist sitting outside on the porch. The rain and wind weren’t as tumultuous at this time, so lounging on the front porch was safe for now.
 
   “Heidi, do you have a guess as to what caused Floyd’s death?” I took a seat beside her.
 
   “Without an actual autopsy, it’s hard to say. He could’ve had a heart attack or an allergic reaction that caused respiratory failure.”
 
   Dang. That meant she was not going to deem poison as the culprit. She was right though. Without doing an autopsy, depending on the poison, some were undetectable by mere exterior analysis. That stuff showed up in the forensics tests via the blood and/or urine. Yeah, I learned that from my detective friend, Pako.
 
   Hmm. They still won’t believe us then. But I can’t just wait around for the murderer to kill their next victim.
 
   What was I going to do?
 
   “Okay, thanks, Heidi.” 
 
   I left to find Jemma. She was in the kitchen making a fresh batch of coffee.
 
   “What did Heidi say?”
 
   “She can’t tell without an autopsy, which I knew she was going to say.”
 
   “Dammit.” She bit on a fingernail. “I wonder who the next victim’s going to be.”
 
   “Don’t even go there. Let’s not put any energy in that direction. Let’s pray the storm subsides enough to get help, or for help to come get us. Nobody is going to die next.” 
 
   If only I believed that, but putting energy on those negative forces wasn’t going to help. I had to think positive; otherwise, I’d be a basket case. As it was, Jemma freaked out for the both of us.
 
   Sigh. If only positive thinking in a situation like this were easier done than said.
 
   Since my conscience wouldn’t let me wait until another tragedy happened, I scurried around gathering everyone to meet in the living room.
 
   When all were settled into their spots, I bucked up my courage and sucked in a breath. Jemma stood beside me for support.
 
   “You may all think we’re crazy, but please bear with me. We have good reason to think something amiss is happening here this weekend.”
 
   Scrunched eyebrows made the menu today.
 
   “Are you familiar with Agatha Christie’s novel And Then There Were None?”
 
   Heads nodded. A few mumbled a yes.
 
   “Jemma and I believe that somebody is recreating that scenario here this weekend.” I paused, ready for the onslaught of attacks.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “That’s ridiculous!”
 
   “Are you crazy?”
 
   People shuffled in their seats. Some mumbled to the person next to them.
 
   Yup, I knew that would be the reaction.
 
   “Hang on, let me explain further.” I sucked in another breath, this time with more volume than the last. I was gonna need it. 
 
   “There’s a library just before our room. We found ten Menehune figurines standing in a circle. The first time we saw them there were ten. After Sam went missing we checked again...and there were nine.”
 
   Gasps filled the room, and more mumbling ensued.
 
   “Oh my god. There’s a poem on my wall with the nursery rhyme, but replacing Indians with Menehunes.” Jenn’s eyes reflected her shock. 
 
   “I have one too,” someone else chimed in.
 
   “Me too,” others said.
 
   I pulled the one from my jeans and held it up. “Yes, that’s another thing just like the Agatha Christie novel.”
 
   “At first I thought the Hawaiian rendition was cute, but this is scary now.” That was Jenn again.
 
   “Calm down, everyone,” Kat said, holding out her two hands, palms facing the group. “We’re letting our imaginations run wild here. It’s probably a coincidence.”
 
   “Kat, even so, Sam’s missing and Floyd is dead. Heidi can’t assess how he died without an autopsy, but are you willing to risk other people’s lives by dismissing this as just coincidence? We must take precautions in case it’s not.” My breath puffed out of me like a locomotive’s chimney. “We can’t go for help, and help can’t get to us right now. We have to stay together. Nobody should be doing anything without a partner at this point.”
 
   “Okay, I can agree to that,” said Kat. “I just don’t want everyone to panic. In all the years I’ve worked here, we’ve never had a problem like this, ever. This is troublesome.”
 
   “I understand. Do you know who your employer is?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve never met them. I get instructions through email.”
 
   “You can access the Internet from here?” 
 
   “No, we have to go up top. Neither Evan nor I live here. We live near the area though. Only when there’s an overnight event, like this one, we’re asked to stay over.”
 
   Chris spoke. “I think you’re jumping the gun here. We don’t know for a fact that Floyd died by foul play.”
 
   “He’s right,” someone said.
 
   “Doc, can you say Floyd died of anything other than natural causes?” Owen asked.
 
   “As I told Ginger, I can’t determine what caused Floyd’s death without an autopsy.”
 
   “I can’t believe somebody has it out for everybody here and wants to kill us. I haven’t done anything to anybody that would merit them wanting to kill me,” Nadine the reporter said.
 
   “Kat told me a story the other night about the family whose photos are on the walls by your rooms. From what she said, all of you fit into that story.”
 
   “What story?”
 
   Too bad none of them were in earshot of hearing it when Kat told it to me.
 
   “Kat, you might need to fill them in on that story,” I said.
 
   After she did so, ‘ashen’ described the color of their skin tone. Seems they remembered that family and the incident years ago.
 
   “Twenty years is a long time to harbor a grudge,” Owen said.
 
   “So Floyd was the foster parent who abused those kids?” Chris asked. “The scumbag. He deserved to be killed.”
 
   “Well according to the story, you were bribed to change your statement. You may not be as big a scumbag as Floyd, but there was no honor in your behavior either.” Jenn crossed her arms as she spoke.
 
   “And aren’t you the mistress?” Nadine’s sarcasm could’ve been served on crackers. 
 
   “Okay, everyone, let’s stop with the attacking, please. This doesn’t help our situation.” I felt as though trying to calm down a hornet nest.
 
   How were these people going to partner with each other if they couldn’t get along?
 
   “Ginger, did you check to see if another Menehune was gone?” Heidi leaned forward in her seat.
 
   “No, we didn’t have time to do that yet.”
 
   “Maybe we should go see.”
 
   “That’s a good idea,” someone noted.
 
   Everyone agreed.
 
   When we approached the door, I had to make a confession. “Um, the door’s locked.”
 
   “Where’s the key?” someone asked.
 
   “Kat couldn’t find it.”
 
   “Someone stole the key? How’d you get in?”
 
   “Excuse me, please.” Jemma squeezed her way past a few bodies to where I stood.
 
   “Here’s our lock picker,” I said.
 
   Jemma gave them a sheepish grin sprinkled with sugar.
 
   “Do you do this for a living?” someone asked as we watched Jemma do her thing.
 
   “Yeah, she’s a professional burglar,” I joked.
 
   “I am not!” Jemma halted her task and glared at me.
 
   “I’m kidding,” I told the group with a naughty grin.
 
   “Voila!” my trusty partner-in-crime cried out.
 
   Everyone filed into the library room and headed straight for the table with the Menehune figurines.
 
   A few people gasped.
 
   “Another one’s missing.”
 
   “What the f@%# is going on?” Yup, the marine said that.
 
   “It’s clear that somebody on this property is trying to scare us.” Nadine sized up everyone one by one.
 
   “With one person missing and another dead, ‘scare’ might be the wrong word. I think they want to do more than just scare us,” David said.
 
   “It’s gotta be somebody in this room. Who else would have access to our rooms and the food? A stranger wouldn’t go unnoticed.” Jenn scrutinized our faces.
 
   “She’s right about that.” Owen nodded.
 
   “We don’t know yet if Floyd was murdered. His death could’ve been by natural causes or accidental. As far as Sam, we just don’t know what happened to her. Missing doesn’t mean dead.” Heidi wasn’t convinced yet. “For all we know, someone could be playing a nasty joke on us.”
 
   “What’s the next one in the poem?” Owen asked.
 
   “Eight Menehunes looked toward the heaven, one got leavened and then there were seven,” I read off the sheet.
 
   “How would that one be done?” That was Nadine.
 
   “In bread making, yeast leavens dough.” Heidi beat me to it.
 
   “Leaven could also mean an influence that causes gradual change.” David would know that one.
 
   “And would looking to the heavens be like stargazing? Or religion? I’m not religious, so I probably won’t be the next victim,” Nadine said.
 
   “Or the killer might be religious and want the next victim to repent for their sins, so whether you’re religious or not won’t make a difference.” Owen sure knew how to dampen a person’s wishful thinking.
 
   “I need to get out of here.” Panic engulfed Jenn’s voice. 
 
   She pushed past the others and fled the room as though in need of a bathroom.
 
   Quite frankly, I couldn’t blame her for wanting to run. Chills crept into my bones with the thought that somebody in this room might be the murderer. 
 
   It wasn’t evident with Sam. In fact, it couldn’t have been anybody here who’d done her in. I was the second to the last in the trail line. Everyone else was ahead of us, so Sam’s disappearance was a mind-boggler.
 
   But with Floyd, if he’d been poisoned, somebody definitely snuck into his room with that bowl of fruit. Nobody outside this group could’ve come through the ranch house without being spotted. There were too many of us roaming around the place.
 
   As people ambled out of the library, I wondered who of these eight could’ve killed Floyd.
 
   But again, what about Sam?
 
   Could there be two killers?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   I couldn’t believe I fell asleep again without needing help, and snoozed so soundly throughout the night. Especially with everything that was going on. Weird.
 
   Normally, stressful events caused me to stare at the ceiling until I gave in to melatonin. But sometimes even that didn’t help. I wasn’t complaining though. Glad I slept through my anxiety.
 
   Kat and Evan woke up before us and were busy tending the horses. The weather wasn’t done with its temper-tantrum, but so far this morning it only sobbed. I had no doubt though: the kicking and screaming could start up again at any time.
 
   Jemma and I set out a buffet breakfast, and one at a time the guests entered the dining room and filled their plates.
 
   An hour passed, and everyone except Owen had satisfied their bellies. Yesterday he had plowed through the eggs benedict before most of the other guests had even brushed their teeth. 
 
   We’ll give him another fifteen minutes before closing down the buffet.
 
   When his time was up, I said to Jemma, “Can you check on Owen? He’s the only one who hasn’t come down to breakfast yet.”
 
   “Oh, no, I’m not going up there by myself,” she said. “You want me to end up a missing Menehune?”
 
   Hmm. She had a point. We had to stay together. What was I thinking?
 
   “Sorry, Jemma. I completely lost my mind there for a second.” I hoped my apologetic grin would make up for my blunder.
 
   “Yeah. I was a little hurt you’d throw me to the lions like that.” She spanned her hands on her hips.
 
   Okay, Drama Queen got her point across.
 
   “Sheesh, you don’t need to rub it in.” Although I knew she was partially kidding. Partially, mind you.
 
   “You want me to ask Kat to check up on him?” she asked.
 
   “Nah, maybe we’d better just let him sleep.”
 
   “What if he’s dead?” Jemma’s eyes had been popping so much this weekend, you’d think they were spring-loaded.
 
   “They all were told to lock their doors, so I can’t see why he wouldn’t do that. If he didn’t, he’d be an idiot.”
 
   “I hope you’re right. But if somebody else turns up dead, I’m outta here. I don’t care if I have to swim across shark-infested waters.”
 
   I’d rethink that if I were her. She’d stand a better chance running from a maniacal human where if worse came to worst she could defend herself or even escape. 
 
   Swimming with the sharks with nowhere to hide and them eyeing her as fish food...umm, I don’t think so. Those were not so good odds.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere without me, so don’t go putting on your fins just yet.”
 
   “You’d better be ready. I’m telling you.” 
 
   After another half-hour passed, we closed the buffet and cleaned up the kitchen.
 
   Suddenly, a scream that could’ve shattered glass pierced my ears.
 
   I nearly jumped out of my skin.
 
   Jemma dropped a plate, and she looked about to cry.
 
   “Ginger.” Her voice warbled like a warped vinyl record.
 
   I expected Jemma to take off sprinting toward the beach, but thank goodness she followed me instead. 
 
   We rushed outside to the back of the ranch house past the carport of food, and there lying on the ground on a bed of sourdough bread loaves was Owen.
 
   Nadine must’ve been the one who screamed. She rocked back and forth, clasping her knees as she sat on the rain-spattered ground. Only Jenn had gotten there before us.
 
   We all just stared at the body. I figured since we had a pathologist among us, she should take the lead.
 
   Heidi appeared next on the scene, then the others. She hit the ground by Owen’s side, lifting his eyelids, and checking for signs of life. But we all knew there wouldn’t be any. Her shoulders drooped, confirming Owen’s days were done.
 
   “Can you tell how he was killed?” I asked.
 
   “Looks like suffocation.”
 
   “How can you tell that?” Jenn asked.
 
   “His eyes are bloodshot, and the skin’s pale around his nose and mouth.” She indicated the areas with a finger. “There’s facial cyanosis as well. Looks like he might’ve been smothered with a pillow.”
 
   “How long do you think he’s been dead?” Me again.
 
   “From the rigor mortis that set in and the pronounced discoloration of livor mortis, I’d say he died over 8 hours ago.”
 
   My watch displayed 10:03 a.m.
 
   “Is there any way to tell if he was killed somewhere else and moved to this location?” It would save me time knowing where his ghost might be lingering.
 
   “If they moved him right away, then livor mortis wouldn’t indicate that, so he could’ve been killed elsewhere. In fact, that might probably be the case. Why would Owen be out here last night after everyone went to bed? Especially in this weather.”
 
   Yeah, Owen would’ve been snuggled in his bed.
 
   I had no more questions for Heidi. Right now I wanted to talk to Owen’s ghost.
 
   While Chris and Evan moved the lawyer’s body to keep Floyd’s corpse company, I took leave upstairs. Jemma stood watch again. 
 
   When Owen showed up, I went through my normal spiel when a newbie ghost first appeared to me, then started in on the questions.
 
   “Did you see who murdered you?”
 
   No, he didn’t.
 
   “Do you know how they killed you?”
 
   No, he didn’t.
 
   Hmm. He must’ve been a sound sleeper if someone entering his room or being smothered didn’t awaken him.
 
   But then again, the way I’ve been sleeping these past few nights, that seemed the case for me too.
 
   It was clear. Owen’s ghost had nothing to give me. Like Floyd’s ghost, the killer took him by surprise. Seemed the ghosting process took a while; otherwise, they would’ve gotten a glimpse as they transcended.
 
   When Jemma and I arrived downstairs, the living room buzzed with commotion.
 
   “We have to do something. We can’t just sit here and wait to get murdered,” David said. His usual smiles had been turned upside down.
 
   “It’s still too dangerous with the weather like this.” Kat knew this area well, so she must know what she was talking about.
 
   “We have to try. I’ll volunteer.” A marine might make it through; he certainly had been trained for worse.
 
   “What about your SUV? Shouldn’t that be able to get us out of here? It’s built for rugged terrain, right?” Nadine glanced at Kat, then Evan.
 
   “There’s gonna be floods out there, and not only with the streams and rivers but the roads too. When storms hit, everyone stays put until it’s over.” A crease formed on Kat’s forehead. “Only a tsunami would warrant risking lives to get to higher ground.” 
 
   “I’d say a murderer picking us off warrants importance, as would a tsunami evacuation,” Jenn said, her hands waving around as she spoke.
 
   “I agree.” Nadine nodded.
 
   “Yeah, we’re good as dead anyway,” David said.
 
   Kat made eye contact with Evan. He nodded.
 
   “Chris, you and Evan take the Cherokee and see if you can make it out of here.” 
 
   Kat finally rescinded.
 
   Everyone sighed, and Mr. Politician put his happy face back on.
 
   “Thank you, Kat,” Jenn said while she slumped back on the sofa.
 
   “Evan, ditch the Cherokee if you guys can’t make it through an area. We’ll retrieve it later when the storm dies.”
 
   Evan nodded at Kat once more.
 
   “You ready?” Evan asked Chris.
 
   “Lead the way.” Chris raised his arm in a way that Evan recognized as a ‘dude hug’ kinda thing. They clasped hands and almost did a chest bump, if their arms weren’t in the way.
 
   When Evan and Chris made ready to leave, I stood in front of the bay window and watched them. Outside, angry wind gusts rattled the windows and walls. A blanket of dark gray clouds loomed overhead with an ominous threat.
 
   I worried about the two men’s safety even though we weren’t in any less danger.
 
   “Looks like the weather won’t give us a break,” Jemma said as she stood next to me, both of us now regarding the sky’s mood. 
 
   I answered her with a guttural sound.
 
   “Ginger,” she said, now facing me with fret in her eyes, “I’m really scared.”
 
   My eyes empathized. “Me too.”
 
   “A part of me wishes that the two guys didn’t leave. They might’ve been able to apprehend the murderer should he show up,” she said.
 
   “It could be a she,” I told her.
 
   “In a way, I hope it is. We might be able to overpower a she.”
 
   “Maybe a he, too.” I smiled, but it lacked confidence.
 
   “Yeah, we’ll kick ‘em in the nuts.” She laughed.
 
   How easy it was to be heroic when not face-to-face with the psychopath.
 
   As I turned away from the window, Kat approached us. Looked as though she needed to talk.
 
   “I know your contract only covered until lunch today, since we weren’t expecting to be stuck here with this storm, but could you continue with your services? I know I can get my employer to agree to the extra payment.”
 
   Hmm. What if her employer was the murderer?
 
   “This has nothing to do with the money, but have you considered that your employer might be the killer? They might be one of the guests here right now.” It was bold but necessary.
 
   “I have.”
 
   It didn’t seem as though she was going to add to that.
 
   “Okay, sure, we’ll continue service, but I’m hoping we’ll all be getting out soon.”
 
   “So do I. And thanks.” Kat smiled her appreciation.
 
   When she left, I turned to Jemma. “Sorry. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “Nah, I prefer keeping busy rather than waiting around for my turn to get the axe.”
 
   “Don’t even kid about that, Jemma.” I again thanked the heavens that Reese wasn’t here. “Hopefully we’ll be the two left standing. Remember, there’s only ten Menehunes.”
 
   “Yeah, but what if they’re Kat and Evan? Or one of them and the murderer? Both ways, we’re screwed.” Her lips curved a frown.
 
   “Remind me to enroll you in a ‘Power of Positive Thinking’ seminar.”
 
   “I’m just sayin’.”
 
   I sighed. “I know. And I don’t blame you. We’re in a predicament here, but we’re stuck, and we’ve gotta figure out how to get out of it alive. Negative thoughts will only depress us more. You’re making me edgy by giving reasons we won’t make it out of here.”
 
   “I’m sorry. You know I don’t handle stress well.” Jemma’s eyes teared up.
 
   I put my arm around her shoulders. “It’s okay, Jemma.” I squeezed her tightly. “Please keep the faith. We will make it out.”
 
   God, I hoped I was right.
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   An hour had gone by since Evan and Chris took the SUV and went for help. The sky had no signs of patching its leak anytime soon.
 
   “Jemma, will you go to the library with me? I need a book to read. I’m getting bored sitting by this window, staring at the rain.” 
 
   My face had been glued to the blurred pane that was splattered and dripping with the unlimited rainfall. Rescue might not come for hours, if it came at all.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The library room door has been unlocked ever since we told everyone about it. The murderer didn’t seem to care now that all had seen the figurines.
 
   As I headed straight to the bookshelf, Jemma let out a squeal as though a mouse scampered by.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I turned to look at her.
 
   She pointed to the table.
 
   My eyes followed her aim.
 
   “How many Menehunes should there be here?” she asked.
 
   Sam, Floyd, and Owen made...
 
   “There should be six,” I replied while my eyes counted...one, two, three, four...oh my god!—there were only FIVE Menehunes!
 
   We sprinted out of the library, turning a corner, then another corner, until we came to a skidding halt into the living room. Jenn and David had been conversing on the sofa but now stared at us after our abrupt entry. 
 
   “Where’s the others?” I said as my breath huffed out of me.
 
   They stood to their feet at our panic. By their blank stares, I knew they hadn’t a clue where the others were.
 
   “What’s the matter?” David asked, but I didn’t have time to explain.
 
   “Kat! Heidi! Nadine!” I called out, yodeling at the top of my lungs. But the rain, which beat down upon the rooftop with the sound of firecrackers, outdid me.
 
   “We need to find them, but stay together,” I told David and Jenn.
 
   “Nadine mentioned she had a headache. Last I saw her she had gone to the kitchen.”
 
   “Go find her. We’ll look for the others.”
 
   Without questioning me for details, the pair headed toward the kitchen while Jemma and I took the west-side porch. The wind and rain hailed from the opposite direction, so that porch stayed dry. If they weren’t inside the ranch house, they’d probably be there.
 
   And I was right. Kat and Heidi sat at the far end of the porch having a chat. Heidi saw us first. Then Kat turned. By the time we reached them they were on their feet. My expression, plus the fact that we’d been running, must’ve red-flagged them.
 
   “What is it?” Kat asked.
 
   “Have you seen Nadine?” I said in puffs. Not only did my sprints draw my breaths, but fright sucked the wind out of me too.
 
   Heidi shook her head while Kat said, “Isn’t she in the living room with David and Jenn?”
 
   “No, she’s not with them.”
 
   David and Jenn now joined us. No Nadine. Crap!
 
   “Two new Menehune pieces are missing,” I told them all. “Owen’s one, and also somebody else’s.”
 
   “Oh my god!” Jenn gasped.
 
   “Why would she go off alone?” Jemma wasn’t the only one wondering that.
 
   “That’s our fault.” David wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “The three of us were talking and then she said she’d be right back.”
 
   “I thought she was just going to get an aspirin.” Jenn’s eyes welled with tears. “I should’ve gone with her.”
 
   “It’s not your fault,” I told her. That didn’t make her feel any better though.
 
   “We need to look for her. But we have to stay in pairs,” I told the group. “Did you check upstairs?” I asked David and Jenn.
 
   “No, after we checked the kitchen and the dining area, we came out to the porch to look for you folks,” David replied. “Nadine would’ve had to pass by us to go upstairs, so we figured that wasn’t where she’d be.”
 
   “You guys should check upstairs just to be sure, and inside the rest of the house. Jemma and I will scout out the produce carport and that outside area around there.” I turned to Kat and Heidi. “You two should check the stables and the area out on that side.” 
 
   Not sure why I was playing commander at that moment, but the words just poured out of me. Hope I didn’t sound too bossy. Gawd, that’s hardly a thing I should be worrying about right now.
 
   So Jemma and I scavenged the carport, searching under the tables, behind boxes, even in the trash can. I suddenly felt awful, realizing that I’d been seeking out a body, a dead one, not Nadine, the living reporter person.
 
   For all we knew, the missing Menehune could be either Evan or Chris. But why didn’t I believe it was either of them?
 
   “She’s not here,” Jemma said.
 
   I nodded. “C’mon.” I beckoned with my hand, and on my cue we headed out from the comfort of the dry carport into the pummeling rain. 
 
   My hair plastered my face as the coursing raindrops smacked us. Windshield wipers for my eyes would’ve helped right now. Our path ahead seemed a blur.
 
   Jemma hung onto my arm as though afraid the gusty winds would blow her away. I found that amusing since she was heavier than me, so most likely she’d be the one anchoring us down.
 
   We trudged ahead about twenty steps when something caught my eye. I squinted, then proceeded toward it. Water dribbled down over my mouth as I held my breath. The object was clearer now. 
 
   Oh my god—it was a brick.
 
   Jemma saw it too. Her grip tightened on my arm, cutting off my circulation.
 
   Bile rose in my throat. I was gonna be sick.
 
   I did a half-turn and leaned my back against the wall. I said to Jemma, “Is that hair?”
 
   A tarp the size of a comforter covered something under it. Red tinted a puddle diluted by the rainwater, while raindrops splattered it as it pooled around the mass of strands.
 
   Even through the cloud’s showering tears I could see Jemma’s eyes well.
 
   And then I lost my lunch.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   When I recovered from my bout of nausea, and while Heidi attended to Nadine’s body after they moved her to where the corpses were stacking up, I summoned Nadine’s ghost. Jemma, once again, held lookout.
 
   “So you didn’t see who struck you?” I asked.
 
   I had already told Nadine’s ghost about playing charades with me to feed me her answers, so I believe she was about to do just that.
 
   She fisted her hand and pulled her arm behind her head, then made a striking motion.
 
   “They struck you from behind.”
 
   Yes.
 
   “Why’d you go outside?”
 
   Her feet moved as though marching while her arms swung to and fro.
 
   “You’re walking.”
 
   A nod.
 
   “You’re opening a door?”
 
   No.
 
   Hmm. She sure looked like she opened a door.
 
   Oh wait. She didn’t turn a knob. Also, I remembered Jenn saying that Nadine had gone into the kitchen.
 
   “You opened the fridge.”
 
   Affirmative.
 
   “You’re turning around swiftly. Did somebody come into the kitchen?”
 
   She shook her head and did the motion again.
 
   “Something caught your eye behind you?”
 
   Her face lit up, and she nodded twice.
 
   “You’re walking again. Now you’re opening a door.” This time she turned a doorknob.
 
   She closed it behind her.
 
   “You went outside?”
 
   Yes.
 
   “So something caught your eye, and you went to see what it was?”
 
   She frowned and nodded.
 
   I didn’t say it aloud, but man, that was foolish. She knew a murderer was about, so why would she investigate something suspicious by herself?
 
   With her next motion, she held her arms to her side, but slightly out and fisted.
 
   I crinkled my forehead. I had no idea what she was trying to convey.
 
   Then she flexed her muscles.
 
   “Strong?”
 
   She waved her hand inward, beckoning me to continue.
 
   “Muscular?”
 
   She shook her head. Her arms went up on both sides, flexing her muscles.
 
   It’s not strong or muscular, so what the heck is it?
 
   “Marine?!” I yelled out. Maybe she was describing Chris. But he was on route with Evan, so that couldn’t be it. Unless he was the murderer and got rid of Evan and came back to kill Nadine.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   Okay, scrap that. In a way, I was glad it wasn’t Chris.
 
   Just then, I heard the rumble of a car. I turned to look at Jemma. She heard it too.
 
   It had only been about two hours since Evan and Chris left, so could they have brought rescue back so soon?
 
   “We’ll be right back, Nadine,” I told her ghost.
 
   Jemma and I rushed out to the front of the ranch house. By the time we got there, we saw Evan’s backside entering the front door. We dashed up the porch steps, and I nearly slipped. 
 
   “Be careful,” Jemma warned. 
 
   I slowed down my steps on the last step, then entered the house. Jemma followed behind me. Water dripped from us everywhere.
 
   Everyone was gathered in the living room.
 
   “What happened?” Jenn asked Evan.
 
   All eyes fixated on him.
 
   “We got stuck just out by the river, so Chris tried to push the Cherokee while I hit the gas. Just as I lunged forward, he must’ve slipped and hit his head. I tried to help him, but he got swept away.”
 
   Was that an accident or was it part of a plan? 
 
   ‘Six Menehunes went for a dive
 
   One over-strived and then there were five.’
 
   If it were an accident, the murderer was damn lucky to have nature assist in their scheme. 
 
   “I had to turn back. I barely got here in one piece. It’s too hairy out there.”
 
   Kat told Evan about Nadine. He seemed genuinely saddened by the tragic news.
 
   Jemma and I went back to continue my chat with Nadine’s ghost, but she never reappeared.
 
   On our way back to our room to get dried off, I said, “Jemma, we should check if another Menehune is missing. Something sounds suspicious about Evan’s story.”
 
   “You think Evan might be the killer?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it seems too coincidental that Chris drowned like the poem read, just after Nadine’s death.”
 
   “But that’s pretty risky to outright implicate himself like that.”
 
   Hmm, she had a point. The murderer wouldn’t want to draw attention to him or herself. Unless, of course, they didn’t expect anybody to be left alive to turn them in. 
 
   Okay, I gotta stop thinking negative thoughts like Jemma.
 
   “Plus, who killed Nadine then? Do you think there are two killers in cahoots?” There went her popping eyes again.
 
   It had occurred to me. Could the sister and brother be doing this together? At first I thought maybe only the sister, but...
 
   Is Evan Kat’s brother?
 
   I had brought this up before and ruled that out because they didn’t look anything like each other. But again, you never can tell.
 
   I dunno, though. I’ve caught glimpses of the two when they thought no one was looking, and they seemed a bit too cozy sometimes to be siblings.
 
   When we got to the library, Jemma beat me to the table. No other piece was missing from the last time we looked.
 
   Hmm. Maybe Chris’ death was an accident after all and the murderer hadn’t yet taken the piece off the board.
 
   How were they even getting in here without us seeing them? They’d have to come through this hallway. Could they be watching us? Doing it when they knew we were elsewhere? 
 
   So far, everyone’s been with somebody else since we started this buddy system. Only Evan hasn’t been accounted for after he left with Chris. We don’t know when Chris died, so if he’s been hiding out somewhere prior to Nadine’s death, waiting for the right time, then—
 
   “Ginger!” Jemma yelled.
 
   “Geez! You scared the living—”
 
   “Look out the window.” She pointed at the stables.
 
   “What?” And then I saw him. “Oh my god. Who the hell is that?”
 
   “I don’t know, but we’d better go tell the others.”
 
   By the time we got to the living room, Kat had just opened the front door. The man we sighted outside a moment ago stood in the doorway.
 
   For some reason, my mind flashed with every slasher movie I’d ever seen where frolicking teenagers met their gruesome deaths except the last hero/heroine left. I’m so glad I quit watching those deranged movies. Now if I could only get amnesia to erase these past ones from my memory.
 
   “Can I hole up here until the storm subsides?” he asked. The stranger wore raingear, so he must’ve been prepared. Was he a hiker? The one staying in the shack as Kat had mentioned?
 
   “Come in,” Kat told him.
 
   With all the murders that had taken place, I was surprised to see her so welcoming and without so much as reaching for a pitchfork first. I’d feel a lot safer after I knew what was under his raingear. If he pulled out an axe and started hacking away—
 
   Okay, stop it, Ginger!
 
   Dammit. Jemma was as contagious as the measles.
 
   As he removed his raingear, Jenn spoke.
 
   “Where did you come from?” 
 
   “I’d been hiking the area and got trapped in this storm.” 
 
   I’d guessed this guy’s age to be either late twenties or early thirties.
 
   “What’s your name?” Heidi asked.
 
   “Mark.”
 
   “I’m Heidi.”
 
   We all ended up introducing ourselves to him. He seemed harmless enough. He might end up a wrench in the murderer’s plans though. But then again, Jemma and I shouldn’t be in there either. Why were we even invited? I pray the parents of the two kids didn’t get sick or something at a gig we’d done. Could we also be targets?
 
   My stomach felt queasy again.
 
   “Have you seen a woman with short brown hair, in her late forties to early fifties?” I asked.
 
   He squinted, then shook his head. “No, I haven’t. Why do you ask?”
 
   “We’ve been looking for her.”
 
   “Is she lost in the storm?” 
 
   Kat brought him a cup of coffee. 
 
   “Thanks.” He smiled as he took the mug from her. His two hands caressed the cup as though it were a warm body.
 
   “We don’t know where she is, but we hope she’s been given shelter by someone living in the valley.”
 
   “I appreciate you folks letting me in. It’s been crazy out there.”
 
   Now I felt bad that I wanted to scrutinize this man before letting him through the door. But we were in a very different predicament than any of the residents who didn’t have a murderer to worry about.
 
   “You can stay upstairs in the guests’ quarters. Evan will prepare your room and let you know when it’s ready for you,” Kat said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Mark could partner with Heidi now. With Evan back, he’d be partnering with Kat.
 
   “We’d better get dinner prepped, Jemma.” 
 
   As Jemma and I exited the room, my only thought was...
 
   God, I hope we all make it to the morning.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   My eyes popped open. Whew. Thank god, I made it through the night. I looked at the clock on the nightstand. It was a little after six.
 
   A sound discharged from Jemma. Oh my, a bit of gas made its escape. Like horse, like rider, I guess. Thunderballs must’ve rubbed off on her.
 
   It normally would’ve given me a chuckle; instead I sighed with relief. Unless her cadaver ripped one involuntarily, it was safe to say my friend and assistant made it to the morning too.
 
   No Menehunes with our names on them should be missing at least.
 
   With my bliss at still being able to smell a stinky fart, my mood turned over swiftly when I thought about Blaine. He must be climbing the walls with worry about the both of us. I’d be worried sick about him if our situations were reversed. I had no way to contact him to let him know we’ve been delayed due to the storm. Who knew how long we’d be stuck out here. 
 
   Please, please let this weather clear up.
 
   I swung my legs off the bed and padded to the bathroom. I marveled at how soundly I slept again. I swear, it must be the water. If I make it through this, I might have to find out how to bottle it and sell it as a sleep aid. Beats melatonin by a mile, and then some.
 
   When Jemma finally got up and we were ready to do more sleuthing, the first place we headed for was the library room. My curiosity needed to know if someone bit the dust last night. I prayed that didn’t happen, but with things going the way they had been, what were the odds?
 
   “Ginger.” There was that voice of doom again. Jemma had reached the table before me.
 
   “Please don’t tell me.”
 
   She didn’t have to. I saw it in her eyes.
 
   We ran past the kitchen and through the living room. Nobody seemed up and about yet. We hurried upstairs to the guests’ bedrooms. Everyone’s doors were still closed.
 
   I didn’t care that we’d look like maniacs—we needed to know who’d been killed. We pounded on the doors.
 
   Locks unclicked and knobs rattled.
 
   Doors swung open with grumbles at whoever made all this racket.
 
   One door never opened though.
 
   Jenn’s.
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   A boar’s tusk did Jenn in as she slept. Where that tusk came from, only the killer knew. There weren’t any animal trophy heads on the walls of this ranch house that I saw. But that tusk had to come from somewhere.
 
   Could that stranger, Mark, have hidden the boar’s tusk in his raingear? Or maybe he left a backpack outside and retrieved the murder weapon as we slept.
 
   But how would he have gotten into Jenn’s room? It was locked from the inside. There would’ve been signs of a break-in if the door had been tampered with. The murderer had to be getting inside from somewhere else. But how? Through a window? It was far too high, being on the second floor. And with the storm, nobody would have their windows open.
 
   Where was Maile? Didn’t she have another clue for me? There had to be another clue somewhere.
 
   After talking with Jenn’s ghost, she too didn’t see the murderer. What the hell was going on?! Was everyone rendered unconscious?
 
   Oh my god. That’s gotta be it.
 
   “Jemma, I think the killer has been knocking us out with a drug every night.”
 
   “How could they do that?”
 
   “In the water. I bet they’ve been spiking it in the evenings just before bedtime.”
 
   “Oh my god.” Jemma’s face reflected how I felt.
 
   “They’re probably using something milder for the rest of us, but a potent one for the victim.”
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   “What I learned from Pako on his investigations is that the knock-out drugs make you feel terrible the next day, and some even cause amnesia.”
 
   “Holy cow.”
 
   “But we haven’t had those symptoms, so I think we’ve been given a mild dose to make sure we sleep soundly enough when the murderer traipses around at night.”
 
   “But why the potent one for the victim? If they were out for revenge, wouldn’t they want their prey to suffer and see who’s doing them in?”
 
   “Very good point, Jemma, but I think the murderer has already put the shock to them and only needs to play out the Agatha Christie thing. They might not want to risk something going wrong like the victim escaping or fighting back.”
 
   “Hmm, yeah, that makes sense.”
 
   Of course it did. I’m Sherlock, remember? I didn’t say that aloud to Jemma, but internally I smiled. If Pako were here, he’d want to challenge that title for himself though.
 
   “Maybe we should search the rooms to find out who has the drugs. We’d then find the killer.” I believe Jemma was getting excited.
 
   “We’ll do it when they go downstairs. After breakfast.”
 
   We did a fist bump. 
 
   Jemma made a good Watson.
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   Jemma and I took turns rifling through the rooms while the other stood guard.
 
   “Ginger,” Jemma whispered as she peeked out from the doorway. “I found something.”
 
   After scouting the stairs in case anybody was on their way up, I scurried to where Jemma stood. She showed me the bottle. 
 
   It was ketamine.
 
   “Why would Heidi need to bring ketamine with her on this trip?”
 
   “Maybe she thought she’d be needing to put somebody out.”
 
   That she did. Was Heidi the murderer?
 
   “To be fair, she did bring other medical items. Maybe she carries them around with her in case of an emergency.”
 
   That sounded plausible. But we couldn’t rule her out just because she held a degree in medicine.
 
   “Hurry, put it back, before somebody catches us.” That would not be good.
 
   Jemma did as I said.
 
   Heidi’s was the last guest room we scoped, and although David had prescription sleeping pills, his stash was in no way a big score like the ketamine.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Jemma asked.
 
   “I don’t know yet, but I’ll think of something.”
 
   When we joined the others, Kat had been discussing going for help again.
 
   “It’s too dangerous.” David shook his head with disapproval.
 
   “We can’t just wait here and get picked off one by one.” Kat argued a good point.
 
   But David was right. It was suicide to go out there with the floods and treacherous winds. Chris got swept away, and Evan had to turn back. What chance did she have?
 
   “Wait. What do you mean by that?” 
 
   Oh, right, our stranger hadn’t read the memo. We filled him in on the details.
 
   “Maybe I should go back to that shack I was staying in. Seems safer than what’s going on here.”
 
   I couldn’t tell if he was joking or serious. Probably a bit of both.
 
   “Maybe we can set a booby trap for the murderer.” Jemma glanced at everyone for signs of support.
 
   I’m afraid I couldn’t oblige her. “If the murderer is standing here with us, then that won’t really work, Jemma. They’d be in on what we planned to do.”
 
   My friend frowned. It was a good plan. She just didn’t think it through.
 
   “According to the poem, you said there are ten Menehunes. Six people are already dead—”
 
   “Actually, five are dead. Sam is missing, but we don’t know if she’s dead,” I corrected Mark.
 
   “Okay, so let’s say she’s one of the victims in any case. That means there are four more murders the killer wants to commit.”
 
   Jemma groaned. Assessing our situation wasn’t exactly music to anyone’s ears.
 
   “There are seven of us here now.” At least he could count. “That means three will be left alive.”
 
   Was that like looking at the glass half-full? Somehow it didn’t make any of us feel any better. Fine for the last three standing, but who the hell knew who’d they be? It was the four about to get knocked off that scared the kaka out of all of us. Well, except the murderer, of course. They were probably reveling in our tortured souls at this moment.
 
   I surveyed the faces of those around me. Except Jemma’s, of course. I could 100% rule her out as the killer. Nobody gave away any hints at being the culprit. Whoever did these dastardly deeds could sure keep a poker face.
 
   “Well if one of you is the murderer, then we’d have to stick together. Nobody can be left alone. Not even with just another person. We stay as a group at all times,” Heidi said.
 
   I was surprised hearing that come from her. After finding ketamine in her possession, if she were the murderer she’d want to separate people as much as possible. Hmm, maybe she’s not the killer. 
 
   “That’s going to be impossible. Is everyone going to be hanging outside the bathroom while somebody’s taking a crap?” 
 
   Although crudely put, David had a point. These walls were thin. I wouldn’t want them listening in on my braps and plops.
 
   “Look, we don’t know when this storm is gonna settle down. We could be stuck here for days. I don’t know about any of you, but I’d rather take my chances out there with nature than with somebody here who’s hacking off limbs.” 
 
   Kat could’ve put that a little subtler. I bet Jemma’s even more freaked out now.
 
   “I doubt you’ll be one of the victims. You weren’t mentioned in the story you told. Neither was your co-worker,” Heidi said.
 
   “Well, there could be something I don’t know about. That was the story I was told. The facts are...there are four Menehunes left, and that could include any of us. Maybe not so much Mark, since he just happened upon us.” Kat placed her hands on her hips.
 
   Hmm. Maybe Mark was the killer. Who knew how long he’d been lurking around. But then again, how’d he get access to things without being spotted? Arrgh! I wish Pako was here. I could use his help figuring this one out. We don’t have much more time either.
 
   “If you go out there, somebody should go with you,” Heidi said. “You can’t go it alone.”
 
   “You can’t get out with the Cherokee. You’ll need to hike it,” Evan told Kat.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So who’s gonna go with Kat?” Jemma asked.
 
   “Nobody.” Kat set her sights on each of us one at a time. “Look, the only one here I trust is Evan. But he needs to stay here to help you guys should I fail to return. Anybody else will just slow me down. I don’t wanna be worrying about taking care of somebody else out there. You could get both of us killed. I’d be better off here, waiting for my time with the murderer, then. Less work and energy.” She smiled.
 
   That was true. Nobody but Evan and, well, Mark—but he was too new to the group to trust him—was fit for hiking this terrain, much less up a steep mountainside.
 
   No one argued this time.
 
   “Any other objections?” Kat asked.
 
   “Good. I’d best be on my way then.” She turned to Evan. “I’ll need you to help me for a second.”
 
   “Be careful!” I yelled as they headed out.
 
   Okay, Kat’s going for help. God, I hope she makes it.
 
   That knotted feeling and pungent bile rose from the pit of my stomach again.
 
   Why didn’t I believe that?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   “I need a book to pass the time. I’m going nuts here,” I told Jemma.
 
   She followed me to the library.
 
   As I fingered the titles on the bookshelf, deciding which one to pick, Jemma said, “No other Menehune pieces are missing yet.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “I wonder what would happen if we stayed in here so the killer couldn’t take a piece away. Do you think they might have to postpone their kills?”
 
   I furrowed my brows. “I doubt that would stop them from going through with the murders. But who knows?” 
 
   That would be an interesting experiment, although bathroom breaks were inevitable. And placating our growling tummies as well. In those cases, there would be times the murderer would have access to the library.
 
   “How are they getting in, you think? There must be a hidden door or something because we would’ve seen them come through here at least once all this time.”
 
   “I had thought about that too, Jemma.” 
 
   She’d make a good sleuth also.
 
   “What do you think about the bookcase?” she asked.
 
   “You think there might be a hidden passageway behind one of these bookshelves?” Could it be that cliché?
 
   She shrugged.
 
   I walked around to the back side since there was a shelf behind this first one. If the last bookshelf wasn’t leaned against the wall, then that theory wouldn’t hold weight.
 
   “These bookshelves are freestanding, so there doesn’t seem to be any secret passage through it. Although...”
 
   “What is it?” she asked, joining me at the back of the room.
 
   “There’s a full-length mirror here, which is strange. Why would there be a mirror in a library room?”
 
   “Maybe it was a bedroom that they converted into a library room later. Perhaps they just left the mirror.”
 
   Hmm. That could be. But...
 
   “Oh my god!” Jemma exclaimed as a click sounded out from a latch my fingers found underneath the left side of the mirror. There was a slight gap between it and the wall.
 
   We looked at each other with gleams in our eyes as though we’d struck gold. 
 
   I pulled on the lip and the mirror swung open like a door. Our heads peeked into the space we’d discovered. It was like a crawlspace but at the full height of the ceiling. It resembled more of a narrow hallway.
 
   “You stay here and I’ll see where this leads,” I told Watson.
 
   “Be careful!” she said.
 
   There wasn’t much in the way of décor in this hallway-like space. Of course, it wasn’t meant for high traffic. Seemed someone built it to get in and out of rooms in case of emergency or something. Who knows?
 
   Not ten steps from where I left Jemma, I found a door against the opposite wall. No doorknob though, just a deadbolt lock that would need a key. It must lead outside.
 
   I walked further until the hallway ended with another door. Again, no knob, only a deadbolt keyhole.
 
   Since I’d hit a roadblock with nowhere to go, I headed back to the library.
 
   “What did you find?” Watson asked as she stood waiting at the mirror’s entrance.
 
   “Nothing much. Just locked doors. I couldn’t get past them.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “Well, at least we know one thing—”
 
   “Yeah, somebody has another way in and out of this place.” Watson was getting good at this.
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   “You think there’s passageways like this around the entire house?”
 
   “I would guess so,” I said. Then it occurred to me. “I bet that’s how the killer got into the guestrooms.”
 
   Jemma’s eyes widened. “Yes. I remember Chris’ room had the same type full-length mirror.”
 
   When we scoured their rooms, I too recalled the other guestrooms having one. There must be a staircase from the bottom to the second floor inside the walls.
 
   “We now know the killer has a key that accesses these secret passageways to areas of this house,” I said.
 
   Was it Kat or Evan? And what about Mark? He showed up out of nowhere. Why didn’t he come looking for better shelter earlier?
 
   Or could one of the guests be the sister or brother? Hmm. No. Their ages didn’t fit. Most of the guests were closer to the age of the parents.
 
   Hold on! What if the mother wasn’t dead? What if she didn’t commit suicide all those years ago?
 
   Could one of the guests be her?
 
   The only female guest left was Heidi. 
 
   Or was there a red herring?
 
   Let’s not forget, Sam hasn’t been ruled out because she’s still just missing. Her body hasn’t been found yet. Could she be the Agatha Christie twist?
 
   My head reeled with questions. Maile hadn’t shown up since that one time, and the other ghosts didn’t know anything either. It seemed Jemma and I were on our own on this.
 
   Maybe now was a good time to read Agatha Christie’s book. I only saw the movie version, and that was a long time ago, so reading the novel may help with finding out more about what this killer was up to. I was sure the movie version followed the book closely enough, but just in case.
 
   I grabbed the And Then There Were None title. When I opened the cover, what the...?
 
   This wasn’t a book at all. It was a façade—one of those boxes made to look like a book for stashing secrets in.
 
   “What’s that?” Jemma asked.
 
   “Looks like letters.”
 
   “Who writes letters anymore?”
 
   Yeah, really.
 
   “Here, pass me some, so I can read them too.” Jemma stuck her hand out.
 
   My fingers dug into the hole and handed her some.
 
   The handwriting on the envelope was cursive, but looked written by a child. It was addressed to Kaline Drogon. 
 
   “Ginger, these letters are from the brother to the sister.” 
 
   Sheesh. She was a fast reader. I was still opening my first one.
 
   “Does he say anything interesting?” I pulled out the folded paper from the envelope while looking at her.
 
   “He sounds pretty bitter.”
 
   I stopped to listen. These letters might hold important clues.
 
   “The brother’s name is Maleko. That’s how he signed it anyway.”
 
   It was then that I noticed the weather outside had cleared.
 
   “Hear that?” I asked Jemma.
 
   Her eyes veered left. Then right. She scrunched her face.
 
   “Hear what? I don’t hear anything,” she finally said.
 
   “Yeah, there’s no gusts of wind or rain.” I stood to my feet. Previously, we were seated on the floor.
 
   “Maybe now we can get out of here.” Jemma’s eyes brightened for the first time in a long while on this gig.
 
   “I think we should take these letters and get out of here right now.” I wasn’t taking any chances that help might not arrive.
 
   “I’m with you!”
 
   “We should check on the others and see who else wants to come with us.” I took the letters out of the box and held them in my hand.
 
   “You’re not going to take the box?”
 
   “Jemma, if there’s something incriminating in these”—I held the envelopes up to her—“and the murderer sees that we’ve got that book, they’ll know we’ve seen the letters. Do you want to take a chance that they’ll let us go after we have all this proof?”
 
   “Guess I don’t make a good supersleuth, huh?” Her lips pouted.
 
   “Oh, no, you’ve been a great sleuth so far, but that one needed work.” I breathed a laugh through my nose.
 
   “Let’s get our purses and be on our way,” I said.
 
   “What about our overnighters?”
 
   “Jemma, we ain’t gonna be lugging those around. Once we reach safety, we can get those back. For now, we just gotta get out of here.”
 
   Our purses should probably be left behind too, but I just couldn’t do it. All my credit cards, driver’s license, IDs and other stuff I needed were in there.
 
   I’m sure if flames surrounded us and I didn’t have time to think about what to save, I’d leave it. But since that wasn’t the case, and we had time to prepare, it was going with me.
 
   I threw the letters in my purse, and once we were ready to leave, we scampered around the house searching for the others. Hmm. Strange. Where’d everyone go?
 
   After we canvassed the inside of the house, we headed out to the front porch.
 
   A man’s salt-n-peppered head faced his back to us. We knew it was David. Why was he sitting out here by himself? Was he napping? His head drooped forward.
 
   Where was Heidi? Or Evan? Or for that matter, Mark? Nobody was to be left alone.
 
   “David,” I said as we approached him. “We’re leaving...”
 
   But as we moved around to face him, oh my god, it was apparent—my eyes zeroed in on the teacup on the table in front of him. It was turned on its side. The rhyme swam in my brain.
 
   ‘Three Menehunes swigging down the brew
 
   One felt rued and then there were two.’
 
   But this wasn’t supposed to be the next one. Three, the tree one, was. Did that mean there were two deaths, but we just hadn’t found the other yet?
 
   Jemma cried out, “Oh god, Ginger, let’s get the hell outta here!”
 
   We didn’t bother waiting to find anybody else. Our legs tore down the porch steps and hightailed it as though being chased by a Bengal tiger.
 
   I never realized just how fast Jemma could run until now. Ahead of me by the length of a tennis court, she wasn’t waitin’ for no one. I could’ve hopped on her back, and she wouldn’t have even broken her stride.
 
   And I called her Tortoise the last time. No, she was Hare in this run.
 
   I heard a scream. Jemma skidded to a halt.
 
   “What?!” I yelled. But as I narrowed my distance I saw the tree. Heidi hung from it. Jemma didn’t need to explain.
 
   The third Menehune was dead.
 
   “Jemma, I have to talk to her ghost. In Agatha’s novel the last victim hung herself, so I have to know if Heidi did the same or if somebody killed her.”
 
   “We can’t stop, Ginger. There are two more Menehunes left, and I think they’re us.” Tears streamed down her cheeks.
 
   “You go on ahead, and I’ll catch up,” I said.
 
   “Dammit, Ginger, I’m not leaving you.” Annoyance pitched her voice this time. “Hurry up then.”
 
   “I’ll be but a sec,” I assured her.
 
   “Heidi. Please appear.” I didn’t bother to whisper this time, since I couldn’t give a rip who saw me. Our lives were in danger—NO—our lives were at stake, and I just needed to get this done.
 
   “Heidi!”
 
   She finally appeared.
 
   “Did you hang yourself?” I didn’t bother with the small talk.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Do you know who killed you?”
 
   Again, a no.
 
   Dagnabbit! The murderer must’ve given her the ketamine and carried her here. That must mean the murderer was a man. Kat didn’t seem Amazonian enough to carry a body.
 
   That left Evan or Mark as the killer.
 
   “Let’s go!” Jemma yelled as she yanked my arm. She then took off running again.
 
   We ran and ran and ran some more. Finally, I had to stop—my lungs were gonna burst. Hard huffs heaved out my breath, and I coughed and coughed until I gagged. I had no spit. It was as though I’d been sucking on felt.
 
   I held my hand over my heart while it raced with the velocity of a runaway bullet train. It thumped and pumped harder than a jackhammer—I thought I was gonna drop down dead!
 
   I swiped the back of my hand under my nose. Then grasping my sides, I squeezed. Man, I was so out of shape.
 
   I didn’t bother to yell out to Jemma to slow down. I had no breath in me. Doubled over, I clamped my hands over my thighs. Crap! Cramps seized me, and I winced.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I heard Jemma yell back at me. She sounded winded, but not anything like how I felt.
 
   Without looking up, I flapped my hands at my wrists, motioning her to go on. 
 
   I tried to yell out, “Keep going. Don’t worry about me,” but only puffs of air wheezed out.
 
   I rose full height and set my eyes on her. 
 
   My eyelids rose high.
 
   Her figure no longer took center stage, but the one behind her did.
 
   “Jemma!” I tried to yell, but my energy hadn’t yet rejuvenated my voice. It came out only louder than a whisper.
 
   I didn’t need binoculars to know who it was.
 
   It was the murderer.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   If I thought my heart pounded hard and fast before, it was near heart attack levels now. 
 
   Please don’t hurt Jemma. Please.
 
   With all the stamina left in me, I barreled like a wild mare toward my dear friend, praying that maniac didn’t harm her. 
 
   My mind; numb, yet chaotic, verged on delirium. Was I experiencing shock? Adrenalin kicked in like a drug taking me on a high ride. I’ve never felt fear to this degree, ever. I wanted to pass out but I didn’t dare.
 
   As I closed in, I scanned the ground for something, anything, to use as a weapon. I caught sight of a dead branch and scooped it up. Grasped tightly in my grip, I was poised for my attack.
 
   Why was he just standing there? He made no move toward Jemma or me. He knew I had to be out for blood with the way I was coming at him. 
 
   Swinging the flimsy weapon over my head, I tried to strike but he deflected my blow and caught my arm with a hard grip. 
 
   Jemma put her fists to his arm and chest, and I thought he was gonna smack her with his other arm when a voice yelled out, “STOP!”
 
   As though the command had been barked out by a drill sergeant, we all did.
 
   It was Kat! She ran out of the brush. Her presence caught me by surprise, and all I could do was stare at her. Did she come back to help us?
 
   But then she stood beside Mark and it hit me.
 
   Kat was the sister. 
 
   So she was Kaline (pronounced: Kuh lee nay). And Mark was Maleko (pronounced: Muh lay ko). It was their names in Hawaiian.
 
   Mark released his grip on me, and Jemma and I stepped backward a few paces.
 
   “We’re not going to hurt you folks,” Kat said.
 
   I found no relief in that.
 
   “But there are two more Menehunes.” 
 
   Dammit, Jemma, you didn’t have to remind them.
 
   “They’re not you.” Kat told us. Then she looked at her brother, “We’ve had our revenge on all those involved.”
 
   “Why were we even here?” I asked.
 
   “I remembered our parents talking about how a Maui girl had made the big time after reading an article about you. They talked about visiting your restaurant someday, but that day never happened.”
 
   Wow. I didn’t know how to feel about that.
 
   “We figured we’d tribute our parents by bringing you here to treat our victims to their one last great meal.”
 
   Oh my god. This was crazy!
 
   “When you were killing them, did you drug us?” I had to ask.
 
   “Yes. We had to make sure you all slept soundly throughout the night. My brother could then come and go.”
 
   “We found the hallways in-between the walls. We guessed that you entered the guestrooms through the mirrors.”
 
   “Clever ladies,” she said.
 
   “We found ketamine in Heidi’s things. We thought at first she was the murderer. Did you steal it from her to use on us?”
 
   “We had our own. We didn’t use that drug on you. It was used only on those we killed. You all got a safer sleeping pill, but one strong enough to knock you out all night.” 
 
   That’s what I figured.
 
   “So what now?” I asked.
 
   I tried to sound calm, but my body shivered as though I wore a bikini in the middle of a snowfall. 
 
   Even though Kat said they weren’t going to kill us, it didn’t lessen my chills. They were freaking murderers. Who could ever feel calm among the likes of these two?
 
   “We’ll give you a map so you can find the Waipio Valley access road. You’ll have to hike up it, but at the lookout you’ll be able to catch a ride.”
 
   “Aren’t you afraid that we’ll turn you in?” Jemma asked. 
 
   Oh my god, girl, shush the heck up. I flared my nostrils at her. Unfortunately, Jemma’s attention was on Kat, so she didn’t catch my glare.
 
   “We’ll be long gone by the time you get out. All that mattered to us was revenge on the people who deserved it. We don’t kill innocent people.”
 
   “What about Evan?” I asked. “Was he also in on this?”
 
   “Yes. He’s my boyfriend,” Kat said.
 
   “What happened to Sam? Did you kill her too?”
 
   Before Kat could answer, a wop, wop, wop serenaded my ears with a song of hope. I knew what it was, and so did the others.
 
   Kat reached back into her pants and threw a map to the ground. “You’d better get going.”
 
   Then both she and her brother ran.
 
   Jemma’s eyes welled up. Mine did too. Funny how relief can make you cry as much as fear can.
 
   We clung to each other while blubbering with tears—grateful to be alive.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” I said once I gained my composure.
 
   “I’ll be right behind you, lady.”
 
   “You sure about that?” I smiled. “You were light-years ahead of me before.”
 
   Jemma quirked her mouth. “Just lead on, Magruff.”
 
   “It’s ‘Macduff,’” I corrected.
 
   “Whatever. Just go.”
 
   I was on it. We followed the map back to where we’d have a chance at reaching civilization eventually. But before we made it to the access road, as was my hope, we bumped into two guys wearing rescue uniforms.
 
   Thank god!
 
   We told them what happened. They escorted us back to the chopper that had set down on the open grassy area just a few hundred feet from the beach. Maybe it was a few thousand, I don’t know. I’m not good with distance. I just wanted to get home.
 
   “You okay back there, ladies?”
 
   The console lit up.
 
   “Yes,” I said, while Jemma just nodded.
 
   “Sorry we couldn’t get here any earlier, but the storm made it impossible.”
 
   The other rescue guy was calling in to their dispatch.
 
   “What made you come for us?” I asked. Surely they couldn’t know what was going on back at the ranch.
 
   “A few people had contacted emergency, worried about their family members when they didn’t call or return home yesterday.” He pressed a button. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Ginger Lee.”
 
   He picked up a small clipboard.
 
   “Your name’s on here, so your husband was one of them.”
 
   All of a sudden, my throat choked up and tears dribbled down my face. My Blaine.
 
   “The authorities are being notified. They’ll send in a team to investigate your story. They’ll need you both for questioning, but for now, let’s get you out of here.”
 
   I was all for that.
 
   Jemma’s fingers entwined mine and grasped so tightly my fingers began to throb.
 
   I let out a breath as the chopper lifted us off the valley floor and buzzed like a honey bee into the sky, carrying its pollen and nectar back safely to its comb.
 
   I smiled at Jemma. She smiled at me. What an ordeal we had been through.
 
   Then my thoughts went to Blaine.
 
   I couldn’t wait to smother him with kisses while his loving arms made me feel safe again.
 
   Looking out onto the ocean, watching surfers catch massive foam-tipped waves, my next thought was...
 
   Oh boy, wait till I tell Reese about Jemma’s shoe and Thunderballs’ stinky fart.
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   Editor Commentary – The Marchenko Incident
 
   The anthology moves from a paranormal mystery to a SF adventure written in a style that is reminiscent of a pulp fiction mystery. The grittiness and strong visceral images invoked by this writer show his command of his voice and world even when translated into the future. This story mixes a sense of self and perspective with a storyline that made more than one of the beta readers begging for the next story. 
 
   The Marchenko Incident 
 
   Chapter 1
 
   The coarse brown liquor burned down my throat and tickled at my sinuses. Before I even set down the glass, I was silently cursing Jimmy. What kind of twixed up tin-head would order this kind of swill? Out of all the wonderful alcohols in the midrim, he picked one that tasted like it was made in the pair of boots I tossed out last week.
 
   I held up my hand to signal for the bartender and then shouted in his general direction. “Damn it Sharky. I’m going to need something to wash the taste of that piss out of my mouth.” The man slung his white towel over one shoulder and looked at me with one eyebrow raised in question. “Bring me two shots of that Blue Vermilion.” He nodded and got to work.
 
   “Gabe, I thought you liked Cinnamon Creeper?” Jimmy said with a slow smile that twitched at the corners of his mouth.
 
   “I did before I could afford anything better. Now I never touch the stuff.” Sharky set the two shots down in front of me and held out his data pad. I stuck my thumb on it accepting the addition of the two drinks to my tab. I was living on credit right now, that tended to happen when you were superseded from work without pay.
 
   I’d been out of work for almost three weeks. That tended to happen when you shot someone with connections. The decision from my petition for reinstatement to the mercenary guild’s review just came in today, hence the drinking. I was pretty sure that I was shit out of luck even though I hoped for a better outcome.
 
   Sharky wasn’t only a bartender, He also happened to be a loan shark. I know, right? The name was a dead freaking give away. He’d been in business on this moon before I even knew that it existed. He let me carry a tab at his place for a reasonable interest rate. The bill was due and this month I was running a little light on funds. That didn’t stop me from adding a few more expensive drinks to the tab. You only lived once, and I mean really, what was a few credits between friends. 
 
   “Jimmy, why don’t you knock back one of these for me. I’ve got to swing by the guild house and see if they finally came back to their senses.”
 
   His eyes twinkled with the prospect of a free drink. “I really shouldn’t, Gabe. It’s a little too expensive for my blood.”
 
   “This one’s on me,” I said slapping him on the back and pushing the drink in his direction. “You’re really doing me the favor.” He gave me a look that said he knew that he was doing absolutely nothing of the kind. “You know the Old Dog won’t give me a case if I came in with wobbly knees.” That is, if I ever got to work a case again.
 
   He nodded in acceptance of what I said and picked up the shot. Everyone knew the Old Dog was a bastard for following the rules. That meant if you were drunk you didn’t get any work, and I needed the work. Rent was due, and so was my tab. Good looks and sweet talk would only carry you so far if you didn’t have the credits to back it up.
 
   Jimmy was patiently waiting for me to give him the go-ahead to drink, so I reached out and clinked my glass against his. “God bless the N.E.A. without those rebel motherfuckers we wouldn’t have the thriving mercenary business that we do now.”
 
   The gold and blue liquid slipped down my throat with ease. The delightful taste of the tropics washed over my tongue followed by the spice of the islands. Now that was the kind of alcohol everyone should be drinking. I slapped Jimmy on the back, gave Sharky a curt nod and headed towards the door.
 
   Marco was still working the door. I handed him my ticket, and he grabbed the corresponding box off the shelf.
 
   “Calling it early tonight, Gabe?”
 
   Pulling my gun belt from the box, I nodded. “Some of us have to work for a living.” He spread his hands out to the sides of the coat room. Yeah, I got that he was working, but I meant real work, not just moving some boxes around.
 
   He handed me my long black trench, and I slipped it on and replaced my neon blue cowboy hat. The hat was a little flashy, but who didn’t like to have a little flash in their lives. Plus, it was kind of my signature now. When people saw that hat, they knew I meant business. Finally, I slipped my rifle over the outside of the coat and tossed Marco a twenty credit stick. His face lit up like a kid’s at Christmas. “Who knows, if you’re lucky I might even make it back for another round.”
 
   “Good luck tonight, Gabe.”
 
   Walking out the door into the cool misty rain of Teleraus Seven I thought to myself, thanks kid, I’m going to need it.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   At least the guild hall wasn’t too far away from Sharky’s. I might even be able to make it there before I was drenched. The rain on this damn planet really got under my skin sometimes. It’s a wonder that they could even grow their own food. I asked about it once, and someone told me something about aquaponics and artificial light. It was a little too much science mixed in with I wasn’t getting paid enough to give a shit.
 
   A real farmer liked to sink his hands in the ground, to test the quality of the earth by rubbing it between his fingers. All you had to do was love the land and treat it right, and every harvest would be a success. My old man could do that; he had the touch. In fact, depending on the time he could be out in the fields right now.
 
   It had been a hard choice to leave the family business, but farming had never really been my cup of tea. I was sure that dad was disappointed, but he had four other sons and three daughters he could hang that on. I followed the credits, and I was pretty sure that despite the random bouts of nostalgia I’d never go back.
 
   Graham buzzed me into the building before I even put my eye to the scanner. I guess the neon blue hat gave me away. When I walked into the antechamber, I heard the air hiss out as the door sealed itself closed behind me. The second door wouldn’t open until I placed my thumb on the pad. The scanner beeped, and the old machinery inside of the door started chugging along.
 
   You would think with the twenty percent that the guild took off every contract, they would upgrade the damn door, but the Old Dog liked to say, “If it ain’t broke don’t fix it.” Personally, I was pretty sure he just pocketed a few of the credits that should have been going to repairs. Everyone in the black did what they had to, to eke out a living.
 
   The security system finally matched my print to the door, and it slid open with a hiss. One of these days the system was going to just crap out and the failsafe would kick in sucking the air out of the chamber. I just hoped when that day came I was off of this rock, and flying away on my own ship.
 
   Graham waved me over to the front desk, and before I could even say a brief hello, he was talking. “A real hot one came in on the wire just now. As long as the Old Dog clears you for work it's yours. I’ll be able to hold it for at least a half an hour before anyone starts sniffing around.”
 
   “Thanks, Graham.” I really needed something with a good payout to pull me out of the hole I’m in. Three weeks without a contract wasn’t exactly something that I planned for. He looked at me, and I knew he was holding that contract for because he felt sorry for me. I didn’t need that shit, I just wanted to work. Although a nice job, might get me back on the track a little quicker. That being said I hadn’t been gone long enough to earn the kind of disrespect bred from pity.
 
   “All of us are still pissed that you got hung out to dry like that, Gabe. We even filed a complaint with the company.”
 
   It was a nice effort, but we all knew that the damn guild would never support us if we made the wrong call. The Marchenko incident had been the right play, and everyone knew it, but no one wanted to deal with the fallout. Now I was a cautionary tale they told new recruits about. “Don’t pull a Marchenko.” They would say it in whispers as if I couldn’t hear them. “Thanks Graham, send that contract over to my station.”
 
   He slipped back into his chair, and I turned and headed towards the Old Dog's office to find out if I had suffered enough so the company could save a few dollars in legal bills. The fact that they hadn’t revoked my prints gave me just enough hope to feel like this wasn’t a total waste of time. The Old Dog fixed me with a grim look before waving me into his office. Maybe he had always looked like that, but when your life was in the balance, it just felt grim.
 
   “It’s damn good to see you, Gabe.” He stuck out his hand for a shake and then pointed me towards one of the chairs.
 
   Well, he’d never said anything like that before. Probably just trying to soften me up a little before he gives me the boot. “It’s good to be back, Old….” The muscles on the right side of his mouth clamped down as he ground his teeth together. It had been a simple slip of the tongue, but I had been gone too long if I was making rookie mistakes. The Old Dog was a nickname he earned, and it wasn’t exactly the flattering kind. “Sir.” I managed to half mumble before just giving up.
 
   He didn’t look like he bought my slightly lame attempt at a cover-up. If I hadn’t been about to get fired, then I might have just sealed my fate all over again.
 
   “Gabe, corporate called today and told me they have cleared your file. You’re back on the job.” He even flashed me a little smile. “Now whatever you do, don’t fuck it up for yourself. Another mistake like that and you’ll be out on your ass.”
 
   “Am I cleared for active duty right now?”
 
   “I just finished reinstating you in the system before you walked in. It’s been a weak month without you. Get out there and make me some goddamned money.”
 
   That’s really what it all came down to. I made the company too much money for them to let me go over something like Marchenko. I couldn’t help it that the guy squealed to the authorities after I shot him. With what he was doing I should have taken the miserable little prick’s life. If I ever ran into him again on the job I just might.
 
   There wasn’t any time to waste; I was cleared for duty and Sharky was going to send someone to collect the credits I owed him soon enough. An out of work mercenary tended to drink a little bit more than he should have, and a loan shark never liked seeing a growing bill. The last thing I wanted was for a couple of his guys to pay me a visit. I knew that his good will towards me only extended so far.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   When my terminal came into view laughter bubbled up from deep in my throat. The whole damn thing was covered in those little Russian nesting dolls. Where had they even found the damn things? The nearest Russian world was at least a week away. I moved the dolls around so I could see the screen, but I’d be damned if I was going to throw them away. If anything I wanted to wear what happened with Marchenko as a band of honor.
 
   Shit, after this much time off, I was lucky that I even remembered my credentials. Typing them in I waited for the system to boot, then I placed my eyes up to the retinal scanner. The system blinked to life, and I saw the job that Graham had sent me. Even though my lightbox folder was full, I ignored it and went straight for the job.
 
   The number of zeros at the bottom of the file would put things right for me rather quickly. Normally a high paying job like this required some grunt work, and that meant spending time I didn’t have chasing down leads. The end of the month was quickly approaching. I had a twitchy landlord and a larger than life loan to take care of. I was pretty sure I could squeeze an extra week or two out of the landlord, but Sharky wouldn’t budge. Damn it felt good to be back in action.
 
   I really needed a job I could finish quickly, something that would get Sharky off my back, but damn, if I nailed this contract I wouldn’t have to worry about credits for months. Screw it. I had always enjoyed rolling the dice. That’s how I had gotten connected with Sharky in the first place. This time, I’d be betting on myself to beat the odds. If I had to bet on someone, I was glad it was me. The screen seemed to hum under my fingers as I typed in all the information I needed to accept the job. When it was done processing my request, the system automatically sent the file to my datapad.
 
   In and out of the office in less than a half an hour with the prospect of some pretty good credits on the horizon led me out into the rain with a smile plastered on my face. Funny how a little good luck can shape your perspective. The misty rain now felt light and airy, and the clouds brought with them a sense of freedom. Now all I had to do as wrap this up before things got dicey.
 
   Slipping into the autocar I felt around for my credit stick. After a momentary bout of severe panic, I found it tucked in the pocket of my vest. I slipped it into the back panel of the car and hit the green button.
 
   “Please state your destination.” The automated voice purred.
 
   I’d love to find out who did those recordings. At least I liked to tell myself that I did. Chances are she was three hundred pounds and eighty years old, but damn that voice was sexy as hell.
 
   “Memorial Theater.”
 
   “That will be forty credits. Please hit the green button again to confirm payment or the red button to abort this transaction.”
 
   Forty credits was a pretty steep price to pay for the four block drive to the theater. As much as my sunny disposition held out against the rain so far, I didn’t think it would last through four blocks of it. Damn politicians probably added another tax to the car rides that covers something unrelated to transportation. It was funny how that worked, and despite my reservations, I still hit the green button.
 
   The theater pulled into view, and I couldn’t help but smile. It was a copy of some venue from the original Earth, and it was totally out of place here. The steps led up to a huge balcony held in place by ten massive pillars. They had to be thirty feet tall. The roof of the patio had been hand painted, by some new artist that was all the rage these days, but it was the inside of the place that really shined.
 
   The inside of the theater was like a trip back to a bygone era. The floors were carpeted, huge red velvet curtains hung at the sides of the stage. There was even a pit in front where actual musicians played. The sides of the building rose for three hundred feet and were lined with private balconies.
 
   I’d only been to a show here once, the tickets were ridiculously expensive, and on this moon that meant they were meant only for the elite crowd. But that didn’t stop me from relishing the one time experience. The only thing that would have made it better was if I could have gotten a few of the pompous assholes to stop staring down their noses at me. Funny how now, when the shit had hit the fan, those same assholes were calling for my help.
 
   Slipping my credit chip back into my vest, I popped out of the cab and charged up the steps. No reason to linger in the rain if I didn’t have to. When I made it to the top, I was surprised to see that the police were still here. Normally we didn’t get the call until they wrapped up their end of things. Someone with some cash was pulling some pretty big strings on this one. I shouldn’t have been surprised. I’d already seen the reward they were offering.
 
   One of the cops tapped his partner on the shoulder he turned around. The scowl he had been wearing turned into a smile. “Well if it isn’t the neon cowboy himself.” The officer beside him started to laugh.
 
   I walked slowly forward and shot the other officer a glare that shut him up quickly. The officer that had spoken reached for his gun, giggles started to backpedal away from us unsure of what was happening. I lunged forward and pulled him into a hug leaving the other officer standing dumbfounded. I clapped the man in my arms on the back. “It’s good to see you too, Bob.”
 
   “Damn, you’re just as quick as ever. One of these days I’m actually going to get it out of the holster.”
 
   “Not unless you start that draw a lot sooner.”
 
   He hit me in the shoulder, and we both started to laugh. Bob wasn’t like the other police on this rock. He cared about what happened to the people in his sector. Nobody got away with any shit when he was in charge, not even me. That didn’t mean we didn’t play our own kind of games. When I had lunged forward, I slipped a hundred credits into his pocket. Anyone that was watching us wouldn’t have seen a thing.
 
   “Mind if I go in and take a look?”
 
   “I’ll have to make sure you're reinstated first?”
 
   I flipped open my datapad and Bob gave it a once over, and then checked it against his records on the official database. He nodded confirming that everything was ok and then turned to walk with me into the theater.
 
   “The crime scene guys are still inside so stay out of their way. Get what you need quickly, there is a lot of rarified air surrounding this one, so I can’t let you stay long.”
 
   “Thanks for getting me in before they’re done. I’ll be out of your hair before you know it.”
 
   “Gabe, just don’t screw me on this one, ok?”
 
   “Bob, have I ever let you down before?”
 
   I let him think about that while I walked down the stairs into the main section of floor seats. There had been a time or two where I had left Bob with a few uneasy explanations to make, but I’d never completely screwed him. Like I said, he was one of the good ones. This was my first case back with the guild, and the last thing I need was the cops working against me, so I’d do what I said. In and out, no fuss, no muss.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   The theater had seen better days. Blood was sprayed across the seats and the floor. Whatever happened down here hadn’t been pretty. From the singe marks burned into a few of the seats, my first impression was that there had been a shootout. Closest to where the violence had taken place people had fled leaving their possessions behind. Food and drinks had scattered in every direction as people fled the theater. Shit even the curtains on the right-hand side of the stage had been ripped to shreds and hung in tatters. It was one of those days you hoped they had good insurance.
 
   The bodies had been removed from the scene of the action but were still bagged and laying on the ground. The crime techs busied themselves by taking pictures of the scorch marks and the trails of blood, so I moved towards the bodies. There was an officer standing there, but he moved aside as I approached. It had to be the hat, ok it might have been the credits I slipped his boss, but I preferred to think it was my designer duds.
 
   I wouldn’t need much time with the bodies, just a quick ident. The coroner’s report could be pulled to show me their injuries later. The first two bags had women in them. Both of them were young and dressed to the nines. Only one of their faces stood out to me, but her name just wouldn’t roll off of the tip of my tongue.
 
   The next three bags held the men. The first two were nobody special, but seeing the face of the third man made all of the air rush out of my chest. Damned if it wasn’t one of Marchenko’s henchmen. What I wouldn’t have given for it to be anyone but Danny Blazer in the bag. He was higher up in the organization but still a thug. The last thing I wanted was to be shoved right up against Marchenko again. I’d just gotten back on the job, and already I felt it crumbling down around me.
 
   The contracts we accepted were always anonymous, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Marchenko himself put this one into play. It was either that or the person he went after got away and decided to pony up some credits to get some extra muscle on the job. Jesus, the last thing I needed was to be caught up in the middle of some kind of turf war. I just wanted to find the shooter and get back to slamming down a few drinks at Shark’s.
 
   Goddamn it, life really seemed to want to kick me in the boys while my pants were pulled down. Back on the job for less than an hour and I was already knee deep in a pile of shit. Why couldn’t everything just go to plan for once? All I wanted to do was make some credits, get Sharky his money, and then sleep for a week. Now I’d probably just be lucky to make it out of this alive. Tapping the comm device on my ear connected me directly to Graham back at the office.
 
   “What can I help you with Gabe?”
 
   “I need to find out who submitted this contract.”
 
   The line went dead for a second. “Sorry buddy, that’s against company policy.”
 
   I knew what the policy was, but it really didn’t matter. I had to know who put up the bounty, so I had an idea of who the players were. “Come on Graham, help me out. I’ve got one of Marchenko’s guys dead down here and I need to know how bad what I’m stepping into really is.”
 
   “Can’t do it, I’m sorry.”
 
   The line went dead. Jesus, you thought you knew some people. That would be the last time that bastard got a bonus from me at the end of the year. Holding the good jobs didn’t mean much to me if I was out on the street a few days from now. A righteous fury was starting to descend on me, it just wasn’t fair, but nothing in the verse ever was.
 
   A beep coming from my datapad broke up my series of depressing thoughts from spiraling out of control. It was a message from Graham. Give me an hour. Well damn, if that didn’t change things for the better, and right on the heels of me being about to lose it. It occurred to me that the line we had been talking on might have been recorded. If it was, Graham wasn’t supposed to know about it. The good news was, if there was a trace Graham was savvy enough to know about it. I zipped up the bodybag and moved back into the heart of the theater to check out the crime scene.
 
   There was a shoot out here for sure. From the look of it, I’d say three different blasters had been used, maybe four. Damn thugs couldn’t shoot for shit, or the women wouldn’t have been hurt, unless they were killed to prove a point. I’d have to wait to see what their scans revealed before I could make the call. I hoped they weren’t part of the working crowd; that would just bring another element into play that I wasn’t ready for.
 
   Blood spatter trails could be seen moving towards the stage, and at least one more moved out of the front. So at least a few people had escaped after the shots had been fired. It was a funny thing how blasters worked. Everyone liked to think they cauterized the wounds being an energy weapon and all. But that just wasn’t the case. When a shot hit someone,the residual heat wasn’t high enough to completely cauterize the wound. So as the person started to move or fell to the ground, the wound would rip back open and voila, blood.
 
   I knew the report would be in on the blood soon but by then everyone would have it. If I didn’t get to the subject first, I didn’t get paid, so I snuck around the crime scene guys and took my own samples. Sure I got a few nasty looks, and one of them picked up their radio. By then it was too late, I had what I needed and was heading out of the side exit. No reason to put Bob on the spot. It’d be better for everyone if I just faded away.
 
   From the inside of my cloak, I pulled out one of the company drones. I typed in my request to have the blood samples and identities on them sent to me right away and then let it fly. The lab should have those back to me within the hour. Part of the reason people hired us instead of law enforcement is we got results quickly. They might be sitting on that blood for a few days. By then this case should be just another story for me to tell while knocking back a few shots of my favorite drink.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   With some time to kill and a burning desire to put off reaching my next destination, I decided to walk instead of springing for another autocar. The misty rain that dominated this planet was still coming down. The only nice thing you could say about it was that it wasn’t windy out. So the rain just kind of hung in the air like a fog. It was part of the reason I decided on the neon blue hat, it stood out against the dreary conditions, like a beacon of light.
 
   Two men started to follow me as I worked my way through the city center slowly making my way to the Paradise Rose. The Rose as the locals liked to call it, was a cross between a strip joint and a flop house. Strictly speaking, prostitution was illegal on Telerus Seven, but if you had enough money and knew which pockets to slip it into that could always be swept under the rug.
 
   The two tough and uglies followed me through a series of turns cementing the fact that I was the one they were looking for. It was hard to tell how well armed they were, everyone on this damn world was draped in a trench coat of some kind. No, the question was just who did they work for and what did they want? I wasn’t looking forward to letting them catch up with me, so I did the only thing I could do. I ran.
 
   The street side alleys of downtown were poorly lit to start with, and the rainy conditions only helped. Water flew up from the ground as my feet pounded against the pavement. I had to give it to them; the two goons were faster than I had expected. At least I felt like the larger of the two should have fallen behind. The other one was a rail thin piece of work that probably could have run all night if that was what I had a mind to do. It wasn’t. I just needed to get these two away from where anyone else could see us, and if I got lucky maybe I would find a way to separate them.
 
   It was almost too perfect, the way it worked out. I made it around one corner then another and finally nestled in a little hollow that held some business’ piled up trash. The skinny one ran by the entrance at a pretty good clip, and the fat one stopped in the mouth of my little nook, hands on his knees gasping for air. I thought about shooting him with my rifle, but the last thing I needed tonight was to be slowed down by an incident report. That and leaving another body in the gutter so quickly after my reinstatement might not be the best way to go.
 
   It took me a moment to come to grips with the decision. Depending on who these two guys worked for taking the chance of leaving one of them alive might not be worth it. My rifle stayed nestled against my back, and my hand found the grip of my pistol. I just had to trust that I was making the right call. I hoped the bastard had body armor on because he was going to need it.
 
   The man was totally engrossed in trying to recover his breath. In between gasps he tried to look into the gaps between the large bins. Chubs hadn’t reached the bin I was hiding behind yet, so there was still time to change my mind. He abruptly turned away from me reaching his hand up to his ear and headed back to the mouth of the alley. The lanky one walked into view, and they started to talk. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but I was sure they were arguing about how I had given them the slip.
 
   Glory and integrity in battle were nice sentiments for people that liked to wind up dead. Me, I liked being alive just fine. The big ugly that had been sniffing down my alley still had his back towards me. I leaned out around the bin and started to take aim. His friend’s eyes widened as I took the shot. Thankfully the bolt slammed home sending the chubs crashing on top of the lanky one. Before either of them could think about moving, I was already running.
 
   The man I had shot had a nasty looking burn mark on his jacket, but no blood was seeping out. Luck seemed to be with me for the first time tonight. I couldn’t have asked for a better outcome than having him land on top of his partner. The lanky one had just managed to untangle himself as I reached them. He started to stand and then realized that my pistol was only inches from his face.
 
   “You fucking shot Lenny! When the boss hears about this, you’re a dead man, Gabe.” He snarled.
 
   “I know one way to make sure the boss never hears about this.” I kicked the fat man over onto his back, and as his jacket fell open, I could see the body armor underneath it. At the sight of his armor, I knew everything was going to be ok. “Lenny will be fine, after a few rounds and some rest. What in the hell were you thinking Rat, I could have killed you both. Maybe I still should.” I patted the rifle on my back. The PS34 would have torn right through their body armor, and by the look on his face, he knew it.
 
   He held out his hand for me to help him up. “Jesus Gabe, Sharky just sent us to remind you about your tab. Something about the damn thing being more than triple your normal balance and the end of the month quickly approaching.”
 
   I wasn’t your average bum; you couldn’t send two guys to tune me up and expect it to work. Part of me was tempted to send both of them back hurt, but that wouldn’t win me any favors. “Sharky will get his credits, just like he always does.”
 
   That old piece of shit had gone too far this time. I knew he was worried about the size of my tab, shit; I was worried about the size of my tab. That didn’t mean he got to treat me like any of his other low-life clients. Thinking I was a nobody was a mistake. There were plenty of other shithole bars I could get a drink in. He’d miss the extra interest in his books, but that wasn’t my problem.
 
   Rat eyed me wearily as if I would send him to the ground with a blast from my pistol at any second. Finally, he bent down and helped Lenny to his feet. The big man stood and rubbed his back. Once he realized everything was still intact, he gave me a brief smile. It was just another job to them. They completed it, and now they’d get paid.
 
   “You can tell Sharky you roughed me up a bit.”
 
   “Damn straight I will,” Lenny said still rubbing his back. “Thanks for not using the rifle.”
 
   I clapped the man on the shoulder. “It’s my first day back on the job; I don’t want to end it drowned in paperwork.”
 
   The two men just stared at me. I motioned with my pistol for them to go. With a final glance over their shoulders, they hurried off down the alley. I doubted it was going to be the last I saw of those two. It wasn’t like Sharky to press me for the money especially with three days left until the end of the cycle. Something else was going on here.
 
   The pistol slid easily back into my holster, and I started walking. I was going to go right from one cluster fuck into another. Before me stood the Paradise Rose, Marchenko’s little honey pit. Into the belly of the beast, I marched. Nothing good waited for me there, but I had to ask him some questions about Danny Blazer and what he had been doing at the theater.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The Rose was a beacon of neon lights in the darkness of a rainy world. Bright neon pink flamingos and green palm trees lined the building. The lights flashed, and two bright red arrows pointed towards the neon blue door. There was no way you could miss this place. From any rooftop in the city, you could see its glow.
 
   That was Marchenko. He was in your face about his business, and he didn’t care what you thought. With the right people paid to leave him alone, he was downright untouchable. That was of course until I shot him. Everyone wanted to thank me, but all of them were just too damned scared. The only person that thanked me openly was the father of the thirteen-year-old girl I had found him with.
 
   He liked em young, had to train them up he said. The girls that he had working for him had been there for years. Sometimes they just worked the floor; sometimes they did more than that. But running girls wasn’t his only business. He ran guns, and a new drug called Dilution. The damn thing hit Telerus Seven like a wave. Within a few months, he had put most of the other pushers out of business, putting a damn big mark on his back at the same time.
 
   I tossed the bouncer a fifty credit stick on my way through the door. I checked my weapons and coat with the lady at the desk and then moved forward towards the inner door. A man opened it for me and loud music with a deep gyrating beat assaulted me. The music was loud enough it encouraged people not to talk. Marchenko wanted them drinking, tipping, and if they had enough credits, fucking. It wouldn’t be long before his security picked me up on the cameras. If I was blessed, it might be possible to get at least one drink in before security hauled me away.
 
   Taking a seat by the stage and doing my best to ignore the two women bending and swaying in front of me I waved down a waitress. Taking my eyes off the dancers and focusing on the waitress didn’t really help matters any. She was just as topless and twice as cute as the two dancers dominating the stage. Marchenko had really kicked things up a notch since the last time I had been here. I ordered my drink and scanned the rest of the club.
 
   To my surprise, one corner had been converted into a male stage. Women flocked towards the dancing men while other men worked the crowd. He found a way to tap into a new market. I had to give it to him; he really didn’t care what he was selling as long as it made him money. The waitress showed back up with my drink. I leaned back and waited for the inevitable.
 
   I felt the two men behind me before I saw them. One of them placed a beefy hand on my shoulder. It wouldn’t do to look rattled even though my heart was trying to jump out of my chest. So I stayed seated and sipped on my drink. Coming here and having to be mostly unarmed left me feeling nervous, but I’d never show it.
 
   The grip on my shoulder tightened. “Mr. Marchenko would like to speak with you.”
 
   Finishing my drink, I set it down and stood up. “Lead the way.”
 
   One bouncer moved in front of me the other stayed directly behind me. They escorted me through the club. None of the patrons noticed, but more than a few of the girls had worried expressions on their faces. All of them must have known what it meant to be escorted into Marchenko’s office.
 
   The men moved me through the club with startling efficiency. We made it to the edge of the club and then up a flight of stairs. The VIP section of the club looked over the entire dance floor. It was strictly reserved for Marchenko and the people that he bribed. Several private suites had been set up in the back.
 
   We made it to the top of the stairs and then the men searched me again. Satisfied they moved me into the room and moved to stand by the exit. Thankfully they hadn’t detected either of my blades. That was the point, but you never knew when one of them would be clever enough to find one.
 
   Marchenko hit me with his greasy smile and motioned for me to sit down. “Can I get you a drink?”
 
   “Blue Vermillion if you have it.”
 
   He motioned to one of the girls lounging around, and she headed towards the bar. “Expensive tastes.” He waited until I had my drink in hand before continuing. “So what brings you to my club, Gabe?”
 
   “I just had a run-in with Danny Blazer.” I kept my eyes glued to his face looking for any hints of emotion. His right eye twitched for a second, but that could have meant anything.
 
   He arched one eyebrow in question, looking as cool as a cucumber. “Is that so?”
 
   “It is, and he’s dead.” The men started to move in from the entrance, but Marchenko lifted up a hand to hold them back.
 
   His faced showed the first signs of cracking. “Dead, he should be at the theater right now?” He gave the men at the door a nod and one of them moved away talking into a microphone on his wrist.
 
   “The theater is exactly where I found him. Someone put a contract out on the shooter.”
 
   “You don’t say.” He scratched at his thick beard. “Was there a girl with him?”
 
   “It’s possible; a few women were found at the scene.”
 
   “Well, this could get bad rather quickly then. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to stay until we get this all sorted out.”
 
   Jumping to my feet, I got right in his face. “I don’t work for you Marchenko, and I’ll leave whenever I damn well please.” That’s when my head started to spin. I looked over at the drink the girl had brought me. I should have known better. Fucking Marchenko. The ground came up to meet me, and then I was getting dragged away. The last thing I saw was Marchenko using the holo on his wrist to make a call.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Waking up tied to a chair with a thug in front of you rolling up his sleeves is never a good thing. You want to scream; you want to struggle. I’ve tried both before, and neither helps. My second thought was, where in the hell is my hat? These bastards better not have hurt my baby.
 
   Marchenko stood off to the side; there was a frantic energy about him. It was a trait on him that seemed distinctly out of place. Even when I had shot him, he stayed calm and collected. He motioned towards the bruiser in front of me and a ham-sized fist slammed into my gut. Nothing broke, but a few more hits like that and it wouldn’t be too long before something did.
 
   The man hit me one more time in the mid-section and then moved to my face. They hadn’t asked me a question yet, so I figured this tune up was personal. I only shot him once. You’d think he’d be grateful, but apparently, that wasn’t the case. Blood was trickling down from above my eye and gushing from my nose. The giant in front of me reared back again but stopped before he struck the blow.
 
   Marchenko moved forward leaning down in front of me. I could barely make out his features through my rapidly swelling eye. He smiled at me as if this was the most pleasant thing he had done tonight. Shit, it probably was.
 
   “Tell me where the girl is, and I’ll let you go.”
 
   “What girl?”
 
   The giant hit me again, and then Marchenko leaned in closer. “Tell me where she fucking is!”
 
   What girl was he talking about, had one of the blood trails been hers? There had only been two dead women and three dead men, so it was possible one of the people escaping had been a woman, but I hadn’t gotten the results back yet to confirm it. Marchenko stuck his big ugly mug right in my face. He was about to scream again when I spit the blood that had been collecting in my mouth all over him.
 
   He backed off grabbing a towel to wipe the blood off. He made a motion with his hand and my world exploded in pain. His hired help landed a series of blows to my stomach before rearing back and cracking me across the face. I felt my vision waiver for a moment but then it came back into focus.
 
   I almost wished it hadn’t when I saw what Marchenko had in his hand. Now the real fun was going to start. The electric blade crackled to life. The last thing I wanted was to be cut by the energy weapon. For the first time, I started to struggle against my bonds. I wanted it to look like I panicked but really I was just trying to free the blade in my shirt that wrapped around the buttons on my sleeve. The damn thing was giving me one hell of time; if I made it out of here I’d have to have a serious talk with the rep that sold it to me.
 
   The bruiser moved behind the chair and held it steady. Marchenko stepped forward with almost a look of glee on his face. It was the same kind of look the little kids had when they came out of the doctor’s office with a sucker in their hands. He lowered the blade to my chest. I could feel the thrum of power against my clothes. He pressed the blade lightly against my coat and the fabric burned away instantly, leaving a smoking hole the length of a cigarette.
 
   Now to top things off I was going to need a new goddamned coat. Today kept getting better and better. Marchenko ripped my coat to the side and started to unbutton my vest. It wouldn’t be long now until my skin was exposed and he could try and cut the answers from me. He smiled at me and started to move his hand forward. My eyes were locked on his wondering just how far he was going to take this when his head exploded.
 
   The sound of two more shots rang out and then there was a man in front of me. The bonds holding me to the chair were cut, and he offered me a joking smile. His eyes sparkled with excitement. He had a heavy duster on, with full body armor. The cowboy hat he was wearing had seen better days. Thankfully it was made out of faded leather. At least the guy wasn’t trying to steal my look.
 
   He cast a glance behind me. “Maze, how we doing on time?”
 
   “Good enough.” A silky voice purred from over my shoulder.
 
   When I turned to look at the speaker the man’s hand reached out and turned my head back towards his. “Can you get out of here on your own?”
 
   I think I managed to nod.
 
   “Good. Grab your gear and meet me at this address.” He slipped a card into my vest and then I heard the two of them leave.
 
   I was totally fucked. How many people saw me come into the club, and now Marchenko was dead. Everyone would think it was payback, and I’d have a contract out on my life before the night was over. Looks like Sharky wasn’t getting his money after all. I had to get off of this goddamned rock and quickly. Maybe the man that shot Marchenko had a ship. I could only hope.
 
   Moving out of the back room and into the VIP section, I grabbed a towel and some ice. I cleaned the worst of the blood off and held some ice to my face while I looked for my hat. It was under the chair in front of where I had fallen over. All I could hope for now was that I could cover up the worst of the damage to my face. If it worked, I might be able to slide right back out the front door with no one the wiser.
 
   My hat slid into place, and then I tilted it lower to cover as many of the bruises as I could. Seriously what had made me think that coming to The Rose had any chance of working? Of course, the ruthless gangster would want payback for me shooting him. If it hadn’t been for the mystery man and his partner, part of me would have been lying on the ground back there.
 
   The lady working the door gave me a sad look when she handed me the box containing my weapons. She didn’t try to stop me. She probably thought I’d done something just dumb enough to earn a beating but not so bad that I was dragged out the back. That meant I fared better than most of those that Marchenko chose to have private talks with. In fact, I’d wager I might have been the only person that had left that room alive. I felt better with my weapons in place as I headed out the door. The second an alley came into view, I turned off the main streets and started making my way towards the address on the card. My data pad chimed, and I opened it up to see the blood results. Marchenko was right; this was worse than I thought.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   What in the hell was Elizabeth Warner doing on this planet, and why in the hell had she been out with one of Marchenko’s goons? Even worse, now she had been injured and was missing. If word of this incident this reached back to old earth, the Earth Republic would have a fleet of marines crawling all over our asses before we could spit. The midrim was considered a collection of independent worlds. What that really meant was that the N.E.A. and the Earth Republic did whatever the hell they wanted to us.
 
   Why in the fuck would some senator’s daughter have chosen Telerus Seven for her little getaway? There was nothing here worth the trip. I doubted she was interested in visiting the Paradise Rose. That left whatever show was taking place at the theater as the reason for her trip. You couldn’t tell me that she couldn’t have found the same damn show somewhere in the core worlds. Probably came out here just to tweak her daddy’s nose. Now all of us were in deep shit because of it. Now the little princess was missing, and someone had used our little planet to start a war. At least that is exactly what would happen if they could tie her disappearance back to the N.E.A. and that is where Marchenko did most of his business, out in N.E.A. space.
 
   Just who was the mystery man that saved me, and why did they leave so abruptly? Were they here for the girl? If they were, what side of the fence did they fall on? Jesus, and I thought Marchenko was the problem. If this wasn’t fixed soon all of Telerus Seven could be turned to ash.
 
   My bag produced one last stimpac, it wouldn’t be enough to heal everything, but it would have to do for now. The injector pressed tightly against my neck, and then there was a brief bit of suction before the needle plunged in. It hurt, but the pain was quickly replaced by the overwhelming sense of calm the chemicals provided. The swelling went down around my eyes, and my ribs stopped rattling with every breath that I took.
 
   The address the mystery man had provided me wasn’t that far. My datapad beeped and the information on who put out the contract rolled across the screen. Captain Drake, I’d never heard of him. Could it be the man that rescued me? What was his interest in all of this? I guess I’d find out sooner rather than later.
 
   The squat two-story building came into view. I would have called it a warehouse, but that would have given a bad name to warehouses everywhere. It was a burned-out husk of a building, obviously selected because it was off the main path, and probably deserted. The buildings surrounding it also looked as if they had been abandoned for some time. Just the kind of place a wayward soldier of fortune like myself walked into and never came back from.
 
   I left the door open behind me as I stepped into the building. Sitting directly in the center of the room was the man I had met earlier. He had a desk set up with a field light hovering over it. He was going over something on a datapad. When he looked up at me, I could see that he was tense. The woman that I heard during my rescue was nowhere to be seen. I scanned the building for her, but if she was here, I couldn’t detect any trace of her.
 
   “Glad to see you decided to join us.” He kicked out a chair from under the desk. “Take a seat, Gabe. We have some business to discuss.”
 
   Continuing to scan the warehouse I moved forward to the desk. I took the proffered chair and sat down. “How do you know who I am?”
 
   “It’s standard to be provided with the name of the operator that accepts your contract.”
 
   Well, that answered one question, and so far he had been telling the truth. “Why am I here?”
 
   “We needed some local talent to pull together some of the leads on this one. You saw the blood report, so you know what we are dealing with. I just need you to answer a few questions for me. If you can do that and we get the girl safely off this rock, I’ll sign off on your payday.”
 
   “As nice as the payday would be, I need to know why you need her? I can’t let anything happen to this planet because of me.”
 
   Drake tilted his head and fixed me with a questioning glare. “Why, you’re not from here. You have no affiliation with either side of this. What’s it to you?”
 
   “I’d just prefer not to see the people living on this planet turned to ash because of some politician’s mistake.” I wasn’t sure why he even cared about my motivations, or why I was trying to explain them to him. We just needed to get the girl back home and off of this planet before the shit storm descended on us from the heavens.
 
   “We’ve been sent by her father to collect her by any means necessary. If we can do that in the next eight hours, you won’t have a problem. So will you help us?”
 
   “I’m going to need one more thing from you.” He looked at me light dancing in his eyes. He was waiting to see what I asked for, and I had the feeling a lot more than what I wanted hung in the balance. I swallowed and decided to push forward. There was nothing I could do about it now; I needed a way out. “You’re little rescue mission is going to leave me in some hot water. I’m going to need a ride off of this rock.”
 
   “Done.” He looked up into the dark. “Maze, we are all set here.”
 
   The sound of a steel wire unspooling quickly filled the room, and a woman with an enormous rifle hit the ground twenty feet to my right. She unhooked a clip from her belt and walked forward slinging the rifle over her shoulder. She was a total badass, it was written all over her, and with each step she took towards me the feeling intensified. I had the notion that if I had given them any answers that they hadn’t liked, I wouldn’t have been walking out of this warehouse. Thankfully they liked what they had heard.
 
   “Maze, this is Gabe.” He pointed from me to the woman. “Gabe, meet Maze.” He spun his datapad around showing me an address and a building layout. “Now that we are all friends let’s get down to business. We need to know everything you can tell us about this building and then we need to move.”
 
   Damned if they didn’t have a layout of Sharky’s bar. I knew the place better than most, but the schematics they had were off. “The place isn’t this big. I’ve been there a hundred times, shit maybe even thousands. None of these other rooms exist.”
 
   “Trust me when I tell you that the schematic is correct.” Captain Drake said. All traces of humor had gone from his voice.
 
   “Listen, guys, Sharky is just a low-level loan shark, with a few goons. There is no way he tries to pull off something like this.”
 
   “A low-level asshole with delusions of grandeur.” Maze said from behind my shoulder.
 
   Jesus, I hadn’t even heard her move behind me. “Let’s just say you’re right and Sharky is behind this. I’ve never seen these other rooms. How are we going to get back there?”
 
   “It’s come to our attention that you owe this man Sharky a few credits and that maybe you are getting close to being past due.”
 
   Damn they had done their homework. “And?”
 
   “We watched you deal with his men earlier, I think he probably wouldn’t appreciate it if you came into his place, and maybe started to brag about how easy it was to hurt them.”
 
   “You think he will have them take me back to the hidden rooms.”
 
   “That would be our guess.”
 
   “And what’s to stop him from just shooting me on the spot?”
 
   “Your friend Sharky doesn’t have the kind of pull Marchenko did. If he shot you in the bar, it would be too risky.”
 
   “At least we hope so.” Maze added from behind me.
 
   Captain Drake ran his fingers across the dark stubble on his face. “It’s up to you. We can give you a way out, or you can wait and see how the Earth Republic decides to deal with it.”
 
   The last thing I wanted to do was this. How did I always find myself in these kind of situations? You would have thought that I had learned enough not to meddle with the powers that be, yet again and again, I found myself on the wrong side of things. This man was offering me an out. I had to take it.
 
   “I get the credits, and I ride off this planet?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then I’m in.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   There really wasn’t much of a plan, well at least not for me anyways. I just had to go inside, order a few drinks, and talk like a big shot. If I pressed the right buttons, and I was pretty sure that I would, then it shouldn’t take me too long to get hauled into the back. The one thing that bugged me is how I had never figured out that Sharky was this big of a player.
 
   After getting hauled to the back, my fate was totally in the hands of two people I had met less than an hour ago. It was kind of scary when you thought about it, but after they had killed Marchenko I didn’t have much of a choice. I just had to hope when push came to shove they would actually show up. Now it was time for me to buck up and play my part.
 
   The bar was pretty crowded considering the hour. The two guys in Sharky’s crew that I had tuned up earlier were nursing beers in the corner. I gave my rifle and coat to Marco and slipped him a hundred credit stick. Strictly speaking, pistols weren’t allowed in Sharky’s, but I didn’t want to leave mine behind this time. He just gave me a curt nod and hung up my coat.
 
   I hoped that I looked more confident than I felt when I walked up to the bar. Sharky’s cold black eyes settled on me before he made his way slowly over to me. When he stopped in front of me, the vein in his neck was throbbing, and his face turned red.
 
   “You’ve got a lot of balls coming here tonight.”
 
   “That I do, and a thirst to match.” Oh man, this was going to be bad.
 
   Sharky tossed his trademark white towel over his shoulder and fixed me with that flat gaze of his. “Credits up front.”
 
   “God, you think you’d be able to take a man at his word around here. I’m not due for three more days Sharky. That means it should go on my tab.”
 
   He looked around and noticed a few faces had turned in our direction. “Fine, but don’t push your luck.”
 
   “I’ll take four shots of Blue Vermillion and a beer.”
 
   His eyes almost bugged out of his head, when I gave him the drink order. He moved down to the other side of the bar and grabbed a new bottle of Blue and a shot glass. Then he filled up a beer from the tap and headed back. He opened up the bottle and poured the first shot and then left it sitting there.
 
   “Sharky, what’s the deal with the bottle?”
 
   “Trust me; you’re going to need it.” He smiled and headed back across the bar to serve another customer.
 
   Well if I was going to end up taking another beating then I was going to damn well earn it. The first shot went down easy. Two, three, and four did as well. The beer eased the churning I felt in my gut somewhat, and I poured another shot before walking over to Sharky’s men.
 
   “Well, I see you made it back all right.”
 
   “No thanks to you, Gabe. Now piss off before we have to put you in your place.” Rat said with more venom in his voice than I had earned.
 
   “You think you can step up to me.” I waved my shot glass in front of his face, polished it off, and then slammed it down on the table. “Then bring it.”
 
   “Just go sit down, you’re drunk and this time you won’t be able to shoot one of us first,” Lenny added.
 
   “I’d almost forgotten about that, how are the ribs? Maybe you need me to swing by Sheela’s tonight. Since, you know, you won’t be able to.”
 
   Lenny gave a long look to his partner before stepping out of the booth. God, I hoped this was worth it. Rat looked over my shoulder and back towards the bar. He must have gotten the ok, because as soon as he nodded his partner's fist was flying at my face.
 
   It was hard to let the blow land. Especially when I could have stopped it and retaliated at least three times before it struck. But I let it hit and even staggered to the floor for dramatic effect. I stood up rubbing my cheek and smiled at him. At least the alcohol had dulled some of the pain. “If I wanted a kiss, I would have stopped by Sheela’s before I came.”
 
   The second and third hits were a little harder than the first. This time, when I went to the ground, it was because my legs didn’t work anymore. This was it, I’d sold it the best of my ability. Now I had to wait and see what was going to happen next. I made it to my hands and knees before the kick hit me in the ribs flipping me onto my back. Rat stepped out of the booth, and I was starting to wish that I hadn’t let him get away unscathed in that alley. He reached down slowly and hit me with some kind of a stunner. The lights winked in and out a few times, but then I felt two sets of strong hands grab me from under my arms and start to drag me away.
 
   We went through the kitchen into the walk-in fridge before finally coming out of the back of the fridge into a suite of rooms I had never seen before. It struck me then just how wrong I had been about Sharky. He might have been the biggest fish this little rock had to offer. How had I missed it? It all seemed so obvious now. The bastard controlled this moon, and everything on it.
 
   The men kept dragging me until we reached a tiled portion of ground against the back wall. There was a drain set in the floor here, so either it was a shower, or I was in for a hell of a time. A set of gray boots came into view and then a hand reached out and clasped my chin. When my eyes finished rolling, I looked into the black soulless pits of Sharky’s.
 
   “You should have left well enough alone, Gabe.”
 
   He hit me then. My head rocked back and slammed against the tile floor. He gave me a moment to sit back up and to make sure I could hear him before he started talking.
 
   “Now I have to replace one of my lieutenants. Marchenko had been with me for ten years. Sure he was a slimy fuck, but he got things done.”
 
   Another fist smacked into my face. The damn thing felt like it might as well have been a sledgehammer. These punches weren’t like the ones his goons threw. They had a little something extra behind them. 
 
   “I mean Jesus. You just took his fucking head off.” Another fist lashed out. “And on tonight of all nights. I’ve got something going on here that will let me expand, and everywhere I look someone is trying to fuck it up for me.”
 
   “What’d you do with the girl?” I hoped he understood what I said because it sounded thick and slurred to my ears.
 
   “What did you say?” He hit me a few more times. “How do you know about the girl?”
 
   The sound of blaster fire filled the room. Sharky turned away from me, and I reached behind my shirt. Thank god my pistol hadn’t fallen out while they were dragging me back here. He wouldn’t waste time with me now, I was a loose end, and he had bigger problems. Sharky turned towards me with a knife in his hand, and I filled him with holes. The bolts tore straight through his unarmored chest, and he fell to the floor. The knife clattered on the tile as it bounced away from his hand.
 
   Rat ran into the room. “Boss we got to go!”
 
   His eyes found the body on the ground; he turned to look at me, his pistol moving towards me even as he turned. He just wasn’t fast enough. The blaster bolt he fired shattered the tiles next to my head, and mine landed in the center of his chest. He lay on the ground gasping for air as I clawed my way up the wall into a standing position. The ten steps until I was standing over him felt like they were the longest of my life. His mouth opened to say something, and I shot him before the words could tumble from his mouth. No one wanted to hear that shit.
 
   Captain Drake came around the corner with the girl in tow. Maze was backing him up laying down cover fire.
 
   “Kid, you look like shit.” He looked me up and down one more time. “You going to be able to make it back to my ship? We don’t have time to carry you.”
 
   I’m pretty sure he understood me when I slurred fuck off, but I couldn’t be sure. So I nodded and croaked out, “Lead the way.”
 
   I fell in behind him. It took everything I had not to fall on my face. Maze must have helped me back up a few times, each time with an encouraging word. Something like “Hurry up, you space slug.” Or “Just die already.” Eventually, we made it to Drake’s ship. I staggered up the ramp and fell flat on my face in the cargo hold. Someone tossed a blanket over me, and I felt the ship’s engines rumble to life as the steel floor of the cargo bay shuddered underneath me. I made it.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Five days later I was sitting in my cabin, now as a new member of Drake’s crew. The hatch to my quarters flipped open, and Drake slid down the ladder into my room.
 
   “Good, you’re up.”
 
   “Well, I was trying to get my beauty sleep, but it’s not working.” I pointed to my face. I knew he could see the dark yellow and purple bruise that still littered it.
 
   “I brought you something that might cheer you up.” He tossed my neon blue hat into my lap. “That and I transferred you the ten thousand credits we were paying for the job.”
 
   This was a man that not only saved my life but lived up to his word. He also cared enough to pick up my hat on his way into the bar. When he had offered me the job I said yes, knowing that I needed something, but I had every intention of leaving as soon as something better came my way. Now I wasn’t so sure.
 
   “We’ve actually got some real food on the ship right now. Don’t get used to it, but you might as well take advantage of it while it’s here. And if you join us in the rec room I might be able to spare one more of those stimpacs for you to use.”
 
   “Thanks, Captain. I’ll be right up.”
 
   This might not have been where I dreamed of ending up, but something about it felt right. The Star Talon was a good name for a ship, and I had my own room, and probably a steady paycheck. Ten thousand credits didn’t hurt to start off a relationship. Maybe one of these days I’d make enough to retire on one of those resort planets. I could spend the last fifty years of my life drinking cocktails and watching pretty young things wander by in bikinis.
 
   I slipped my hat back onto my head. It felt good there, like I had brought a little piece of home with me. I didn’t mind being the neon cowboy, not one bit. Tossing my datapad down on the bed, I rocketed up the stairs and into my new life. People liked to say life in the black was hard. I just thought maybe you got out of it what you put into it. With the right people by your side, you could do anything.
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   Editor Commentary – Just One More Fight
 
   The grittiness of the SF world of the second anthology story represents only the foothills of the peaks of emotion and encompassing reality that are demonstrated in this story by the accomplished writer, Craig Martelle. Craig’s story of struggle and transformation is built on the mountain range of love. His paean to the power of love and its ability to evoke the best in any of us is strong, dark, and a challenge to read without raging at faceless injustice or crying at the strength of hope that he creates for all of us to share.
 
   Just One More Fight
 
   Chapter 1 - Impressions
 
   Everything a man does is to impress a woman. Even if she isn’t impressed, he still does them.
 
   Hoping. 
 
   The glove zipped past the opening and connected with his jaw, a glancing blow, but it peeled the skin back. His sweat ran into the open wound, burning. He smelled the blood, saw the glimmer of hope in his opponent’s eye, felt the furor rise within him. Focus, his inner voice growled.
 
   He ducked the follow-up swing and jabbed. 
 
   Then jabbed again, before driving his fist into the exposed abdomen. A jab to the nose, four more to the abdomen and when the other fighter dropped his hands, a roundhouse ended it. 
 
   The crowd chanted, “Aspen, Aspen!” in his honor. He held his hands up, feeling soreness in his shoulder. His face hurt, but not as much as the loser’s. Some lackey jumped into the ring to remove his gloves. Aspen held out his hands as he smiled and nodded to the adoring crowd. He looked, knowing that Aletha was watching, but not there. Not in person. 
 
   The cut over his eye helped hide the tears. Another win. Another night with only a fleeting glimpse of her. But his next fight... He’d ask them to stage it on a different planet, maybe with an alien. He hoped that when he reached the pinnacle, he could retire, go to her as her champion and never fight again, never do that which she abhorred, the only thing he was really good at. 
 
   He dreamed of it, knowing that fighters never retired. 
 
   The virtual reality (VR) case opened, exposing the carapace of an Insectoid, three meters tall, ichor dripping from its mandibles, sizzling slightly when it touched the surrounding metal. The ichor was his, the real response that the case gave when he failed to defend against the all-too-real attacks of his opponents. His people died in the cases every day, but the virtual reality of it was better accepted by the viewers, orders of magnitude greater than a real fight between live opponents.
 
   He enjoyed fighting using a human replicant. It was so limited compared to his real-world abilities. One hand tied behind his back, he repeated the human expression, something used before the Insectoids exterminated the human race as if they were vermin. 
 
   Aletha was real. When the program played on after the fights, he would find her, talk with her, mesmerized by her human beauty, taken by her words to a different existence. Funny. He was already in two places. He wondered if she was, too. Few of the participants fought, many more played roles in the audience, outside, elsewhere, using their own replicants to maximize the experience. 
 
   And there were those who only played the role of a three-dimensional projection. Those creatures winked out of existence when they were no longer interested in attending the fight. It was less expensive for an Insectoid and carried no risk, but limited what one could feel.
 
   Aspen winced as the medical team worked on him. They set a broken arm. He had five more. He could do without that one for a while. They used a bioplastic to seal three different tears in his carapace. He hadn’t thought he’d been wounded that badly. A little cut over his eye, a tear along his jaw line. Nothing he hadn’t experienced before, but the cracks in the shell over his segments suggested he’d been terribly injured. He wondered about the other, he hadn’t seen his opponent rise before he was removed from the ring. 
 
   Maybe the other fighter died. Aspen had lost focus during the bout. That had been happening more often lately. His trainer would be angry with him for that. He already was. His trainer was Aspen’s secondary mind, in the third segment of his five-segmented trunk. He could feel the secondary mind already reaching out, trying to get his attention. 
 
   No. Not yet. Aspen needed peace, think about things on his own for a while. Try to understand how he’d let himself get so badly hurt. Think about finding Aletha. She had to be one of his own race. She was too real to be a computer construct. 
 
   If only he had a little more money he might be able to hire someone. Maybe. 
 
   Just one more fight…
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
A Brutish Fellow
 
   It took Aspen longer to recover than he wanted. This time, it worked in his favor as the fights shifted from earth to space. Had he been ready sooner, he’d have fought in the old city of New York before a massive audience, but it would have been another human fight. He was happy to wait and heal. He wanted the exotic to get a ratings boost, get him one step closer to a title bout.
 
   He took his time as he trained his mind. His trainer ordered him into a meditation practice. It grated on his soul to crouch in a circle with ten other Insectoids, eyes closed, doing nothing but thinking about one’s own shortcomings in order to put them into a closet, closing the door, and locking it tightly. 
 
   Time passed, Aspen learned, and then he got his wish. An alien planet, fighting aliens. He’d seen the profile of his replicant and he was mildly amused. 
 
   The creature was a brutish fellow as all the hot-bloods were. He wanted to work out with the creature’s body, in the VR case, but the medical staff wouldn’t let him. The biofeedback elements in the case would stretch and strain Aspen’s repairs, reinjuring him, taking him off the schedule. If he stayed out of the fights for too long, he’d drop in the rankings and be condemned to start over, fighting in front of small audiences with unworthy opponents. 
 
   He listened to the professionals and stayed in his real world. He lived beside a swamp bordering a great sea, even though he didn’t enjoy the water. He knew how he ended up there. That’s where the best fighter lived when Aspen decided to try his hand at the games. He came for a youth summer camp and never left. He was on the wrong end of numerous beatings, but he learned from each one and got better. Dhanesh, the universe’s greatest fighter took an interest in him. 
 
   Actually, it wasn’t Dhanesh himself. It was one of those who ran the camp, but the legend was important. His opinion mattered to Aspen. He helped Aspen became a better fighter. Soon, he was the one delivering the beatings. Then, there was no one left to challenge him. He started in the ring at the age of nine. Average for Insectoid fighters. By the age of ten, he was already in the rankings and climbing quickly. 
 
   When Aspen’s idol, Dhanesh, passed away, the next bout was brutal. Aspen took out his anguish on his opponent. That was his mentor’s parting gift. It was what the people wanted and vaulted Aspen into the Champions League. 
 
   He was the elite of the elite, fighting for supremacy where the creatures didn’t only fight to win, but to destroy their opponents. The higher he climbed, the more dangerous his opponents became as evidenced by the horrible injuries to his body in what seemed a simple boxing match.
 
   Maybe it was good that he was taking time off. 
 
   If only he could find Aletha so she could help him understand what she wanted from him. If he’d only listen. 
 
   Maybe he could stop fighting. No, the promoters wouldn’t allow that. But the fans! Cheering for him, yelling his name, over and over. His opponents, bloody and beaten. It was a rush. All other endeavors paled compared to winning a fight.
 
   Aspen went for a walk along an old road outside the city. No one was there. It was a little-used track. Even though the bouts were VR, he had to maintain his physical conditioning as if he was a live fighter. The stresses and strains were every bit as great. He couldn’t run, jump, or powerlift yet, but he could walk. He walked and tried using the meditation techniques from his class, but they weren’t working.
 
   His thoughts always drifted back to two things. The next fight and Aletha. He spent little time reviewing the last one once his secondary mind dissected it, highlighting his successes and failures. The last bout was nasty, but Aspen survived the berating his secondary mind gave him. And then they moved on. The brutish fellow. Limited vertical leap, massive trunk strength, a muzzle with bite that could break bones, four long-clawed paws. 
 
   He felt the power of the beast surge through him, but in space, some of the challenges might come through low gravity, or extra heavy gravity. They wouldn’t find out until the fight began, when they took ownership of the replicant’s bodies. That was the challenge. Whoever could overcome the handicap more quickly would win. He needed to focus. 
 
   Aspen walked. For hours, he walked. The old road turned into a trail, and that continued until it hit an open roadway with a pristine surface. It looked brand new without any sign it had been used. Aspen wondered. The Insectoids used mass transport, not personal vehicles. They hadn’t needed any new roads as they congregated in cities, in colonies. They didn’t travel as the humans had. A new road. An anomaly. 
 
   He checked himself to make sure he wasn’t in the case. He didn’t think so, seeing himself at three meters tall, five segments, cracks sealed and healing, a broken arm set within a cast. No. He was all alone in the real world. 
 
   Aspen screamed until his voice box felt shredded. Then he screamed some more, until he was hoarse. His body shook from the effort, the agony that caused it, the pain that lingered. If he stopped fighting, could he be what Aletha wanted? Would he be satisfied with that? Could he be satisfied without her?
 
   Aspen tried to scream anew, but his voice box said no. He sat, then rolled to the pavement. His eyes didn’t have tear ducts, but he remembered vividly what it was like for his human replicant to cry. It was strangely comforting. He rotated his back legs behind his body and sawed them together, creating the sound of his people. Aspen wasn’t musically inclined and rarely expressed his sadness in that way. 
 
   He was alone, and it seemed right. 
 
   A brutish fellow. 
 
   As all hot-bloods were. He hated the weakness he was feeling. He looked around, making sure that his sawing hadn’t attracted any unwanted visitors. Any other Insectoids in the area would have appeared to watch and listen. It was how they judged each other. Fighters were easily recognized, but unattractive. The people rabidly cheered during the fight, but shunned them in real life because of the violence and the scars. 
 
   But he wasn’t violent at all. The people would never know that about him. The scars told the only story they listened to. They wouldn’t talk to him and he liked it that way. Aletha would. If he could only find her. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
Heavy G with a Twist
 
   Aspen was cleared to train at the last minute. He’d mentally prepared, going through all the scenarios and had joined with the replicant body through the power of the VR case, but he had not gotten to work it out, run it through its paces. He felt wholly unprepared when he appeared on the planet surface. He was angry, letting that take him to a place where he had the right attitude. If he couldn’t win through strategy, he would overwhelm the other through sheer determination. 
 
   He looked up at the black of the sky. No atmosphere. He was probably on a moon, maybe even earth’s moon, on the dark side, but no, it felt heavy here. The stars twinkled and soon, he could even see the colors of nebulae and other galaxies. It was the wonder of the unimpeded view of the universe. 
 
   How small he was. He turned around, enjoying the view through the replicant’s eyes. It took in colors so much better than his own eyes could. He smiled, in his mind, as his beast didn’t have lips and neither did he. He embraced human mannerisms because they were more expressive than he could be with his own Insectoid body. He found the humanisms particularly gratifying, like the ability to smile when happy or cry when sad.
 
   The lights came up slowly, breaking him from his reverie. He turned to face his opponent, letting the anger boil and fury seize him. The other beast’s eyes were already fixed on him, as if he’d been watching the whole time. Hatred. Anger.
 
   Is that the best you’ve got? Aspen asked in his mind. There was no taunting in the ring, so he never bothered trying to speak through his replicants. He settled for a snarl and let the rage continue to build. He felt the beast’s adrenaline gland kick into overdrive. Power surged within. 
 
   He felt strong in this one, stronger than he’d ever been before. His power, the other beast’s vulnerabilities. The weakness in the mind of the other Insectoid. How would he manipulate the replicant body during the fight? What would the other see as Aspen’s weaknesses?
 
   Aspen had felt the gravity, but didn’t want to move in the dark. Now that the lights were up, he took a few tentative steps. He felt heavy, almost prohibitively so. These creatures were incapable of jumping. Too bad, an attack from above would be devastating. The creature’s back was vulnerable as it couldn’t reach there to dislodge a determined enemy. 
 
   Maybe this would be a stand-up fight. He tested his arm swings. The open paw slash seemed best. He watched his opponent do the same thing, running through a series of boxing moves. 
 
   Aspen settled on his attack. The second move. He’d let the other try something. His creature breathed in great gulps of air. He salivated, and Aspen let it drip from his half-opened mouth, fangs bared. The other did the same, frothing as he snapped his jaws repeatedly. 
 
   Nice touch, Aspen thought, appreciating the other’s showmanship. Too bad, you’ll be lying in your own blood shortly, begging me to let you live. Maybe not begging, except with your eyes. Fighters never begged for mercy as none was ever given. 
 
   He’d known from the second he learned of the beasts that would be used in the bout that it was to the death. The brutish creatures knew no other way. They weren’t equipped like human boxers in a ring. Aspen wondered briefly if that would be the remainder of his fights, before listening to his secondary mind screaming at him to focus. 
 
   He walked forward, dragging his feet through the moon’s thick dust until he realized how much work it took to walk without looking like he was drunk. Or weak. He picked up his feet, testing without letting his opponent know. Aspen didn’t posture. It wasn’t his way. The other was going through a complicated series of maneuvers and physical taunts, including thrusting his privates in Aspen’s direction. 
 
   Hold that pose right there, dickhead, I’ll be along shortly to help you out of your clothes, he thought as he reacted more angrily to the taunt than he wanted. He also appreciated the human expression. Insectoids didn’t have privates, not like that anyway.
 
   Focus. 
 
   Focus the anger. Focus the power. Aspen felt the beast’s eyes narrow. The clear dome disappeared. The stars beyond the lights – gone. Nothing else existed. He was ready.
 
   He moved in making a couple weak swings, letting the other line him up. A side slash came quickly and Aspen flexed, bent his side inward to better deflect the blow. The other’s claws shredded flesh as if the claws were made of a chef’s keen-edged blades. The wounds burned like fire. Aspen danced backward as much as the gravity would allow him to “dance.” 
 
   His opponent was disappointed, clearly hoping for a bull rush. The neck. He was looking at Aspen’s neck. I have you now, showboat.
 
   Aspen surged forward head lowered as if giving the other what he wanted, but as he entered his opponent’s reach, he flexed his muscles and jumped upward. It wasn’t far, but the move caught the other unaware. He was surprised with his paws wide, ready to slash into the unprotected neck. Instead, they dug into Aspen’s haunches, where his back claws had already driven into the other beast’s chest. 
 
   Aspen hammered his opponent with one claw across his face, blinding him, while the other claw dug deeply, just below the creature’s jaw. Aspen pulled hard, tearing open the side of his opponent’s neck. Aspen’s overhead slash carried across the beast’s face and around to the neck on the other side. He dug the claws in, trying to maintain his hold as the other started to collapse, twisting sideways, trying to roll, hoping to throw Aspen off. He wasn’t having it. He readied a back leg and when they hit, he braced himself against the ground, pinning the other tightly. With a final roar, he ripped through his opponent’s neck, nearly taking the beast’s head off. 
 
   He knew that somewhere in a VR case, an Insectoid bled out, black ichor filling the case, making it unusable for anyone else. Once the medical staff saw the readings, they’d unhook the case and bury the fighter in it. 
 
   Aspen walked away, but his hips hurt. They tightened and locked as he tried to keep moving. The lights showed the red of the brute’s hot-blood. He stopped trying to walk and sat down, caking moon dust into it, letting it coagulate and harden. It hurt, but he stood afresh and looked for her. The inside of the dome was lined with creatures that looked like his replicant, beasts all. Hot-bloods well out of their element. 
 
   Her eyes were unmistakable. She watched but was never seen, until after the fight. Maybe she was worried he’d be killed, or maybe she relished the thought. He didn’t think the latter, although it stayed there, in his mind, tormenting him. 
 
   “Aletha,” he stammered, letting the VR translate the language from his own through the beast, knowing that he’d understand when Aletha spoke as the VR reversed the process. 
 
   “You’ve won. Again,” she said flatly. 
 
   “For you. All my fights are for you,” he pleaded. 
 
   “It’s deplorable,” she countered, yet she wouldn’t take her eyes from him. She reached out a paw to touch his hip. It had started leaking again, the creature’s life blood, as his own was inevitably dripping within his case. He wouldn’t let it go, wouldn’t log out and let the medical staff work on him. He had to talk with her. 
 
   “How can I find you?” he asked in a hushed voice. 
 
   She looked around quickly, seeing if anyone nearby had noted the words. “Don’t ask such things, you fool!” she countered. “It’s illegal and you know it. Maybe I look different out there and you wouldn’t like what you see.”
 
   Aspen shook his head, bringing a new level of pain to the wounds in his side. He grimaced and doubled over. 
 
   “Take care of yourself, Chitters.” He struggled to straighten his beast’s body, finding that she was gone. He moaned, fell to his knees and passed out.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
The Pain
 
   Aspen awoke to a medical staff fully engrossed in putting his shattered body back together. The carapace over his secondary mind was completely gone. He wondered why they would remove it from the second most important segment of his Insectoid body. A nurse puffed something into his face that helped him not care about the other work happening. 
 
   Chitters, she said, he thought to himself as he drifted on a cloud across a morning sky. I’ve never been called that before. A hint. She’s trying to tell me something. She’s afraid they’re watching, the promoters, his handlers. Of course, they saw everything through his eyes as he did. They wouldn’t know that Chitters meant nothing to him. If they had known, then she would probably already be gone. 
 
   He’d only heard stories, but he’d never crossed the promoters. They’d always been supportive.
 
   Because he won. If he lost, then, well, then it wouldn’t matter. At this level, he’d be dead, buried in his case in a cemetery that no one visited. Or maybe they would put him beside Dhanesh. That would be a great honor! It was the landmark hated by the local people, but the one that any visitor to the area wanted to see.
 
   Chitters. 
 
   Where are you? he asked the crystal clarity of his mind’s eye. When he looked, he saw her in human form. He saw himself as his replicant, a human male with a rough face, scarred from fighting. She glowed, blond curls framed a round face, from which peered those hazel eyes. Her eyes. The same unmistakable ones he’d seen within the moon’s dome. 
 
   When he came to again, pain washed over him, threatening to take over all his senses. He howled in anguish, his voice box struggling to keep up. Someone touched their rough arms against his body, trying to keep him from fighting against the restraints. Aspen glared at the intruder, and that Insectoid backed away, fear in his eyes. 
 
   You should be afraid! I kill people for a living, he raged, trying to fight against the pain, the restraints, and that look of fear. He arched his segments and screamed again. Anguish took him, he breathed heavily, taking in as much air as his lungs would allow. His secondary mind yelled at him to get a grip. The profanity-laced tirade caught his attention. His secondary mind was a mean bastard, but never foul-mouthed. He panted as he regained control, let the restraints hold him without straining against them. He calmed his breathing.
 
   He started to feel like the meditation training was working. He isolated each segment, whisking away the pain, then moved to the next. When he returned to his head, he felt like himself. His secondary mind congratulated him before retreating back where it belonged below his sub-conscious. 
 
   He looked at the nurse and nodded. He walked quickly away, summoning the doctor who looked him over closely. She wasn’t pleased with Aspen’s outburst, but was satisfied with his ability to recover his composure. She directed that the restraints be removed. The nurse followed her orders, but did so at arm’s length, using the three on one side of his body to keep as much distance as possible from the fighter. 
 
   Aspen was ashamed. No wonder Aletha said she found his profession deplorable. It’s how everyone reacted to a fighter. Worshipped in the ring, shunned in real life. How much had he made in that last bout? The numbers were starting to mean something. Maybe he did have enough to retire, he dreamed. He looked at his broken body. A titanium carapace had been constructed over his third segment. It looked like the original in shape, but the colors were that of an Insectoid’s iridescent eyes, and there, the cerulean blue sky where his Aletha lived. 
 
   Chitters. 
 
   He had to get out of the hospital so he could start searching. He didn’t know anyone he could trust to ask for help. On his own again. Aspen had never talked with anyone in the real world about her. That was between him and the VR audience. Maybe his promoters, too, but he had little interaction with them, as long as he kept winning.
 
   He asked humbly for what he wanted, and his promoter either granted it, or she didn’t. It was as simple as that. He fought where she told him to in the form the promoters selected. He hoped he’d be back on earth for the next one. That last one was putting him through hell. 
 
   Aspen started to think about losing. Not since those early days in camp had he lost a bout. The thoughts crept into his head where his secondary mind started screaming again. He forced them both deep down into his sub-conscious, where he couldn’t hear. Losing could never be an option. He won. It’s all he knew. It’s what he was good at.
 
   He perked up. A loser could never have Aletha. She wouldn’t have given the clue if he’d lost. 
 
   Chitters.
 
   He’d win. The next bout and the one after that. Until he found what Chitters meant and how that related to Aletha and the real world. He wondered what her Insectoid name was. Maybe it was that. He went by Aspen, no matter the replicant body he possessed, so the fans would know and could chant his name with each new victory. 
 
   He sat up, gingerly, clenching his mouth to keep from screaming. His arms seemed to flail of their own accord. He looked at them as if he was watching someone else’s limbs. 
 
   Isn’t that interesting, he said to himself. He looked at the doctor questioningly. She shrugged, watching until the movements stopped, then directed him to the floor. He rolled to the front of his segments and slid down, stopping when his back leg hit as a fresh wave of pain threatened to engulf him. 
 
   Stop it, he commanded. To leave, he had to demonstrate that he was in control. He stood up straight and rubbed each pair of legs together in front of him, listening as his tones were off. It was soothing to him, although he saw the nurse wince. That gave him something to smile about. He flexed his joints and shifted left, right, forward, and back. The pain lessened enough that he could claim his good health.
 
   At which the doctor laughed and sawed her uppermost pair of legs in a sign of great mirth. The nurse timidly joined in, hoping for approval from the doctor. 
 
   The doctor cautioned Aspen on overdoing anything. She also noted that his next fight was months away. At this level, every fighter was damaged to a great degree, requiring significant time to heal. The doctor assured him that with the new carapace, he would recover more quickly than last time. She hoped that he would take the extra time to train and be more prepared. He was pleased that she was a fan. He talked with very few of them. They generally avoided him in the real world, maybe because he didn’t advertise who he was. The beast that he killed on the moon struck him as one of the flamboyant fighters, who probably let his pride and ego show through in his real life.
 
   Aspen loved the adulation when he was in the ring, but avoided it here. He thought that was what he wanted until the fans made him relive the fight as they described their favorite moments, usually the goriest parts, the most violent acts. He was horrified at how they reveled in the violence. 
 
   He did, too, but not after the match. It was a lifetime of struggle in seconds, maybe a minute of unmitigated combat. That quickly, it was over. His mind blossomed during the time in the ring. He was pure power, yet vulnerable. The fight was the euphemism for life. You could make mistakes, and they’d hurt you, but if you made too big of one, they’d kill you. And your opponent made mistakes, too. Could you react to his mistakes more quickly than he could react to yours? And that’s why he fought, to test himself each time, to show that he could loop through the thought process an instant quicker than his opponent. 
 
   Each and every time. 
 
   The first step hurt a great deal, but he kept walking, not wanting the doctor to call him back. The only thing she said was to stop by daily for a checkup. She didn’t want him overdoing it, she’d said, along with the usual blather doctors gave a person falsely trying to make themselves obsolete. They counted on patients returning. It’s how they made a living.
 
   No one listened. Doctors would always have work saving people from themselves. Even if the people were hearty Insectoids. 
 
   Aspen waved an arm and kept walking. He was pleased that it responded to his direction. He turned right when he entered the street, which elicited a new round of cries from his secondary mind. He should have turned left if he was headed home. 
 
   Not yet, he replied, trying to soothe his upset counterpart now safely ensconced in titanium. He added an apology to getting the carapace shredded in the last fight. He hadn’t realized how close he’d come to killing his secondary mind, his trainer. When the other beast had his claws buried in the hips of his replicant, the case interpreted that as the third segment, shredding it and crushing it. Packing the moon dust into the wounds saved the life of his secondary mind, before risking it all once again as he moved on, looking for Aletha. 
 
   Aspen continued down the street, nodding politely as he passed others going about their business. He didn’t make eye contact as he didn’t want to see them staring at his injuries. He had more important things to think about. He went to the library and perused the old-fashioned card file, but gave up quickly when he realized that the old human knowledge wouldn’t give him his answer. Chitters was an Insectoid word without being a word. He looked briefly through the library’s new section, the Insectoid materials, half of which existed on a clear, fibrous cellophane. The other half existed as sound, the leg sawing that told whole stories. He listened to some, then searched more. He couldn’t ask for help. Someone would report him, so he searched until he was too sore to continue. 
 
   And he was tired of listening to the persistent voice of his secondary mind, yelling at him to go home and rest. 
 
   Chitters. He saw one reference to it. A place in the imagination of an Insectoid storyteller. There were no directions to it. Chitters didn’t exist in the real world. 
 
   Maybe that was the clue she was trying to give him. 
 
   With his head hung low, he walked slowly, deliberately, toward his home. He hadn’t eaten and should have been hungry, but when he tried to choke something down, he couldn’t. Aspen gave up and dropped heavily into his bed, gasping from the impact on his injuries. He didn’t move as the pain rose, then fell to a tolerable level. So he slept, unmoving, exhausted from his efforts of the past two days. 
 
   But he’d won the fight and he’d fight again. In between, he’d train, and keep searching. Chitters had to mean something other than she never wanted to see him again. She could have said that openly, with no recourse. 
 
   He dreamed of a better place. Her eyes held him and he smiled, his human smile, on the other side of the pain, where he could see her and touch her face with those wonderful hands that the humans had. Feel the soft flesh with his own. He felt his heart pounding within his human chest, longing for her company, holding her human hand in his. Aletha, where are you? he asked the empty room.
 
   He didn’t go to the hospital the next day. He didn’t go anywhere since he found that he couldn’t get out of bed. He was too stiff. The nurse stopped by his home, which he considered an unwarranted intrusion. He had to yell from the bedroom to stop the nurse’s senseless pounding on his door. It made his ears hurt. 
 
   He’d never been in such pain before, but he wouldn’t give the nurse the opportunity to laugh at him, so he tried to force himself to the floor, where he could stand and greet his visitor properly, like a man.
 
   But he couldn’t. He’d have to tolerate the nurse’s mirth. The other entered, but wouldn’t go beyond the door to Aspen’s bedroom, telling him it was perfectly normal to be so stiff. At least the nurse didn’t laugh. Aspen glowered at him until he went away, closing the door softly on his way out. 
 
   At least the next day he was able to get out of bed, and he had no visitors. The third day, he left his house and returned to the hospital. They welcomed him and immediately assigned him to a room where they could feed him through a tube. He hadn’t eaten since before the fight, and his body was using itself for nourishment as it worked to heal the injuries. He joked that he was never a fan of the fifth segment, so it would be okay heading back out with only four. The doctor didn’t see the humor in it. 
 
   They kept him overnight and he had to admit that comparatively, he felt like a new Insectoid, a whole new person. After that, he walked out of the hospital with a spring in his step. He turned sharply right at the street and headed for the library. The doctor watched him go, wondering what he was doing, knowing that he’d soon be tired and sore again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
The Landmark
 
   The library was once again as befuddling as it had been before. The place that existed in some storyteller’s mind wasn’t his answer, although Aspen searched all of that one particular Insectoid poet’s works, looking for more clues. 
 
   He found none. He left, starting to feel tired, but nothing like the previous days. His legs seemed to take him east, out of the city and toward the old camp where he trained. As he approached, he saw the sign to the cemetery and the landmark that locals shunned. He watched a couple with their twelve hatchlings, still too young to have segments, as they squirmed around their parent's legs. Aspen nodded as they passed. They were polite but hurried the little ones away. 
 
   Aspen continued to the cemetery and the landmark that dominated it, the final dedication to a fighter’s life, to Dhanesh who’d not only reached the pinnacle of success, but stayed there for years. He turned into the wealthiest of all Insectoids. The visitors envied his wealth and the appearance of power that presented, but they had no idea the work he suffered to get there. The pain he endured to stay on top. The promoters who managed to keep others from killing him.
 
   Their envy was deadly and in the end, that’s what killed him. The medical staff was a little too slow treating his wounds from a fight that he’d won. At least he wasn’t buried in his case like his opponents, although his cases were usually heavily stained by his blood.
 
   At least he got out, Aspen thought as he looked at the monument to his former idol. After fighting and experiencing the pain, Aspen’s idol was the person who lived pain free, with a spouse and their hatchlings. His idols looked like the young couple walking away from the cemetery. 
 
   Why would they bring their children to this place? Visitors are stupid. Do they really want their children to be fighters? Take a good look at me because this is it. This is what you condemn them to when you send them to fighter camp, and they win. That’s right, this is the body of a winner! he taunted the young couple in his own mind, looking after them and their hatchlings as they continued their stroll back toward town. 
 
   Aspen rocked back into position to make the music of his people. He sawed his lowest legs, looking for a sound he’d find soothing. The bass resonated well. He tried an accompaniment with the higher pitch of his upper legs, but it sounded off. He’d never gotten into music, although he appreciated listening to those who were good at it, which was every other Insectoid besides him. 
 
   He continued anyway. He had months to practice it seemed. It sounded off, but he enjoyed himself, while also serving to clear the other visitors from the area around the landmark. He continued until nightfall, then stiffly stood and found his way home. He ate, happy to be hungry. 
 
   He needed to go to the bank, see how much money was there. Usually, his purse was deposited within two days following the fight. He didn’t know what was good or not. He didn’t know how much the promoters skimmed. He wasn’t allowed to ask such questions. He only knew that he was paid more than the loser, or in the case of his last couple fights, more than the loser’s family. 
 
   Fighters usually didn’t have their own families, only siblings and parents. Who wanted to hitch their wagon to someone who, if they survived their work day, was going to return home beaten and dripping ichor? The money sounded good, but it wasn’t that good. And the real world was different. The fighter in the ring was idealized, a gladiator, a warrior. The creature that crawled from the case, looked like everyone else, except for being battered and scarred. In the Insectoid society, being scarred showed weakness, not strength or the will and determination of a survivor. 
 
   Aletha. Chitters. 
 
   What did it mean? He needed to see his promoter and make sure he updated his will. He didn’t care about his siblings. They could find their own way. If they counted on his money, then they were going to get a big surprise whenever he fought that last fight, looking up at the victor from the bloody mess of his own dying body. 
 
   How could he designate Aletha? He didn’t know her Insectoid name. She wouldn’t tell him as she didn’t want to incur the wrath of the promoters. He didn’t care. If he died, he’d make the estate find her, even if they spent all his money doing it. Insectoid law was very clear on that point, and it was the one area where fighters were most protected. If the wealth they earned with their body was stolen by the promoters, then they’d lose the volunteers who entered the ring. It was far more lucrative to let the fighters have their wealth in order to encourage the next generation and the next. 
 
   And they held camps, to bring out the biggest and the strongest, neither of which Aspen had been. But he was the most determined. Who else would spend so much time walking around when his new carapace was still healing? It hurt, but failure hurt more. He had to find Aletha and he had to be ready for the next fight. He needed to see her again, get one more clue. 
 
   Using the community center by the hospital, he made his appointments for the next day and returned home. 
 
   He found he had company who’d let themselves in and were waiting. It was his promoter and her bodyguard. He longed for his human face so he could show her his best sneer. As it was he clicked his antennae in dismay at her presence and how she’d made herself at home. He no longer lived on the Dhanesh compound where she enjoyed the full authority that came with being the daughter of the great fighter himself. 
 
   She bade him to sit, but she’d taken the only recliner in the room. What an ass. So he stood, baring his carapace before her, the titanium glistening in her multi-faceted Insectoid eyes. The bodyguard, a large brute with intelligence too low to be a fighter stepped toward Aspen, but she held up her hand. She knew that she had nothing to fear from him. She owned him and all those like him who passed through her father’s camp. 
 
   If they wanted to fight, they needed her. 
 
   She needed them, too, but she made sure there was an endless stream of potential victims. She was the promoter, and there was only one Bodhana. 
 
   She looked up at him from her seat. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” she asked as she gently sawed her mid legs. The sound touched him, pulled at his heart. He softened his demeanor, removing the sneer from the construct of the human face that he carried in his mind. He replaced it with a tentative smile, as he answered her coldly.
 
   “Fine,” is all to which he would commit. As he was a master at the punch and counterpunch, she was deadly in verbal duels. He didn’t dare try to cross swords with her there. It would confirm what she probably already thought regarding his lack of intelligence. 
 
   “I’ve talked with the doctor, you know. Why did you go to the library? And to see my father?” 
 
   He took a deep breath, not surprised that he’d been followed or reported on in some way. He wondered if it was the young couple he passed or the others he chased from the cemetery with his abrasive sawing. 
 
   “I wondered about something I’d heard. There was a song called “Dark Side of the Moon.” I wanted to listen to it, after having been there. I couldn’t do anything else, so I wanted to listen to that, which I didn’t find, but discovered some other composers, from our own people, then I had to try my hand. No one saw me fail more often than your father. I thought I would give him one more show, so he could laugh from wherever he is.” Aspen shifted uncomfortably, happy with his smooth delivery, hoping she didn’t see through the lie. 
 
   “I wondered,” she started softly. “I wondered why you would look for your Aletha when you could have died. Maybe you should have died up there. Maybe next time you will, if your broken body gives up before you catch your dream.” She stood, tantalizing close before she put an arm in front of her as the shells of their third segments threatened to touch. His secondary mind was screaming at him, telling him to run. He pushed the voice down and smoothly stepped backward and turned, giving Bodhana space to get past. He grunted from the pain of twisting his segments. 
 
   “And I’d like to change my will. Everything to Aletha,” he said as if it were an afterthought.
 
   “I expected. I’ll take care of it. You’ll get your updated documents tomorrow. Also, I wouldn’t go back to the library, if I were you. I think you’ll find that you’re not welcome there. But you are always welcome at the monument. It’s where all fighters should go,” she added cryptically as she casually strolled through his front door, followed closely by her man-mountain bodyguard. 
 
   Aspen stood there, long after she was gone, afraid to move and generate another wave of pain. He shifted his feet as he turned around, trying not to twist. He found his chair and sat. The view through the window showed the shaggy trees at the edge of the swamp. Many considered this to be prime real estate. He didn’t. It was a place to sleep and eat. Nothing more. His favorite place was outside the stadium in a human Chicago, the place where he’d met Aletha the first time. 
 
   He closed his eyes and let himself drift back to that time. He was already well on his way up the ranks when he finished a bout without being injured. He had stayed in the VR case and had taken the time to explore. She seemed to be waiting for him outside the stadium. There hadn’t been many people in the seats. He remembered their eager faces as he pummeled his opponent unconscious. Aspen saw them all and none of them had the hazel eyes of the raving beauty before him. Plain, but beautiful. He was taken as never before, but when she started talking, her words touched his soul. She had no problem telling him her view of fighting. But then she talked about everything else. He listened as never before. 
 
   They sat in the diner next door until dawn.
 
   And that was that. He sought her after every fight, even the last when his life blood poured from him. Moon dust mixed with his blood to patch his torn flesh. 
 
   Why? 
 
   What made life worth living, he thought to himself. My Aletha. I would die for you.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
The Fury
 
   The doctor had been right. He healed more quickly this time than last. In two weeks, he was ready to start working up for his next bout. He was happy to hear that he’d assume the persona of his human, but there was a catch. He’d be in space and he was going to fight a creature similar to the one he’d just been. 
 
   Fear gripped him. A human’s soft body couldn’t stand up to the punishment that the brutish creature could inflict. Then he discovered that he’d be armed while the great creature would not. In space where low gravity would limit the creature’s overwhelming strength. He chased the fear away when he saw the weapons he would be able to use. A metal claw and a shortsword to extend his reach. As he lay in his case, he drifted away, became his human. He smiled to himself, feeling his cheeks pull the sides of his mouth up. He hefted his weapons and slashed the air. 
 
   He drew figure eights around himself, increasing speed until the sword whistled. He reveled in the sound, although his human ears weren’t as sensitive as the antennae on his Insectoid body. He jumped and dodged. He was in the training room, back in Chicago. He felt at home. He asked the system to deliver a practice dummy, which it did. The creation materialized near him, presenting a rough caricature of the beast he’d fight. It slashed its mock claws haphazardly as he danced around it. He tapped the mock-up repeatedly with his sword, learning to wield it as an extension of his own body. 
 
   When he’d had enough, he attacked with the full power of his being, slicing off the arms, shredding the torso and with a final flourish, cutting the head off. He saluted his former training partner and let the weapons drop to the floor, knowing that they would reappear next time he trained, and every time after that until his replicant showed up in space, opposite the creature who was doing the same thing as him, training to kill an opponent who he’d never seen in action. The fighters never watched the fight of anyone who would be their opponent. They had to learn on the fly. 
 
   It made it that much more difficult for the fighters and that much more exciting for the spectators. The bouts lasted longer, too, which was why the restriction had been put in place by mutual agreement of all promoters. 
 
   His opponent wouldn’t know that Aspen had fought as one of the creatures. He hoped that anyway.
 
   Six weeks of intense training and Aspen had never felt stronger. He also practiced his sawing every day. He thought he was getting better, but judging by how the people avoided him, he was still making more noise than music. He stayed away from the library, too. As much because Bodhana told him as he didn’t think there was anything left for him to find. So he went to the cemetery daily where he practiced his music at the foot of Dhanesh’s monument. 
 
   He strolled the old road and the trail to the new road. He realized that someone had been using it. The sheen that tires polish on concrete. Who was using this road and why? He wanted to follow it, but it continued beyond the horizon. He didn’t have the time or energy. His workouts were taking all that he had. 
 
   Maybe after this fight, he’d have the time.
 
   It had only been two months since his last bout when he received the call that they were ready. He reported to the community center where the cases were available for his use, as well as the use of other Insectoids, doing various things throughout the VR universe. 
 
   Once in the case, Aspen calmed himself through his half-trained meditation techniques. The human body was his to control. It responded instantly to his desires, sometimes before he could think. They were one. The weapons felt as natural as his human hands, which made him laugh. He had Insectoid arms, but the human’s body seemed more natural to him. Aspen had never fought in his own body. Not even against a schoolyard bully. 
 
   He knew what he was capable of as an Insectoid, climbing vertical walls, running at incredible speeds, shredding everyday objects with his mandibles, but he also knew what the human could do. He reveled in the feel of this body, smiling often, cheering to himself. 
 
   He was in the darkness, his weapons already gripped tightly in his human hands. As usual, he didn’t know how his replicant got there, but he was where he needed to be when he needed to be there. Aspen looked around as the lights slowly came up. He was on a space station of some sort, in a boxy area contained within a metal pipe framework over which something stretched, whether it was a carbon-fiber sheet, metal, plastic polymer, or painted glass, it didn’t matter. He expected he couldn’t break it even with the most rigorous effort. He wouldn’t try. That’s not why he was there. People started appearing sitting on the piping around the ring, filling every empty space. Humans, creatures, and even some Insectoids. They showed up on occasion when someone important wanted to watch a bout, but were inexperienced with the VR case. That usually meant someone very wealthy who never bothered with the virtual universe. 
 
   He scanned the crowd, not seeing Aletha as usual, but feeling like she was there. She watched all his fights. He closed his eyes and composed himself as he turned and looked for his opponent. 
 
   The shaggy beast stood opposite, not far away. He could smell its musk as it shook its hide, loosening its muscles. It slashed, not as part of a show like his last opponent, but preparing to fight, visualizing its attacks and defenses. He watched dispassionately as he did the same. He sliced, slashed and blocked, then counterattacked in rhythm with the beast’s movements. They watched each other as they moved closer.
 
   He never wondered why there was no official start to a bout. The fighters instinctively knew when to advance. The creature threw caution to the wind and rushed headlong at Aspen. He made his human body jump straight up, misjudging how little gravity there was. The creature did the same, flying beneath the human and crashing bodily into the spectators. Aspen ran into people protecting themselves from his jump, pushing him back down toward the floor of the ring. Those against the wall did the same to the creature, but two of the spectators lie crumpled, injured from the impact.
 
   Aspen risked a look, happy that no one above him had been injured. Why would he care about something like that? His secondary mind screamed at him to focus. He was falling, helplessly, agonizingly slowly as the creature was able to touch the floor after its rebound. It pushed off toward Aspen. 
 
   He knew that holding the point downward for the creature to impale itself wouldn’t work, because he had no leverage. He started twirling, hoping to turn himself into a buzz saw, but he only completed one revolution before the creature rammed him. 
 
   His spin was enough to slash savagely across the beast’s great head. He’d been swinging for the neck but misjudged the speed in the low gravity. He kicked off the creature as the blade bit deeply into the thing’s snout. It tried to grab him with its claws, digging deeply into both his legs, but failing to get a grip. Aspen kicked viciously to get away from the deadly claws. 
 
   He careened sideways, a scream escaping his lips as his legs burned from the fire of the injury. He slammed into more people and he grabbed an arm to keep them from pushing him back into the fray. It spun him around to slam face first into more people next to him. The arm pulled away as his claw weapon inadvertently raked it. The spectator instantly winked out of existence as the injury sparked panic. 
 
   He let himself drop to the floor. There were handholds that he hadn’t seen during the time he was preparing, during his posturing. Maybe he was a showman, despite his hatred of the type. He saw them now and he wasn’t dead yet. He could use that to his advantage. 
 
   Blood ran from the ruins of the creature’s nose. The upper jaw was cracked and part of it protruded from one lip. Aspen was safe from being bitten, but the danger was the claws and his soft human flesh. The creature drifted downwards, touching the floor on the other side of the arena, but not far away. It carefully stepped toward him, maintaining a wide stance to keep its balance, keep its leverage so the next attack would be the last as it shredded the soft human and finished the fight. 
 
   Aspen started moving perpendicular to the creature, within two steps, he hopped, turning himself sideways, using the spectators as his floor as he ran in the circle of the arena, against the wall of spectators while the creature and its deadly claws stayed in the middle, turning to keep Aspen to its front. 
 
   Blood ran from Aspen’s legs, showering the spectators as he ungraciously used them as his stepping stones to build up momentum. He could feel himself weakening from the loss of blood so he launched his body toward the creature, but not close enough that its claws could reach. Aspen hooked his claw weapon into one of the footholds and pulled himself back toward the creature, racing around the outstretched claw as he buried his sword deep within the creature’s body. The beast roared, but lost control of its arms as the sword clove its heart in two. Its mouth continued to work, broken jaw and all as it gagged its last few breaths. 
 
   It seemed like it was trying to tell Aspen something, but he couldn’t understand. The VR case wasn’t translating it for him. 
 
   The spark of life disappeared and the creature’s eyes grayed, its body and blood floating to the deck. There was little cheering and no chanting of Aspen’s name. He looked at the crowd, not seeing anyone who didn’t have blood on them. Most of it was his. He dropped his weapons and put pressure on his leg wounds. 
 
   Out of nowhere, Aletha appeared next to him, but as the rules dictated, she couldn’t help him. He started to fade. “More,” he gasped, his human voice rasping in his throat. He must have been screaming at some point. It hurt to talk. 
 
   She reached out a hand to cup his face. Hazel eyes filled with sadness peered at him, the blond curls drifted in the low gravity. A forced smile was the last thing he saw as he drifted into darkness, wondering if this was it.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
Recovering More Information
 
   He awoke in little pain, tired beyond tired. He was on the gurney, in the emergency room as usual. The doctor looked at him as only an Insectoid could, multi-faceted eyes reflecting everything in the room while each set of arms were crossed across the appropriate segment. She had the look of a dismayed parent. 
 
   Aspen nodded, happy that the nurse wasn’t there to annoy him. He was hooked to more equipment than usual and that made him wonder. A quick check confirmed that he had all his original parts, at least the ones he started the last fight with. His titanium carapace was intact. It was the space between the segments, the softer cartilage where the bandages were. He was wrapped between the first and second, second and third, and third and fourth segments. The fifth one was completely intact. He would have guessed that the entire fifth segment would have been removed as part of the creature’s attack on his human legs. His Insectoid legs appeared to be free of bandages, too. 
 
   He tipped his head at the doctor, gesturing at how long it would be before he could leave.
 
   “Not for a while. You lost a great deal of ichor. We are slowly replacing it. You feel tired, don’t you?” He nodded. “Your organs are struggling to work. I’m surprised they haven’t failed completely.” 
 
   He laughed. At least he was out of the case. 
 
   It was four days before they released him, but he felt well as long as he didn’t twist or turn. With the ichor replaced, he wasn’t tired, and he was less sore than last time, although they told him he had been much closer to death. The first attack had hurt him. Outside of that, he would have been mostly unscathed. Maybe he was losing his edge. And it cost him the time he needed to talk with Aletha. Damn his weakness!
 
   His secondary mind shouted for an audience with the almighty Aspen. He told the other he wasn’t making any appointments at present and to call back tomorrow. The annoying voice silenced, leaving him alone with his own thoughts as he walked from the hospital, studiously turning left toward his home, walking past it and continuing to the cemetery where the great Dhanesh was interred. He wanted to talk with the monument. Aspen understood that he had one fight left to reach the top. This was the championship, fought once every three months between the rising newcomer and the reigning champion. He’d learned that no one had ever retired from the ring. They always fought until they died. 
 
   Poor fighters at the lowest levels lived the longest. Their bouts rarely ended in death, but the beatings they suffered and for minimal pay? Was that a life worth living? 
 
   Aspen had thought not, but then he met Aletha. And now he wanted to live as long as possible. One more fight. The bank told him he was wealthy, but there was a mysterious lock on his account. He couldn’t access his money. His bills were paid automatically from his funds, but he was prohibited from withdrawing any of it. 
 
   We live so our survivors can enjoy a better life. That’s kind of screwed up, he thought. 
 
   He reached the cemetery and took his place on the short wall surrounding the monument to Dhanesh. He leaned back a little and slowly sawed his lower legs, letting the bass set the tone. He added his upper arms, enjoying the rhythm between as it wove within itself. People stopped and listened. He didn’t notice. His eyes were closed as he became one with the sound, feeling how the rhythm should dance. When he finished, the observers clicked their joy, some sawed their arms, singing their appreciation. 
 
   Aspen was taken aback. He’d never been musical. He wondered what changed. Maybe the ichor he’d received had been from a renowned musician. He imagined his human self, laughing out loud. 
 
   And then he imagined that Aletha was finally proud of him for something other than hurting people and getting hurt. He carefully stood, bowed just a little as his segments didn’t move like they were supposed to, yet. He didn’t want to start leaking again. 
 
   For the first time, he noticed that the people weren’t shying away from him. He clicked his joy, unintentionally, but it was there, his Insectoid smile. He gathered himself for a slow walk home. When he looked up, he had a visitor. He let out an exasperated sigh.
 
   Bodhana. 
 
   “What was that all about?” she asked sarcastically, six arms crossed in her usual pose of disgust for whoever she was talking to at the moment. 
 
   “Just something I’ve been working on. I enjoy music, but live alone, as you well know. I’m always alone so if I don’t make it myself, well then, I don’t get to hear anything. As I get more and more time between bouts, I wanted to do something constructive, something that mattered to me. It doesn’t affect how I fight so it doesn’t affect you. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to return home. I’m tired,” he ended as he tried to push past her.
 
   “You don’t have to ask my permission to go home,” she enunciated clearly while continuing to block his way. Those who had been listening to Aspen’s song were finding ways to give him and the interloper room. He was too tired and sore to play her game. He pushed forward, his segments rubbing against hers. 
 
   He heard the vibration from her antennae, quickly silenced as she stepped aside and looked away. Joy? At touching him? 
 
   He continued on his way. He must not have heard correctly. He was weak and tired. He continued out of the cemetery, looking back to see her focused on her father’s monument. Her bodyguard was there, discretely to the side. Why hadn’t that beast of an Insectoid accosted him when Aspen touched his master? 
 
   Too many questions and not enough ichor coursing through his body. He needed sleep. 
 
   Chitters. He was no closer to understanding what that was, which meant he was no closer to discovering who she really was. 
 
   He needed to take a full day or two and walk the new road, see what there was to see. 
 
   Six days later he did just that. He walked quickly, stretching the healing cartilage between his segments until they hurt, only enough to let him know he was still alive, but not enough to ruin his day. He sawed his upper arms as he walked, thinking of Aletha’s beautiful hazel eyes, in her round face, framed by blond curls against a cerulean sky. He daydreamed as he walked and for once, his secondary mind remained silent. 
 
   He walked the old road and along the trail until he came to the new road. He hadn’t thought about which way to go. To the left, the road disappeared quickly over a rise. To the right, the road continued as far as the eye could see. He tried the left first, although that was coming from the direction of the city. He hoped something would be there, but when he topped the rise, the road casually curved to the north, away from the city and disappeared into the distance. He turned around and picked up his pace as he jogged downhill. Right was right, he reasoned. 
 
   The road cut through the swamp and bordering forest, having been built on a raised bed of gravel and clay. It looked like modern construction, but it was a road from nowhere to nowhere. At least, nowhere that he knew of.
 
   He covered ground quickly. Insectoids were three meters tall and when all their legs engaged, they moved at a pace no human could match. He wondered why he compared himself to humans, but that was more and more how he saw himself. His replicant was more him than the Insectoid. He wondered if he would lose himself to his human persona. 
 
   He wondered if he kept going, would anyone come after him. He wouldn’t find out. 
 
   Just one more fight. He knew he could win. The current champion had probably held the title for a couple bouts and was tired. There wouldn’t be another Dhanesh, because the promoters wouldn’t allow it. Maybe they didn’t want him to survive, and that’s why he had to fight at such a disadvantage in his last bout. 
 
   He thought he held the upper hand until he lost his leverage. But he lost it in his mind. The handholds had always been there, it was only his to find them. The delay almost cost him his life. 
 
   Aspen finally understood the fear that incapacitated lesser Insectoids, those who came to camp, then left shaking after one fight. He realized that even if he won, he couldn’t win. Death was inevitable, but if he could discover who Aletha was, then at least he would have that peace of mind. And his name in the archives of champions. People chanting his name. Aletha calling to him, there for him at the end of the fight. He lived for those moments.
 
   The only way he could learn her identity was to fight and survive long enough for her to give him a clue that meant something to him. 
 
   He continued running along the roadway as the sun warmed him. It felt good to be outside. He’d been indoors too much. Insectoids were meant to be in the open. 
 
   He stopped for a drink and looked back, seeing that he’d arrived at the place that he considered to be as far his eyes could see. There was a great deal of empty road before him, but twinkles in the distance suggested something was there. 
 
   So he ran on, slowing as he approached buildings that looked like something from old earth, construction not designed for larger Insectoid bodies. He turned and entered the ditch along the road, thinking it better that he not be observed by whoever might be there. He hoped that he hadn’t been seen already. 
 
   He moved closer to the buildings, finding them to be the outskirts of a town, maybe even a city. He couldn’t get far as he’d be exposed. He wasn’t a real-world fighter and he was still injured. If only he had his human body, he could walk through unnoticed, because there were humans here. He didn’t know if they were replicants, bred by the promoters and nurtured solely for the sport, so people like him could occupy their bodies and make them fight. 
 
   He watched from the safety of the ditch as the humans went about their business as if they belonged there. 
 
   There hadn’t been humans on earth in generations. They were told that they’d been exterminated. 
 
   There was a sign on the first building at the town’s entrance. “Chitters.”
 
   Was it the name of the town or that building? He edged closer, trying to hear the humans as they talked. Aspen only caught one word here or there, hoping that he would understand more. He preferred being human, but the VR must have continually translated for him. Maybe it was the VR that made him feel human so he’d fight better. 
 
   He wanted to go in, but too many people were walking around. He’d wait until the darkest time of night, then he’d retreat. He found more than he ever imagined and needed time to think about it. 
 
   What if Aletha was a real human? No. She couldn’t be as she had appeared as one of the creatures on the dark side of the moon. How had she known about this place? He wanted to walk in and let them know that they were safe from him because he was one of them. But he couldn’t speak their language. He waited and talked with himself, watching the humans do what humans do when they aren’t controlled by Insectoids. It was fascinating. It didn’t take long and they drifted away, back to their homes. When the streets were empty, he strolled in, staying in the shadows as he thought what it would be like to live as a human.
 
   With Aletha by his side.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
Run For Your Life
 
   Aspen left the town as they extinguished their lights, bedding down for the night. As humans did.
 
   Such a place should not exist. The humans were exterminated. If these were replicants, then they’d be under Insectoid control. They weren’t. They were living their own lives as free people.
 
   Maybe the extermination was a lie. Maybe the humans found a way to survive. Maybe the Insectoid leaders decided to bring them back, letting them live as long as they stayed away from Aspen’s people. 
 
   Humans! Alive. It was mind boggling, but he’d seen it, and he’d never tell another soul besides Aletha. What was her link to the human colony? And how could that help him find her? 
 
   He contemplated these things as he ran along the road in the darkness. He tired quickly and found a spot in the ditch. It had been a long time since he’d slept in the open. He welcomed the fresh air and the night sky. He wondered if Aletha liked camping. He drifted off to sleep with thoughts of sitting around a campfire, holding their human hands and looking at the stars.
 
   Aspen was shocked awake as a convoy of trucks rumbled by. He opened his eyes to the brightness of their headlights racing toward him. He stayed in the cover of the ditch, waiting until the last truck passed. These were human trucks, but where were they coming from? And how did they exist? He climbed from the ditch and started running with renewed vigor. It was dark, the middle of night, and he didn’t want to be out there anymore. 
 
   He ran until he thought his lungs would explode. He ached all over from the pounding he’d given the healing cartilage between his segments. He hoped he wasn’t leaking his precious ichor.
 
   Bone tired. He crawled beyond the ditch and into nearby trees where he slept like the dead. He didn’t wake as the empty trucks returned from where they’d gone. They drove by and continued into the distance. 
 
   If Aspen had woken in his own bed, he would have sworn it was a dream. But he didn’t. The sun shone on him from the morning sky. He was covered with dew and leaves. Bugs crawled on him. He scooped a few into his mouth for a quick breakfast. He wished he had more. He wished he was home. 
 
   He looked out carefully before leaving the safety of the woods. He made it to the road and started running again, aching from the pain of the night’s efforts. It turned out that he wasn’t far from the trail, then the old road, and finally the walk to his house. He cleaned out the rest of his food when he made it home. 
 
   Groceries and the mundane things from life seemed so insignificant. 
 
   He lay down, his mind racing, his secondary mind prompting him to think about the next fight. Aspen placated his trainer by committing to learn the nature of the title bout, where and what form it would take. Then he fell asleep, this time in his own bed, exhausted. 
 
   Aspen awoke to a hammering on his door. He crawled out of bed, not as sore as he knew he should be. He was too tired to be sore. He staggered to the door, blinking his eyes to clear them. When he saw the massive bodyguard, he winced and sighed, hesitating before letting them in. This time, the bodyguard stayed outside as Bodhana entered, casually closing the door behind her. He offered his chair, although he really wanted to sit down. 
 
   She took it without hesitation. He squatted and then sat on the floor, leaning heavily against the door so he wouldn’t have to look at the bodyguard.
 
   “Your next fight,” she started without preamble. Aspen nodded, committing to nothing. “Human against human, with weapons, the same ones you used last time.” He wondered how she knew. He’d never seen her at one of his fights, but she was the promoter. She probably had a hand in deciding how they’d fight. She probably received personal three-dimensional playback views while munching snacks in the comfort of her own bedroom. He hated her for what she did. Promoters exploited others for their own gain. 
 
   He wondered if she made more from the fight than he did. Probably. He was too tired to care about her reaction, and he was in the title bout, so he felt he had the right to know. “How much do you make on my fights? And since we’re talking money, why is mine locked up? Why can’t I have access to my own money? I earned it, with my flesh and ichor, I earned it,” he emphasized, glaring at her. His human face would have done the expression justice. He would have to make do with what he had, a tired head and a bandaged body. 
 
   “Make some music for me,” she encouraged him without bothering to answer his question. 
 
   “I’m too tired,” he answered. He didn’t think he could saw with any rhythm. He needed sleep.
 
   “Why are you so tired?” she prodded. He watched her intently, not wanting to share his secrets with her. 
 
   “I went for a walk, then a run. It got late. I had to sleep outside, and it wasn’t very comfortable. I just got back home and would love to be in my bed.” 
 
   Her eyes sparkled with the iridescence of the Insectoid’s multi-faceted orbs. “I do okay with the fights. I’m thinking of moving on. The life of a promoter isn’t what you think.”
 
   Aspen considered that. “What do I think it is?” he asked.
 
   “Throw others into the ring, no matter what. Your ichor. My profit.” He nodded. That is what he thought. 
 
   “Can I move on, too?” She laughed, clicking her antennae, but she didn’t answer. “I guess not. I go into the case one last time and never come back out.” 
 
   She stopped clicking and sat, unmoving, watching Aspen as he hung his head. 
 
   “You must win the next fight and you must not get hurt doing it. If you remember nothing else from today, you remember that!” she hissed. She stood, knocking the chair over and beckoned him to move. He crawled to the side, and she stormed out. He pushed the door closed as he stood and returned to his bed. She didn’t need to tell him what he already knew. Win. Don’t get hurt. Easier said than done, but that was his goal every time he entered the ring. And now this woman insisted on it, her cash cow. 
 
   He’d get mad later. He had to recover and then train for the next bout – humans with weapons. He was comfortable with that. After the fight, he’d confront Bodhana about the finances and all of it. He was fed up, but to have his moment with the promoter, he needed to survive, and that meant winning. How dare she think about leaving, abandoning him to someone new, probably even more ruthless than she was.
 
   He lay in bed, sawing his upper legs creating a simple rhythm to relax his mind. Before he knew it, he was out. When he awoke, groceries were piled on his table. He no longer cared about the invasion of his privacy. He’d realized that he had none. His entire life was open to the public, a public that shunned him in this world and chanted his name in the other one. Maybe he could just live there. It’s where he felt like he fit in. 
 
   It’s where Aletha lived. 
 
   Just one more fight.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
One Last Battle
 
   Aspen had no more uninvited guests. He avoided walking along the old road, settling for his daily trips to the cemetery, to the monument, where he’d saw away, sometimes joined by others, sometimes alone. He didn’t care. It was the only thing he did for himself. 
 
   He never saw Bodhana again and for that, he was thankful. Maybe leaving her life as a promoter was as risky as him trying to leave the ring. Risky. As in, someone would have you killed. He never knew who these all-powerful creatures were, but they were there, in the everyday lives of the Insectoids. Aspen was used to fighting what he could see in a way that suited him. He saved his hatred for Bodhana as she represented the physical presence of those he couldn’t see, didn’t know. She was everything he hated about his life as a fighter.
 
   And everything he loved, too. He was a winner. Even if he lost the next match. He’d won more bouts than nearly every other fighter. If he could win this one, then he’d be among the elite. He wanted to not care, but he couldn’t. A childhood dream was about to come true. All the pain he suffered. He refused to let it be for nothing. 
 
   So he recovered, and he trained as he’d never trained before. The second the lights came up in the ring, he studied it. What could he use to his advantage? What would help his opponent? He learned how to best study the environment surrounding him, how to ignore the spectators. His goal, despite Bodhana’s demand, was to finish the fight, standing over his defeated opponent, intact so that he could go after Aletha, spend time with her. The fight was to be in Old Chicago on his favorite stage. 
 
   He would give them a great show, and he’d walk away from it, leaving his bloodied weapons behind as he found the diner next door and could sit with her, talk about what it would be like to never fight again. What would they do then? Maybe just enjoy each other’s company. 
 
   In peace, no fear of a future that included more violence. 
 
   He thought he understood the weapons and his body, but he had only scratched the surface. He trained with one hand, then the other, just in case he was injured. He learned to use both effectively, alone or together. His human body responded magnificently, grew stronger with each day. 
 
   And faster, too. When he whirled his blade and claw, they were too fast for the eye to follow. They made a comforting whistle, not too different from a rapid sawing of one’s upper legs, but he heard it as sound was experienced with human ears. He liked it. 
 
   He trained in two sessions a day, something he’d never done before. Two four-hour sessions as opposed to one longer session. Then three three-hour practices, and as the fight approached, he entered the case four or five times every day. With the weapons, the fight would not last long. Both the fighters were deadly. One opening and the fight would be over. Aspen suspected it would last no more than thirty seconds, unless there was a great deal of posturing at the beginning. 
 
   Aspen learned to shut out the crowd, something he’d never done before. He used to feed off their energy as they cheered him to greater and greater feats. Not this time. He needed to be singularly focused, drawing energy from within himself. 
 
   He included meditation in his daily schedule. When he returned home each night, his groceries were stocked, and he never wanted for anything. His benefactor made sure he had no distractions. He expected it was Bodhana protecting her investment, bolstering the value of his sale to another promoter. He accepted her help without complaint. It served them both. 
 
   A short night’s sleep and back at it. The days became weeks and then months, until the day of the fight arrived.
 
   He reported to the community center where his case awaited him. He looked at it, sneering in his mind. Not today, you bastard. I will not be buried in you, he thought. Then he climbed in as he’d done a thousand times before, starting to calm himself before the lid closed and helping him become his alter ego, the human. 
 
   Aspen felt his body, strong and fast. He did not have his weapons, but that didn’t concern him. He’d find them when the lights came up. He crouched and looked toward the floor, waiting. The first hint of illumination came from below. The deck of the ring started to glow. He studied it, looking for something he could use. It was plain, smooth. It was a small ring, like the ones that boxers used to use. No matter. They wouldn’t waste any time posturing from a distance. 
 
   He revised his estimate to twenty seconds. As he studied every aspect of the ring, his eyes fell on two cords, hanging from the ceiling over the center of the ring. One held a sword, and the other held a claw. There was only one pair of weapons. 
 
   There was always a twist. It wasn’t his place to like or dislike what they threw at him, because he and his opponent both had to overcome the same challenge. He had to decide and act before the other. He continued to study the ring. No other surprises. 
 
   The last element he studied was his opponent. He looked like an old man, well scarred, far past his prime. He looked more like the one who splashed water over the winner at the end than the one who would do the fighting. Their eyes met and he flashed a sad smile, lifting his chin slightly in greeting. 
 
   Maybe there were two twists. This man was the champion, the current holder of the title. He didn’t get there because he wasn’t capable. The old man look had to be a façade. Aspen stared hard, trying to see through any VR manipulations of the image. His eyes saw an old man. His mind accepted the image as real and not manufactured. The replicant on the other side of the ring was what he appeared to be. 
 
   His secondary mind screamed incessantly to ignore the looks. Treat him as the deadly enemy he had to be. 
 
   Aspen conceded the threat. The weapons or the opponent? If he could get to the weapons before the other, then the fight would be over in no time. If the other reached the weapons before him, Aspen would have to disarm him. He had to keep the other from getting there first. That was what mattered. Either Aspen would secure the weapons or neither of them would. He had practiced without weapons and was ready for a fistfight. He always won the straight up boxing matches, although it had been ages since he’d been allowed to fight one. 
 
   His recent matches all ended in death, just like this one would. 
 
   There was no light outside the ring. Aspen didn’t know if that was due to his perception or the fact that the ring’s deck was lit. His eyes never left his opponent. They both rose at the same time. Aspen didn’t hesitate. He bolted to the center of the ring, leaping to grab the sword, pulling it down and slashing the air before him, expecting his opponent to be there. 
 
   He wasn’t. The old man stood serenely in his corner, one pace from the tip of the sword that Aspen pointed in his direction. Aspen froze, expecting subterfuge of some sort. The man’s hands were in front of him, so he wasn’t hiding a weapon behind his back. 
 
   The man took a step forward, arms wide. If Aspen hadn’t moved back, drawing the blade away, the opponent would have impaled himself. Aspen reached over his head and pulled the metal claw off the rope and flung it out of the ring, leaving only the weapon that he held in his hand.
 
   He canted his head, showing the confused expression that humans were so good at. The man smiled and nodded. “It’s how we all must end. I don’t need to hurt you, so maybe you can enjoy your final days, before your next fight, when you look like this, and do as I have done. Now end it. Send me on my way, send my fortune to my family, and remember me.”
 
   The man closed his eyes, continuing to hold his arms out, exposing his gray-haired chest to the sword blade. Aspen took a deep breath and sighed heavily. His secondary mind screamed to finish it. 
 
   Aspen didn’t want to get hurt. He wanted to find Aletha and spend time with her, as much time as possible. With a full hip turn and a whistling slash, Aspen took the man’s head clean off. There was less blood than he expected. He dropped the sword and immediately headed for the ropes, climbing through into the darkness. 
 
   Beyond the ring, there was nothing. No spectators. Nothing. It was empty as if the VR case didn’t bother reproducing the stadium, didn’t allow any visitors. He looked for the door, but couldn’t find it. He started to panic in the darkness, hurrying forward until he ran headlong into a wall. He tracked the wall with his hand, probing, feeling. 
 
   As long as there was something and he was still in his case, he had hope that he’d find more. 
 
   The door. He pushed on it, but it wouldn’t open. He continued along the wall until he found another way out. He pushed and it answered with the squeak of rusty hinges. Light filtered through. 
 
   It was night, but the city was there. Old Chicago. He walked outside, breathing deeply of the night air. The street lights were dimmed, but next door, the diner’s sign beckoned. “Chitters’ Burgers, Malts, and Fries.” 
 
   How had he not noticed that before? He’d been in there a few times. No. That wasn’t the name. It was called Jimmy’s or something like that. 
 
   He didn’t question it as he ran to the diner. There was a man wearing a dirty white apron behind the bar and one patron. Aletha sat with her back to him. He walked carefully, not understanding why she wasn’t watching for him. 
 
   Aspen stood beside the table, looking down at her blond curls. She turned her head toward him, tears in her eyes, hiding the hazel beneath. He took a knee and held her hand.
 
   “I will fight no more. Even if I enter the ring, I won’t fight. For you, I won’t ever fight again,” he told her. “So where do we go from here?” He looked around quickly, expecting someone to pull the plug, remove him from the case and turn him loose for the long walk home. At least he wouldn’t wake up in the hospital. Or be buried in the case, not this day, anyway.
 
   “We’re free Aspen,” she said to him. He shook his head, not understanding. “Our cases have been removed and are being buried. We will live out the rest of our lives in these bodies, in Chitters. You were here once, a couple months ago. It’s a real place, with real people, and it’s our home now.”
 
   “It’s over?” he asked, unsure of what he just heard. 
 
   “Yes. You won’t ever fight again, and I won’t ever promote again. We’re both free.” 
 
   Realization dawned on him. He looked at the hand he was holding and started to let go, but she wouldn’t let him, clinging desperately, smiling as tears ran down her face. “Bodhana?” 
 
   “I never liked that name or her. Call me Aletha. That’s who I am.”
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   Editor Commentary – Wings of Law: City of Sky
 
   The anthology moves from a powerfully dark SF to a complex fantasy world adventure that comes from one of the original Inanna’s game participants, Michael-Scott Earle. Showing the strength and breadth of his abilities, this story transports the reader to a world of magic and power, where authority betrays their trust and where only those that dare to risk it all can make a difference. The blending of police procedural aspects with intense action-adventure scenes and amazing character development will leave you begging for more.
 
   Wings of Law: City of Sky 
 
   Chapter 1
 
   "I am not impressed by your flying." The woman's blue eyes made my heart freeze.
 
   "I just got my cloak last night, and--" I began to say.
 
   "Shut up," Fallon said as she held the palm of her calloused hand a few inches in front of my face. "I don't care that it is your first day on the job. I refuse to let you botch this investigation." The blonde woman nodded to the door of the inn, and a leather-armored soldier saluted her.
 
   The city guards had cleared a space between the curious crowd and the inn's entrance. I had never met the inn's owner, Rafa Manus, but he was well respected in this part of the city. Investigating his death, along with the other slew of murders in the city, was my first assignment as a member of the Potentia sisterhood.
 
   "Don't say anything. You are new, still a pigeon. You don't know your ass from your wings. I will ask the innkeeper's widow all the questions. Do you understand?" Fallon was my wingmate, and she was supposed to be providing me with her experience.
 
   "Yes, Fallon." I nodded at her and forced a smile to my lips. 
 
   I had felt such elation yesterday, when I had found out that the years of training had finally paid off and I was to be chosen as a Potentia. The joy had turned somewhat sour this morning, when the captain introduced me to the woman I would probably be spending the rest of my career with. 
 
   "Ahhh. Wait," the woman said as she stepped past the guard and opened the door. "Stand here in the entry way and look out at the crowd. Oftentimes, the murderer will return to the scene of the crime. Look for someone with bloody boots, and tell me. Are you smart enough to do that job, pigeon?" Her square mouth turned upward into a sneer when she spoke.
 
   "Yes, Fallon." I nodded and swallowed to force my throat into my stomach.
 
   My wingmate pulled her light-blue cloak around her sides as she stepped through the doorway, and I could hear her greet the innkeeper's widow. Fallon's voice acquired a gentle timbre, and I did my best to observe the crowd while simultaneously eavesdropping on the questions that my partner asked the woman.
 
   Then I saw bloody boots.
 
   They were thick leather galoshes and belonged to a grizzled man who stood half a head taller than the rest of the crowd. His eyes passed warily over the guards in front of the inn before his glance found me. We stared at each other for half a moment, and then he began to inch away through the dense throng of citizens.
 
   "Fallon," I said into the dark inside of the tavern. I could see that chairs had been tossed aside in the main room and a pool of blood had formed on the wood floor.
 
   "Please excuse my wingmate for the rude interruption," Fallon apologized to the weeping widow before she turned to me with a clenched jaw. 
 
   I nodded outside, and my partner directed her eyes out the door. I was going to tell her about the man with the bloody boots, in case she couldn't see him, but my wingmate understood what I wanted, and she took a few steps to stand near me.
 
   "Go walk toward him. Slowly," she instructed.
 
   I nodded at her and then walked from the doorway toward the crowd. The man was facing away from me now, but he glanced over his shoulder, and our eyes met again. I expected him to flee, so I wasn't surprised when he pushed through the throng of citizens and began his dash through the streets of Petrasada.
 
   "Catch him, pigeon!" Fallon's gruff, raspy shout cut through the air like a rusted saw blade against a piece of rock. Her voice possessed the kind of timbre that would make my nose hair curl, but now I was focused on the back of the escaping suspect, and I tried to predict his next path while I chased him.
 
   I wasn't the only one who felt the lash of her command. The crowded streets halted mid-step, and the people turned toward the pair of us with obvious confusion. The running man didn't pause in his escape though, and I forced my legs to sprint after him.
 
   "Faster, you idiot!" Fallon's screech echoed off the brightly-colored clay homes, and I had to smile at the irony. I didn't need to look behind me to guess that my wing-mate wasn't bothering to move. That was fine. She had spent most of the morning telling me how useless I was, and I didn't expect the crusty woman to assist me with anything other than a tongue lashing.
 
   The man was muscular, wide at the shoulder, and possessed arms like tree trunks. I would have thought him a miner, but his skin bore the tan leathery patina of a lifetime in the suns, so I guessed that he worked as a farmer on one of the city's base levels. Maybe it didn't matter where he was from. The blood on his boots was proof enough that he had been at the crime scene, and I needed to bring him in for questioning.
 
   The thick man plowed into the crowd and scattered half a dozen citizens. They screamed with panic, but their cries only seemed to make my quarry run faster. He leapt over a cart carrying fruit, rolled under another wagon hauling lumber, and then sprang down the stairs to the lower level of the city. They were practiced movements, and I wondered how a farmer had learned to move in that manner.
 
   I reached the steps a few seconds after the suspected murderer and made a long leap down them. He sprinted the steep stairs three at a time, but I felt my cloak unfurl from my back and catch the air. It was a controlled fall, and I aimed my landing to smash into the man's kidneys as soon as he reached the base of the clay stairs.
 
   "Ahhh!" I shrieked when he turned suddenly, grabbed my kicking foot, and threw me against the wall of the ledge. I felt the wind explode from my lungs, my sword sheath snag on the steps, and my cloak sandwich between my spine and the rock. 
 
   I kicked my other leg out in a movement that was half instinct and half training. My boot caught the man in the chin, and his teeth shattered from the impact. He let go of my leg and rolled away like a tumbleweed.
 
   Then the man jumped to his feet and started running again.
 
   "Hold! I am Potentia! You are under arrest!" I screamed after the man. It was what they told us to do in training, but, as I suspected, real criminals wouldn't pay attention to such a command. He kept running, and I pushed myself off of the wall with my cloak to continue after him. We now ran on level thirty-two of the city, still in the residential zones, but the foot traffic wasn't as thick as level thirty-three. My quarry picked a clean line through the streets, and I saw him lean forward to gain the most momentum from his legs.
 
   My cape flapped behind my steps and added a timed boost of speed. The man might have been able to escape me a few days ago, but now that I wore the Alula cloak there was no way he would escape. He had gained a fifty-yard lead when I first pulled away from the wall, but after a few seconds, I was almost close enough to grab his collar. The man did outweigh me by some eighty pounds, so I knew I couldn't just yank him back like a puppy. I could trip him though, and my left foot kicked out while my cloak lifted me off the ground at the last instant.
 
   The suspect's blood-covered boots collided, and he fell forward. He had been dashing toward the edge of this city level, and, for a second, I thought he was going to tumble off the edge. He popped to his feet a foot before the cliff, however, and yanked a dagger from his belt.
 
   "Potentia bitch." The man was all sorts of ugly, and his dagger looked more jagged than the teeth I'd just broken.
 
   "Put down your weapon," I tried to sound calm when I voiced my command, but this was my first day on the job and my first time apprehending someone. So it should have been no surprise that my command came out like a mouse squeak.
 
   I realized that I should be holding my sword, and I yanked the rapier out of its sheath with a trembling right hand. The man eyed the length of my blade and then glanced at his own six-inch weapon. I could see the options dance through his eyes as he weighed the probable outcomes. Potentia weren't invincible, but our magic was supposed to be powerful and our training impeccable. There wasn't any possible way this idiot could think that he would win against me, but his eyes focused on my hilt and lingered there.
 
   My hand shook like a stack of dropped gelatin.
 
   He darted forward with a snarl and thrust his knife at my left side. For a fraction of a second, my mind spun with terror, and I froze. This was not a training drill. This was not a practice fight where I would beat one of my sisters and then hug her afterward. This was a man almost twice my size trying to punch a hole in my stomach with a jagged blade. This was someone who would kill me without a second thought. He would probably relish the experience and brag to his friends after he dispatched me.
 
   Half a dozen years of reflexes took control of my arm, and my rapier danced to my unprotected side. The upper half of my weapon smacked into his blade, and the motion knocked the man's muscled arm away easily. He snarled blood from his broken teeth and made another strike. This attack was telegraphed a bit more, and I flicked my wrist to parry the attack before it even made it part of the distance between us.
 
   The ugly man made three more stabbing attempts, but each met with my well-prepared blade and a percussive sound of steel. I felt my muscles begin to relax. My training was holding true, and I was more than ready to wear my Alula and protect the citizens of this city. If anything, this man had only a fraction of the skill my training sisters did. I'd spent countless hours sparring with them, and our high-speed rapier play had evolved into a practice of predicting their attacks as their arm moved only fractions of an inch. This man was clumsy and slow, and his weapon had no range. 
 
   He could not best me.
 
   My quarry seemed to realize I had him beat, and he glanced to the sides to find another way to retreat. He leapt away from me, and his blood-covered boots teetered on the sharp edge of the brick path. There should have been a protective rail placed on the edges of this level to keep citizens from falling forty feet to their deaths, but the spot was close to a wide wagon ramp. Any barrier would have prevented donkeys from pulling their carts to this floor of the city, so none had been placed. The man seemed to realize he was about to fall, and he waved his arms through the air like a windmill to keep from tumbling.
 
   I stepped forward and grabbed onto the front of his shirt with my left hand. I needed the suspect alive for questioning, and I knew that Fallon would shriek at me for the next week if I let the man throw himself to his death. My first few hours with the woman had made it apparent how delighted she was to be saddled with a new Potentia, and I didn't want to hear her complaining for the rest of our career together.
 
   As soon as my gloved fingers closed around the front of the man's shirt, I realized my mistake.
 
   He reached up with his left arm, trapped my hand against his chest, and then stabbed at my unprotected stomach. I shoved my waist away and twisted to the side. The jagged blade skipped along the edges of my leather armor, and the man's eyes opened in shock when I pushed him off the ledge.
 
   We both fell.
 
   He screamed on the way down, and I tried to pry my hand free of his chest. It took two tugs, but he let go of my arm and tried to grab onto the clasp of my cloak. Maybe he thought that it would save him, as I hoped my wings would save me. I tried to open them, but I was still new to using the magic, and it probably didn't help that my short twenty-two moons worth of life were cascading through my mind like too many minstrel songs.
 
   My wings didn't open, and we crashed into the clay roof of a home below.
 
   The large man broke my fall, but the roof didn't, and we smashed through it as if it was made of brightly-colored water. A hard-tile floor lay in the room below the roof, but this too shattered with our weight. Finally, we came to rest with an impact that felt as if someone had kicked me in the stomach to wake me.
 
   I was covered with dust, bits of roof, rice from a citizen's meal, and a wrap of floor rug. I had no idea where my rapier had landed, so I struggled to my aching legs while I searched for the weapon.
 
   "You are under arrest for the suspected murder of tavern owner Rafa Manus," my voice came out with a cough, and I spat up what felt like a pound of clay dust. My sword had impaled itself in a wooden table next to me. Had it landed a few feet to the left, it might have dug into my ass as I landed. That would have been embarrassing, and given Fallon another reason to shriek at me. I grabbed the hilt, yanked the blade free of the table, and pointed its tip at the suspect.
 
   "You are under arrest for... ahhh, shit." I saw that the man hadn't moved. His jagged dagger had found a spot between his ribs right over his heart. The hilt protruded out of his chest as if it was a tiny shovel stuck in dirt, and his tongue rolled out of his broken mouth like a pink slug that was trying to escape.
 
   "Pigeon!" Fallon's raspy voice called from above me. I tilted back my aching neck and saw my wingmate float through the air. Her Alula was partially extended, and I could see that the blue cloth of the magical cape had half turned into feathers.
 
   "You dumb bitch," she growled as soon as she landed. "I told you to catch him, not throw him off a level and into a house. Are you an idiot?" The woman's ice-blue eyes narrowed, and she squared her shoulders to face me.
 
   "No, he tried to stab me, and I--" Pain exploded on my cheek, and I was suddenly lying on the dust-covered tiles of the home. Bright lights swam across my vision, and I felt my head spin. I hadn't even seen Fallon slap me. The woman was unbelievably fast. It was to be expected of a Potentia that had worn her Alula cloak for over fifteen years.
 
   "I don't care about your excuses, pigeon. I care about results. I told you that the murderer would return to the crime scene, I told you that his boots would have blood on them, and I pointed him out to you. This is why I hate working with pigeons as wingmates. You are all too new and stupid to be of any use." The woman's square jaw tightened, and she shook her short blonde hair.
 
   "Get off your ass and go get the guards to take care of the body. It will take me two hours to file this report and cost the city a dozen silver pieces to repair this home," she sighed heavily and stared at the corpse of the man I'd accidently killed.
 
   I leaned forward on my hands and then pushed myself to my feet. My face still hurt from her slap, but my stomach felt far worse agony. I'd failed terribly on my first day, and I didn't know what my debriefing would entail. Would they take the Alula from me? Would they suspend me? I didn't know what I would do with myself if they kicked me out of the Potentia. I'd spent most of my life at the orphanage dreaming of the career, and the caretakers there said I was drawing pictures of the winged cloak before I could even speak.
 
   "Why are you still standing here?" Fallon barked, and I shook my head in an attempt to quieten my terrors. I looked at the hole in the roof, and my cloak began to open so that I could fly up through it.
 
   "No." I felt my wingmate's hand grab my arm. She was as strong as she was quick, and I fought against the urge to wince with the pain. "You don't deserve to fly out of here. Walk down the stairs like a normal citizen and find the guards. Then walk them back here. Be fast. I will be waiting and trying to piece together the report that will end your short career."
 
   There was a lump in my throat, and it felt the size of a loaf of bread. I couldn't speak to Fallon, so I lowered my eyes and forced myself to nod my head. She let go of my arm, and I turned toward the door. A few steps took me through the ruined room and down the narrow stairs. I paused at the apartment's exit to the street and took a deep breath. The tears were flowing down my cheek, and I took a handful of seconds to wipe my eyes before I went to look for the guards.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Later that day I sat outside my Captain's office. I tried to review my missteps, but it was hard to think because of the yelling.
 
   There was a lot of yelling.
 
   I couldn't quite hear exactly what Captain Ocellina was saying to Fallon through the thick office door. I thought about pressing my ear to the wood so that I could eavesdrop better, but there were a dozen guards filling out reports in the bullpen area of our nest. They were all pretending not to hear my wingmate getting yelled at, but I could see them giving me sideways glances.
 
   "First. Damn. Day!" I heard the Captain's voice yell, with the power of a tornado, and the thunder of something pounding on a desk.
 
   Fallon said something muffled, and there was a pause in the shouting.
 
   "Maybe I should take it out of your pay?" the Captain screamed the question. I saw a few of the guards stand up from their desks in the bullpen and walk toward the room that served as our dining hall.
 
   My wingmate said something else muffled, and I thought again about pressing my ear to the door.
 
   "Come in, Anelia." The door in front of me opened suddenly, and I gasped with surprise before I stepped through it. 
 
   I'd been standing outside the Captain's office for an hour, and my mind had been acting out Fallon's report about my performance as if it was a doomsday play. Then the shouting had started. Now I would know what my fate would be, and it was somewhat of a relief. It did seem as if Fallen had gotten into trouble for this morning's events, but that didn't mean I would not be punished. Or expelled from the sisterhood.
 
   "Take a seat." Captain Ocellina looked almost the exact opposite of Fallon. Where my wingmate possessed a square, mannish face, Ocellina's was a beautiful oval shape. Where Fallon was wide and short, Ocellina stood tall and slender and looked as if she could have been a dancer. Fallon's hair lay chopped at the neckline and was the color of year-old straw, but the Captain's hair spun a long shimmering ink stain that fell almost to her waist.
 
   "Thank you," I said as I sat in the chair next to my wingmate. 
 
   Fallon shot me an angry glare, but she directed her cold blue eyes across the desk when the beautiful Captain took her own seat. The ebony-haired woman wasn't wearing her rapier, but she did have a pistol harnessed to her lithe torso. It looked like one of those expensive flint-sparking weapons that the upper echelon of the city would use, but I knew better. Each of the nest captains was gifted by the Priestesses with one of the gold-plated weapons, and they never needed to be reloaded or maintained. 
 
   For an uncomfortable few seconds, Ocellina flipped through a stack of papers. From the angry-looking handwriting, I guessed that they were Fallon's report, and I forced my eyes elsewhere. The Captain's office was decorated with beautiful oil paintings of the city, potted ferns, and the countless award banners that she had received during her amazing career.
 
   "Do you ladies know why I took command of this nest a few months ago?" The raven-haired woman set down the report and turned her dark eyes toward Fallon and me.
 
   "No, ma'am," Fallon answered before I could. I actually did know the answer, but I'd followed Ocellina's career from the moment she had first been given the Alula.
 
   "It was the worst-performing nest in all of Petrasada. Crime in our district was out of control, citizens complained about Potentia abuse, and then three of our sisters were killed on the last Moon Night. This place was a disaster. Fallon, your memory does go back six months, does it not?"
 
   "Yes, ma'am," Fallon nodded at the Captain, and I could read no emotion on my wingmate's face.
 
   "These murders are out of hand, and the last thing I want to do is call another nest in here for assistance. It will be embarrassing for all of us." The Captain sat back in her leather chair with a sigh. "But, as you often say, Fallon, results matter. There are twelve other Potentia I command, and I need you all to find someone that we can connect to these murders."
 
   "The man who Anelia killed was the murderer. If she had not--"
 
   "Ahhh." The Captain held up a finger and cut Fallon's words short. "I've read your report and examined the body myself. The man was a rancher and butcher. It was cow's blood on his boots."
 
   "Then why did he run? He was guilty of something." Fallon crossed her arms, and I saw the nails of her hand dig into the leather armor on her bicep.
 
   "Why wouldn't he run? He had one Potentia screaming at him while another chased him. These people are afraid of us. Do you have any idea why that might be, Fallon?" Ocellina raised an eyebrow, and her lips curled into the faintest outline of a smirk. I was surprised that the Captain wasn't yelling at my partner again. It seemed as if Fallon had made a serious miscalculation by asking me to chase after the suspect.
 
   "No, ma'am." My wingmate seemed to have gained control of her emotions, and I noticed her fingers relax.
 
   "Your report doesn't mention anything about questioning Rafa Manus' wife, the inn's patrons, or his suppliers. Are there some pages missing from this?" Ocellina gestured to the four-inch stack that Fallon had transcribed. The beautiful woman's eyes flashed dangerously at my wingmate, and I wondered if she was about to resume her shouting. 
 
   "I didn't have time to question them because of the mess that the pigeon made," Fallon nodded her head over to me. "I will question them immediately. Can I be dismissed?" My wingmate seemed completely unaffected by Ocellian's disciplinary shouts.
 
   "Take the night off. I don't want to hear of you visiting Manus' inn. Understand?" Ocellina's voice took on a hard edge and the older woman nodded her head slowly.
 
   "Good. I'll see you in the morning. Dismissed," the Captain said, and I stood with Fallon.
 
   "Sit back down, Anelia." The raven-haired woman turned her eyes back to me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Fallon grin, and I felt my stomach drop again. I had almost thought I was going to get out of here without getting kicked from the Potentia.
 
   "Do you want to tell me what happened?" Ocellina asked after Fallon had left the office.
 
   "I made a mistake. I was foolish."
 
   "Probably, but you are new. The reason we put pigeons with more-experienced Potentia is so that they will learn. Fallon is supposed to be hard on you, a bit more conscious of your safety, but still hard on you. She shouldn't have sent you after the suspect alone." The beautiful woman laughed, and I felt my uneasiness swell. I had often been accused of possessing more than a little adulation for Captain Ocellina, and I hated to think that she expected me to run from the dangerous parts of my job.
 
   "I understand," I said, but the lump in my throat had returned with the tone of the Captain's voice.
 
   "Ahhh, I know you do. Here, look at this." She reached into a drawer of her expensive wooden desk and set a worn-looking folder on top of Fallon's report.
 
   "Do you know what this is?"
 
   "No ma'am, but it looks like one of the training folders my instructors would carry."
 
   "Yes, do you know what your's says?"
 
   "Nothing flattering, I would guess." I forced my lips into a smile, and my heart began to race. This was it. She'd figured out that I shouldn't have ever been accepted into the Potentia.
 
   "Exactly," Ocellina leaned her head back and let out a laugh that sounded like musical bells. "You were one of the worst performers across all categories. Especially in fencing and hand-to-hand combat." I felt my cheeks redden at her words, and I forced an even breath out of my lungs. "But I still recommended you anyway, and I was delighted when I saw that my nest was your first pick. Do you know why?"
 
   "No ma'am," the tension left my muscles. Thank the Priestesses; she wasn't going to fire me from the Potentia.
 
   "Perhaps there is a bit of nepotism. You know I am an orphan as well?" she asked, and I nodded my head. "And both of us were born on a Moon Night. Only happens once a year, so that is something else we share." I nodded again. I knew everything about Ocellina's career, and perhaps our similarities had originally gotten me interested in her.
 
   "But there is something else that the tests and placements don't show. I recommended you because you have heart. You don't quit. I saw it time and time again when I was elected to survey the training program. The other nestlings would get discouraged when they failed. They would become broken things when met with challenges that they couldn't overcome immediately. You seemed to grow stronger with each failure. That is what we need here. We need women with everlasting strength. We need women with backbone. There are only three hundred of us, and we are responsible for the safety of Petrasada and her citizens. The Priestesses have given us our magic, and the city guard swears allegiance to our command. It is a life that demands strength. Not just because of the difficulties entailed, but because we represent the order of existence. I know you understand this."
 
   "Yes, ma'am." I felt a smile come to my face, and the ache from my fall seemed to disappear with her words. I hadn't realized that Ocellina had intervened in my placement, and the news explained my surprise at being selected from the crowd of other women who had seemed to perform better than me on all of our training tests.
 
   "Good. I have an eye for talent. I'm expecting you to solve these murders. Not on your first day, of course, but you will learn a great deal from Fallon while you are her wingmate."
 
   "We will still be wingmates?" I asked.
 
   "Of course, and I expect you two to get along for as long as I command you to be a team. Understand?" she smiled coyly.
 
   "Yes, ma'am," I nodded. "What of the man's family? I will visit with them and give my apologies." The lump formed in my chest when I thought about telling the man's wife and his children what I had done.
 
   "Unfortunately, Spurius Canta did not have a family."
 
   "Unfortunately?"
 
   "Yes, it would be good for you to see consequences of mistakes. Telling someone that you've accidently killed a member of their family would temper your future judgment."
 
   "I understand, ma'am," the lump moved down from my throat and into my stomach. It felt like I'd eaten some bad food.
 
   "Do not be too upset by the lost opportunity, Anelia. The report said that the man did try to kill you with his knife, and while he was a rancher, he had also been arrested over a dozen times for violence. I'm not going to say that his killing was justified, but you defended yourself as expected. Understand?"
 
   "Yes, ma'am," I sighed, and felt the terror uncoil from my intestines.
 
   "Excellent. Do you have friends from your orphanage?"
 
   "Yes, ma'am?" I was surprised by her question, but the tone of her voice made me believe that our conversation was coming to an end.
 
   "At the end of my first day as a pigeon, I went drinking with all of my orphanage friends. I think I drank my bodyweight in cheap beer and another bodyweight's worth of sweet cider. I woke up the next morning with a terrible hangover and then worked for three days to solve my first case. The first night of drinking is a tradition with pigeons, so I order you to have a good time tonight. Understand?"
 
   "Yes, ma'am." This was my dismissal, so I stood and placed my hand over the clasp of my cloak to salute her.
 
   "You and I will celebrate together when you are promoted from pigeon to full Potentia. I did it in two months. I think you can beat that time. What do you say?"
 
   "I will work hard to make it so, ma'am," I couldn't help but smile at the beautiful woman.
 
   "Good. Dismissed." She nodded, and I exited her office into the busy bullpen of the nest.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   "How was your first day?" My brother was waiting on a clay street bench outside the nest. He jumped to his feet as soon as he saw me, and gifted me with a handsome smile.
 
   "I need a beer, or eleven," I laughed and let him wrap his arm around mine.
 
   "I know just the place." He winked at me, and I laughed.
 
   "Juliana's?" I asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   "Yep! Everyone is waiting for us. Let's go!" He tugged on my arm, and I shook my head to follow him.
 
   "So, it didn't go well?" he asked after we took a few steps toward our favorite tavern. It was on the far side of level twelve, so we had about an hour's worth of stairs, and walking before we made it there. I almost told him that I wanted to eat some place closer, but then I remembered Ocellina's order. Drinking with my friends on the far side of Petrasada was appropriate.
 
   "Yes and no," I said. "I made a mess of the day, but I believe that my captain is happy with me. I just got out of a meeting with her."
 
   "Ohh!" His eyes got large, and he smiled again. "I'd love to get a private meeting with Captain Ocellina. Do you think she'd want to have dinner with a very motivated cooper's apprentice?" He wiggled his eyebrows when he asked, and I fought against my laughter.
 
   "She might be interested, but are you making barrels now? I thought you were a tailor's apprentice last week? Weren't you a cobbler before that? What happened to the six months you spent blacksmithing?"
 
   "Barrels and pots are a much more worthwhile endeavor, Sis. I kept poking myself with needles."
 
   "Were you poking yourself with needles?" I smirked at him, "or were you poking the master's daughter with your--"
 
   "Hey, hey, hey now." My brother pulled his arm from mine and waved my words away. "It wasn't my fault that he didn't understand that I wasn't ready to commit to a single woman for the rest of my days. Can you believe that he tried to stab me with his shears? He seemed so mild mannered when I first took the position."
 
   "I can't imagine why someone would feel that way about you." I rolled my eyes and let him take my arm again. My brother was extremely handsome, ridiculously charming, and he had enjoyed an easy path growing up in our orphanage. The governesses had all loved my sibling, and so did the other kids who lived in the packed home. The easy upbringing had not prepared him for young adulthood, and he hadn't been able to find steady work for the last few years.
 
   "Exactly! But, I'd be a fitting groomsman for your captain. What do you say, Sis?" He wiggled his eyebrows again, and I was forced to laugh. The sensation felt wonderful in my stomach, and some of the day's stresses began to leave my shoulders. There was a clock on a passing wall, and it said that the time was well into the second half of the day. Most of the stores were closing, and soon the narrow streets would be filled with workers trying to get home or to their favorite tavern.
 
   "Maybe I will mention you after I get promoted." I shook my head at him and tried to fight back my smile. I couldn't imagine Captain Ocellina getting along with Vibus. He was just too lazy, and I didn't want to risk any part of my career on my brother's whimsical relationships.
 
   "I understand. That will give me the chance to hone my cooper craft. I should be a master in a few months. Ahhh, look at this view!" 
 
   Vibus had walked me to one of the bamboo ladders that descended to the next level. He leaned against the railing by the edge of the steep cliff and opened his arms to the horizon.
 
   "I normally don't get up to the thirty-fourth level of Potentia. I know it isn't anywhere close to the top, but I think I can see all the way to the edge of the first level. Do you see it?" He pointed with his finger.
 
   "Yes," I admitted. I'd donned the Alula last night during a long ceremony that involved bathing in the Apa Pool at the top of the vertical city. I had felt different after the Priestesses chanted their prayers and placed the magical garment over my bare shoulders. The woman who had performed the ceremony told me that I would experience improved health for the rest of my life, and I wondered if my vision was already getting better. I didn't think I could see that far before.
 
   "It is blustery. I think I can see where the chains meet the Keidas Desert." He pointed to the right a bit, and I followed his finger to the links that connected the bottom of the large floating island city to the distant desert beneath us.
 
   The massive rings of the chain hung from below the first level of the floating city and stretched to a horizon so far away that we actually had to look upward. My brother was correct, it was a windy day, and the clouds that normally surrounded the chains were absent. I could see where the massive links sunk into the ground of the endless wastelands. The chains were rumored to be over fifty miles long, so each rectangular loop looked tiny from this distance. We had once walked to the edge of the first level of the city and peered down at the nearest links. From that place, they were still several hundred feet away, but each individual link was said to be almost a quarter of a mile in diameter.
 
   "Hey, I just realized that you can fly down there now. Can you carry me?" My brother's eyes grew wide at the thought, and he glanced at the cloak that hung from my shoulders.
 
   "I wish I could, but we aren't permitted to fly outside the first level unless we have a specific assignment signed off by our nest's captain." I shrugged.
 
   "Oh, but you could--"
 
   "I'm also not really strong enough to carry anyone." I interrupted what I knew he was going to ask me with a smile. "Some of the Potentia can, but I've only had about a minute of flying time, and my wingmate yelled at me the entire journey to our first case."
 
   "Well, that sounds terrible. So she isn't fun?" He smirked.
 
   "She is the exact opposite of fun, but the job isn't supposed to be fun. I'll tell you more over a beer, or eleven, like I said earlier. Let's get going."
 
   "Can you glide me down, though?" He stuck his tongue out of the corner of his mouth and pointed at the bamboo ladder. "It isn't flying, it is controlled falling. Let's try."
 
   "Hmmm." I looked around and saw that the streets were about a quarter full. Still, the Alula's pale blue color attracted attention, and I noticed that most of the citizens of Petrasada looked at me from the corner of their eyes as they walked past us.
 
   "Let's try, but if I drop you, and you break your buttbone, don't come crying to me." There are no Potentia rules written about giving your brother, or anyone else, a ride with the magic cloak, but I guessed that Fallon would spend an hour screeching at me if she knew.
 
   "You got it." He raised his arms to his side as if he was a bird and started flapping them like an idiot.
 
   "You don't need to do that." I laughed while I wrapped my arms across the front of his chest so that I pressed into his back. "Just relax and get ready to land." I felt my cloak begin to change from the cloth fabric into the bird-like feathers. It would probably take me years to master the change and feel of the magic, but the Priestess had told me that I would be able to use the basic powers of the Alula within a few hours of the enchantment binding it to me.
 
   I did feel a bit stronger, and I had no problem lifting my much heavier brother and stepping to the edge of the bamboo ladder. The next roof top was only twenty feet below me, so even if the Alula didn't work as it had earlier we probably wouldn't fall hard. I still let out a long breath and prayed to the Priestesses that I wouldn't kill both of us.
 
   Then I leaned off the edge of the level.
 
   The cloak sprang into full wings as soon as my boots left the ledge, and Vibus' weight tugged against my hug. For half a second, I thought that the cloak would collapse under the combined weight, but the wings felt as if they were part of my body, and I rotated them against the winds of the city as if they were feathered kites attached to my back.
 
   "Woooohoooo!" My brother opened his arms again like a bird, and we started to float toward the lower floor. The glide seemed completely under my control, and I found that I could easily aim us to overshoot the next level, and even beyond.
 
   "Wow!" I thought I heard my brother whisper as the lower levels of Petrasada spread out below us. 
 
   The massive floating rock that the dense metropolis clung to was the shape of a fat trapezohedron, and each lower level was significantly wider than the one above it. Below the first level, where most of the farming and ranching was maintained for the city, the surface of the floating rock tapered to another point. I'd never seen the bottom, 'dark' half of Petrasada, but there had been plenty of sketches that I had studied during my education at the orphanage. We'd once had a miner visit the school to tell us of the complications involved in recovering metals while hanging a mile over the endless Keidas Desert.
 
   My brother's amazement made me smile. Maybe I was still in disbelief about my appointment to the Potentia. I was little more than a street rat, a poor orphan girl who had done nothing more useful than being born, but I loved this city and her people. I'd wanted to feel the air like the birds and protect every child who didn't have parents. I wanted to serve the Priestesses and ensure order in the city.
 
   I wanted to make a difference, and now I floated on the cool winds of the city with my darling brother in my arms.
 
   Priestesses be praised for this miracle they had granted to my life.
 
   I spotted Juliana's tavern far below me in the distance, but I felt as if my wings could guide us there. Within a minute, we had landed in the cobblestone street right in front of the small tavern. I let go of my brother's chest, and he raised his arms in the air with a triumphant shout.
 
   "Wooo! That was amazing! We made it here in less than a few minutes. No wonder the Potentia command the guards. You can get anywhere in the city quickly." He did a little dance next to me.
 
   "Yes, it was fun. I am eager to do more flying tomorrow."
 
   "I bet it will never get old," the handsome man laughed.
 
   "I doubt it," I said with a smile.
 
   "You know what else is amazing?" he stopped his dance and asked with a serious expression.
 
   "No--"
 
   "Your boobs. When did that happen? I've never really noticed them, but it was hard not to when they were pushing against my back. Now that you have a career, when are you going to find a man?"
 
   "You ass." I smacked him on the shoulder and tried not to smirk. He exploded with laughter so hard that he had to hold his sides.
 
   "You are terrible, and gross, and awful. Let's go meet our friends." His laughter continued until he was actually crying, so I walked toward the tavern where we both ate nearly every dinner.
 
   The exterior of the pub was made of thick clay, as were most of the buildings below the fiftieth level of Petrasada. Juliana had painted her building a bright shade of pink, though, and it practically glowed with the light of the twin suns. She'd made pretty flower paint designs on the surface of the roof, and the white petals of the artwork had been a familiar beacon while I floated above the city streets.
 
   I opened the door and stepped into the crowded restaurant. The sound was a cacophony that blended into an unintelligent sonata. It would be impossible to have a private conversation in the small room, but the locals didn't go to Juliana's for a quiet time. They went to be with their friends, yell at each other, and enjoy the rich smells and tastes of spicy grilled meats.
 
   The tavern room was suddenly silent.
 
   Sixty pairs of eyes gazed at me, and I froze with the door handle in my hand and my leg outstretched to step. The faces blended into a single chaotic painting, and I had trouble identifying the features of my friends. Was this what it was like to be a Potentia? The few times I had seen them enter taverns, the room had grown silent, and people had either left or whispered with fearful voices. No one wanted to feel the wrath of the Priestesses, and their winged commanders were arms of the city's justice.
 
   "Anelia is a Potentia!" Juliana was larger than any man I'd ever seen, even the rancher I had fought with earlier today, and her long blonde hair hung braided into two pigtails. She held four giant steins of beer in each hand, and her off-key, sing-song announcement caused the entire tavern to thunder with applause.
 
   I felt my cheeks turn hotter than the suns, and my brother pushed me the rest of the way into the restaurant. The place was packed with men and women. Now that I'd had a few seconds, I recognized all of them as my friends. Dozens of hands groped my cloak, shook my hands, and patted me on the back.
 
   "You knew about this?" I mouthed to my brother across the endless stream of congratulations. He winked at me and then turned to hug one of the pretty blonde girls who always seemed to be seeking his attention.
 
   I made my way through the crowd toward the bar, but the going was slow since each new set of greetings turned into a long explanation of my first day on the job and the magic of my cloak. My brother and I normally ate breakfast and dinner at Juliana's, so we knew almost everyone in this zone of the city.
 
   Finally, I reached the long bar and took my usual spot at the far end. Juliana stood behind the counter and threw her massive frame over the bar to embrace me.
 
   "We are so proud of you." She pulled my face into her ample bosom and wrapped her strong arms around my shoulders. "So, so, so proud of you." I probably wouldn't have been able to hear her with the normal noise level of the tavern, but her words were clear when my face was smooshed into her chest.
 
   "Oh! I am touching your cloak," she yelled and pulled me away from her breasts a second before I ran out of air.
 
   "That is fine, you can touch it." I smiled at the happy woman and gestured with my hand toward the pale blue fabric.
 
   "My hands are covered with food and beer. I don't want to get it dirty." Her big brown eyes glanced at the magical garment with hesitation.
 
   "No, it's fine, it won't get dirty. Magic and all that stuff. They said it was okay."
 
   "It is so soft. It almost feels like bird feathers, but it looks like thick cotton or wool now. How do you make it turn into wings?" my friend asked as she petted the cloth, but I couldn't hear her voice over the crowd now and had to read her lips. It was a skill my brother and I had perfected while eating here.
 
   "I just think about the change." I pointed at my head while I spoke. Juliana had started working as soon as she could walk and had taken over the restaurant from her parents ten years ago, so I was sure she could read my lips as well. I thought about making the cloak turn into feathers and saw my friend's big eyes get even larger. The tavern fell silent again, and everyone turned to see my Alula shift into feathers. Then I halted the process, and the cape transformed back into simple-looking cloth.
 
   The room erupted into applause, and I felt my cheeks heat again.
 
   "Alright, alright!" Juliana shouted above the crowd and waved her arms in the air. "We are all proud of our girl. So let's celebrate! Next round is on me!" They cheered again, and the big blonde woman made an athletic leap over the counter to where the beer barrels were stored.
 
   The crowd closed around me again, and someone handed me a stein of beer while another handed me a plate of food. We were near the slaughterhouses, and while Juliana couldn't afford to buy the choice cuts of meat, I'd grown to love the various ways she prepared offal.
 
   "Having a good time, Sis?" My brother had made his way across the tavern. He had two pretty girls flanking him, and I saw each of his arms wrapped around a slender waist.
 
   "Wonderful time. Thanks for the surprise." I smiled at him and then took a long swallow of the beer.
 
   "It was mostly Juliana and Severa. I just had to get you here. They took care of everything else."
 
   "Where is Severa?" I asked and sat up in my chair. I saw my red-headed friend on the other side of the room. The girl was in the middle of a drinking game, and our eyes connected. She raised a finger to show that she would come see me in a second and then laid a hand full of coins on the table. It looked like the party was about to get rowdy.
 
   Then I saw a man enter the tavern. He was covered with blood and had a crazed look in his eyes.
 
   He also carried a short sword in his hand.
 
   "Help!" he screamed, but I had already set down my beer and threaded through the crowd toward him.
 
   "Help!" he screamed again, and the tavern became quiet.
 
   "What is the matter?" I spoke from behind a few of my friends, and they quickly parted to let me pass.
 
   "Oh, thank the Priestesses. I never thought I would find a Potentia in this place."
 
   "You are covered with blood and holding a sword. Please explain yourself, citizen." The words had been practiced so many times that they came naturally to my lips.
 
   "There has been another murder," the man said with a shaking voice.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   "You are Anelia?" the woman's voice asked from behind me. I turned from the bloody corpse and saw the pair of blue-cloaked women standing in the entryway of the glassblower's shop.
 
   "Yes," I had been studying a muddy scrape near the body, and I stood to face the two Potentia. They almost looked like twins. They were both tall, slender, and possessed sharp facial features. The pair even styled their hair similarly. Each wore their blonde mane long down their back, but had a thick braid that came down from in front of the left ear. I looked between their mirror images and noticed that the woman who had addressed me initially had a slightly lighter shade of platinum hair than the other Potentia.
 
   "I am Iuna," she held her hand out to me, and our palms touched lightly.
 
   "I am Tensia," said the one with the slightly darker shade of blonde hair.
 
   "I guessed your identities. I also have a twin, but a brother." The women nodded at my words, and I felt stupid for saying them. The two sisters had worn their Alulas for over eight years and had refused promotions to captain in different nests so that they could continue to work together.
 
   "This isn't your nest's territory, Anelia. Why are you here?" Iuna asked.
 
   "I was eating at the tavern across the street. It is my favorite pub," I pointed behind them, and they turned to glance at Juliana's pink-painted restaurant, "and a man came in carrying a short sword. He was apprenticed to the glassblower."
 
   "Have you questioned him?" Tensia asked. Neither of them displayed any emotion when they spoke, but I didn't get the feeling that they were angry with my presence here.
 
   "Yes, would you like my report? Or do you want to question him yourselves? The guards have him in the next room."
 
   "Tell us what you gathered," Iuna said.
 
   "Aetius Colo was the name of the glassblower. I have met him a few times when he ate at Juliana's. His apprentice is Marco Demaris, who began working for Aetius six months ago. He was born on level eight, his parents are farmers, and he said he felt blessed to be accepted as Aetius' apprentice."
 
   "You don't suspect him?" Tensia glanced at the closed door behind which Marco sat with the city guards.
 
   "No. Marco was preparing dinner for his master when he heard the door to the shop open. He said it was unusual to have a customer come in so late, but he didn't think anything of it until he heard the arguing." I reached into the front pocket of my tunic and pulled out my compact notebook.
 
   "Did he overhear the argument?" the sister with the lighter hair asked.
 
   "Parts of it." I opened up my notes so that I could read what I had written. "Whoever it was argued about a shipment of flasks. Aetius said that they weren't ready and that he hadn't paid for the order and wouldn't be able to receive them when they were ready.The suspect said that Rafa was dead and that he needed the flasks or he would be next, at which point Marco said that the shouting escalated into screaming and he ran into the shop. He saw a large man, who wore a hooded cloak, crouching over his master's body. Marco claims that he grabbed the sword from his counter, struck the man with the blade, and chased him out the door. Then he tried to staunch his master's bleeding. When it became apparent that Aetius was dead from his injury, Marco ran out of the shop, heard the crowd inside Juliana's, and entered to seek help."
 
   "Rafa sounds familiar," Tensia said.
 
   "Rafa Manus is the name of a tavern owner who was murdered in my territory yesterday morning. My wingmate and I are the investigators on that case."
 
   "Who is your wingmate?"
 
   "Me," Fallon said as she stepped through the doorway of the glass shop. "Is my pigeon bothering you both? She's been a nuisance to me for the last twenty hours."
 
   "Ahh, Fallon." Iuna turned to face the older woman, and both of the twin sisters finally smiled. "It is good to see you."
 
   "Good to see both of you as well." My square-faced wingmate smiled in return, and I was surprised by the difference the grin made to the woman's face. The three of them exchanged hand touches, and then Fallon fixed her angry blue eyes on me.
 
   "Did the pigeon give you her report?" she asked.
 
   "Yes. It sounds complete, but I will speak with the witness to ensure the accuracy." Iuna smiled at me and then turned to the door behind which Marco was being kept. "You three should discuss the murder connections while I am at this task."
 
   "Pigeon, repeat your report," Fallon ordered, and I told her what I had said to the two sisters. My wingmate didn't acknowledge my words. Instead, she kneeled next to the body of Aetius and studied the wound on his neck.
 
   "Is this murder similar to the case you are working on?" Tensia asked Fallon once I had finished speaking.
 
   "We had some complications with the questioning yesterday, so I was unable to find out the exact circumstances of Rafa Manus' death. These wounds look similar though."
 
   "They look like bite marks," I commented, and both of the women glanced between my face and the corpse. The wound was right at the glassblower's carotid artery, and the clay tiles of the room were stained with the man's blood.
 
   "Why would a man bite another man? Idiot." Fallon sighed and stood up from the corpse. "Did you have any other observations?" she asked me, but then raised her hand to keep me from answering. "No, just don't say anything else. I'm already embarrassed enough."
 
   My cheeks heated again, and the loaf-sized lump returned to my throat. I had wanted to tell her about the muddy mark I had found by the doorway, but it was obvious that Fallon didn't care. Perhaps I had been foolish to think that there would not be a hazing period during my term as a pigeon, but I would have never guessed that Fallon would despise me so much.
 
   "The wound does not look to be made by a blade," Tensia said. "Perhaps a puncture weapon. Or maybe your pigeon is correct?"
 
   "Have you ever heard of such a thing, Tensia?" Fallon smirked at the other woman and shook her head.
 
   "No, but these are strange times. My sister and I haven't slept for three days because of the crime. It is fortunate that the Alula grants us fortitude."
 
   "Anelia's account from the witness is valid," Iuna said as she emerged from the adjacent room.
 
   "These are strange times indeed," Fallon shook her head and smirked at Tensia. "This is your nest; do you want our assistance with this case? I am only here because my pigeon sent the guard to fetch me."
 
   "We wouldn't mind your help, Fallon," Tensia said, "But your nest has four times the crime than our's has. I believe your captain would not appreciate you spending time here."
 
   "That is correct," my wingmate sighed and glanced at me. "I will be returning to my apartment then." The woman nodded to the other two Potentia and then walked out of the glass shop.
 
   "I'll see you in the morning?" I called after her, but the short-haired woman either didn't hear me or didn't care to answer. Her Alula unfurled as soon as she stepped into the open air, and the wings flapped a few times before she floated upward.
 
   "Is it supposed to be like this with pigeons?" I asked the twins once Fallon had lifted away.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Fallon seems to not like me." I hesitated to tell the women my feelings, and regretted the admission as soon as the words left my mouth.
 
   "It took her five years to warm up to us," Iuna shrugged. "I think she is treating you kindly. You are her wingmate after all."
 
   "Okay, forget I said anything." I looked at the muddy mark by the doorway and then glanced at the door behind which the guards held Marco. "Do you mind if I ask the witness a few more questions?"
 
   "If you wish. We will consult with the guards outside and see if any other citizen has come forth with information." They stepped out of the door and into the sunny street while I moved to the other room.
 
   "Potentia," the guard said as he saluted me. Marco was where I had left him; sitting on his cot and crying into his hands. His master's blood was caked on his arms, and he trembled when he heard the guard announce my presence.
 
   "I have a few more questions for you."
 
   "Yes, Potentia," he said through a sob.
 
   "The man who attacked your master, you said you couldn't tell his facial features because of his hood and the blood on his face?"
 
   "Yes, ma'am. I really wish I had noticed more. My master was kind to me, and I want justice for his murder."
 
   "I understand. When the killer ran from you, did he stumble on the ground?"
 
   "I don't recall, ma'am, it could have happened." He shrugged and whimpered. I did feel sympathy for the young man. Not just because he had witnessed such a cruel fate for his master, but because it would mean the loss of opportunity. Marco's family came from level four of Petrasada. This apprenticeship might have been a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to climb the ranks of citizens into somewhat of a middle class. I understood his frustrations. I had felt the same way a few hours ago when I believed that I was about to be dismissed from the Potentia.
 
   "Did your master keep an order log? Or some sort of accounting books?
 
   "Yes, ma'am," he said as he wiped the snot from his nose with a blood-stained sleeve.
 
   "Show me," I ordered, and Marco rose to his feet. He directed me back into the main room of the shop, where the body was, and then through another door behind the glass counter that displayed the glassware. This room was large and looked to be dug into the level wall of Petrasada. I saw dozens of sand bags, pots of dye, tables with blow sticks, a smoldering furnace, and a large desk made of clay. The apprentice directed me to the desk and then opened the large leather-bound journal lying on top.
 
   "Can you point me to the record of Rafa Manus' order?" Part of my training had basic accounting work in case the Potentia had to intervene with tax collection, but I realized it was going to take me a few hours to make sense of Aetius' ledger.
 
   "I am sorry, Potentia. My master was beginning to teach me to read, but my lessons aren't advanced enough to work on the accounting."
 
   "Ahhh," I sighed and flipped through the thick bamboo pages of the book. It seemed like each page represented a week's worth of orders. I flipped past six of them and then noticed something off about the gutter of the journal. There was still some sunlight streaming in from the open doors of the workshop and front-sales rooms, but it looked as if the book had been manipulated.
 
   "Bring a light over," I ordered, and the apprentice fetched a candle.
 
   "A page has been cut out." I leaned in close to the book and pressed apart the pages more to view the gutter. It had been a careful slice, but there was still an eighth of an inch sunk deep into the dip between the other leaves of pressed bamboo sheet.
 
   "That is very strange, ma'am. My master was meticulous about detail. You need to be with glass crafting, and he was one of the best in the city."
 
   I nodded at Marco's words, even though I doubted that Aetius actually was the best in the city. There were artisans living in the higher echelons of Petrasada who created glassware of unequal beauty. I had seen their works when I visited the Priestess' temple and received my Alula.
 
   "You've been employed for six months?" I asked.
 
   "Yes, and a few days more."
 
   "Can you think back to six weeks ago? Did anyone strange come and visit the store? Did anyone come back into this workshop?"
 
   "No ma'am, but I often fetched components for my master and left the shop to do so."
 
   "Where did Aetius sleep?"
 
   "Upstairs. I will take you there." The blood-caked man pointed at a narrow stairway in the far corner of the workspace, and I walked up to the second floor.
 
   Aetius' living quarters were simple and consisted of a small bed, chest of drawers, and wardrobe. I took a few steps into the middle of the room and then spun around slowly to get a feel for the space. There was a single window in the room, and light from the two suns cut through the thin yellow curtains as if it was a midday haze.
 
   "Guard!" I yelled down the stairs, and Marco jumped with surprise. Within six seconds, one of the Petrasada's guards poked his head into the room.
 
   "Yes, Potentia?" The man wore a close-cut beard and a gleaming helmet. The helmet had a diamond shape etched on the dome of the metal to represent the city and the floating rock it was built upon.
 
   "Escort Marco Demaris back to his room. I will return to you after I have investigated this space."
 
   "Yes, Potentia." The guard saluted and motioned for the apprentice to follow him.
 
   As soon as the two men had left, I moved to the bed. I searched the pillow, under the straw mattress, and around the edges of the bamboo frame. I didn't find anything, but I wasn't discouraged. Growing up in an orphanage and sharing a room with more than a dozen other children meant that I had to be very good at hiding my personal things; especially with a brother constantly looking to steal any money, or candy, that I might earn.
 
   The clay wardrobe also concealed no secrets, and I made sure to pry apart each of the pockets on the dead man's pants and coats. Finally, I turned to the chest of drawers and pulled the top drawer out of the slot the entire length before I felt underneath the bamboo panel at the bottom.
 
   My fingers found a single piece of paper stuck to the underside of the drawer, and I almost shrieked with delight. Then I realized that I was a Potentia now, and I wasn't supposed to get giddy when I found a clue. Still, I couldn't help but pull away the piece of paper with nervous hands and glance around the empty room another time to ensure that I was alone.
 
   The paper was definitely the missing page from the ledger book. There were only four lines written:
 
   200 spot flasks due to Rafa Manus. Payment due. Hold with Garon Mitus.
 
   100 spot flasks due to Pruet Carna. Payment due. Hold with Garon Mitus.
 
   150 tall flasks due to Damara Trillion. Payment received. Flasks delivered.
 
   200 tall flasks due to Laramae A. Payment received. Hold with Dust.
 
   "Hmmm," I pulled out my own notebook and charcoal pencil to copy the ledger. A significant part of our training was spent memorizing. Every day, Potentia trainees were required to enter a room, spend a minute inside, and then leave for ten minutes. Afterward, they would be quizzed on the contents and layout of the room. Oftentimes, we would be told to draw the position of a mock body and note where there were painted wounds. It was one of the few exercises that I performed above average, and I had no doubt that I would remember these four lines of ledger entry a year from now.
 
   I put my notebook and pencil back in my pocket and raised the original paper to the sunlight. I knew Rafa Manus, and the dead man wouldn't be able to tell me anything about his flask order. Pruet, Damara, and Laramae were unknown names, but that would be rectified easily once I made it back to the nest. We had access to naming records and could cross reference with other nests if needed. The name 'Dust' was also unknown, but perhaps one of my sisters had heard something.
 
   That just left Garon Mitus, and the name sounded more than a little familiar.
 
   I walked down the stairs and found a pair of city guards waiting for me. They saluted as soon as we made eye contact, and I nodded to them.
 
   "Potentia Iuna and Potentia Tensia have finished their investigation and instructed us to begin the clean up as soon as you give us the order." The male on the right spoke; he had a bit longer beard than the other man.
 
   "I want to look at the front room once more," I said and then I walked past them. 
 
   The spot of mud by the door looked like it could have been made by the toe of a boot as it kicked the edge of the threshold. The color was a bit strange. Instead of the ruddy color of most clay on the lower levels, it had a spinach-green hue. The color also seemed familiar to me, but my nervous brain couldn't remember where I had seen the shade before.
 
   "I am finished. You can clean this place now and then alert the Priestesses to the death so they can begin the inheritance process," I said.
 
   "Yes. ma'am," the helmeted men said. I nodded to them and walked out of the door.
 
   The crowd was still standing around the shop, but a perimeter of eight city guards kept them at a good distance. Most of my friends seemed to have gone back into Juliana's, and I considered returning there. 
 
   My mind was spinning with the clues of this new murder, and I walked across the street to the aqueducts. The tiled streams of water emerged from the Apa Pool at the highest point of the city. They trickled, cascaded, and poured down forty-five paths until they either pooled at the base level of the city or fell off the edge and vaporized before reaching the desert floor a mile below us. The water coalesced into a whirlpool-type fountain about fifty yards from the front door of Juliana's restaurant, and then it continued on its path to the Turus Pond at the bottom of the city.
 
   I cupped some of the cold liquid in my hand and splashed it on my face. Then I repeated the motion a few more times before I took a drink. It was forbidden to defile the water with excrement or poison, or even to drink directly from the flow of water. Citizens had to either use a ladle to scoop the water into a container or ask one of the standing guards to inspect their container for cleanliness before dipping it into the pool. The laws were strict, and anyone caught breaking them faced exile from the city.
 
   Exile meant being thrown from the base level toward the hanging chains, but I didn't think the nearby guard would question me, and my hands were clean.
 
   "Rough first day?" A woman's voice asked from behind me, and I spun to see my friend Severa standing there. The woman was petite, but her curly red hair sprang from her scalp like a tumbleweed, and the wild mane made her seem twice her size.
 
   "It didn't go as I expected." I opened my arms and embraced the girl like I had thousands of times before.
 
   "You know it is illegal to drink outside of restaurants?" I pointed to the large pint of beer in my best friend's hand.
 
   "Yep. Are you going to arrest me?" She raised an eyebrow, wiggled her freckled nose, and then took a long gulp of the gold-colored liquid.
 
   "No, but there is a water guard standing not even forty feet from us." I tried not to laugh at my friend's bravado. Sometimes she was almost as bad as my brother.
 
   "Eeeeeeh. He just watched you dip your hand into the Apa. He's not interested in picking a fight with you today." She took another sip of her beer and gave me a knowing smirk.
 
   "You are such a pain in the ass." I couldn't hold back the laughter anymore.
 
   "Of course! Sorry I was busy earlier, that basehead Miraton challenged me to a game of Drink. I thought we would have been done before your brother brought you to us." She shrugged and then took another sip of beer. My red-headed friend had never lost a round of Drink, and I'd seen her play the game against grizzled ranchers who were three times her size.
 
   "I did get called away for Potentia work, so don't worry about missing me."
 
   "But you are done now?" The woman looked up the each of the suns and then tilted her head. "It has to be an hour or two past midnight. Juliana will probably want to close soon, but I'd bet my left nipple she'd keep it open so that you and I could have a few more rounds."
 
   "I was actually about to find you. Does the name Garon Mitus sound familiar?"
 
   "Hmmmmm," she said and wiggled her lips back and forth. It was as if her mouth was searching for the edge of her pint glass. "Damn, it does sound familiar. It is on the dark part of my brain and won't come into the suns. Oh! I know!"
 
   "You do?" I asked.
 
   "No, but a sip of beer won't hurt my memory!" the woman laughed and then drained the rest of the mug with an easy swallow.
 
   "If only all my cases could be solved by drinking," I said to the shorter woman.
 
   "Can you give me anything else? Or is it secret Potentia knowledge? Do you think that man killed poor Aetius?"
 
   "I'm not sure. There was a green-colored mud by the doorway, and I found the man's name noted in an account ledger hidden in Aetius' room."
 
   "I have it!" The red-headed girl smacked her palm to her head and then laughed. "Garon Mitus is the wharf steward and shipwright for Ver Lake!"
 
   "And Ver Lake has green mud. You are a genius!"
 
   "No, no, no, my dear, dear Anelia. I am no genius. It is all the beer's doing." She pointed at her empty glass and let out a roar of a burp. The water guard turned from his post to glare at my friend, but when he saw me glance in his direction, he quickly faced away.
 
   "I need to go speak with him. We met him four or five years ago, correct?" It was probably a dumb question to ask since she was obviously many steps past drunkenness, but Severa had just remembered Garon, so I wanted to test my luck again.
 
   "Five years ago. We snuck into his son's wedding. Remember?"
 
   "Ahhh, yes. That was incredibly stupid of me." I shook my head. "I shouldn't have let you and Vibus convince me to go along."
 
   "Remember when he found out we weren't invited? He threw your brother into the lake by his neck, and he yanked my hair so hard I cried."
 
   "Yes, I recall now." I nodded and sighed. We had been in the wrong and shouldn't have stolen the man's food or drank his beer. Even if there were over a hundred people at his son's wedding and plenty to go around.
 
   "You should arrest him." Severa's eyes narrowed, and I could tell that she was remembering when the man had yanked on her bushy red hair. "Arrest him for being a bag of donkey shit."
 
   "I can't just go around arresting people who were mean to me five years ago. I'm lucky he didn't report us to the city guards or I wouldn't have been able to wear the Alula."
 
   "But you think he murdered Aetius, so you have to talk with him?" My friend curled her freckled nose and then ground her empty glass into her hand. Her mouth spread into an evil smile, and I tried not to chuckle.
 
   "I'm supposed to be impartial. I just want to ask him some questions."
 
   "So go have your Potentia talk with him, ask him your questions, arrest him, and then get a promotion from your commander."
 
   "Captain," I said to correct her.
 
   "Captain, yes, whatever, and then come back and drink with me. Should take you an hour? Ver Lake is on the other side of the city. Just flap those pretty new wings of yours and get going. We need to celebrate the start of your career, and me drinking alone isn't lucky." Severa winked at me when she finished talking, and I laughed again.
 
   "Thanks for the pep talk. I'll get to work."
 
   "And then drink?"
 
   "And then drink," I confirmed.
 
   "Great, let's see that Alula work. I missed it earlier. I'm proud of you."
 
   I nodded at my friend and felt the cloth of my cloak begin to unravel. Then the wings flapped behind me, and I was lifting into the air. My friend's red hair twitched against the wind created by my ascent, and soon she was just a bright dot far below me.
 
   Then she was lost amongst all the brightly painted clay buildings of the lower Petrasada levels.
 
   I turned my body toward the north and leaned forward. The magical wings understood what I wanted, and I began to fly toward the shores of Ver Lake.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   "Hello?" I called into the empty shipyard. 
 
   I had visited Ver Lake half a dozen times in my life, but I had never seen the wharf area empty of citizens. It was after midnight, however, and the suns hung close to their lowest point in the sky. Most of the fishers, mud collectors, and aqua farmers were probably sleeping.
 
   I stepped past the bamboo fence and walked by a worn fishing raft. The vessel looked as if it had seen better days thirty years ago and now someone just needed to put it out of its misery. Most of the small boats in the yard looked that way. It was a scattering of forgotten toys left to bake in the suns by an unorganized child.
 
   I opened my mouth to call out again, but then I realized that there was either no one there or they hadn't heard me the first time. I saw a large building on the far corner of the yard, and its walls were made of stone brick instead of the usual clay. It was a place that the shipwrights could work on their vessels out of the heat of the sun, and I figured that Garon Mitus might be inside.
 
   I gently opened the side door to the building and slid into the large shadowed space. My eyes took a few moments to adjust to the relative darkness, but, once they did, I saw that the base of the building was cut downward into a series of steps that formed a trench. Inside the pit squatted three vessels in various stages of construction. One looked as if it was only waiting for a mast, one looked as if it needed the top deck nailed on, and the last one looked like a dead bird, with its bamboo ribs protruding into the air.
 
   My nose was assaulted by the scent of plant glue, paints, and bamboo clippings. It wasn't an unpleasant smell, but I had not spent much of my life around the lakes at the base level, and the scents were alien to me.
 
   I saw that one end of the dark building was filled with work benches, tools, and a legion of stacked crates. There were too many of the boxes to count, and I guessed that the reason Aetius' ledger had indicated to 'hold with Garon Mitus' was because of the vastness of the wharf manager's storage space. I noticed a raised stairway at the far end, past the crates, and I guessed that it would be Garon's office.
 
   "You need to take care of these issues," a voice said in the distance. I had reached the first stack of crates in the building, and I crouched behind them reactively.
 
   "I wouldn't call them issues. They are just complications," another voice said. It sounded as if they were speaking on the far side of the crates by the base of the stairs. I took a nervous breath before I moved to the corner of the next closest crate stack.
 
   "Two of mine are dead. It isn't a complication," the first voice said.
 
   "What is yours is mine. Without the money, this endeavor would not have left the ground."
 
   "Without my connections, you'd have to get your bits and pieces from more obvious sources. Does this assassin work for you? Am I going to be next on his list?"
 
   "No and no. I am working on finding him. Do not worry." The second voice was lower in timbre than the first, and I silently stepped to the next stack of crates. My heart drummed in my chest, and it beat in my ears almost louder than the sound of the two men's voices.
 
   "It is hard not to worry when my partners are being removed. Aetius already fulfilled his role, so the plan won't be harmed, but I will need to find a new distributor because of Rafa's death," the first voice said.
 
   "I am working on that. Stay the course."
 
   "Simple for you to say. Whoever the assassin is, he knows our operation. It is one of your people." I guessed that the first voice was Garon, and I moved to the next stack of crates. It sounded as if they were only a few more rows over from my position.
 
   "That is doubtful," said the unknown voice.
 
   "We are the only two who are--"
 
   "You do not know the full plans. You play a very small role in this world. Do not forget that. I will find the murderer and kill them, and then you can continue to collect my money while you do very little work. Am I clear?" The second voice had cut off Garon, and his words were almost venomous.
 
   "Yes. Fine. Now get out of here. My workers will arrive in a few hours, and I need to fill these flasks with the product," Garon said in a surprisingly calm voice. "It takes forever to do this because you won't let me hire anyone, and I can't get the shit on my skin."
 
   I'd heard enough of the conversation to feel as if I could apprehend both of the men. My stomach did a dive when I realized that I was about to make my first actual arrest, but I took a deep breath to calm my nerves before I walked to the end of the crates.
 
   "You are both under arrest," I said when I stepped out from behind the last stack of boxes. Both men turned with surprise, and I pulled my shoulders back so that I stood taller.
 
   Garon Mitus looked as I recalled from our brief introduction five years ago. He was a large man with dark leathery skin and hands as big as my face. His hair was filled with more gray than I recalled, but it had been many years, and I wasn't surprised that he looked older. The shipwright wore a muddy tunic under a surprisingly clean white apron. The other man stood tall and lean and had a face full of wrinkles. His hair was also gray, but it flowed as long as mine, and he wore it tied back in a ponytail. His clothes were strange. They were the thin type of garments that a citizen of the lower base levels would wear, but his pants were very clean, and his tunic was a dark blue color. My eyes focused on his shirt, and I knew immediately that the man came from the upper levels. His garments may be thin, but blue was an expensive clothes dye, and I'd only seen a handful of citizens ever wear the color.
 
   "Potentia bitch!" the man with the long hair screamed. 
 
   Garon's tan face turned as white as bleached clay, but the other man pulled a thin saber from his belt. The weapon's blade was etched with designs, and its decorations confirmed my suspicion that the suspect was from one of the upper levels of Petrasada.
 
   "Put down your weapon and come peacefully. I will not ask again." The words that came out of my voice sounded as if someone else spoke them. They sounded firm and not terrified at all. I just hoped that the men wouldn't see my legs shaking.
 
   The older man didn't answer, but his eyes hardened. I knew he would attack half a second before he dashed toward me with his sword raised, and I'd already slid my own rapier from my belt.
 
   Our swords connected with a sharp shriek of metal, and I was surprised by the strength in the older man's arm. I rotated my right wrist to wrap the thin edge of my blade around his arm, but my opponent guessed at my intent, and he brought his hilt down to keep me from shifting my weapon.
 
   We parted, and the long-haired man took up a practiced fencing stance. It was a graceful pose that hinted at dozens of year's worth of training. His eyes were a hard gray, and there wasn't a trace of fear in the focused orbs. The rancher I had fought yesterday had been unskilled, uneducated, and had carried a dull knife. This man was ready to kill me so that I couldn't arrest him, and he probably possessed the skills to do so.
 
   Shit.
 
   I should have spent a thousand more hours training my sword work. I should have gotten Fallon before chasing this lead. I should have just called the guards and then returned here to arrest Garon. He would have told me who the other man was when we questioned him. 
 
   Now I was going to be cut to ribbons on my second day of wearing the Alula.
 
   The long-haired man thrust forward with the point of his saber, and my arm shifted to block it without my mind sensing the movement. It felt as if every muscle in my body fought against a heavy weight. I realized that I would definitely die if I didn't remember my training and relax my mind. The wrinkled man's attack was quick, but I'd fenced against the best trainers of the Potentia academy. Of course, I'd lost to them every time, but they were dozens of times faster than my current opponent.
 
   He slid his sword away from my parry and tried to poke the tip past my arm. I shuffled back a step to counter the thrust, and then I pushed forward when his blade had cleared. I aimed the point of my rapier at the bicep muscle of his sword arm, but the man guessed my intention and flicked his weapon into the path. The movement left him exposed on his left side, so I yanked back my rapier before I thrust it again at his chest.
 
   The opening had been a feint, and, as soon as my blade dove toward his blue shirt, he stepped around the side of my thrust and elbowed me in the face.
 
   Stars exploded across my vision, and I tumbled against the stack of crates next to us. My spin caused my left arm to smash through one of the thin bamboo boxes, and it sunk into a thick bundle of straw. I swung out my right arm in the hope that I could catch the man with the edge of my blade. It was a useless movement though, and my sword passed through empty air.
 
   "I thought Potentia would have been better fencers," the man sneered, and my vision cleared in time to see him shuffle toward me. My left hand closed around something made of glass, and I yanked it from of the crate before my long-haired opponent could stab me. I somehow blocked his thrust with my rapier, but my parry was a fraction of a second too slow, and the edge of his saber sliced open the side of my right forearm. 
 
   "First blood," he said through long white teeth. I saw Garon standing behind the man, and the shipwright's face was a painting of terror. He probably didn't know if he should flee or help his partner. I imagined that most citizens didn't want the blood of a Potentia on their hands, but my opponent seemed to be enjoying the opportunity.
 
   "Last face," I said as I hurled the flask in my hand at the long-haired man. 
 
   One of the many games we played in the orphanage involved throwing stones at the painted sides of various clay homes. It was a physical activity that I was actually talented at, and the kids had eventually forced me to use only my left arm for the throwing. The years of practiced had paid off, and the glass container smashed into the long-haired man's wrinkled nose.
 
   "Ahhhhh!" he screamed when the glass broke, and he brought his free hand to his eyes. There had been a light pink-colored liquid in the flask, and most of it was now covering the man's face.
 
   "Ahhhh! Nooooo!" he screamed again and then dropped his saber to the ground. I sprang toward him and kicked the hilt of his sword away from where he had dropped it. I was about to put the point of my own weapon to the man's chest and demand that he surrender, but the long-haired fencer fell to the ground with a screech that made the hairs of my nose stand to attention.
 
   His face was melting. Or smoking. Or something that sounded painful and was producing a nauseating stench of cooking meat.
 
   "Don't move," I pointed my sword at Garon. Even though I was a good forty feet away from the shipwright, he stopped his slow walk backward.
 
   "What was in that vial?" I shouted over the screams of the man.
 
   "I don't know! He gave me the liquid, and I just poured it into the glass." Garon waved his hands toward me and shook like a terrified bird.
 
   "Kneel on the ground." I stepped around the thrashing body of the man I'd just fought and took a few steps toward the shipwright. Blood dripped from the cut on my arm, but the thrill of combat prevented me feeling any pain from the wound. My hand was working, so I figured the injury wasn't that severe.
 
   The shipwright followed my orders, and I debated what to do. I had two pairs of steel handcuffs in one of my belt pouches, but I didn't really want to touch the man who was writhing on the ground. I'd probably have to cuff Garon and then return once I'd found guards to secure the shipyard.
 
   "You are under arrest," I said as I pulled a pair of cuffs from my belt. They were thin bindings and embedded with magic that prevented them from unlocking unless a Potentia willed it. I sheathed my rapier with an easy movement and then grabbed the man's left wrist. It wasn't the same as solving my first case, but a first arrest would be an excellent achievement on my second day.
 
   Then I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. 
 
   I dropped to the brick floor of the building and rolled to my left as a dozen arrows attempted to penetrate my leather armor. The metal heads of the bolts bounced off the floor like a quick tap of a snare drum, and I didn't stop rolling until I'd found a spot under the stairs that led to the office.
 
   Garon was dead; his body lay on the brick, and an arrow protruded from his skull. I saw four figures wearing black clothing dash from the maze of stacked crates, and each one held a short bow in their hands. I couldn't see their faces because of the black wrapping, but it was obvious that were they angling toward a spot that would let them aim under my cover.
 
   "Shit," I said as I put the handcuffs back in my pouch and tried to figure a way out of the spot. My back was against the wall of the building, to my left were the stairs, in front of me were the bodies of the two men and the open space between the crates, and to my right was an even cleaner line for the archers to target me. I really needed to be on the top side of the stairs, but that would entail me running out into the open and risk getting filled with arrowheads.
 
   Or maybe not.
 
   I looked above me and saw the edge of the walkway that led to the office door. It was about ten feet above the ground and would have been impossible for me to reach on my own. I made the leap anyway and prayed to the Priestesses that my inexperience with my Alula wouldn't mean the end of my life.
 
   I felt my cloak shift within a fraction of a second, and a sudden boost of wind carried my arms through the empty air above me. My gloved hands grabbed the bottom lip of the walkway, and I twisted my body around like I had once seen a Petrasada acrobat do with a bar. I spun upward with my feet pointed at the ceiling, and then let go before my legs smacked into the bamboo railing of the pathway. 
 
   Then I tumbled up into the air like a lobbed stone. The strings of my new attackers' bows snapped, and I heard the arrows sink into the bamboo below me. I continued my flip through the air and felt myself pause at the apex of my momentum. Then I started to fall back to the ground. My wings spread out to my sides and flexed their feathers, and I landed right in front of the doorway. 
 
   I had little time to celebrate my feat of gymnastics. A fifth attacker had appeared below me. He was also garbed in dark clothing and had his face concealed. Instead of a bow, the man carried what appeared to be a flint shotgun, and he pointed the open end of the weapon at me.
 
   I dove backward through the door as I heard the firearm discharge. The bamboo shattered into a dozen pieces when I plowed through it, and the ceiling above me disintegrated into sand before I'd even fallen on my cloak.
 
   I rolled to my feet and assessed the room. There was a bed, a desk, and a chest of drawers, but the far window grabbed my attention. I hated to run from this crime scene, but I understood my combat prowess enough to know that I had gotten lucky with the long-haired man earlier. Facing four archers and a man with a flintlock blunderbuss was suicide.
 
   I could hear them running up the stairs outside the door, and I made my decision. The window was closed, but the glass looked thin, and I dove through it with a leaping two-foot kick. The glass shattered around my boots, the frame tore loose from the brick, and I was suddenly falling toward the clay of the shipyard.
 
   My cloak opened before I smashed into the ground, and I made it twist against the air. The wings responded to my thoughts, and my body stretched out horizontal. I swooped over the shipyard dirt like a hawk and missed the top deck of a discarded boat by a few inches. 
 
   Then I was over the Ver Lake and fifty feet in the air.
 
   I turned around in the sky and then positioned my body vertically while the Alula flapped against my back. I could hover there all day, but I needed to go get my sisters. The nearest nest was a few miles closer to the stairs that led to the second level of Petrasada, and it would probably take me twenty minutes to get there, report to the captain, and then return with help. In that time, all the evidence of my battle might be expunged, but I doubted that the crates would be removed. We could study whatever was in the flasks and figure out what Garon had been working on.
 
   I saw the man with the flintlock shotgun poke his head out of the office window. He was a few hundred yards away at a downward angle, and I guessed that his weapon would not be able to hit me. The assassin must have come to the same conclusion, so he climbed out of the window and up the face of the brick building and then stood on the roof. He didn't have his blunderbuss in his hand, and I wondered if I could glide down to arrest him.
 
   The man made a strange gesture with his arms, almost as if he was waving them to his sides. Then he pulled them to his chest as if he was struggling to carry a heavy ball of stone. A bright light seemed to fold in on itself, and it exploded into a tunnel of coruscating colors. The rainbow of energy flew out toward me like a spray of water. I tried to force my wings to dodge. I tried to twist my body aside. I even thought about dropping, but the magic moved too fast, and I hadn't expected it.
 
   Men weren't able to use magic.
 
   The power slammed into me like a mule kick, and I felt my world start to spin. My vision became a kaleidoscope of blue sky, green water, and the colorful dots of the distant dwellings. I was falling, and my cloak wasn't working to pull me out of my plummet. My chest hurt so bad that I couldn't breathe, and my mouth opened in a silent scream.
 
   Then I hit the green water of Ver Lake.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 
 
   My brother called them 'cattails.' They were reed-like plants that grew on the banks of the muddy lakes and ponds. The grass had bunched groupings of seeds at the high end of the tall stalks, and they came apart in my hand as I used the bunched strands to pull my aching body out of the water.
 
   "Shit," I said before I fell face first into the mud. Then I forced myself to crawl another few feet until I got too tired and had to lie back down. My cheek pressed against the cold mire, and I shivered a bit from the chill.
 
   "Shit," I moaned again, and I tried to recall the exact movements that the man had made on the roof top. 
 
   I'd seen senior, aged Potentia and Priestesses use magic to start a fire, to make wind gust, or even to move objects around the room, but I had never seen magic like that man used. I knew it was possible since my sister trainees and I had been taught that the Apa gave the Priestesses the magic that was also imbued in our cloaks. I would develop the same powers once I had worn the magical wings for many years.
 
   Men were not supposed to have the same abilities. Yet the black-clothed figure who had carried the shotgun and blasted me with power was definitely a man.
 
   Did they work with Garon? Then why did they kill the wharf manager? Was that an accident? Did they not want him telling me about the work he was doing with the long-haired man? Were they a separate organization? The questions rolled through my head while I coughed up a stomach full of lake water onto the green mud.
 
   "She swam over this way!" I heard a woman shout. The voice sounded as if it was still somewhat far away, and I poked my eyes above the wave of the cattails.
 
   Two of the black-garbed archers walked through the reeds some sixty yards from me. I happened to peer over the grass when both of their heads were turned away, and I dove back into the mud before I thought they spied me. Of course, they would want to make sure I was dead. Whatever meeting I had stumbled into seemed to be a massive conspiracy, and I didn't even know how to untangle its meaning. I would need to get Captain Ocellina involved.
 
   I needed to escape first.
 
   I thought about sliding back into the water, diving to its depths, and trying to come up in another spot. Ver Lake was eight thousand feet across at its narrowest, and there was no way they would be able to shoot me with their arrows from that range. I also doubted that the magic would reach me that far away, and I could safely fly to the closest nest. It could be an option, but I quickly threw aside the idea. I was a terrible swimmer and counted myself beyond lucky that I'd not only survived the magical blast, but had somehow been able to get to the shore without drowning. I also thought that the two archers would see me crawl back into the lake, and I would have no cover of reeds to hide under. Sure, there was the water, but I doubted that I could dive deep enough to keep the arrows out of my back.
 
   That left me the options of sneaking around them through the reeds, attacking them, or trying to fly away. All three choices were poor, and I chided myself again for coming here alone. I should have at least brought an entourage of city guards.
 
   "Look for the cloak!" a male voice yelled. He sounded slightly farther away, and I realized that they must have seen me dog paddle to the edge of the lake and were searching along this side.
 
   The voice was correct. My Alula was pale blue and would be easy to see against the green and brown reeds. The magical cloak never got dirty, and I couldn't cover it up with mud to conceal the color. I glanced back at the cloth, and an idea sprang into my head.
 
   The plan was risky, but I was desperate, and I didn't think I would live for another five minutes if I didn't get creative. I reached up to the top of my chest and unlatched the clasp that held the light-blue cape. Then I lay it upon the mud and crawled a few feet away from the garment. There was a slight break in the reeds, and I rolled around in the mire there until I was even more covered with the green sludge. It ran through my hair and over my face, and I even felt the slimy stuff in my undergarments.
 
   Then I pulled out my short knife.
 
   It was less of a weapon and more of a tool, but the five-inch blade was honed to a keen edge. If I managed to surprise both of my pursuers at close range, I might be able to kill them before they could turn their bows on me. The plan felt like my only option, and I tried to inhale some slow breaths while I waited for my bait to catch.
 
   The sound of sucking footsteps grew closer, and I commanded my heart to slow its racing. My orders didn't work though, and I quickly turned to pleading. It still ignored me, and I felt the hand that held my knife start to shake. Shit, I wasn't ready for this. Within the first two days of my role as a Potentia, I'd killed two people, and now I intended to murder two more. Most Potentia never killed anyone, and I guessed I would set a record within the sisterhood if I escaped the shores of the lake.
 
   The footsteps got closer. They sounded as if they were right next to me, but I didn't want to risk movement, or my attackers might notice my position. Maybe it didn't matter, as I was shaking so much now from my dread that I knew they would see my hiding body if their eyes moved this way.
 
   "There!" I heard a voice next to me shout a second before bowstrings twanged. It took every ounce of my willpower not to jump up, or move, or scream, but I kept the air trapped in my mouth.
 
   The arrows snapped into the blue cloak lying ten feet away from me.
 
   The pair of black-garbed archers ran past and slid to a halt next to my Alula. I jumped to my feet behind the closest one and slammed my knife into the side of his neck. He dropped his bow with a gurgle of surprise, and then I tore the edge of the blade through his esophagus before I stepped to the woman. She had been staring at my discarded cloak, and I couldn't tell if she was surprised that I had duped her with the decoy or if she was surprised that I had just killed her partner. Either way, she didn't have another arrow nocked, and my knife punched through her ribs and into her heart.
 
   Just as I had been trained.
 
   My training hadn't prepared me for fighting in the mud though, and my attack made me tilt off balance. My legs slipped within the sludge, my hands tried to leverage against the woman's twitching body, and we both tumbled into the stinky green mire. I lay there for a few seconds to catch my breath, and then I pushed the woman's corpse off me.
 
   I yanked the arrows out of my cloak and clasped it back around my shoulders. The cloth was supposed to heal itself, but I hadn't thought I would test the magic this early in my career. I took the woman's bow and tested the pull of the string. It was a bit too light for my taste, so I grabbed the man's. It was also too light, but it would work well enough for me to defend myself. Then I grabbed a handful of arrows with my right hand and nocked one onto the string of the weapon.
 
   I peeked over the heads of the cattails and saw the other two black-clad archers a hundred yards from me. They were looking in my direction, and I ducked back under the cover of the reeds a second before their arrows flew over my head.
 
   I stood with my newly acquired bow ready and shot at one of the men. Growing up playing the throwing game had made me a quick study with the bow, so I wasn't too surprised when my arrow found the man's stomach. I ducked down below the cattails before I saw if he had fallen, but his scream sounded horrific.
 
   I crawled on my knees for a few dozen yards and wondered if the last archer was doing the same. Once I felt I'd moved far enough from my earlier position, I nocked another arrow and steadied myself with a slow breath. Then I sprang to my feet and swept my bow across the tops of the reeds. The man wasn't where I thought he would be, but I saw his movement out of the corner of my left eye. I angled my body away from him, turned my bow, and let loose the arrow without actually aiming. His own weapon twanged a half a second before mine, and I felt the fletching blow past my ear.
 
   My own missile also flew wide, and the two of us stared at each other for a quarter of a second before we realized that we needed arrows in our bows if we wanted to kill each other. The man had his arrows in a quiver at his side, and his fingers fumbled with the ends. I carried my arrows in my right hand, and, even though my arms were trembling, I was quicker than my opponent and had my bow pulled back before he nocked his weapon. My shot flew true this time, and the shaft pierced his skull between the eyes.
 
   "Shit," I cursed. The exchange had happened so fast. I should have asked the man to surrender when it was obvious that I held the upper hand in combat. Then again, I doubted Captain Ocellina would reprimand me for defending myself. She would be angry that I had gotten myself into this mess in the first place, but not about a split-second decision that saved my life.
 
   I placed another arrow against the string and glanced around the shore. I was confident that these were the same four archers who attacked me at the shipyard, but I didn't see the magic-using assassin. I guessed that he was back at the building.
 
   I ran to where the bodies of the last two men lay. The one I had just shot was dead, and I found no money or identification on his body. His face looked tan, so I wondered if he worked on one of the base levels.
 
   I walked over to the third assassin and cursed when I saw his dead body. The arrow in his stomach shouldn't have killed him that quickly, but he had a dagger in his lifeless hand, and his throat was still gushing blood. Whoever these people were, they seemed committed to their quest to keep me from capturing any of them alive.
 
   I grabbed a few more arrows from the dead man's quiver and walked back toward the shipyard. I'd gone from feeling like a caged chicken to a hawk in just a few moments, and I didn't want to bring my sisters back here unless I had someone alive. I might not be able to capture the fifth man, but I didn't want him to escape. I could just imagine the look on Fallon's eyes if I told her that a man had used impossible magic to knock me out of the air.
 
   The fence of the shipyard stood five hundred yards further along the coast of the lake, but the bamboo barrier prevented me from seeing anything other than the top quarter of the ship building.There were no enemies on this side of the fence, so I crept across the remaining few dozen yards of mud and then picked up a run when the ground began to turn into hard dirt.
 
   I reached the bamboo wall and listened. I heard no noises on the other side, so I slung the bow over my shoulder, put the arrows through my belt, and used my Alula to jump up the side of the fence. My gloved fingers hooked onto the sides, and I pulled my head over the ledge for a peek into the home of the discarded boats.
 
   There were dozens of black-garbed men running out of the building. Each carried a bamboo crate on his shoulder and had to lean under the weight of the box. They were exiting the main entrance of the building that faced south, and I viewed them at a north-easterly angle. They seemed to make a right as soon as they exited the doors, and I couldn't see where their final destination was. 
 
   I guessed that the men were loading the crates onto a cart on the west side of the building, and I was about to drop back to the ground so that I could circle the fence when I saw the man with the shotgun exit the building with six other black-wearing assassins. I could compare his height, and I realized that the man was much taller than those standing next to him, and his torso was incredibly broad. He held the blunderbuss over his left shoulder, and he pointed his other hand to the north side of the building.
 
   "They haven't returned with news of the Potentia's death. Go find them." His voice was dark and sounded larger than his body.
 
   The other men nodded and reached for flintlock pistols at their belts. My eyes focused on each man's weapon, and my heart raced again. Who were these people? A single pistol would have cost me four month's pay, and that wasn't even factoring in the cost of the expensive mining powder and the lead bullets.
 
   I dropped down and retreated from the edge of the fence. There were too many of them now, and they carried guns. I needed my sisters, but first I needed to get enough space between the shipyard and my planned ascent. I started running and didn't stop until my lungs screamed and my legs shouted for a rest. A glance over my shoulder confirmed that I was over half a mile away, and I doubted that any magic or bullets could reach me.
 
   My cloak spread out behind me, and I saw the cloth begin to turn into feathers around my shoulders. Then I leapt from the ground and let the magic pull me into the air. I spared another look toward the shipyard, but the black-garbed figures were smaller than ants.
 
   It would be a few minutes before I would make it to the nearest nest, and then a few minutes before I could explain what had happened. I felt frustration blossom in my chest, and I prayed to the Priestesses that I would return with more Potentia before the shipyard was cleared of evidence.
 
   I flew toward the nearest nest and repeated the prayer like a mantra.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   "And the man used magic?" Ocellina asked for the third time.
 
   "Yes, ma'am," I said again with a nod.
 
   "Was that before or after he shot you with the blunderbuss?" Fallon sneered, "or after you said you killed the four archers with your knife?"
 
   "Two with the knife, and then two with the bow. I know that what I am saying seems farfetched, but that is what happened."
 
   "I believe you, Anelia, but we have no evidence to open an investigation." The beautiful ebony-haired captain gestured around the empty interior of the shipyard building. Besides the boats sitting in the trench on the other side of the building, there were no crates, no glass vials, no dead bodies, and no blood on any part of the brick floor.
 
   "They must have cleaned it all up and moved the crates. It took us almost half of an hour to return."
 
   "You said you jumped out of the office window. That window isn't broken, and there is no glass anywhere inside the office or outside on the floor of the shipyard. Did they replace the glass and frame in thirty minutes?" Fallon asked. I had sent guards to bring Ocellina and Fallon, but they arrived almost an hour after I'd stormed the empty shipyard with Captain Titiana and four of her Potentia.
 
   "My nest has searched the banks of the Ver Lake and not found any bodies, or blood, or arrows." I hadn't heard Titiana walk up from behind me, and I almost jumped at her words.
 
   "Thank you for searching." Ocellina nodded at the other captain. Titiana also had black silky hair, but she wore it cut as short as a man's. The woman was also shorter than my captain, but her brown eyes held the same fierce intelligence. It also looked as if the woman had never once smiled in her life.
 
   I guessed that she and Fallon got along just fine.
 
   "Sisters, I did not make up this tale." I felt my heart slam into the back of my rib cage. "Why would I just jump into the lake and invent this story? I wish I still had the injury on my arm as proof, but all I have are my muddy garments, the cut sleeve, and the bow that I obtained." The two captains showed no emotion when I spoke, but my wingmate looked as if she was chewing on glass. The cut that the long haired man had made on my arm healed as I flew toward Captain Titiana's nest, and I'd marveled at the power of my Alula. My wound was minor, but it would have probably taken me a month or two to scar over before I donned the magical garment.
 
   "There is other proof to your story, pigeon." Titiana didn't smile, but there was a flash of laughter in her eyes that made me think she wasn't quite the hardass that I'd guessed. "The ceiling of the office was damaged by buckshot; we've found some of the lead embedded in the brick. But even if we had not found that, I would have still believed you because you are Potentia." As soon as the words left her mouth, I felt my heart relax from its sprint. The imagined weight on my shoulders lifted, and I filled my lungs without despair.
 
   "If the pigeon's story is true, then how did these black-garbed citizens escape with the crates?" Fallon crossed her arms and continued to glare at me.
 
   "That is a good question, Fallon, since there are no wagon tracks in the dirt. I'm sure that you and Anelia will have an answer for Captain Titiana and me before lunch." Ocellina's mouth curled into a half smirk, and I saw Fallon's hands tighten around her biceps.
 
   "Yes, ma'am," Fallon said. "Leave it to us."
 
   "Good," the beautiful woman said to my wingmate. Then she turned to Titiana, "If you don't mind us investigating this? It sounds like it is connected with another of our cases."
 
   "I don't mind at all, but we don't have much intrigue here. Just brawls between cowpokes and farmers over beer and women. Can I have one of my wings assist?" Titiana asked.
 
   "If that is alright with Anelia. This is her case now."
 
   "That is fine, we would appreciate the help," I said. A 'wing' consisted of two wingmates. Each nest comprised a few hundred guards, six wings, and a single captain. I didn't want to spend more alone time with Fallon if I didn't have to.
 
   "Excellent, I'll pair you." Titiana nodded at Ocellina and then walked toward the outside of the building where her four Potentia were looking for evidence of my story.
 
   "And I will begin my morning. I want a report from both of you before I finish my lunch," our captain said.
 
   "Yes, ma'am," Fallon and I said as we saluted the beautiful woman. She nodded again and walked away from us.
 
   "You just hampered our real investigation, pigeon." Fallon shook her head at me when Ocellina left the building. If my wingmate's voice could have throttled my neck, it would have.
 
   "This is part of our real investigation."
 
   "Oh yes, the little notes you took from the glassblower's house. Let me see the paper again?" Fallon raised an eyebrow and sneered.
 
   "I told you that they were ruined by the lake water. Damn it, I am not lying."
 
   "No? You may have the captain fooled, but I see you for what you really are." The older woman had taken a step toward me, and her pointer finger dug into my chest above my breasts.
 
   "What is that?" I tried to speak confidently, but my voice came out as a squeak.
 
   "Just a poor street urchin that got lucky."
 
   Her words hit me harder than the man's magic had. I looked away from her piercing blue eyes and tried to keep the world from spinning. Fallon was right, I had gotten lucky.
 
   "There were thirty other pigeons more qualified than you. Yet you were selected."
 
   "So were four other girls. I don't understand why you are so upset." I couldn't meet her eyes, and my words were softer than a whisper.
 
   "Because I wasn't partnered with any of those highly qualified pigeons, I was given you. It is obvious what is going on."
 
   "Huh?"
 
   "You don't even know? Fuck, I won't spell it out for you, idiot. Let's just get on with the case. The Captain said it was yours, so what do you think we should do next?" Fallon spat the question into my face.
 
   "They must have moved the crates. We need to figure out how." I'd already been thinking of my next step.
 
   "How many crates did you say?" Fallon asked, and I guessed that she was trying to get my statement multiple times so that she could pull any inconsistencies out of it. It was what they taught us to do in training, and Fallon had been a Potentia for fifteen years.
 
   "There were stacks of a hundred or more. I didn't get an exact count initially because I didn't know they were all filled with the vials, or even that the vials mattered," I repeated to her.
 
   "Did you witness a hundred black-clothed citizens moving the crates?" she asked in a mocking tone.
 
   "No, I didn't stay to watch long--"
 
   "Because of the four men with pistols. Yes, quite the story." She shook her head. "Let's say you are telling the truth; these men carried the crates out the south door and then wrapped around the west." She gestured for me to go with her, and we walked out of the building. There were a handful of guards patrolling the fence, and I saw the five other Potentia gathered an earshot away.
 
   "There are no oxen or horse tracks. I don't even see any footprints in the dirt, and the terrain is soft. We aren't making an impact, but look," the woman stomped her heel into the ground, and it made a large divot, "a heavy man carrying a heavy box on his shoulders would sink into this dirt."
 
   "I agree," I said. "But that is what I saw. Could there be magic at work?" I asked.
 
   "No, unless I want to believe that part of your tale as well." Fallon shook her head, and then her eyes glanced behind me. "Here comes the assistance you asked for. Try not to embarrass me any more today."
 
   I turned to greet the two Potentia from Titiana's nest. I'd met both of them when I first flew into their office and blurted out my story, but we hadn't a chance to introduce ourselves before their captain ordered us to make haste toward Ver Lake.
 
   "Ahh, she sent her best. Hello, Fulvia and Hostia." Fallon moved in front of me and joined palms with the two women.
 
   "We are hardly Titiana's best, but we have no open cases and would love to help you and your pigeon," the woman who I knew as Fulvia said. There were only three hundred Potentia, so it was common for the trainees to memorize their names, descriptions, nest assignments, and backgrounds.
 
   Fulvia was from one of the wealthy middle levels of Petrasada. She wore her brown hair in a long braid with a silver clasp at the end. Her heart-shaped face was pretty, and I knew that she had been a Potentia for eight years, even if the woman didn't look a day older than me.
 
   Hostia also wore long brown hair, but she was taller than her wingmate and had sharper features. She looked as young as Fulvia, but a few strands of gray ran through her mane. She was also born into the middle levels of the city and had served as a Potentia for twenty years.
 
   "We were trying to figure out how the man with the magic and shotgun lifted over a hundred crates out of the shipyard," Fallon smirked and nodded to both of the women.
 
   "There are some farms and ranches around the lake. We thought we could interview the citizens. Perhaps they saw someone," Hostia said with a shrug.
 
   "But it was in the middle of the night. Most would be sleeping," Fulvia raised her eyebrows. "Titiana said that the pigeon is in charge of the case. What do you think, Anelia?" The three women looked at me, and I could see the warning in Fallon's eyes.
 
   I didn't think that the men carried the crates across the open plains of the base level. I also didn't think that they used magic to move them. There had to be another explanation, and I knew that I could figure it out if I just had enough time.
 
   Or I'd end up sitting out here as long as the old discarded boats in the shipyard.
 
   "The boats in the shipyard!" I gasped.
 
   "Yes, there are boats. It is a shipyard. What are you smiling about?" Fallon asked.
 
   "How do they get the boats from the shipyard or the building into the water?" I asked the three women. The glanced at each other for a few moments, and each of them shrugged. I wasn't surprised since they had all been born into wealthy families.
 
   "They use a cart with bamboo rollers to yank the vessel on or off." I'd only seen it done one time in my life, but the memory had appeared in my head when I saw the ruined boats in the yard. "They then push it to the edge of the lake and can send it into the water."
 
   "Show us. I've never seen such a device in use. It must be a rare occurrence." Hostia asked.
 
   "There have to be one or two in the yard," I said as I looked around. "I believe that is one over there." I pointed to the far end of the lot that was closest to the water. The four of us walked the three hundred yards and then stood in front of the contraption. It looked similar to an oxcart, save that the bottom was made of long, cylinder-like wheels and there were more bamboo rollers on the concave top of the wagon where a boat's hull would rest.
 
   "I see," said Hostia. "So they could have loaded up a boat and then pulled it to the lake?"
 
   "The edge of the Ver is only another hundred yards. It would be easy for the men to tug it that far."
 
   "This one doesn't look as if it has been moved," Fallon said. "It looks heavy, even without a boat on top."
 
   "Heavy might work for them." I felt my lips curl into a smile. "They could have loaded a boat, thrown the bodies on, rolled it over the shipyard to get rid of their tracks, and then pulled it into the lake."
 
   "Clever, if that is what they did." Fulvia nodded at my words and circled the boat cart. "It looks as if the spot behind this device had something resting on it. Come look."
 
   The three of us stepped to where Fulvia pointed and saw the divots in the clay. There were patches of ground that were discolored, and weeds grew out from the edges of the dirt in a strange outline. There had definitely been something sitting there, but it would have been hard to notice if we had not been standing within a few feet of the spot.
 
   "They took the boat out to the lake and docked at one of the three other piers. We are probably too late to catch them in the act, but I bet we can pick up the trail," I said.
 
   "Fallon, your new pigeon is talented." Fulvia smiled to my wingmate, but the sour woman just rolled her eyes slightly.
 
   "You are in charge, Anelia. Which pier should we check first?" Hostia asked. 
 
   "The closest one. Let's go." I commanded my Alula to change, and I felt the cloth begin to morph into feathers. Then I jumped into the air and let the wings carry me into the sky. The other three Potentia followed my ascent, and we angled toward Ver Lake's first pier.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   "There is the boat," I pointed into a grove of poplar trees near the pier. It was the farthest dock from the shipyard, and the vessel was covered with dozens of brown cloths. The camouflage had hidden the small ship from our aerial view, and I'd gone against Fallon's wishes by stopping to search inside the small forest.
 
   "Looks like they dragged it through the mud over here," Fulvia called out from the other side of the grove, and we walked toward her. Sure enough, there were ghost marks of the boat's keel in the soft mud.
 
   "This was planned," I said. "They must have had more workers to pull the boat out of the water." I looked back at the grove and saw a flash of light gleam from one of the poplar trees. "Block and tackle." I took a few running steps toward the tree and felt my cloak push me through the air for more speed. I grabbed onto the suddenly near branch and pointed to the pulley system.
 
   "Good eye, pigeon." Fulvia had followed my run and gave me a smile.
 
   "There is nothing in the boat," Hostia said from her spot on top of the deck. She'd pulled aside a few of the cloth pieces and had poked her head inside the vessel.
 
   "I bet we'll find cart tracks on the other side of the trees." I gestured in the direction away from the lake. Fallon grunted at my words, and she made a feathered leap over the boat before gliding that way.
 
   Fallon and I had only made a short glide around the city before we reported to the scene of Rafa Manus' death, so I hadn't really had a chance to observe the woman use her Alula much. My wingmate was extremely talented with the magical cape, and she twisted through the dense poplars with a combination of running, jumping, gliding, and hopping. She rapidly gained distance on me, and the other two Potentia also passed me before we reached the tree line. The difference between my sisters' prowess and mine was equal parts disheartening and exciting. I couldn't have expected myself to have mastered the Alula this quickly, but I felt a little ashamed at how much better the other women were at using the cape. On the other hand, it meant that I had more secrets to uncover with the cloak, and that was intriguing.
 
   I shook my head to rid myself of the negative thoughts. I'd only worn my mantle for a few days, and I shouldn't be judging my performance by my wingmate's standards. 
 
   Even if the woman was doing it so that she could break my spirit.
 
   "Anelia is correct. Here are the tracks," Fulvia pointed at the divots in the clay soil.
 
   "They can't be that far ahead of us. We must hurry," I almost jumped in the air, but Hostia waved her hands.
 
   "We must use caution. I will admit that I had trouble believing your story at first, but now it is apparent that we might be up against criminals with flintlocks and magic. I advise we keep a low flight path and attempt to keep the element of surprise." The woman's sharp features were thoughtful as she spoke, and I nodded at her advice.
 
   "Let me take the lead. The pigeon is too inexperienced to be at the head of our formation," Fallon said without looking at me. 
 
   The two other women glanced between us. It was obvious that they agreed with my wingmate, but they had also been ordered to follow my command. I was almost tempted to tell Fallon to shut up and follow my orders, especially since I'd found the boat concealed in the trees, but I also knew that the older woman was correct.
 
   "That is a great idea, Fallon," I said as nicely as I could force myself to speak. "Please lead us." My wingmate met my eyes and nodded before she took to the air.
 
   Fallon flew close to the ground, and I took my position at the rear spot in the diamond formation behind the other two Potentia. Their speeds were incredible, and after a few minutes of flight, I fell behind the flying women. I couldn't seem to make my wings move me any faster, and they were soon fifty yards ahead. Then they were a hundred. I felt a small spark of panic in my stomach, and it began to spread like a fire to the rest of my once-relaxed muscles. What if they made it there and found the black-clothed assassins in mid-transport? What if my sisters attacked, and I wasn't there to help them? What if they were killed because I couldn't keep up with their pace? As my body tensed, I flew slower, and I realized that I needed to relax. They probably understood that I couldn't glide as quickly, and while I didn't like my wingmate, I trusted her experience and didn't expect her to rush headfirst into a battle that she couldn't win.
 
   I saw them halt their flight and land gracefully about two hundred yards in front of me. They were on the small crest of a grass-covered hill, and I touched my feet to the ground only a few seconds after they began to crawl through the tall pasture. I followed their movements and then reached the edge behind Hostia.
 
   "The tracks lead to that barn," Fallon whispered. I peeked over the grasses and saw a massive estate with several barns, plow wagons, and cattle grazing behind fenced pens.
 
   "Do you know the property manager?" I asked Fulvia and Hostia.
 
   "Yes, it is Quent Barton. I doubt he has much to do with this. The man lives on the seventy-fourth level, and he only visits once a month to ensure that the numbers are meeting the Priestess' expectations," Hostia said.
 
   I nodded at her words and considered making a comment about the idiocy of having a rich man living on the seventy-fourth level of the city manage an important farming location dozens of miles away, but I figured that these women might not appreciate my particular politics. It was doubtful that my sisters cared about such things, and Potentia were expected to serve as the Priestess' arms of justice.
 
   We were not supposed to question their policies.
 
   "There is no one around, but I can see that the tracks lead into that far stable. The lighter-painted one." My wingmate pointed over the crest. It looked as if the wagon had veered off the clay pathway, crossed the grass around the farm, and then entered the cream-colored building.
 
   "This seems strange. Why aren't there more footprints?" I gazed at the path of the wagon through the grass. "I saw many men pull the crates out of the shipyard building, and it would have taken even more to pull the ship out of the water and into the trees."
 
   "They probably walked in front of the wagon so that it would lay down their tracks," Fallon said with a huff. "We should fly to the barn immediately and claim the initiative. Those crates you spoke of must be inside."
 
   "As could be the men with the pistols," I said. "They might be waiting to ambush us."
 
   "Why do you suddenly have cold wings? You had no problem telling a story where you were victorious over four assassins and a trained fencer. Is there some other reason you want us to delay?" Fallon's blue eyes narrowed, and she whispered the question through gritted teeth.
 
   "No, I just feel as if this is a trap," I replied. Fulvia and Hostia had not voiced their opinions, but I doubted that they would disagree with my senior wingmate.
 
   "It cannot possibly be a trap. How would they know we are coming?"
 
   "Fine, will you lead us once more?" I didn't want to do this, but it was obvious that Fallon would continue to argue with me.
 
   "That is two good decisions in a row, pigeon." Fallon nodded to me and then glanced over at our sisters. "We will enter through the hayloft portal. Can you both go through the main entrance?"
 
   "Yes, Fallon," Fulvia nodded. All three women drew their swords, and I unsheathed my own rapier a second after. Then Fallon was in the air, and I leapt into the sky.
 
   We rose from higher ground than the distant stable, and Fallon's wings tucked closer to her sides so that she could dive faster. I mirrored her movement, and, for ten seconds, it almost felt as if I plummeted toward the open hayloft window. 
 
   I had thought that my wingmate would halt her flight before the loft entrance and then cautiously look inside, but she just darted into the loft like an arrow. My trajectory followed hers into the darkness of the massive barn, and I prayed to the Priestesses that Fallon was right and that this wasn't a trap.
 
   My wingmate jerked up inside of the loft and landed on top of a wooden beam. I was too slow to join her on the perch and almost crashed into the far wall of the stable before I grabbed onto another beam with my left hand. My legs swung vertically over the wood, and I set my booted feet down with surprising softness. I glanced over at Fallon to see if she had noticed me make such a great landing, but the blonde woman's eyes were occupied with the interior of the barn.
 
   The inside was empty of crates or black-garbed assassins.
 
   We heard a door open, and light spread through the open space. There were a dozen stables along one of the longest walls, a trio of broken-down wagons in various stages of repair, and a barn cat that ran when the other two Potentia opened the door. Fallon dropped the forty feet to the floor, and I followed the woman to the ground. Dust actually blew aside from our landing, and the four of us glanced around the empty space with our swords ready.
 
   "This is disappointing," Fulvia laughed after a few seconds. "I think we have been tricked."
 
   "The tracks outside are clear. A wagon did leave the road, wrap around the property, and then enter," I said as I glanced out of the open door and confirmed that the grass outside was laid down.
 
   "It wasn't one of these wagons. Look at the dust." Hostia blew against one of the carriages with a theatrical motion and sprayed brown dirt on the barn floor.
 
   "Could it be hiding in here somewhere?" I asked and then almost immediately felt as if the question was stupid. The stables were half full with horses, and, while there was a stack of hay on the ground floor, it was only a half a dozen bales. Most of the hay lay in the loft.
 
   "No, we must have picked up a wrong trail, or maybe this whole thing was just a fabricated story, and you happened to get lucky again with the circumstances," Fallon growled and then glanced around the empty barn floor.
 
   "Perhaps there is something we are missing. Maybe we should search here? We could also question the cowpokes to see if they noticed something." Fulvia shrugged her slender shoulders.
 
   "There is nothing to find here but endless dust," Fallon sighed. "If you two could question the ranchers, I would appreciate it. I'll take my pigeon and backtrack; maybe we missed a trail back on the main road."
 
   "Very well, we will find you in half an hour," Fulvia smiled at both of us, and she walked out of the barn with her wingmate.
 
   Fallon turned to me as soon as our sisters had left. Her square jaw hardened with a grimace, and she crossed her arms. I prepared myself for her verbal onslaught, but the woman just stared at me for a few seconds before turning to leave the barn.
 
   "Will we go back to the road then?" I asked as I stepped after her.
 
   "You can do whatever you want to do. I am going to ensure that I have something to report to the Captain. I'm starting to realize that you are worse than a burden. You are a curse sent by the Priestesses to test my faith. I've been trying too hard with you. Now I will just ignore you and hope that you will eventually go away."
 
   She didn't even bother to look at me when she spoke, and, as soon as her words ended, she jumped into the air. Her light-blue cape turned into feathers, and my wingmate floated away with a sudden breeze. I thought about following her and explaining that I had the notes memorized. We still had to locate Pruet Carna and Damara Trillion and attempt to find out who Laramae A. was. We also had to revisit Rafa's tavern and speak to his wife and employees. There was much more we could still do with this investigation, but the veteran's words were an icicle through my heart, and my legs froze. I could only watch her fly away while I fought against the stinging tears in my eyes. Why did Fallon hate me so much?
 
   How would I figure out what was going on without her help?
 
   I needed to go back to Rafa's inn. The man's name was on my list, and Fallon had not questioned his widow thoroughly. I turned over the decision in my head to examine it from different angles, and then I took to the air and flew toward the lower-mid levels of Petrasada.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   "Greetings, citizen. I was here yesterday. Do you recall?" I asked the short woman who peeked through the cracked doorway of Rafa Manus' tavern.
 
   "Do you have more questions for me?" The woman's eyes were red, and it looked as if she hadn't slept since yesterday. I also hadn't slept in what I guessed was two days, but only felt a slight amount of fatigue. It was said that the Alula would provide us with energy to work for a week or more without sleep, but I didn't think I would need to test the magic so soon.
 
   My fledgling career had not gone quite as expected.
 
   "Yes, may I enter?" I asked, and the woman nodded before she opened the tavern door further. It was mid-morning, and the lack of customers confirmed my belief that the tavern was closed for breakfast. It might have to close for a long time unless Rafa's widow could continue without him. As I recalled, they didn't have any children to pick up the ownership.
 
   "I am sorry to bother you again. I wanted to continue the questioning that my wingmate started yesterday," I said. Rafa's body had been found behind the counter of the bar, and there had been a struggle in the main room before he was murdered. The tables and chairs that had been tossed aside during the fight still lay in their discarded places, but a walk around the bar confirmed that her husband's corpse had been taken by the city mortuary workers. 
 
   "Did you catch the man you chased yesterday? Was that my husband's murderer?"
 
   "No, citizen. He was just a suspect. We do not believe that he was the murderer. Can you please sit?" I positioned one of the fallen chairs and gestured to her.
 
   "Thank you," she said after she had slouched in the seat. 
 
   Rafa's tavern was located on too high a level for me to think of visiting while I grew up at the orphanage, so I had never met Rafa's wife before yesterday, but I knew from Juliana that owning a tavern was a hard business with endless hours. The widow was probably much tougher than her teary eyes indicated.
 
   "You told my wingmate and me that you had come downstairs in the early morning because... I'm sorry, my notes were ruined in a lake accident." I smiled to the woman and pointed to my new notebook. I had returned to my apartment after Fallon had left me, taken a quick bath, changed my clothes, oiled my weapons to prevent rusting, grabbed a new notebook, and then come here.
 
   "I woke up and realized that he hadn't come to bed. I didn't know exactly what time it was, but the suns were low. I guessed it to be four in the morning," she confirmed. I recalled exactly what she had said when Fallon interviewed her briefly, but sometimes the stories had a way of changing when told a second or third time.
 
   "I thought he might have already started on the day. He's been having problems sleeping. I came downstairs and I found him here. Then I ran to get the guards."
 
   "You don't have any employees living with you?" I asked.
 
   "No, we have four employees, but they don't live with us. Two come to help us with breakfast at around six," she said.
 
   "How long have you been married?" I asked.
 
   "Over thirty years, and no, we don't have children. Tried a few times." A tear slid down the stout woman's cheek, and she wiped it away.
 
   "Has he always had trouble sleeping?"
 
   "Oh no, we are so busy during the day and night. We don't get much rest, mind you, but he would normally sleep soundly when the suns were low."
 
   "But he had insomnia recently?"
 
   "Yes, for the last month," she said.
 
   "Do you know why?" I asked.
 
   "No, but I had suspicions that he might have been selling some of his moonshine."
 
   "He made moonshine?"
 
   "Yes, we've got a small room hidden in our cellar. He didn't want to register the stuff, or pay taxes on it, so he never sold it. He would give it to special guests sometimes."
 
   "But you think he was selling it?" I felt my heart begin to beat a little harder, and I sat forward in my chair.
 
   "I found some extra money hidden in the house a few weeks ago. Actual gold pieces, I'd only seen them a few times. It is the only answer that makes sense. I keep all of our books, and the restaurant wasn't performing well enough to have that kind of money." The woman nodded as she spoke.
 
   "Did you ask him about the money?" I realized that the woman must have really wanted to find her husband's killer. Admitting to a Potentia that you weren't paying taxes on income wasn't something most business owners would do.
 
   "No, I figured I would let him have his fun. I did take a few silver pieces. I bought some new furniture and new clothes for him. He never mentioned that he missed the money, so I guessed that he wasn't keeping track of it."
 
   "Do you know any of these names: Pruet Carna?" She shook her head. 
 
   "Damara Trillion?" I asked, and she shook her head.
 
   "Laramae?"
 
   "He knew a few Laramaes," the woman's face suddenly shifted from sadness to anger.
 
   "I just have the initial 'A' after the name. Does that help?" I asked, and the woman stared at me. She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again.
 
   "Potentia, why are you asking me this question now? I've just lost my husband," she finally said with a huff.
 
   "I'm sorry. I am trying to solve his murder. Have I said something wrong?" The woman stared at me, and then she shook her head.
 
   "You don't know who the Laramaes are, do you?" she asked. "Are you from a lower level?"
 
   "Yes. I lived in an orphanage in the mid-teens." As soon as I answered her question, the woman sighed.
 
   "Laramaes are whores. They are an expensive escort service of the mid-levels. All the women, or men, go by the name 'Laramae.' So, to answer your question, yes, he knew a few of them. Sometimes they would come down to our level with their clients so that they could do their activities with more discretion."
 
   "I see." I nodded and felt my cheeks heat. That was something that Fallon probably would have known if I had thought to ask her. It was another mistake I'd made.
 
   "Do you know the name Garon Mitus?" I asked
 
   "Isn't he a shipwright? I think I've seen him in the tavern. Maybe only once or twice," she answered after a few seconds of consideration.
 
   "Do you remember the last time he was in this room?" I asked.
 
   "Hmmmm." She looked up at the ceiling and moved her callused hands to her leathery face. "Maybe two weeks ago. Yes, I think that is correct. I remember now. I hadn't seen him in a year or so, but I recalled him because of the foul expression he always wore on his face."
 
   "Did he meet with your husband alone?"
 
   "No, but he came in during dinner, and I was busy working. He could have slunk down to the cellar with my Rafa for some moonshine. I wouldn't be surprised. Do you think Garon has anything to do with this? The man seemed like he was always in a bad mood, but I never thought of him as a danger."
 
   "I'm not sure. We are still investigating. How about the name 'Dust'? Have you ever heard of anyone use that name?"
 
   "No, Potentia. I haven't." She answered quickly.
 
   "Are you sure?" I tilted my head a bit and stared into her eyes.
 
   "No. I've never heard of that name before." Her eyes darted away, and I guessed that she was lying.
 
   "Very well. Can you show me this moonshine cellar?" Fallon might have beaten the woman until she admitted who this Dust person was, but I didn't think any good would come of it. Most citizens already feared our power, and I guessed that this woman wanted to avenge her husband more than she wanted to protect someone's identity. I would find out who this Dust was, eventually.
 
   "This way." The woman stood and gestured to the back room of the tavern. I followed her through a kitchen, an abundance of packed storage shelves, and to a worn wooden door at the back of the restaurant.
 
   "Wooden door? That is uncommon," I said. Most doors were made of bamboo since it was more efficient to plant and harvest. The base five levels of Petrasada combined were around twenty square miles, but that space was carefully allocated for livestock, farm animals, and lumber. The land had to support almost two million citizens, and wood was very expensive.
 
   "It came with the place when we bought it twenty-five years ago. It is just poplar wood, but Rafa didn't like to show it to anyone lest they suspected we were secretly wealthy." The woman tugged open the hatch, and I saw steps leading down into a cellar. "Take that lantern over there. It is dark." She pointed to a lamp, and I lit it before heading down the stairs.
 
   The basement was filled with more shelves. These were stacked with root vegetables, pickling jars, and bags of flour, and salted meat hung in a corner. It was much cooler down in this room, and I turned around to find the part of the wall that Rafa's widow indicated would have the moonshine distillery.
 
   "Where did he make the moonshine?" I asked. I didn't see anything that looked like a boiler.
 
   Then I felt the air in the room shift.
 
   "No!" I shouted and jumped toward the closing door. My cloak turned to feathers, and the wings pushed me toward the top of the stairs at a ridiculous speed. I wasn't fast enough, though, and I almost slammed the top of my head into the thick door when it closed.
 
   "Hey! Open this door!" I slammed my palm onto the wood.
 
   "He told me you would come!" Rafa's widow screamed.
 
   "Who?" I yelled through the door. "Open this or you will face the punishment of the Potentia!" I realized that my threat didn't really have teeth. I didn't know how to use magic yet, and a quick glance around the room showed me that there was no tool I could use to break the wood.
 
   "Rafa said you would come asking about Dust. By the Priestesses, I didn't think it would be a Potentia." I heard the woman weep on the other end of the cellar door.
 
   "What are you talking about? Open this damn door!" I slammed my fist onto the wood again. My stomach knotted with anxiety. This was bad. How did I not see this coming? I knew the woman had lied about knowing who Dust was. I just hadn't suspected that she would want to trap me in her cellar.
 
   "You killed my husband! Damn you!" she shrieked. I heard something scrape across the floor. Shit, she was about to put a shelf on top of the door.
 
   "I didn't kill your husband! What are you talking about? Have you lost your mind? I am a Potentia. Open the damn door now!"
 
   "I'm going to go get him. He will take care of you. He will avenge my husband for me." The woman's voice sounded full of hate and bile.
 
   "Who are you going to get? Manus, open this door. My sisters will come looking for me!" I lied. They would send a search party in two days at the earliest. Fallon would probably just think that I had quit after she left me.
 
   "I will get Dust. He will know what to do with you. He can dispose of your body," the woman said through the thick wood. I heard footsteps walk away, and I banged on the door again.
 
   "No! Open the door! Shit!" I screamed and then jumped down the stairs.
 
   Anger welled up in my chest, and I tried to control my breathing. The walls felt as if they were closing in on me, and I forced myself to focus on the lantern. There wasn't much oil left in the device, maybe only a few hours. I had to get out of here.
 
   Or else Dust would dispose of my body.
 
    [image: ] 
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   Editor Comments – A Mongrel’s Curse
 
   The fifth story in our anthology is the work of another first-time game participant, Paul Middleton. His thoughtful treatment of complex issues of authority and social relationships within the paranormal and magical world of his story somehow make the insightful messages part of the entertaining and seductive immersion into his view. The smooth interjection of multiple mystery box components into his story are leveraged to provide a considerable depth to his characters and color to his scenes.
 
   As one of the top-ranked beta reader stories, you find yourself waiting breathlessly for the next visit to his world, listening carefully for the sound of his voice.
 
   A Mongrel’s Curse
 
   Prologue
 
   When you read a book about supernatural creatures and who fights them it frequently starts from a bar. Or a Church. Depending if the hero is a yahoo or a religious fella. I'm neither. I get work from the booth in an Indian restaurant in country New South Wales, Australia. The owners love me. I saved their children from a smart and vicious Rakshasa last year.
 
   I could say it's the free food they keep offering me that makes me work from here. They paid me for the rescue, I insisted on paying for the food. There might be times I accept a free drink, occasionally. I could say it's because my mentor is the grandfather of those children. I mean he is, but neither of those is the reason. The motive behind this is, I want people to try other ways first. To be sure they need my help before they find me. The place smells better'n any bar or church, too. Being a popular place, the 'normals' rarely notice my business. Heck, sometimes I have to go outside to get the details. 
 
   The yahoos and religious types, they can take the jobs for cheap pay, religious duty or good will. If someone is gonna hire me, it's hard cash, half up front, and lots of it. Besides, I'm so much of a mongrel of supernatural beings that no-one can trace what I really am. I've had to fight off a few of the regular hunters just to stay alive when they mistook me for what they were hunting. It has a couple of advantages, but one big disadvantage. No, make that two. 
 
   The first is the usual one for half-breeds, only worse. No-one really trusts me. They don't know how to approach me as a fellow thinking being. At least most half-breeds get trust from others in a similar fix. The second is I hit the physical age and stature of twenty when I was five years old. Haven't aged a day physically since then. No-one, and I mean no-one, knows how long that'll last. I could age out of existence tomorrow or live forever as far as anyone knows. Makes relationships hard. I still have the mental flexibility of a child, though. Learning skills and such that take most people months or years, I manage in days.
 
   But it also means I have no apparent weakness. I know I have a weretiger in the family tree. Tazzie Tiger that is. But I have no problems with silver. I probably have some fae blood, but I can touch iron, no worries. Might have vamp or demon heritage, but holy water? Not a problem, apart from getting my clothes wet. I don't think I have any ghost in me, but that's about all I'll say for sure. I can see, hear and touch them. Very few people, supernatural or otherwise, can.
 
   Oh, and you might ask what I look like. Another problem of my heritage. I have a different twenty-year-old male body every time I wake up. Means I have no photo ID of my face. It changes too often. I have an Australian SSC ID with a picture of the tattoo on the back of my hand. That's Supernatural Special Consultant. That same picture is on all my other ID. I have a Tazzie Tiger head, mouth fully agape. Only constant in my life I feel sometimes. Being alive tomorrow certainly isn't.
 
   If things get weird, sometimes anywhere in the country, the local Sergeant knows where to find me.
 
   So, someone seems to need me about once a week I for a job. About the only place, I won't work now is a couple of southern US states. Word got ' round the Baptist hunters I took out a few of their preachers and the tattoo. All true. The preachers were possessed at the time, and I don't mess around with exorcisms. If you have a problem with a supernatural and want me to deal with it, you had better want it dead, not just banished. 
 
   The Catholic church hired me for that job after losing their best two exorcists to a mangy pack of possessed. You could be cynical and say it was to remove the competition, but really, those preachers needed to die. They gave me a Vatican passport as a bonus. Not as useful as you'd think, some ways. Gets my gear across most borders, though. Traveling by plane, I now go in three hours before the flight leaves, call one of the Supernatural Hunter liaisons for the destination or, less commonly, the local Bishop or High Priest. Word has gotten around about me, over the years I've been operating as a hunter.
 
   About the only thing I'll help people solve, apart from killing a monster or supe that needs to be put down, is a curse. Now, frequently enough that involves bloodshed, but just as often it's a puzzle. I hate curses. Most times they are unwarranted, placed only because of spite or jealousy. Other times, a curse was deserved by the family for the first three or four generations, but it kept running. With my heritage, I really understand how crap like that can make you feel.
 
   I don't play favorites. But I get the job I'm paid to do done, and if you get in my way, you might as well be hit by a tractor trailer. The end result will be less painful. My name is Thalias Jardine. Either call me Thal or Jardine. I don't know what my parents were thinking either.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
   I hate this time of year. Just after they reach adolescence, they can become aggressive little shits. This year was particularly bad. There were reports of livestock being taken near every river, lake and marsh in the country. By 'they' I mean Yowies. A semi-amphibious appetite with stubby legs at that age. Worse than a teenage boy trying to pick a single naked woman from three in front of him, and dumber than swamp grass. Once they get past puberty, they tend to be okay. They need less meat and generally eat fish. 
 
   Why I am stuck in the middle of bum fuck nowhere is because three different teams of hunters had been decimated, quite literally, by this pack. Most hunters of the supernatural, even the ones that are supes themselves, think I'm stark raving mad for the way I hunt. Solo whenever I can. But the bottom line is you need trust to be part of a team, and no hunter actually believes me.
 
   I also charge more than a team of twenty and get the job done.
 
   So here I waited, watching over a herd of cattle near the last sighting by a bunch of local hunter yahoos. Professional in their way, but too willing to take unnecessary risks and jobs no-one should accept. Oh, and I'm waiting in the form my Grandfather gifted me. A Thylacine. Or a Tazzie Tiger, whichever you want to call it. That way - aha! That's the odor I was waiting for. Swamp water and mud stench on a dry plain. Shifting back, I grab up my rifle. Obsidian and steel laced lead usually works well against the ones in this region, but I have an axe if I need to take their heads off. Spotting the pack I see a small problem. 
 
   The pack is being led by an adult Yowie. Adolescents, at four to five feet tall, look somewhat like a cross between a clawless bear and a man, with wet foliage hanging off 'em. The adult has dry fur and is twice the size. His claws were also fully grown. At least it's breaking the Taboo. Adults know not to hunt this far from a river so the few friendly ones I know won't bat an eyelid when it goes down.
 
   Yes, I can speak Yowie. They aren't great conversationalists, though.
 
   I fire off all seven shots from my rifle at the adolescents injuring one, killing five and missing with the fifth shot completely. Fuck! This will get messy. The remaining teens charge me, covering the ground on all fours, the injured one leading the onslaught. I consider using the pistol. No, not yet. There's five of them and an adult. Six shots in the .45 magnum and it'll take three to slow down the adult. Best to get chopping. As they get closer, I see the adult take one of the cattle and run. I hate days like this. 
 
   I counter-charge the five adolescents, sidestep the injured one and take its neighbor's head. Another tried to bite my ankle. Tactically sound, it means the adult has been training them. I didn't know they could. Wouldn't help this one as I cleaved through its neck with a two-handed blow. The others had passed me and, without claws yet, were having the usual problem of not being able to stop quickly. I ran after the adult, following the blood from either it or the cow.
 
   Probably the cow. 
 
   As I close in on the Yowie, I see a noticeable scar. I know this fellow. He's not friendly and has often moaned about the treaty. I called him Mark, the few times we spoke.
 
   "Mark, why are you pulling this shit? Of all the cock-ups you could have made, this one is gonna get you killed. By me." I could sorta see his viewpoint, but rules were rules. Leading a pack of Adolescents wasn't against the rules. Going outside the treaty zone was. It's not like I enjoy the killing part of my job.
 
   Mark turned and spoke. "Farmer trash spawning spots. Few young hatch and grow this year. We need young. Our people dying."
 
   I knew for a fact that Yowies weren't dying out. I'd been one of those who helped take a census the previous year. Their numbers were increasing. I also knew Mark blamed the 'white man' for what he saw as fewer numbers. The idiot couldn't count past five. And he only counted those who were from his spawnings as 'Real Yowies.' I'd heard few of the females were willing to mate with him. His preferred spawning spots were farmer's dams right on the border of the allowed ranges for a Yowie.
 
   I sighed and pulled my pistol as I heard the adolescents catching up. I turned and shot two times, taking down two. 'Mr injured' was the survivor until my axe took his skull.
 
   I spun back around to see nine and a half feet of fur and claws charging me with a roar of anger. Firing my remaining four shots I rolled. I dropped the empty pistol and completed the turn with the axe in both hands. I swung for his knees. No way I could get his head. There was a shock up the haft as I hit his shin, numbing my hands. Mark swung around and mauled my shoulder. 
 
   My axe fell to the ground, dropped because of my now completely numb arm. This guy was pissing me off. I mean it wasn't a potentially crippling injury to me like it would have been on a human. It hurt like hell, though.
 
   This was a clusterfuck and a half. Fortunately, I didn't flash my other abilities around unless I had to. I muttered a spell under my breath. There was the smell of burning flesh as suddenly my wound was cauterized. In the same moment, Mark's hand-paw was alight. Making your blood incendiary based on the distance it is from your body is a useful trick, kids. With Mark distracted, I had time to pick up my axe and come up with a plan. 
 
   That was when he bent over, trying to stamp out the flames with his feet. Not his brightest move, but like I said he wasn't a smart fellow.
 
   Perfect. With the first blow, I knocked him out. About eight or nine hacks later I had his head off. The Yowie's head must have weighed fifty plus pounds. If I wanted to claim a bounty, I need his head. It wasn't often an adult left the territory. This was probably the fifth time this decade, and three others times had been attempts to work out problems caused by humans. 
 
   The bounty wouldn't be worth the trouble. The proof that the original contract needed amending would be, though.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   On the edge of town, I messaged the Sergeant. Told him the contract was done, with some issues. It needed an amendment, or I'd hunt down the remaining members of the three teams. Meet me in the usual spot.
 
   I had a big freezer on the tray of my Ute for a reason. I guess Americans call 'em Pickups. Anyways, heads stink after a day or so if you don't freeze them. It had been a challenge fitting Mark's skull in. In the end, I'd been forced to squeeze his ears into place. I was still thinking of having it stuffed and mounted.
 
   At least it hadn't been Drop Bears. Those vicious bastards were on the extermination lists. Kill one, you shut up and get a bounty, a decent one. Registered hunter or not. If you didn't shut up, you ended up being disappeared. There were powers on both sides of the supernatural fence that didn't want the boat rocked. Letting the general public find out the supernatural reality was definitely on the list of things that could rock the boat, right below failing to avert an apocalypse and the return of the Old Ones.
 
   So I sat outside my Ute waiting for the Sergeant. I always chuckled a little when I thought of why so few officers, either in the police force or the military that knew what SSC, in either field, meant. Unless they had started as an enlisted member of the SSC, they couldn't give a Supernatural Suppression Command member an order either. Thank the lights. And the shadows, now I consider it.
 
   The Sergeant pulled up in a beat-up Ute with a similar freezer to mine. Damn. That meant I wouldn't get the option of stuffing and mounting the head.
 
   Ahh well. Them's the breaks sometimes.
 
   "Thal, you haven't offered a threat like that since the damned Reformationists went on that unsanctioned killing spree of Imps." He waved his hand at me to show he felt I'd been justified then. There were the Treaties for a reason. If humans just went out and broke them, there wasn't a point to having them. Then I'd have to pick a faction. In a twenty or thirty sided war. Not my idea of a good time.
 
   Besides, I had a soft spot for Imps. They might be from hell, but they weren't demons or devils. They were pranksters, and I often needed a laugh. I still have a half-dozen or more in my black book too. They're good in the sack and enjoy a romp. Also, about the only species, I got along with as a whole, and you gotta back up those you can get along with in my situation. They thought I was the ultimate prank, one of them told me after some horizontal gymnastics. A being that couldn't be defined.
 
   I jumped up onto the tray and opened the freezer, pulled the head out and raised an eyebrow. "Mark here was the problem, Sarge. A blind man within a hundred meters of an adult Yowie can tell the difference between them and adolescents. And he was running the pack! So either you were lied to so that I didn't get the right pay or because they hoped he'd do me in. You will de-register the leaders of all three teams. Pay me both bounty and an amended contract. I'd have taken a damned elephant gun if I'd known about him. Fucker mauled me. Had to use my abilities, and you know that's a pain in my arse if I don't prepare. Anyone else - any group of others - not knowing would have had deaths."
 
   Sergeant McGuire nodded. He was one of the few fellow hunters I'd trust at my back, and still couldn't work with him. Not with him on a prosthetic leg. Sarge also knew about me being a wizard of no small talent. But every ability had a price. For me, it was a splitting headache. If I used a powerful enough spell, it also meant a restriction in my other abilities if I didn't prepare to cast it in advance. 
 
   He'd also tutored me in magic, being a middling wizard himself.
 
   McGuire sniffed the air around the head. "The Burning Blood spell I see. Nice choice. Of course, if an adult Yowie had hit me I'd be just plain dead, so I'd have chosen something more pro-active, but for you..." his voice drifted off. He paused and looked at me consideringly. 
 
   "Just say what you wanna to say, Sarge. It's not you I'm pissed at," I said with a shrug. He nodded.
 
   "Someone's looking for you. Something up your other alley, from what the church told me. They won't let her near their people, and the usual hunters are below her radar on this curse. I'll get the contract amended, but if I spot her should I send her your way?" 
 
   Thinking about it, I was getting rather sick of the Yowie game. The only group that had caused other hunters a difficulty I'd just dealt with. I'd also handled four other packs on the way home. A change of pace, an excuse to avoid other contracts for the rest of the month sounded good. A female client seemed better. With curses, you had to keep the client close, in case the curse triggered and you had to counter it.
 
   "Sure. You know where I'll be for lunch and dinner for the next few days, while my shoulder heals. If it's bad enough, you can even send her to my house. As long as it isn't a damned Fury or Succubus. The last thing I need to be dealing with in my circumstance is a demonic seductress or one of Grandma's folk."
 
   "Sure, sure. Catch up for a beer later this week if you're still around?"
 
   "Yup. Give the missus my best."
 
   "No worries."
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   It was two days later when she walked into the restaurant just after the lunch rush. I'd felt someone traveling down the street. A headache was pounding when I saw her walk through the restaurant entrance.
 
   There are a couple of talents that give me that reaction. When I saw how people in the restaurant reacting, combined with that cheerful smile on her face, with off-key singing, I knew the cause. She was a projective empath. Those bastards didn't just wear their emotions on their sleeves, they sent them out with a neon sign and insinuated them on the people around them. I was one of the few beings that wasn't subjected to the insinuation, but the assault on my mind gives me a headache. The stronger the power, the more powerful the headache.
 
   They also couldn't understand the concept of introverted. If this was gonna be my contract, the case was gonna be a bitch.
 
   I got Sinjay's attention and pointed to the bottle of 'Special' Vodka I'd paid for that was kept in the fridge. Grinning like a fool, he brought it and two shot glasses over. When Sinjay went back to the counter, I strained my hearing over the other sounds in the still-busy restaurant. Yup, she was asking for Thalias Jardine. My parents must have been insane to give me that name I swear. Mind you, they were probably mad to have me from the start. Both were mixed breeds already. I'm mixed to the point it's ridiculous.
 
   With a directing finger, Sinjay condemned me to at least talking to her. Not that I could blame him. He usually discreetly checked for a nod, but the obvious joy this woman was giving off made him simply agree.
 
   She walked over, and I downed a shot hoping to at least mix her emotions. No dice. The assault on my mind continued as hard as ever. So I took the time to look at her. Whatever she was, she was big. At least six foot four. She had Elfin ears, either from surgical implants or genetics. Given her broad-shouldered form, if it was genetic, she was a half-breed elf or pixie. Probably elf, given her height. However mixing human and supernatural genes could do some strange things. Her hair was long, red and silky, her skin with that ivory Irish complexion you still sometimes see. Her face was beyond beautiful, into the levels typically attained only by goddesses and Succubi. Idly, I thought she could make a fortune as a porn star.
 
   "Can you tone it down, please? Some of us are sensitive to that crap you know!" I growled at her. She frowned at me.
 
   "What are you talking about Mr. Jardine?" She asked, confusion on her face. Still no change in her volume, or the tone of her emotions.
 
   "Your projective empathy. It's giving me a headache. You don't need to shout it out as hard as you are." I hissed. 
 
   Her eyes widened till they looked like saucers. "I've encountered no one outside my mother's family that has been able to name my ability, and never anyone who was actively hurt by it."
 
   "Well, now you have. Yippie. Lucky me. If you want to talk, and I'm assuming you do, you'll tone it the fuck down, or I'll fucking leave." I said. I shouldn't have to repeat myself, but when someone encounters something new, I give 'em a bit of slack.
 
   "Oh, of course, I'm so sorry." She blushed from the tips of her ears to the base of the neck, a bright burning red as only those of such a pale complexion can. Finally, I felt the pressure on my skull subside to a dull throb. I was now tossing up if it was worth helping her. If she could keep the ability at this level, probably if I charged ten percent more than my usual. I'd dealt with worse pain for longer. Between the ages of four and five came to mind. Growing that fast had been excruciating,
 
   "Why were you looking for me anyways? I know why the church wouldn't help you. They hate most half-breeds, half-elves almost as much half demons. But they felt they should send you to someone skilled at breaking curses rather than merely competent. They listen to the predicament anyone gets into, except full demons."
 
   She grimaced. I could still see she was projecting joy, from everyone around us, but her emotional palate was broader than that. "I have a problem." She said and promptly burst into tears. Still, everyone in the room was happy and cheerful, barely an eye turned our way. Damn, now I was downright curious. It's not my best trait, really. My curiosity always finds some way to get me into trouble.
 
   I took ten minutes to calm her down enough to talk. Eventually, she spoke to me. 
 
   "I have two family curses that have been passed down to me," sobbing "one from my father," loud wracking sobbing "and one from my mother." More sobbing. Right. Need to ignore the sobbing if I'm gonna get anything useful out of this. "Dad was cursed to do one dark, despicable deed and do no good. He thought he'd escaped it until he got my mother pregnant but then realized the pregnancy was the dark deed, passing on the curse. Soon after I was conceived, he died. My mother's clan was cursed to feel and project only joy. As you can see, I only received half of that curse. I can only project..." The weeping at this point took over again. 
 
   There was time to think over the matter. I'd need to research when both curses had been initiated, and that would mean travel. Probably some necromancy unless one of her ancestors on her father's side was a ghost. Then I looked up and saw people leaving, with seemingly amorous intent. These were mostly regulars by now, and every single one of them was leaving with someone other than their partner. One curse was working through the other, and fast! I secretly hoped my grandmother walked through the door at this point. All Furies were masters at both making and breaking curses.
 
   Luckily I had a basic counter curse handy, but I'd have to get her to my house. Soon. I muttered the words, took the top off the salt shaker, poured the salt into my hand, and blew it over the damsel in distress. She looked up at me, ready to throw the table at me, it seemed. Then I pointed to the crowd heading for the door. She must have realized what I was saying with that gesture as her face first turned white, then bright red again.
 
   "Come on. We'll work this out at my house. It might be the only place we can safely sort your problems out with a plan." I gestured to the rear exit and walked her out to my Ute.
 
   At least I had friendly brownies near my house, I thought to myself. Otherwise, the place would be a wreck.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   So, I get her back to my house with no trouble. The counter-curse should last at least the rest of the day, and I need two things - something for my headache and a shower. Now this is where I hit one of the first 'issues' with being such a mongrel. Human medicines? Not any way they'll help me. Some supes, sure. Weres for an example, they'll work, just not as long. Most human medicines are toxic to the Fae. Thankfully, I don't have their sensitivity to caffeine. Bleh. I like coffee, but give a pixie or a brownie coffee and they'll be bouncing off the walls, and not in a figurative way. I turn to my guest.
 
   "Can I get ya anything?" I asked as I rummaged around in the cupboard where I kept the alchemical concoctions that actually work for me. I always kept a small stock of painkillers. "Never got your name either."
 
   "A shower would be nice. My name is Fidelma" She said in an off-key sing-song voice. Her irritation at the salt was evident.
 
   "Your family didn't teach you the first thing 'bout magic, did they? It'll take time for that counter-curse to set, even though it's only designed to be temporary. You can shower once the salt's been on you for two hours." I went over to the stove and set its alarm for one hour fifty minutes.
 
   "So how did you get into the curse-breaking business? Furies in the family tree?" I turned, almost dropping the potion I'd taken out of the cupboard. Only one person outside of my family knew that. Sarge. And I knew he wouldn't tell anyone. You mention that there's a Fury colony in the area, BAD THINGS started to happen. Furies, and their relatives, the Succubi and Erinyes, were amongst the most dangerous things to hunt. You don't disturb beings that can put a generational curse on you with a wink if you're smart. Hunters usually weren't that smart, and some Furies had bounties in the tens of millions on each of their heads.
 
   People don't like being cursed, after all.
 
   "How the Hell did you come up with that? I don't mention that to anyone!" I shouted at her.
 
   She shrank back in fear, trying to curl up into a ball. "I d-d-don't know. It just... just came to me."
 
   "You mention that to anyone, anyone at all and I swear, I'll find a way to make your life more uncomfortable. Your case ain't one of the easy ones. If you'd come to me with three inherited curses, it would be far easier."
 
   "What do you mean?" confusion and panic on her face
 
   I sighed. She really was clueless. "The rule of three is a funny thing. With curses, if you've inherited three, just one needs to be broken to remove 'em all."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "And you have two of the nastiest curses I've ever seen. I'd kill for you to have a third, but just adding one to you won't help because they have to have been inherited. Capiche?"
 
   She nodded slowly. "I'm sorry. I didn't know about your family. It's understandable why you'd be so sensitive about your heritage, though. Not many people like Furies."
 
   I grunted. People only liked Furies when they wanted something from them. Someone cursed or some curse broke. Part of that was the fee, it was something either time consuming or precious to the person. Anything from a part of their soul to a family heirloom. The other part was that you could never tell when they would randomly curse someone. They could be quite testy.
 
   I was in better graces with my granny than usual right now. The Furies competed with the Rakshasa, and I'd taken down a Rakshasa noble last year. Revenge was a cut-throat business to be in.
 
   I grimaced internally. Well, she already knew my heritage, so no harm could come from taking her to Gran. Granny was powerful enough that no-one had dared put a bounty on her head. You really don't piss off one of the Three.
 
   I'd have to book an appointment, though. Kin or not. I sighed. Her assistant was cursed to orgasm on hearing a request that Gran would accept. He didn't view it as much of a curse, and it was a quick way of knowing you'd be put on the list, but it was rather disturbing. Of course, he'd gone to her wanting to curse a lover and ended up cursed himself.
 
   As I said, you need to be careful dealing with a Fury. In the irony of ironies, he'd ended up falling for my Gran. Hence he worked for her now. She liked his style and how he loved the curse she had placed on him. 
 
   I will never understand my family.
 
   Once they got together, his lover ended up being cursed. Every child she's had has been a different type of supernatural. Got hard to explain, but that was one curse I wasn't willing to try to break. Last I heard she had a water nymph, a werewolf, a lamia, a pixie and an imp. I'd helped her foster the imp. The others were her problem.
 
   I don't cross Gran either.
 
   Taking a deep, calming breath, I remembered the potion in my hand. I drank it and looked her in the eye. "Since you know anyways, I guess this is a case I can take to Gran. If you understand that if she is in a bad mood, you'll probably get a temporary curse. She's not as vindictive as her sisters at least. More of a planner."
 
   Desperation flowed from her voice "Anything. I can't keep causing pain to those around me. Even if just the first one is lifted... my father's curse... it would be such a relief."
 
   I nodded, went to the phone and dialed up Gran's office. When the other end picked up, I heard Dan's voice "Alecto's Curses and Conjuring, Dan speaking."
 
   "Hey Gramps, Does Nana have an appointment free or time to squeeze me in tomorrow?"
 
   I heard a groan of pleasure over the phone and a sigh. "I'll take that as a yes. When should I turn up with my client?" Dan wasn't a bad sort. If he knew I was bringing a client, then Gramps wouldn't ask me for breakfast. Gran had a penchant for poisons, and I preferred not to have my clients ill - or dead.
 
   "She has the whole day clear. With all the doom and gloom around the world, curses seem to be unfashionable. She's been considering cursing all the religious fanatics for funsies, as she put it. The fallout might be more than she expects and wants. We'll see. If she sees a way to blame the curse on someone else, I'm sure she'll do it. She's annoyed that someone already cursed the presidential election in the US this year. She cursed the federal election here in Oz first, though." He said cheerfully. "See you around ten?"
 
   "Okay, I'll see you then."
 
   "Be nice and bring her a gift, son. She's a bit down that her services aren't as popular as they used to be."
 
   "I have just the thing. See you tomorrow."
 
   The teeth from that Rakshasa were somewhere. I'd probably find them on the counter in the morning. Brownies were so helpful that way.
 
   "Well, we have the rest of today. Anything you want to do while your curses are suppressed?"
 
   Her eyes lit up "Can I use your kitchen? I haven't been able to cook since the curse took hold and I so enjoy it." The happiness on her face at the thought made her seem to glow.
 
   "Umm, sure. We might need to get supplies. How about you look through the pantries and figure out what we'll need. I need a shower. Oh and then I need to explain a couple of my personal... peculiarities." I said.
 
   Smiling and humming off key, she headed to the kitchen, and I headed for the shower.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   When I got out of the shower, wonderful odors were coming from the kitchen. It smelt like a cake and some sort of fruit pie. I had stewed apples a few days ago for an apple crumble, but I didn't know there were the makings of cake in my cupboards. 
 
   I walked into the kitchen to see a fresh apple pie and a pair of sponge cakes on the bench. Fidelma was walking around the kitchen singing 'By the Waters of Babylon' off key. She had flour and dough on her hands and over her red blouse, but the smile on her face lit up the room. It was one of those few times I'd felt my heart lighten. I'd done well here, even if only temporary.
 
   When Fidelma saw me, she let out a high-pitched squeak of joy and ran up to me, throwing her hands around me. "Thank you so much! This is the first time I have cooked for someone and not ruined it since I was fifteen." She covered my face in kisses, lifted me off my feet and spun me around. I mentioned she was a tall, broad-shouldered woman, right?
 
   There was something about it that felt good. Like everything might not hang on me. When she put me down, I moved towards the apple pie. She smacked my hands away. "That's for desert. Come on, you said we need to go shopping. May as well get that done so I can enjoy my shower." I nodded, grabbed a piece of paper and left a note for the Brownies. I couldn't stop them from cleaning, but I could ask them to find the teeth. 
 
   First, we stopped at her temporary residence. She was staying in one of the trailer parks and had chosen one of the rental trailers in a relatively secluded spot. Smart. If her curse was powerful, it still needed people to be near affect them. She could have become a hermit in the middle of nowhere. Except if it was a generational curse it would drive her to have at least one kid at some point.
 
   I was a little shocked at how much food she bought at the shops. I mean, Fidelma was a big girl, I'm not saying she couldn't eat as much as she wanted. But even given that, she'd bought a family of eight's food for at least a week. I'm not joking. 
 
   I said to her "You could feed a platoon of troops for more'n a day with all that."
 
   She grinned at him "I like to cook for others. I plan on taking as much advantage of that as I can. Besides, your freezer was empty. I figured I could keep cooking until it was filled with pre-prepared meals, so I wasn't a strain on you." She put one arm around my shoulder. She bent down and whispered softly in my ear. "I miss being able to be nice." 
 
   It sent a shiver down my spine. I wasn't used to being the subject of someone's attention before they had at least gotten their curse broken. That type of relationship tended to be short-lived, for good reason. After all, the people suddenly free of a curse needed to move on and rebuild.
 
   I couldn't read her intentions. I suspect because I preferred Imps as friends-with-benefits. All they wanted was some fun and some mischief. I was also completely unused to her extreme emotional displays. I mostly encountered one extreme emotion - despair. By the time that someone reached me they were hanging on to their sanity by their fingernails. Exposure to the supernatural wasn't kind to most humans. 
 
   Certain cultures coped better than others, Indians and native cultures the best, all the way down to Corporate management at the worst. Breaking a curse on a corporate bigwig had on more than one occasion shattered their sanity. They couldn't deal with something outside their 'Real World'. Of course, that world was further from the 'real world' than most people ever saw.
 
   I couldn't tell if she was affectionate, or just grateful. It kept my mind in a whirl as we drove back. Thoughts pummeled me. I'd only approached the quirky or the unloved before, as with my condition, it was very much a hit and miss affair. She was so far above my usual standards in every way. She was statuesque, graceful, and absolutely gorgeous. And she had not one, but two dangerous curses hanging over her. Not only that, I'd always had to chase before. This time, she seemed to be chasing me. That worried me.
 
   I was safer with Imps. At least there wasn't something innately dangerous about them. I mean their pranks could hurt someone, sure. They followed the philosophy of 'I get a papercut, it's a tragedy, you fall down a manhole and die... Best. Joke. Ever.' But they never set out to kill someone with their pranks. Hurt, sometimes yes. Kill, never.
 
   I tried hard to focus on being safer thinking of Imps as potential romantic partners. Really, really hard.
 
   I needed to get my head on straight. I was a professional, not some yahoo. Glancing out the corner of my eye at her, I saw the probable futility of that thought. She flashed a stunning smile at me, her cheerfulness infectious without her projecting it. Yeah, keeping my head screwed on might not be happening.
 
   I brought the shopping into the house while she headed for the shower after I checked the time. The thought trickled through my head that with how she was raised, the second curse, she hadn't had to hide her emotions. Ever. They wouldn't affect her family, who were permanently joyous. Anyone she met would feel joy no matter what her emotions were.
 
   I'd finally found someone with a worse life than mine. I'd expected to feel exultant when I discovered that. Instead, I felt guilt and a fair dollop of sorrow and shame. There was nothing to exalt. Since she'd been fifteen, from what she'd said, the curse had gone active. It had probably screwed up everything she'd tried to do. She hadn't deserved what her life was, any more than I had. I was, even in my own eyes, an arsehole. 
 
   Bugger.
 
   Then she walked out of the shower, naked as the day she was born.
 
   "Where's my suitcase?" she asked, quite reasonably.
 
   I could feel myself blushing, but was unsure of whether it would show. It wasn't like I checked my face every morning, and I hadn't checked it today. I saw her blush reach from her impressive rack all the way to the tips of her ears. I could also feel my nether part standing firmly at attention.
 
   "S-s-sorry, I'll get it right away. I'm so sorry. I should have thought of that. Sorry." I stuttered and gibbered. 'Great,' I heard a voice at the back of my mind say, 'Real suave there, she's sure to be impressed.' Its sarcasm was impressive. I managed to hide the wince from the world at large.
 
   When I walked back into the house, she was still standing there naked, but this time had a subtle smile on her face. 
 
   "If you are interested, we could adjourn to one of the beds. It's been a while since I was with someone for anything other than my needs. I think I'd enjoy it."
 
   That was when she hit my wall. No way would I sleep with a woman who hadn't seen me after at least three wake ups. 
 
   I shook my head gently and said, not without regret. "I have my own... complications, remember? This tattoo is the only constant in my form." I showed her the Thylacine, mouth agape on the back of my left hand. "Take this as best you can. If we never make it to a horizontal samba, this will be one of the great regrets of my life, but I won't sleep with a lass who hasn't seen me after three different wake-ups. You need to know what happens to me overnight before I'll do that." 
 
   There were regrets when I saw her start to pout. Plenty of 'em. And reasons to relent, both for her good and mine. But I stuck to my guns on this point. You cross a line once, and it's hard to cross back. Or not cross it again with someone else. Impossible most of the time.
 
   Whatever. 
 
   "Please get dressed." I said through gritted teeth "I really don't want to break a personal rule, and it's getting harder not to by the second." 
 
   "Okay. I'll try to make it up to you in a few days." She said seductively in my ear. My determination almost broke then and there. She blew me a kiss from the guest room door as she walked through it. Damn. This girl had absolutely no off button on her emotions. And they seemed to bounce from one to the next so damn fast.
 
   I sat in the lounge room trying to gather my thoughts when she walked back in. In a sundress, that wasn't very modest. With. No. Bra. Her nipples were clearly imprinted on the fabric. I did my best to be nonchalant about it.
 
   I realized I should have set another line. A long time ago. One in my head that separated 'client' from 'woman.' Something tickled at the back of my mind. It was trying to tell me something, but I couldn't concentrate enough to figure it out. She was quickly busying herself sorting the shopping. Humming something to herself.
 
   When she was about half-way through unpacking, there was a shriek, and she stomped up to me holding something.
 
   "What are these?" She said, a mix of curiosity and disgust in her voice, holding the Rakshasa teeth. 
 
   "A present for Gran. She'll love 'em. Furies are into trophies from enemies. Those are bona fide Rakshasa noble's teeth. Took 'em from one that was trying to force a little girl to kill and eat her brothers so he could transform her into an appropriate bride."
 
   I held out my hand "Ick. Yuck. Just take them" she said with somewhat amused disgust in her voice. At least she wasn't completely oblivious to what the nastier creatures out there were like. She rushed to the kitchen to wash her hands in the sink.
 
   Yes, certain Supernaturals can change humans. Children at least. Sometimes a pregnant woman and the child. It's usually an unpleasant process, but part of the magic makes them feel it is perfectly right to have done what was necessary for the change once it's over. They probably accounted for less than a quarter of missing kids, considering all of those that were gone because of child use and abuse. Humans are the only creatures that are knowingly abusive arsewipe wank rags to their own young. Except maybe chimps. I never bothered researching that. What would the point be? I see enough crap in my life.
 
   Other times a human can be changed by contract if their nature is close enough to that of the supes. That accounts for about a third of Furies, and all male Furies. To be born a Fury was to be born female. 
 
   I'll let you think of how many types of supernatural that do this. I will say that Imps can't, but they may work with someone who tickles their fancy. Or they may prank them. They're a quirky bunch.
 
   I spent the rest of the afternoon chatting with Fidelma. She asked me about the different supes out there, although I don't remember her asking about any fae. The smells coming from the oven and stove were amazing. Watching her bustle around the kitchen, with such verve and happiness was intoxicating.
 
   I tried to help several times, but she kept refusing it. I'd relaxed after she handed me the teeth. That must have been what had been worrying me. Dinner was fantastic. As I headed to the bedrooms at the back of the house, I wished her a good night. All this talking, socializing, and... other excitement had exhausted me. I took my boots off and lay my head down. I needed a good night's sleep before matching wits with my Grandmother.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   I woke up early and decided I'd better look in the mirror. If my visage was truly terrifying, I could always try and catch another forty winks. Or not. If she regarded me with affection, it might be best to show her how bad it could be.
 
   Yeah, you know how some women worry about bad hair days? I worry about horrific face days. I think I have it a little bit worse, don't you?
 
   It was a bit on the terrifying side. One eye was a cloudy white, there were a dozen scars through a thick black beard. The scalp was scarred and bald. Heck, today's face looked like a blacksmith had tested the sharpness of his new knives and daggers on the entire head for a couple of years. Still, It wasn't like the burn victim's faces I'd had for two days last year. That had been actually uncomfortable on top of looking... disturbing. After a couple of hours, I'd taken a nap for a new face, both times. Some faces I just can't deal with.
 
   I rummaged through my chest of drawers for a pair of undies that fit. I heard a knock on the door and yelled out "Just a tic." I was fairly beefy today, and taller. About Fidelma's height actually. I went to the door, opened it slightly and showed the back of my left hand. 
 
   "I get it. You don't have any clothes on. You saw me naked yesterday so turnabout's fair play, right?" The irritation in her voice didn't speak volumes. Instead, there were libraries of irritation resounding in her tone. I'd not yet convinced a woman before she woke up the next day about the changes. I opened the door, and there was a startled shriek and a very professional punch to my solar plexus. This resulted in me collapsing to a knee, gasping for breath in surprise. This was new. I'd never had a guest attack me before.
 
   Run screaming from the house. Check.
 
   Lock themselves in the guest room and call the police. Check. 
 
   Those were easily solved. Sarge or the SSC were the only police that called in at my house. They rarely bothered checking for the ones that ran screaming.
 
   Slap me and accuse me of hiding my real visage behind an illusion. Check. That one was a real shame too. She'd been quite a flexible elf. We could have had good times.
 
   Punch me, take my legs out from under me and put me in a creditable headlock? That was new.
 
   "I don't want to hurt you Fidelma. I showed you the tat last night." I croaked at her. I held it in front of her eyes and slowly she released the pressure.
 
   "Thalias? That's really you?" Fidelma said "I heard something from in here. The sound I heard reminded me of a zipper slowly opening."
 
   I winced "Thal, please." I responded automatically. I paused then continued "No-one's ever told me there's a sound when I change before. I'm sorry it woke you. Now can I go to my clothes room and dress in appropriate clothes?"
 
   "Clothes room? This I have to see. And men complain about women having too many clothes."
 
   "I think that I might be the only person who can gain or lose ten or more inches from my waist overnight. I have a better excuse. I wouldn't be able to get my leg up to the knee into the pants I was wearing yesterday." 
 
   She looked at it and stroked it up to the leg. I kept my mind on pissing off my Gran. That was like a bathtub of ice. "Not even gonna tempt me. I don't piss off my Grandma. Ever."
 
   She looked at me and nodded. "I can understand that. I wasn't thinking I guess."
 
   I glanced into her room and did a double take. Damned brownies must have changed it to what they thought she'd like. There was frilly and pink everywhere. I shuddered slightly, then became a little thoughtful. It didn't look too bad with Fidelma in the doorway in a skimpy nightgown, the sun rising behind through the window behind her. I sure hoped they had stolen little to make it comfortable for her. When brownies liked someone, they could go overboard. I think my mother had sent me the sheets and quilt. The rest I didn't remember owning.
 
   I shook it off and walked into my clothes room and grabbed the measuring tape off the back of the door. Quickly measuring my chest and waist, I went to the appropriate wardrobe and grabbed out clothes. I'd gotten a solid twelve hours, so I should be good for three days. I had a companion who could go to the nearest op-shop if it took longer and find something that fit at least. 
 
   I'd given up matching my attire when traveling a long time ago. There was usually a priest or hunter willing to help me out if I had nothing I could wear. I had four different sizes of leather coat that covered a multitude of sins. My clothes luggage was bigger on the inside than the outside, a gift from a family of pixies, but I couldn't account for every body shape I might become.
 
   I grabbed the appropriate coat off the wall and, looking at the shocked expression on Fidelma's face said "You need to get dressed and pack. I'll call in our breakfast to the roadhouse that's on the route. We have to get moving."
 
   She nodded numbly and hurried to her room. That was closer to a 'good' reaction to my changes than I'd had in a long time, I thought.
 
   Ten minutes later we were on the road to the Fury colony. At least it would indicate where her curses came from. If it weren't a Fury curse, it wouldn't work there.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 
 
   As we drove into the colony, I kept an eye on the humans we passed. Fidelma had toned down her projective empathy, but it was still having an effect. The people we passed shied away from the car and kept their faces averted. So the curse making her project joy wasn't from a Fury. That was good to know. Fidelma was practically shaking like a leaf from her anxiety, so I knew what I was looking for.
 
   I parked next to Gran's shop. It was a forbidding-looking place. She was a fan of tradition. People looking for curses didn't want gaudy, cheerful and bright. They wanted Gothic and foreboding. The concentric circles of ash, starting thin and radiating out to thicker rings were new. A nice touch I had to admit, sure added to the ambiance.
 
   "Now, don't drink or eat anything unless I do first. Gran won't be offended. She knows that I know she enjoys poisoning her guests..." When I opened the door, I was shocked to silence with the acrid bite of the air. That was a little intense. And strange. Although part of the smell was wood ash, I couldn't recognize most of it. I guess I'd tell her to tone that part down a bit. It might be part of her trouble with business. Word got around about things like that.
 
   I looked over to check that Fidelma was following. She was and coughed slightly at the ash. I dashed to her side and rushed her to the door. Damn. Grandma was getting creative. There must be elf-bane smoke in the air. Not much else could cause an elf or a half-elf to cough. Breathing too much of it would make her vomit and, eventually, put her in a coma. The bell tinkled as we entered the fresh air of the office. 
 
   "Dan, did Nana have another vision? Or did an elf really piss her off?" I yelled into the shop.
 
   "The latter, me lad, the latter. I was off at my weekly golf game, and she won't tell me the details. The bill for the elf bane was... impressive. Not that your Grandma doesn't have the money. She just rarely splashes it around like that," he said. He wasn't in any pain. Maybe it was the case of another rare person immune to projective empathy. It's not so common an ability that people normally encounter it.
 
   "Well, my client's a half-elf. Get me some of the ariathela," I growled.
 
   "That'll be one hundred and ten dollars, m'boy." He answered in his businessman's voice. I'd hoped for some family generosity, but no such luck today.
 
   "Yeah, yeah. Take it off my credit here. I know I still have a couple of thousand for the last time I hunted down herbs for you and Glenda." Glenda was the shop's senior alchemist. "Gran's in her office?"
 
   "Yes, son. I hope you brought her a gift. She woke up a little testy this morning. More likely to curse than to break a curse."
 
   "Thanks for the warning. I brought Grandma Rakshasa teeth."
 
   Dan whistled. "Okay lad, You probably just made her month. Forget about the charge for the ariathela. This will make my life much easier for a while." 
 
   I grinned at him. He did have a heart, even if sometimes his original profession took over. "I'll take it on the way out. We'll have to walk through the Elf-bane again."
 
   Fidelma paused and looked at me. "Your Grandmother burnt Elf-bane out the front of the shop? I thought that stuff was on the restricted list."
 
   I rolled my eyes at her "Yes, it is. But most hunters can get it, And really, who's gonna tell the Fury Alecto she can't have something she wants, hmmm?"
 
   Fidelma shook her head in mild, for her, disbelief.
 
   We walked toward the spiral staircase. Gran would see people with mobility issues in the sun room. Her office was where she preferred to work. Four stories up, and I knocked on the door.
 
   "Come in Thalias." This wasn't a good sign. She knew how much I hated my first name in full and was usually sensitive about it. I opened the door. My Grandmother looked, at first glance, like a middle-aged woman with gray hair. Until you noticed two things. Her skin was as smooth as a teenager's, and her hair glistened. It wasn't exactly gray because it held a metallic glisten in it. For one of the more fearsome beings that still regularly interacted humans, her looks weren't all that imposing until you saw the wicked twinkle in her eyes.
 
   I tossed up how to play it. Yeah, the best way was gonna be tell her the business and then give her the gift.
 
   "Gran, I got a double cursed here I thought you could look at. The first one is not a Fury curse, the other seems to be. Just looking for a bit of help," I started.
 
   I hadn't realized how bad a mood she was in. Things went downhill fast.
 
   "I can't believe you are my flesh and blood Thalias. When you come here, it is always to ask me to undo the work for which Furies were made." 
 
   I snuck my hand into my pocket, grabbed the teeth into my hand and walked up to the desk.
 
   "Now Nana, that's not fair, and you know it. You also know I rarely bring a client with me. Usually, I bring a blood sample. That's how bad this curse is. Besides, I do favors for you and the shop."
 
   "But you've never accepted all of your heritage, boy. I've not felt the tingle of you cursing someone, or even another supernatural. Not once. Nothing like..." I knew this tirade, but when she paused, I was really surprised. She usually ended with 'cousins.' Aha. I had her.
 
   "Oh, so another cousin has decided to leave the family business? Is that what your problem is?"
 
   Her eyes flashed. I knew this was dangerous ground, but I needed to know. Then I saw a tear trickle down her cheek. 
 
   This was my Gran, my Nana. She was hard as stone and would harm someone for looking at her funny if she was in a bad mood. Yet she was crying. Yeah, I know a single tear doesn't sound like much, but for my Grandma, it was more... care than I'd ever seen her show. It was more emotion about something than she'd ever shown me.
 
   I left the Rakshasa teeth on the desk and quickly moved around it. Something had hurt my Gran, and it lit a fire of anger in my heart. I was furious, and I'd never expected to feel that. I hugged her for the first time since I'd been a thirteen. 
 
   "What happened Nan? Tell me, and I'll do my best to fix it." Yeah, I'm an arsehole, but this was family. You look after your family.
 
   "Your cousin, Isolde. She swore off the curses and the curse magic. Some scoundrels assaulted her, broke one of her wings. She got away but refused to let me curse them. Her life had been in danger, and she would not curse them." She keened softly, sadly. "What good is all the power in the universe if I can't use it to defend and avenge my own flesh and blood."
 
   Wow. I mean I thought the end of the world would happen before I found out that Gran cared about more than the competition between the various groups that cursed others. Yet here she was crying over an injured grandkid. I was almost touched.
 
   I racked my brain. Isolde, Isolde. Ah. I remembered a shy, gentle six-year-old from the last family gathering mum had dragged me to. In all honesty, I had thought her a half Erinyes. Maybe even half-Erinyes, half Angel. She had none of the usual venom about her that Furies have. 
 
   Oh, right, you're probably wondering what the difference is. The Succubi and Erinyes are offshoots of the Furies. One group gained Grace, the other got Damnation. They can still curse, but they mostly give heaven's reward or hell's punishment to appropriate people.
 
   Yes, you pervert, through sex.
 
   "I'll tell you what Gran. You help me with this client or not, I'll look little Issy up and try and convince her to train in self-defense with me at least. I won't make her, but I'll at least give her the option." That was bullshit. I would make her. If a hunter wasn't carefully prepared when he killed a Fury his life just became a living hell. None of 'em could stop giving off a Death Curse when they died. She didn't want to curse? I could understand that. But to really fulfill that wish she needed to be able to defend herself.
 
   She looked up at me and said "You'd really do that? I thought you wanted nothing to do with us." Typical Grandma. There were three reasons I kept my distance.
 
   "It's not that Gran. It's that I've got enemies of my own. I don't want you guys to have to move because of a fuck up on my part, okay? Hell, you're practically the only relatives I have that will talk to me without wanting something." I said, voice gentle again. The other major reason was that all of them gave me such disappointed looks when I visited because I hadn't cursed anyone.
 
   "I must come visit you some time then."
 
   "My rules still stand." No curses, no poison, and fold the damned wings.
 
   "Of course." There was a glint in her eyes. Damn. She had something in mind that didn't, quite, cross the line.
 
   Oh well. Maybe it was the time I at least tried to get to know her better. She'd shown me a part of herself I'd never expected, so perhaps I'd misjudged her as much as she'd misjudged me.
 
   Then she gasped and, with a hint of greed in her voice said "Are those for me? Rakshasa teeth? You shouldn't have. They're perfect!" she said, picking them up and handling them. "You are helping the family business after all." She looked at me with a mischievous smile on her face. Then she went over to the hot water urn and made a fresh pot of tea. Maybe I hadn't misjudged her that much.
 
   "So this is the person who is cursed is it?" She said, pouring the tea into three mugs. That was when I took one up and tasted it. Ordinary tea, this time. "Sit, sit, both of you." She lifted her own mug and drank, and I nodded to Fidelma, who sat and drank the tea. I sat down, but Gran stayed standing. She walked around Fidelma, humming a soft, minor-scale song. It was one way to cast spells, but one I never got the knack of.
 
   "Well, you have a bit of a pickle, don't you? Two curses, a blessing and the nastiest has hijacked the other two. All inherited. I'll see what I can do, but there's something about that curse..." She paused and got some tools out. Salt, a horseshoe, a small hammer, a knife, a black gemstone to collect this curse and three candles as a focus.
 
   She placed the gem at Fidelma's feet and made a salt circle around her chair. Then she put the candles around the circle and lit them, chanting in what sounded like Greek. I tried to follow it, but couldn't understand the dialect. Sitting there for about ten minutes while nothing much happened, I was beginning to get bored when a black mist started seeping from Fidelma's body and going into the gem. Once it stopped leaving her body, Gran hit the horseshoe with the hammer. Three things happened. The horseshoe broke, the gem shattered, and the mist reformed and returned to Fidelma's body.
 
   Motherfucker. I'd never seen Gran fail to lift a Fury's curse. Looking at Gran, she had a disgusted frown on her face.
 
   "I hate it when they are all powerful and mixed like that. I thought something was odd about the curse that hijacked the others. It's close to a Fury's curse, you were right there, but it's got some Grace adding to it."
 
   I closed my eyes and counted slowly to ten. Then to twenty. No, I just couldn't hold it in. "What fucking right do those holier than thou arseholes have to put a craptacular GENERATIONAL curse on a family! They were supposed to have ended and been broken a millennium ago, by Treaty. Those hypocritical, deceptive, manipulative, lying, brown nosing, little foreskins. Cursing innocent child after innocent child for who knows how long."
 
   Fidelma's eyes widened. Gran Alecto turned to her and said wistfully "If only he'd put that passion into cursing someone. The creativity and passion when he gets riled are fantastic."
 
   "Err... You guys know what that means, but I don't." Fidelma said.
 
   "It means that an Angel of Reward cursed your ancestor. And he's right. They broke the treaty in making the curse generational. Even generational blessings are considered a bit much these days. Both Demons and Angels agreed that the sins of the Father shouldn't be passed down to the child. It was making it too easy for Devils to influence too many people. So both Succubi and Erinyes were banned from anything stronger than a lifelong curse unless it was their Death Curse." Gran Alecto explained.
 
   "That is NO death curse, Gran. You know that as well as I do!" I looked at her, challengingly.
 
   "No, it's not. If it were, the mist would have taken the form of an Erinyes and returned to her." She pointed her finger at Fidelma as she spoke. Then she looked down regretfully at the broken gem. At least she wasn't mad at me.
 
   "I'll get weregild out of the church after I break this one, Gran." I grated. "Or I'll hunt down their precious Heavenly leg openers one by one. Harder to recruit 'heroes' if some of the rewards disappear."
 
   "Well, at least you have an excellent sense of Vengeance. I thought my blood must have been too watered down. But you must capture the angel alive to break the curse. Remember that." She rummaged around in her desk for a form I'd never seen before. She sat down, got out a fountain pen, and wrote a missive, blotting each line as she wrote. Then she took out a nib on a stick, slammed it into the back of her non-writing hand. She signed the form in blood. Not that unusual in the supernatural world.
 
   Fidelma gasped. I looked at her and said "Signed in blood is taken literally for some contracts. If I ever marry, for instance, I'll have to sign in blood. Otherwise, it won't be considered serious." 
 
   Gran Alecto folded it up and put it in an envelope, then thinking again, scribbled a note on a scrap of paper. She stood up and walked up to me. I stood and was shocked when she grabbed me and gave me a strong hug. "I'm so proud of you. Not only have you shown me that family matters to you, but you've shown great creativity and a well-developed sense of vengeance. I have hope one day you might make me happy." That was as close to praise as I'd likely get from her.
 
   I looked at the note and saw it had an address written on it. "When you're done, take that letter to the nearest Catholic Archbishop. He'll put you in contact with the appropriate person, or if he doesn't, you can hunt down those failures and have MY Vengeance as your shield."
 
   That was a fascinating offer. Gran felt personally affronted by this. With her vengeance as my shield, even an Erinyes death curse wouldn't affect me. Damn.
 
   I put the envelope in my leather coat and kept the note in my hand. It was Issy's address. "I'll stop by Isolde's house before I leave town, Gran. Hopefully, she comes with me." She'd go with me if I had to drag her kicking and screaming. "Maybe she'll see a way to re-direct her talents. She'd make a decent Curse-Breaker with the right training, and it'll keep her safe."
 
   Gran scowled at that but then slowly nodded her head. Then nodded it more vigorously. "Yes." A smile crossed her face. I didn't like the smile, but let it go. I was on better terms with her than I'd ever been. I didn't want to spoil that.
 
   I don't often really want to know what Gran's thinking. Although maybe I should.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   When we pulled up to Isolde's house. I knew she was home, since on my way out Dan had mentioned it. 
 
   Fidelma had started gasping in breaths shortly before we pulled up. First stage Elf-bane poisoning. I made sure we were well clear before I pulled over, so I double-checked by opening the door and sniffing.
 
   No smoke. No elf-bane.
 
   "Drink this," I said to Fidelma as I handed her the ariathela "It's a counter-agent to elf-bane. Anyone purchasing elf-bane has to buy at least four doses of this. The local elves somehow got that law passed, and as long as a law doesn't inconvenience her, Gran complies." I paused, considering. "You should stay in the car. Issy seemed nice but sweet and very timid as a child. I'm gonna be a bad enough shock, but she always liked the tat so I have a chance." 
 
   I took off my coat, and thinking about it, my shirt. If I had to change, the jeans were the easier to get the tiger form out of. When I went straight to my animal form, clothes didn't shred like in all those books. They do for some, though, so I shouldn't criticize.
 
   Issy had never been scared of my tiger form. She'd love petting it and playing chase games.
 
   I walked up to the front door and knocked. There was no answer. So I knocked again. Still no response.
 
   "Isolde, I know you're there. It's your cousin, Thal. Come on, open the door. I'm not going away until we talk. Come on. I'm not here to lecture you."
 
   "Go 'way" a quiet answer came from the door. "I don't believe you. Thal never visits town."
 
   "Okay, baby cuz, tell you what. I'll prove it to you. In about a minute I won't be able to talk to you for about half an hour. But you'll hear me scratching on the door." 
 
   I decided to take the pants off anyways. And the underwear. I folded them neatly, placed them on the doorstep, and changed. Then I scratched at the door. After about four minutes, when I was about to look for another way in, the door cracked open. Her young face poked through, puffy from crying. Her broken wing was still hanging loose. I winced. That should have been set, but either Isolde was stubborn about it like only the truly shy could be, or Gran had forbidden it. Either way, that was one thing I was gonna fix as soon as I changed back. 
 
   Then I thought about it a bit more. Okay, we weren't kid cousins playing together anymore. I'd change, get dressed, then st the broken wing.
 
   I nuzzled her cheek and got a sobbing laugh out of her. The ute door opened then closed. Then I heard a thump, some cursing, followed by the door opening and shutting again. I figured that Isolde was such a sight that Fidelma's heart had melted, and she'd gone to come over and help her. Gran's attempt at dispelling the curse would have brought it back full force.
 
   That was a real nasty curse.
 
   I kept nuzzling and licking Isolde's face until I got a laughing giggle out of her. Then I yawned, stretching my jaw to its full 120 degrees open state and nudged it open. There was a couch in the front room so I got on my hind legs, and 'roo hopped over to it. The giggle continued, and she padded over on bare feet to the couch and cuddled up to me. For about the next twenty minutes I snuggled into her hugs, remembering some of the few happy memories of my childhood.
 
   She'd been the only one who took my age at face value. From when she was six she'd been told by my mum that I was eleven and had just nodded and accepted it. And played with me and treated me as an eleven-year-old, something even my parents had difficulty doing. One reason I'd left home when I was sixteen had been them treating me like I should move out. Like I was old enough to and had been for years. I hadn't really been but it seemed easier on everyone if I just left. 
 
   Skills and intelligence-wise? Sure. 
 
   Size and looks? Yup.
 
   Emotionally? Hell no. 
 
   It was one reason I kept far from my family. Seeing my cousin like this, remembering the good times we'd shared, made me regret all of the time we had missed. Maybe if I'd have been around more often, I could have prevented this whole mess. Then again maybe not. I could and would help her now, even if she didn't want it. I was now happy I'd gotten the dual cab ute. It made it tight for my equipment in the utility's bed sometimes, but I'd be able to take her with us and show her that some of her abilities could be good.
 
   I could feel the slight tingles that meant I'd be able to change again soon. Leaving my clothes on when changing forms was possible, but a pain. If the only reason to do so was 'modesty' I avoided it. Once you figured out how to change while dressed, the garments somehow got folded into your alternative form. You could tell that they were there because they interfered with how you felt things against your skin, just like clothes do when you wear them in human form. 
 
   They also interfere with half the fun of changing forms, okay? If I need to explain it more, I guess you just don't get it.
 
   So I walked up to my pants, grabbed them in my jaws and went into the bathroom. When I walked out, I had pants and was... well as myself as I ever am.
 
   "I'm glad I didn't open the door to that face," Isolde whispered, averting her eyes.
 
   "Hey, baby cuz, it's still me. I might be a little harder-hearted than you 'member but I'm still the 'Taz' you chased around 'til we both dropped. There's always space in my life for you. But I'm gonna ask my client to come in before we do anything else and have you put the basic counter-curse on her, 'kay?" 
 
   She scowled and looked at the ground. "You're trying to drag me into cursing and such. Just like Gran. Just like Mum and Dad and all the aunts and uncles. Even most of the other cousins. I'd hoped you wouldn't." I could almost hear the sobs coming forth.
 
   "Now why would I do that when I still ain't cursed anyone? Hum? Look at me cuz, you'll know I'm telling the truth."
 
   She raised her head and looked at me. Then she grabbed my wrist and bit the hand. Fuck that hurt.
 
   "What was that for?"
 
   "I haven't cursed anyone. I need to taste your blood to tell what you are asking," she said and then licked the small amount of blood her bite had drawn and closed her eyes. I shuddered. I'd always been able to tell. From the age of five at least. And it was more than a little disturbing for my cousin (my baby cousin) to do something that, in some circles, was an overtly sexual act.
 
   "I was never told that," I muttered.
 
   She was out of it for a while, deep in the trance that divination, rather than magical sight, required. I went to the car and pulled the things I needed from one of the lock boxes. Grabbing one of my pain potions before remembering that all winged supes, whatever the type, felt pain from the wings no matter you tried, I put it back and grabbed one of the healing poultices. This one would kill a normal human on contact. Also a Were or a Vamp, for that matter, 'cause the major component was Were blood.
 
   Cuz Issy wasn't a human. I frowned, but Fidelma might be human enough.
 
   "Fidelma, why don't ya go in and sit on one of the couches. I'm gonna try to fix Isolde's wing, but I can't guarantee some of the stuff I use won't hurt you if you touch it okay? She'll do the counter-curse on you," I hope, "so it should be safe to travel again afterward. Oh and she's a bit shy, so try and be gentle with her." I said.
 
   "Okay," Fidelma said. She sounded down. I really hoped we could solve the curse quickly. Then I realized that she seemed more down than that and remembered yesterday.
 
   I looked at her. "Fidelma, this is my baby cousin. She's in most of my very few happy memories from my childhood. I'd die for her, sure, but she's family, the only good family I have. I need to help her if I can, but I think of her as a sister."
 
   Fidelma gave me a searching look and a wan smile. "It's just you're the only good thing that's happened in my life in a decade. I don't know where we are heading, but I don't want to miss the journey."
 
   "Go on. I really don't want you around this stuff. It's... not good for humans. I'm not a hundred percent sure it will help Isolde, but I have to try." I sighed. "You had many joyful memories, growing up, I'm sure. With who you lived around they probably seem commonplace. I didn't grow up that way."
 
   Fidelma's wan smile was replaced by a thoughtful look as she headed to the house.
 
   Collecting an impressive group of poultices, leak-proof bandages, plaster bandages, distilled water and splints, I headed to the house. I'd set bones before, just never wing bones. I was a little nervous but forged ahead and laid everything out carefully. Isolde was still in the trance. I waited patiently as did Fidelma. At least she understood trances well enough to know you didn't interrupt someone while they were in one.
 
   So we waited. I kept thinking about how, even if Issy didn't want me to, I would beat the shit out of whoever attacked her. She hadn't deserved this. It would be understandable if she'd cursed someone who hadn't deserved it outside of a contract, maybe. But she hadn't cursed anyone. Ever.
 
   Fuckers.
 
   Isolde broke out of her trance about half an hour later. She shook herself and looked at me with wide eyes. "Why? Why did you become this, this hunter of things like yourself? I know you didn't curse anyone, but you've become a killer. The things I saw that you've done..." 
 
   "Are easy to do if it means survival. I now try to help people who need it. I really..."
 
   She looked like she was going to slap me. I could feel the uncertainty coming from her. Shit. I'd hoped that Fidelma's transmitting of joy would have made this easier. That over curse was not a nice thing... although it might have, accidentally, made Isolde immune to projective empathy. That would probably, on balance, be useful. Or she was naturally immune to it, but that seemed unlikely. Gran had protections against that kind of effect. I scratched my head thinking back on the morning activities. Dan should have been affected, though. A puzzle for another day.
 
   Besides, I really wasn't the same person who Issy remembered. "How could you do those things? Some of those you killed weren't evil, they were youngsters. They were just acting within their nature."
 
   "Like the adolescent Yowies? That's an easy one. In nature, without human farming around, fewer Yowies would reach adulthood than do now. If I didn't hunt them, they'd strip the countryside bare within a decade, including of humans. And then they'd either have to eat each other or their own young causing a population crash that might even lead to extinction. Especially if they wiped out key native species in their food supply."
 
   She frowned at me then said, "And you charge so much because?"
 
   "The one thing I always agreed with Gran on. If you're good at something, charge for it. Most people can go to the church or the Yahoos and get the job done cheaper. Just not as thoroughly or precisely."
 
   I continued "Besides, you agreed you'd put a counter-curse on my client if I hadn't cursed anyone. Go on. Then we'll talk more."
 
   She muttered something under her breath as she went over to Fidelma. "May I please complete the bargain with my cousin?" She asked Fidelma
 
   Fidelma nodded her head. Isolde went over to her cupboard and took out a small jar of something, grabbed a pinch and walked back over to the chair. With a brief chant in Latin, she sprinkled it over Fidelma's head, her good wing at full extension. There was a moment of preternatural calm, and then I felt the hairs on the back of my neck go down. I hadn't even noticed they had been raised.
 
   Fidelma's hand went up to brush the salt from her hair. Isolde's hand shot out to grab the wrist, and I shouted "Don't," nearly simultaneously. Fidelma froze. "I told you yesterday. It needs two hours to set. And I have no way to know how long Isolde's one will last. Mine lasted just under twenty-four hours, Isolde's less experienced - by a long shot - but I'm guessing she used purified sea salt rather than the table salt I had on hand yesterday. So it could be as effective or more so." 
 
   I was pumping my cousin's ego up a little here. My casting had broken when Gran had failed to remove the curse, as it re-established itself on Fidelma. I also needed Issy to come with us. Best we get started as soon as possible on training her. Yes, we. I figured Fidelma was good enough to start training her in self-defense. 
 
   "Now, first things first cuz. I need to set that wing and it's gonna hurt like hell. But it'll ache forever if it heals wrong. I guess it hurts now, even if you've told everyone it doesn't." There was fear in her eyes. "Come here and let me set and splint it cuz. I don't want you to suffer any more than you absolutely have to." As she sat there frozen, I silently pointed to the bandages and splints, I had already laid out. 
 
   "I'm even gonna put one o' my poultices on it and hope to hell and back it works on you. I doubt anyone knows - I've never heard of a Fury getting a broken wing before. Losing her wings, sure, on occasion. Sacrificing them and her memories for true love, once or twice. But getting 'em broke? Nope. We can do this the easy way or I can chase ya down if I 'ave ta, but it's gettin' done." I was still furious that someone had done this to her. Also that the other Furies hadn't even set it yet.
 
   She glared at me. She knew if I couldn't catch her as a human I'd just find her in my thylacine form and drag her back. Quietly, she asked, "Can I at least lie down in bed while you do it?" 
 
   "Whatever works for you, lass." I carefully gathered the equipment and followed her to her bedroom. Oh, at this point you're probably wondering how the wings work. They tend to phase through non-living matter unless it's been specifically prepared and vanilla humans can't see or touch 'em. supes can see them and some can touch them. The list of those that could was too long to narrow it down. Although they are visible and damageable when a supe is using their peculiar abilities (an angel calling on their Grace. A Fury in the process of cursing someone... wait.)
 
   "And stop playing the martyr because you almost cursed someone. I finally figured out how they damaged your wing. They interrupted you in the process of cursing them, and the pain broke your concentration."
 
   There was absolute silence for a moment, then her face poked through the doorway. Fidelma rose from the chair and followed me down the hall. I'd warned her what I was doing could be dangerous to her, if she chose to ignore that it was no skin off my nose. I'd regret it if something went wrong, but she was a big girl, capable of making her own decisions. 
 
   For the first time, I saw spirit in her eyes, with fire and anger behind them. "Don't you dare tell Gran! Or any of the others. Do you know how much shit they'd give me? Right now they think it had to be Rakshasa or another supernatural. But if they knew I'd almost broken down and cursed humans in self-defense, I'd never live it down." 
 
   "I might have a couple of quibbles on what you'll need to do for me before I agree to that. The first is let me set the damned wing, so go on. Lie flat on your face on the bed." I turned to Fidelma "And you have to wait at the door. If someone comes over and asks what the scream was about, feel free to tell them the truth about what's happening here. Don't tell them how I convinced her or what I just revealed. That stays among us three." I gave her a meaningful glare, and she hastily nodded, more fear on her face than was deserved I felt.
 
   Once Isolde was lying down on the bed, as relaxed as she could be, I walked over to the side with the broken wing. Grabbing both sides of the break and feeling for the edges. At least it was fairly clean. I braced myself and, as quickly as possible (there is no gentle way to set a bone) wrenching it back into place and holding it there until she stopped struggling. The scream she let out was horrendous. I was deafened by it. Fidelma moved to step forward, but when she saw me shaking my head firmly she stopped. I think she was trying to tell me something, but I'd never learned to read lips, so fuck if I know what she was trying to say. 
 
   Isolde was covered in sweat and cursing up a storm, I'd guess. I wish I could have heard it, but them's the breaks. Once she had stopped struggling, I shifted one hand to cover the break and held it there, then reached for the open bag with the poultice in it with the other. Blowing my ears to get the ringing to stop seemed to work as the reverb slowly subsided. I also learned something new. Wear ear protection when you set a sup's wing. I don't care how tough they are there's gonna be a lot of pain. Some Demons like that, but you'll still need the ear protection.
 
   I saw Fidelma cringe at something, so I went to thump my head, then remembered I had damp poultice still on my hands. I pointed at the sink in the bathroom across the hall. She looked behind herself and hustled to turn it on and get out of my way. I kept my hands under the water for about five minutes, washing them thoroughly. Once I was sure my hands wouldn't kill anyone, I left the room and was starting to hear loud things again. 
 
   Fidelma was shouting at someone at the front door. I recognized them. It was Uncle Ivan, Isolde's father. He could be a mean, arrogant, foolishly vindictive bastard, so I gently shifted her out of the way. He'd become a Fury by contract because my Aunt had liked his looks and his nature suited the type perfectly.
 
   "Ivan, fuck off. If you have a problem with me being here and helping my baby cousin, you can take it up with Granny Alecto. Since I got her permission, that's your choice. If you really loved your daughter, you would have set her wing, whether she wanted it or not. You wouldn't have left her like this." I said in an ice cold voice.
 
   I'd never liked Ivan. He called me a freak who should be put down, several times when I was younger. Often enough to my face. Saying I despised the man was going into British understatement territory.
 
   His face went white, and he started to curse me, his wings transitioning from shadowy to solid, so I kicked him in the balls and spat on him.
 
   "Get the fuck outta my sight before I break your wing." Ivan got to his feet uncomfortably, looking nervous. That might be a threat I couldn't carry out, but he didn't know either way. To be honest neither did I, but that wasn't what was showing on my face.
 
   In gasping yells, I heard him say "If any harm... comes to... my girl... I'll come for you... you little prick" Since he was the one being a prick I walked up to him and kneed him in the balls. It might have been overkill, but I didn't care. I knew if Gran didn't like it, Dan would convince her to let it go. Gramps couldn't stand Ivan.
 
   There was a crowd standing in a circle around Ivan and me by now. Mostly made up of neighbors and people who lived along the street but a few Furies that had been flying nearby and had landed at the sound of Issy's screams. Many of them had neutral faces, with a couple of frowns and scowls, but there were more smiles scattered around the crowd. 
 
   As Ivan was getting to his feet, I glared at him. "If you want to threaten me more, I have plenty of time to teach you to respect me, you slime that slid down your mother's leg after your brother was born... Come and get your arse kicked any time. I won't take shit from an...y...one." With the drawn out last word, I shifted my glare to cover the entire crowd. "Y'all got that?" There were plenty of nods from around the crowd, and it dispersed. Ivan got up and roared. Charging at me and throwing a haymaker. I'd had enough of this guy. I blocked the blow, put both my hands on his shoulders, and kneed him in the balls again, harder. There was a whispered groan from his mouth, and he collapsed to the ground.
 
   I stepped back from him, tempted to kick him in the head. I looked up to see my aunt standing there with her head cocked sideways. I took a deep breath and stepped back, nodding to her. My aunt waved at a couple of the humans who had stuck around forward, and they dragged the barely-conscious Ivan away.
 
   Elizabita was okay. She had horrible taste in men but was more into curses for justified reasons than most Furies. Of all the ones I'd met she came closest to how I saw them fitting into the world. For that, she had my respect. 
 
   She walked up and hugged me saying "Please look after my daughter. I'm asking you as family. I want her to know that she is loved. We should have done better by you, I know. Please do better by her."
 
   I looked at her, raising an eyebrow "You're not pissed at what I did to Ivan?"
 
   She snorted, saying "I love the man, but I'm not blind to his faults. He's a bombastic bully. You standing up to him will do him some good. Now go and make sure my daughter is okay, you ox. I do like your body today... it must have made dealing with Ivan easier." She finished with a grin.
 
   She was right about that.
 
   I walked back to the house, passing Fidelma, and heard the shower come on. I double checked that it was Fidelma at the door. It was. 
 
   "Your cousin wanted to wash the 'gunk' off her wing. If you hadn't been deafened, you would have been able to hear the horrible sound of her bones knitting. The poultice worked, but I wasn't gonna touch it after your warnings. So..."
 
   I looked at her, nodded and said. "Find her suitcase and pack stuff for her in it. Start with the basics and go from there. We're leaving before her father can come back. Reckon he'll be out for at least an hour. If I'd hit a human as hard as I kneed him the second time, the poor sod's balls would be embedded in his lungs." That wasn't a metaphor. That had been done by me... once. That was how the SSC had found me and made me a consultant, but only after a period of resistance and a few weeks in 'Heaven and Hell.'
 
   Hearing the shower turn off after a couple of minutes, I yelled, "Longer," through the door. Isolde turned the shower back on as I rummaged through her kitchen to make sandwiches for the road. I heard some fumbling in the bedroom, so Fidelma was following my request. There was plenty food in the form of cold cuts and a charcoal-cooked chicken in the fridge, along with some butter. I looked through the cupboards and found a day-old loaf of bread from Elizabita's favorite bakery.
 
   Also, a note pleading to her daughter to eat something, with a phone number and an open invitation to dinner at the bottom. I pocketed that. I was now thinking of my aunt as Aunt Elizabita, rather than just Elizabita. It was the kind of feeling I'd wished for growing up, but better late than never.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   There was a brief argument with Isolde about her coming along and a longer delay as she packed two more bags. As she was packing them, she asked Fidelma "He really fought my father and kicked him in the balls?"
 
   "Yup. Then you called, so I went back to help if I could. I'd guess he wasn't joking about kneeing him to unconsciousness either, girl. He was so angry. You could almost feel it coming off him," Fidelma answered.
 
   "Like most people can feel joy from you constantly?" I quipped
 
   She grimaced but nodded.
 
   "Damn. I wish I coulda seen that. Dad was mean growing up, always telling me I wasn't worth the effort to raise 'cause I had no fire about me. I think he wanted a boy. Mum did her best, though." She paused. "Wait, are you some kinda projective Empath? Why can't I feel anything from you then?"
 
   I looked at Fidelma and shrugged. "I dunno. A problem for another time." Isolde went back to focussing on the packing.
 
   I'd have to remind her about the note from her Mother later. Maybe Aunt Elizabita and Gran could come round to dinner some time... without Ivan, but Dan would be fine.
 
   "I so don't wanna be here, especially alone, when Dad comes back."
 
   After another twenty minutes of packing, I called time. "We gotta get going. I still got a curse to break, and the clock is ticking on your counter-curse. Let's go!"
 
   Isolde passed me carrying her bags, but Fidelma grabbed my arm and held me back for a moment. "Are you sure she should travel with us? Neither of us knows how bad it's going to get. She's barely past school age, Thal."
 
   Moving forward slowly I answered her, "Isolde's gotta learn from a new school. I'll explain to both of you in the car. But if she doesn't start learning ASAP, she's just gonna have to learn the same lessons later. Best to get started now."
 
   Fidelma didn't look convinced but accepted that we needed to move. "Oh, I'm assuming you know where your father is buried, right?" I said.
 
   "Yes. Why?" 
 
   "Next stop. I need to summon his ghost so I can find out who in the family was first cursed and where his remains are buried."
 
   She scowled at me "Necromancy? Really? My mum's gonna kill me when she finds out. That might be enough to shock her out of perpetual joy, at least for a few minutes."
 
   "I kinda doubt it. Your second curse is pretty powerful."
 
   She poked her tongue out at me, and I laughed. We reached the car, and she chose to sit in the back. I grabbed a random sandwich. Isolde was already eating one and Fidelma followed suit. 
 
   "So which way, oh guide?" 
 
   "North, past Toowoomba, then towards the coast." 
 
   "Righty -o."
 
   We drove in relative quiet, The Living End playing softly on the radio, munching on our sandwiches. When I finished one, I reached one of my hands back and was handed another. When the mp3 player hit 'Nowhere Town' I had to smile. The number of towns that weren't on any map, worldwide, would have surprised most people. Magical colonies shielded themselves from observation. Even satellites wouldn't be able to spot them.
 
   "So Issy, This is the deal. You don't want to curse anyone, that's fine by me. But you need to do three things. First, you need to learn how to defend yourself and get fit enough to actually do it. That fight you put up when I set your wing was pathetic. Furies are supposed to be stronger than that for a reason - so they don't have to use curses as a first resort." I shook my head, knowing she'd be able to see it "Think of the chaos if they couldn't defend themselves. Next - If you are a Fury and not cursing, you need to be curse-breaking. Word'll get 'round, and you won't constantly be fighting hunters out for the church bounty on potential, non-angelic, curse givers." 
 
   Fidelma piped up. "That's not fair Thal, She deserves to choose her own line of work. It's not like she's to blame for what she was born as."
 
   "No, she's not. But everyone's limited by what they're born to in some way. I'm not saying she has to be a curse-breaker for eternity either. I am saying she needs to become a reputable one in the interim, or her life is gonna be one long, bloody battle. And she'll fail to achieve her stated goal because eventually she'll be killed. When they are killed, all Furies give off a death curse whether they want to or not. She doesn't wanna do that, so she's gotta take steps."
 
   "He's right," Isolde whispered.
 
   "Third, you gotta stay with me. I'm happy to teach you, but I can only protect you when you're at my side or at least nearby. You'd best believe that Warlocks and Rakshasa and the like would love to get their hands on you."
 
   "'Kay." She mumbled. It was a lot to digest, so I turned the music up a bit before continuing. 
 
   "Get some rest, if ya can, both of ya. We got a long night ahead. Summoning a ghost in daylight ain't the best. They are cranky when ya do. You can still get the info outta them, but it takes more effort. Always take the path of least resistance when ya can."
 
   Shortly I could hear that Fidelma had taken my advice. Her snores were actually kinda sweet. I hoped that Isolde was sleeping as well. I put my foot down and picked up the pace. It'd be best to set up before dark.
 
   We took the better part of six hours to reach the grave, with the last hour and a half of driving on god-awful dirt tracks. Then we had to hike the last half hour, each of us with a shotgun, and sharing the burden of a backpack of summoning gear, another of supplies and a spear. I took the point, with the spear and one backpack.
 
   Forks, Vegemite, and toothpaste were all useless against Drop Bears. Reputed solutions don't always work against semi-magical creatures. A spear pointed a distance above your head did wonders when they dropped on top of you if it had a cross-guard behind the blade, though. Those suckers could maul someone good, but weren't the brightest sparks. Better safe 'n sorry. None had been reported in the area, but after the adult Yowie not being reported, I wasn't in a trusting frame of mind on reports.
 
   We reached the grave site just before sunset, and started preparing for the ritual. Necromancy, at least white necromancy, can be tricky. Any idiot with the right spell can raise a zombie, or animate a skeleton. There was more finesse required to raising a ghost.
 
   I laid out the summoning symbol inside a circle made from a white rope that had been soaked in seawater. The summoning symbol was in purple thread. Describe it? Nah. Sorry, but maybe you can find someone to draw it for you sometime. Too complex to explain. I took me forty-five minutes to get it laid out, check it and correct the small mistakes.
 
   The grave site was interesting. Typical Elven choice for a grave, middle of nowhere, but, probably because of his curse I guess, it was half an hour's walk in the opposite direction from the rest of the bodies. Not like elves, they knew a generational curse left a body at death, but something caused them to put it here. Something to investigate later, maybe.
 
   It was a clear night. I started in on Issy's first lesson.
 
   "Don't try to summon a ghost in the rain, it washes the salt out of the containment circle. It can't possess the summoner, but it can go wandering looking for someone else. They can be difficult to send back to the afterlife once that happens. Without a body, they wanna go back. Once they get one some do, others don't. Can get you into trouble most places."
 
   I slowly, without intent, recited the summoning chant for Issy. Fidelma looked increasingly nervous about this whole thing, and Issy naturally found it distasteful. I also warned Issy that she may not be able to see it. Fidelma would because it was her father I was summoning. I could see ghosts anyway and besides, a summoner could usually see the ghost that was summoned.
 
   Once I was done with the preparations, I called the ghost. It's a fifteen-minute chant, so if you are interested in the details, get them from someone else.
 
   There was a shimmer as a fog rose within the summoning symbol and took the form of a man in his prime. A shortish fella, say five foot nine, with very broad shoulders. It was evident where Fidelma got her muscular build. The height must be from her Mum. The figure was draped in silvery light and fog, as he turned to speak to his daughter.
 
   "I am sorry for the pain I have inflicted on you. I never intended to have a child. You were conceived from my weakness. I was already old, and I suspect now the curse would not let me enter death's bliss without someone to inherit it. Nonetheless, the passing on of my curse to you is the darkest deed I could have committed." He stated in a dry, soft voice, filled with guilt, regret, and sorrow. He bowed low and formally towards her. I always found ghosts formal and stuffy, to be honest.
 
   "That's all well and good, sir, but I may be able to release her from the curse and set you, and your forefathers' heart's at ease if you can but tell me where the remains of the original subject of the curse does lie." About the only reason, I hated talking to ghosts. Their idiom is infectious. Not deliberately, but still I always felt constrained and... stilted when talking to them.
 
   "That I can tell you. It was brought by a priest in the same convoy that brought my forefathers to this land. It is held on unconsecrated land within consecrated land in the city where they first settled here." 
 
   Okay, that was somewhat cryptic. It could mean Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Hobart or Adelaide. Still, I might be able to get somewhere with that information.
 
   "I thank you, good sir, and wish you a restful sleep."
 
   I prepared to send him back to rest when he said "Wait, Curse-breaker and soldier. There is more you need to know about your goals. And yourself. First, know that there are forces already arrayed against the breaking of this curse. Those that wish to perpetuate the belief of Heaven's infallibility move against you. They feel that this must be done, no matter the cost."
 
   I had a bad feeling I knew who he was talking about. The fucking Reformationists. Now, despite their name they were more of a motley crew willing to work for any Christian group that will offer them support. I knew the Catholics and Anglicans were connected to them, but I hadn't been able to find the proof to have their hunters banned. 
 
   Their "Reformation" was the 'return' of all humans to the worship of the one 'true God' and his 'savior', Jesus Christ. Damn. I'd need to at least warn Sarge that they were active again.
 
   "A point of Prophecy may also be approaching. If it arrives, you must embrace your blessing and blood for the good of all, even those of us already dead. You are not what you feel, and the mistakes of the past may yet consume the world."
 
   Great. Prophecies were always funny things. Looking back you could always see where they were right. But looking forward was chancy at best, and if conditions weren't perfect for it, a point of Prophecy could be pushed forward a century or more. Hence the ghost's hedging. May was always an appropriate term when talking about Prophecies approaching.
 
   "Thank you, honored dead. I shall return ye to thy rest." He nodded acceptance. I took out a silver knife and threw it through the summoning symbol breaking the spell and sending him back to his rest. Issy was looking very thoughtful about everything that had happened. 
 
   I turned to her and asked, "So could you see him?" She shook her head. "Ahh, but you could hear him, couldn't you?" She nodded. Isolde was looking less freaked out than I had expected. Most people's first encounter with any form of necromancy had them damned unsettled. She was looking more thoughtful than anything.
 
   "Yes. He was cautious about whether that prophecy was about to be fulfilled, wasn't he? Not that that's unusual, but he seemed to think it was a mild possibility."
 
   "That's the nature of the damned things. They're always right, least the true ones are. The 'when' can shift on a single little thing."
 
   "We're gonna have to do research. Let's head back to the ute."
 
   We dismantled the circle and the summoning symbol, I recovered the knife, and we grabbed some food we could eat out of the supplies. Then we headed back down the path. When we were five minutes from where we'd parked I heard a rustle ahead I held my hand up behind me. Both of the lasses stopped. The click of a safety being taken off a gun sounded loudly in the quiet.
 
   "Down!" I yelled even as I was diving behind the nearest tree. There was a burst of fire from an automatic weapon. Fuck. No-one should have those her in Oz. They wern't just restricted, they were outright illegal to all but the military and the Counter-terror Police. It continued. I hoped that Fidelma hadn't been hit. It was unlikely that they had gold, silver and cold iron laced bullets so Isolde was relatively safe since she hadn't cursed anyone. Yes, they'd hurt like hell, but they couldn't kill her with less specific bullets. I'd stop them from stomping her. With their bare hands, they could still kill her.
 
   Furies that were young and hadn't cursed anyone required rather specific means to kill them.
 
   I should have taken the Ghost's warning to heart. They must have been watching the road in for Fidelma. Well, they'd fucked up, I thought to myself as I heard three distinct shotgun blasts from behind me. I waited for the fourth and sprinted in an arc, circling around where that assault rifle firing had come from. Within a minute I was on his flank. The smell of unwashed dog was strong. 
 
   Damn. A werewolf. Stupid fucker, though. As much as he stank, he wouldn't be able to smell me. He was still sending bursts of fire towards Isolde and Fidelma though. I swung further around him, and luck was on my side. I was downwind. Even if his nose were sensitive enough to smell me over his own unwashed self, with the wind in the wrong direction, he wouldn't be able to. What is it with religious fanaticism and a failure to wash?
 
   He was taking cover against a tree, and an idea came to me. 
 
   Once I was within twenty meters, I charged him without uttering a sound. Angling the spear at a slight upward angle, I pinned him to the tree as the one and a half foot blade sunk through him and deeply into the tree. I hated to do it, once the blade had tasted blood I'd need a new one, but I drew the silver blade and held it to his throat.
 
   "Drop your gun" I ordered him. When he hesitated, I pressed the flat of the blade against the skin of his neck. He was in human form to use the gun, and it sizzled satisfyingly. He yelped and dropped the gun like it was suddenly red hot.
 
   "Who are you working for?" I asked. He carefully turned his head to face me. Then without warning, he burst out laughing madly, the fire of insanity in his eye. He grabbed my wrist and drove the blade into his own neck. It cut smoothly through the jugular and windpipe before I could react. I swore. "Fucking canine fanatics are as bad as the regulars. Why can't they wait until they've gloated a bit and I've gotten some damned info out of them? Damned brown faced arsehole lickers!"
 
   This is why I hate fanatics.
 
   I yelled out "He's down. Get a torch out, I need to examine his body, see if there's anything useful or informative on it. Fucker suicided. I think he's a Reformationist, but he's definitely a Were, so that makes NO sense. They're for human subjugation or elimination of all supes but angels. Usually elimination."
 
   Isolde had gone white. I didn't have time to ask her why. I needed to confirm my suspicions or not and then we needed to get the fuck out. Sarge needed to know if they were active again. I got out my hunting knife and started cutting off his shirt. By the first curse, he stank.
 
   Fidelma had a grim look on her face but held her torch steady. I rolled him onto his front and ripped the fabric away. There it was, a Cross framed by a Nazi swastika made of angel wings. 
 
   "Why in the blazes do the arsewipe, brain dead, needle fucking Fanatics have to be involved?" I yelled. I cut the tattoo off his back. "We're going." With the tattoo in my hand, I started rushing back to the ute. Yeah, I liked the spear, but he'd almost certainly called in more Reformationists. We didn't have time. When we got to the car, I grabbed one of my zip-lock bags, stuffed the piece of tattooed skin in it and shoved it in the freezer bolted to the bed. Then I got into the car. The lasses were still a distance behind me.
 
   "Come on, hurry. We are outta time here." I said as I jumped into the driver's seat. When I could hear two people heavily breathing in the back cab, I turned and checked. They had taken their pack off, that was enough for me. I put the pedal to the floor and spun the ute around in a cloud of dust. 
 
   "Buckle up, this is gonna get rough."
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 
 
   I hammered the ute down the back trails making sure I took a different route back to the highway than the one I took out. It was probably a longer route, but because I was barreling down the road, it only took me an hour to reach the highway. My passengers were bruised and shaken, but that was better than shot and injured, or killed. Once we were back on the asphalt, I grabbed my phone out and threw it back to Fidelma.
 
   "Call Sarge. Put it on speakerphone."
 
   It rang a few times and then there was a pickup "Sergeant McGuire speaking."
 
   "Sarge, you got a problem. The Reformationists are back, and now they're going after targets that are definitely banned. I'll explain when I get home in about three or four hours. Be there."
 
   "Consultant Jardine, I can't. At the moment the churches are claiming you've gone rogue. That you're practicing black necromancy. I know you don't, but the higher ups are 'suggesting' I investigate."
 
   "Stupid fuckers. They don't know what they're messing with. Besides, black necromancy isn't breaking the law until one of your zombies bites someone or skeletons kills someone. Or they are seen. They get proof I have been then they can put a bounty on me, but the SSC still shouldn't get involved."
 
   "This is big, Sarge. Alecto's personally involved me. She's pissed enough to curse all the religious fanatics. Ask them if they want the major churches added to the list. That's the best case I can see happening from you investigating me. Worst case, she actually declares war on supernatural enforcement by the government. Worldwide. You'd lose, you know. There are a lot of supes who want governments out of our business. Something like detaining someone who is working under the aegis of an Ancient could even get the Rakshasa to support her, and they hate the Furies. We're talking a major treaty violation right there."
 
   There was a profound silence. Then some muffled cursing. "What are you into Thal? For fuck's sake - you rarely see..."
 
   "Open line Sergeant. I suggest you tell your superiors they can shove their job up their arse. Take leave or quit if that's what you need to do to avoid this shit storm. But meet me at my house. Investigating me is not on your list of things to do today."
 
   "You know I can't quit. Not without... oh, shit, you are serious. That's how deep they're going. Why are the churches... oh right, open line. I'll tell the admin idiot I'll question you at your house. You can explain there."
 
   "That's what I was suggesting."
 
   There were mutters across the connection, then it went dead.
 
   I pushed the legal speed limits as far as I felt I could without attracting the attention of the roadside cops. I just hoped that the Reformationists weren't waiting for us when I got home. What worried me most was I hadn't been joking when I told Sarge what the consequences could be if he interfered. If anything I'd been using British understatement. We could be looking at the first worldwide supernatural war... only far worse. Imagine if World War two had started with the opposing soldiers already embedded within the populations of every city worldwide. Now imagine rather than three or four major factions there are twenty or thirty. And some of them enjoy causing civilian casualties. That was the issue we were facing. 
 
   With the movement of cultures and populations over the centuries, so had supes spread. Wherever a community had belief in them, supernaturals could be found, as well as some places they weren't. With the expansion of the Internet, many types of supernatural could be found practically everywhere. Then I thought about it. That might well be the church's end goal. It was definitely consistent with the Reformationists goals, the destruction or subjugation of all supernaturals.
 
   "Sleep if you can. Once I have enough info, we're gonna be going flat out. This is gonna get nastier."
 
   There was something I was missing here, but I didn't have enough information.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   We were finally getting close to home. I pulled over three blocks away, in case Sarge or his bosses had done something stupid.
 
   "Get those guns into the lock-box, Fidelma. I'm gonna sniff around. They probably know what you look like. I doubt they know me." I went to the bag I'd packed and rummaged around in it, finding a grey-blue shirt
 
   "Right. Try to stay outta sight. I'll call you when it's clear." I threw the keys to Isolde. To be honest, I was concerned the counter-curse wouldn't hold. I knew she had her license, though, and I hadn't seen Fidelma's. When I saw her relax, I realized that she might not have one. After all, driving a ton or two of rolling steel might not be the wisest thing for someone with a curse like hers.
 
   I walked around the streets towards the house, noticing at least three people I knew worked for the SSC on the block around my house. Fuckers.
 
   I walked another two blocks past the last of them, turned a corner and rang Sarge. He picked up. "Deal's off. I'm gonna let Alecto know the government felt breaking the treaty was worth placating a bunch of pedophiles and those who protect them. I hope your life insurance is paid. The three SSC constables I've seen you working with before around my house was Damned Stupid." I said in chill tones.
 
   "I had no choice. The church claims you're trying to break a registered 'punishment curse' on top of everything else. They showed us paperwork and everything to the committee in an emergency meeting. Alecto refused to show." He replied placatingly.
 
   "And how many times has the church lied to you? And them? As well as anyone else that has investigated them?" I kept walking and typed a message to Issy. 'Move the car three blocks away.' "Besides, I have every right to break any curse. It's in my job title. After I finish this, I'm gonna go clean out your upper management. It'll be easy, since they're under blood oath to remain neutral, but are favoring the fucking churches like they've either paid them a mint or are currently sucking them off. All I'll have to do is say one word to them. Over the phone or in their presence. Warlock." 
 
   Now there's a word with a couple of meanings. Warlocks were a group of humans who started without magical ability but studied and experimented on themselves to gain it. They could be a handful. But the original meaning is 'Oath-breaker.'
 
   "That's a strong accusation. Prepared to back it up? After all the orders only came from a quorum." Hum. What was his game? I knew calling them Warlock would work. They swore the blood oath. Unless they left their post, it would work. He didn't trust his own orders... that had to be it. A quorum. Three of the council of nine. 
 
   "Sure, you got 'em hiding up your arse or something?"
 
   "Better. I have them waiting to be put in on a conference call. If even one of them dies after being accused of 'warlock' the order is invalid." Interesting. It showed a suspicion of them. Meant he really trusted me.
 
   "Sure," I said.
 
   There was a moment. "Magistrate O'Conner," a fat fuck, but reasonably trustworthy. "Magistrate Caprioli," a devout Catholic Priest, definitely about to die. "Magistrate Wilkenson" I'd never met that one. A wild card. "Please confirm your presence," said McGuire
 
   "Magistrate Caprioli has just stepped out. Your orders still stand, Sergeant." A harsh voice said over the phone
 
   "I am present, Sergeant." Magistrate O'Conner's smooth baritone was easy to recognize over the phone
 
   "I regret to inform you, Magistrate Wilkenson, that without his presence on the phone within the next thirty seconds, under article fifteen, section b of the Supernatural co-operation and containment act, I will have to order your bodyguards to arrest you and imprison you until the aggrieved party can be present to state his grievance, or thirty days, whichever comes first. When the SSC is ordered to arrest someone on a bare quorum with the weak evidence you have given, that quorum must be maintained until the arrest has taken place. Officer on Council duty, how long has Magistrate Caprioli been gone?" McGuire finished
 
   The voice belonging to Wilkenson spluttered over the phone in outrage "You have no..." There was the sound of a fist crashing into his stomach.
 
   "Officer put both of them in protective custody. They are to have no further contact with anyone. If Magistrate Caprioli is spotted, he is to be given the same measures." There was some hushed speaking and some shouts from the mysterious Wilkenson as he was dragged away. "How long was the quorum broken, Officer?"
 
   There was a rustle of paper. "Half an hour, Sergeant." The officer said in a sick-sounding voice. 
 
   "And the vote?"
 
   There was more rustling paper over the connection. "O'Conner against. Caprioli and Wilkenson for."
 
   "Why wasn't I informed? As per the regulations. You knew I was in contact with the supposed suspect." 
 
   "Magistrate Caprioli was meant to be going to the toilet. Wilkenson distracted me by asking about your and Thalias Jardine's history. I felt no harm telling him..."
 
   "You are going to lose your commission, you know that son? I suggest you pursue..." Something was niggling at my brain. A quorum still only required a majority vote. Not a unanimous one. O'Conner could be an ass, but wouldn't risk his life. He'd only have made up the quorum... Shit. Someone had threatened his family.
 
   "One sec, Sergeant. Officer, you are going to organize a rescue and recovery team. NOW. Move it!"
 
   I disconnected the call and ran towards my house. There wasn't a heap of time to act on what I'd figured out. I quickly scrolled through the Divination section of my phone book. Yeah, some people have Black Book, Friends, Family and Blocked as sections in their phone book. Mine was a hell of a lot more diverse. 
 
   Damn. I had no-one nearby who owed me a favor. I hoped the SSC had a diviner on retainer.
 
   When I reached the house, I had to deal with a furious Sergeant. "You don't give orders..." He suddenly cut off as I punched him just hard enough to knock the wind out of his sails. 
 
   "I figured it out, Sergeant. O'Conner would only be a part of this facade if his family were under threat. The magistrates are normal humans with no connections to the supernatural before their appointment. You need to get them outta wherever they are. Make sure the team has a Diviner with them."
 
   I might have hit him a little harder than I intended. He had fallen to his knees, gasping, as I talked to him. The Sergeant looked up at me like madness had taken me for a minute, then his eyes widened. "Give me five minutes. Then we'll talk." Nodding, I rang the lasses, giving them the all clear.
 
   I then walked up to my front door and opened it. The place was a mess. From the disaster area that had been my house, the constables must have searched the entire place. I wasn't worried about legal problems. There were some questionable items of mine in the area, that may have found and confiscated but I'd get them back and certified as legal after this clusterfuck experiment.
 
   Saving a Magistrate's family generally gave you a couple of perks I figured. I was pissed about the busted door locks, though. Moving moved through the mess, shifting broken and strewn objects from my path to the bench. I cleared a safe space for the kettle and put it on. Scowling at the broken crockery on the floor, the costs started adding up in my head. Remember me mentioning I wasn't well liked, right? The officers doing the searching seemed to have done as much damage as possible.
 
   Fuckers. I'd make sure it came out of their pay. What can I say, I've got a Fury for my grandmother.
 
   I bent down and fished a box of teabags out of the mess. The coffee was a goner. Picking through the mees to find four usable mugs, I moved to make tea. The ute pull into the driveway and I saw Isolde and Fidelma nod at the Sergeant and walk towards the door. When they entered the house, Fidelma gasped in shock and staggered to one of the stools. That caused me to look up. Yup, they'd wrecked most of the furniture too. 
 
   I really couldn't face looking in my clothes room. What I had would have to do. A dreadful thought occurred to me, so I checked my potions cupboard. They were all gone. Well, three Constables would be broke and in jail, their families destitute if I didn't get them back as they had been. Those were all legal, most hideously expensive because I had to special order from any alchemist who could cook them.
 
   I don't charge an arm and a leg just because I'm an arsehole. I needed most of it to do my job right. Being unique I needed custom potions.
 
   Isolde raised an eyebrow. She said "So this is being 'liked' and 'trusted' for one of my kin out here. Wish I'd known before I signed up," She grinned. With a voice full of humor, "It might have influenced my 'life goals'."
 
   I shrugged. What was there to say, really? She had a good point there.
 
   I was pissed at him right now. When the Sergeant walked in he received a scathing mouthful. "McGuire. I hope the SSC has a budget of more than a million for unjustified breakage."
 
   He looked around the house and his face paled, before he walked through it to the back rooms and came out with a face practically glowing red in rage. He grabbed out his phone and called a number. 
 
   "Taylor, get those cocksuckers who searched the Jardine place back here. RIGHT NOW! I gave them an order to do it CAREFULLY, not like a natural disaster. All the items they confiscated as well. YES! The Council and its processes were compromised." There was a pause. 
 
   "If you need confirmation ring, Lieutenant Kuznetsov, if you really need confirmation." His voice had gone icy there. There was another pause. 
 
   "The lab picked up the confiscated items already? WELL GET THEM BACK! I don't care if you have to call the army wing and get helicopters involved. Do you want the entire unit to be cursed by one of the Three Furies?" a short pause
 
   "It was her GRANDSON'S stuff you idiot. And since when does the lab send a van all the way out here that quick?" I winced. Great. For fifteen years I'd kept that one tight, only known to a few people. "No, I wouldn't tell anyone else if I was you. Thal might take it personally," A brief break. "I'm someone considered a friend, and he broke one of my ribs over all this. I probably deserved worse. There's following orders and outright stupidity, and I was right on the line. And those officers have five minutes to be here, or I'm having them thrown straight into the secure brig, and their families will be on the street before the week is out." 
 
   He carefully put the phone on the counter and started taking deep breaths. He slowly stopped shaking with rage.
 
   "Whatever is going on, I'll get it sorted. This is not acceptable. Even the blackest warlock wouldn't have this much destruction in his house. I hadn't been informed that Taylor's replacement had been found, either, and I should have been."
 
   Damn. Taylor was gone? I'd liked the old coot.
 
   "Why did he leave, McGuire?" I asked, nothing but curiosity in my voice.
 
   McGuire blinked, then chuckled. "The old bastard had a spontaneous development of wizardry. After how much he was on the front in his youth, combined with how 'hands on' during investigations I'm surprised it took this long. It happened on his eighty-first birthday, so they were watching for it." That was both good and bad. He'd be a force in and of himself now, having his powers manifest at the age of three to the power of four years. He knew the system. But though he might not age now, changing his own age was right out. I might look him up and see if I could find a way to make him a little younger.
 
   There was a quiet, timid knock on the front door. "Enter," McGuire said. After this fuck up, I just couldn't see him as the Sergeant, let alone Sarge, anymore.
 
   Three Constables entered the house, looking timid. One of them puffed out his chest upon seeing Fidelma and Isolde. An obvious dick for brains there. McGuire caught my glance and nodded. The other two looked at their Sergeant's expression and deflated further.
 
   "Since when do we treat ANY supernatural's property with this much disrespect, probies? Especially one your Sergeant has told you is working for Alecto? Do you want to have a horrible, and long, life?" The one who had puffed out his chest had collapsed further than the others when he'd heard 'probies.' It's hard to impress anyone when you've just been demoted to 'cannon fodder' or 'shit kicker.'
 
   "Now, I've convinced Thalias here," He gestured to me "that at least one of you might have a salvageable career. First, I need to know who took his potions against my direct order." Dick for brains was immediately pointed at by the others. 
 
   "You just volunteered for close quarters prison duty. Congratulations. If you don't smarten up, you might last a week guarding the Demon or Angel sections. You will report to 'Heaven and Hell' no later than," McGuire checked his watch "Eight AM tomorrow. That gives you time to get in your vehicle and half an hour of gas stops along the way. Your new equipment will be provided there. Hand over your current equipment and leave."
 
   I spoke up at this point. The idiot was stupid enough to fuck a Succubus, it looked like, and in the Demon section that was a real possibility. I didn't really want a death on my conscience. "I suggest you volunteer for the Imp section if you want to survive your punishment. They can be as annoying as hell, but at least they won't actively try to kill you. One lady, you tried to impress was sent with me by Alecto. She's also a distant cousin of mine. Capiche?" 
 
   He went pale as a sheet and hurriedly stripped off his equipment belt. Sergeant McGuire (yes, my opinion of him was improving some, although he'd have to earn Sarge back) followed the constable to his vehicle and confiscated everything in it but the GPS and a mobile phone. He also took a dozen items from the man's wallet. The man saluted the Sergeant, got in the car and drove off. At least the counstable took his punishment like a man.
 
   'Heaven and Hell' is the Australian supernatural prison. It's on the edge of the old Maralinga atomic test site. Not the best place for your health for starters. Officers serving there were given amulets that protected them from the radiation. The only problem with that was it converted the radiation to magical energy. Energy has to go somewhere. The maximum stint there was three years unless you were changed by the increase of magic in your system. Then you could become a lifer or transfer to special duties at the end of your stint. About half of those that were changed chose to stay.
 
   I hated the place. It creeped the hell outta me.
 
   The Sergeant secured the fleeing officer's equipment in his vehicle and returned. "You two, at your own expense, will replace everything that was damaged, broken or contaminated in the house out of your own pocket. With new. You will keep receipts. If it goes over twenty thousand dollars, you may requisition an advance on future pay. When you are finished, the receipts will be added up, and you will be reimbursed a third of your costs by Officer Hanson. The house will be spotless and returned to its previous state within the week. Am I clear?" They braced and replied
 
   "Yes, Sergeant." It was inside so no salute was expected.
 
   "Come on Thal. I'll buy you and your companions a meal at the Iron Grill." Fidelma glared at them on her way out the door. Isolde kept her eyes down and hurried past them.
 
   "Get in the ute, Sergeant. We can talk on the way." He nodded, double-checked his car was locked and shouted something at the two officers remaining as we got into the vehicle. Fidelma grinned at what he said as she got into the ute. Damn, she had sharp hearing.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   On the way to the Iron Grill, the only five star restaurant within hours in all directions, I gave Sergeant McGuire all the details of the day so far, only excluding the ghost's mention of prophecy stuff. I wanted to know more on that myself before I told anyone else. He grunted when I finished. 
 
   "You still got that tat in your freezer?" He asked
 
   "Of course. When I drop you back off, you can grab it out. Might save your job." I replied
 
   He chuckled. "Not sure I want to keep my job if the council can be manipulated this easily. I resisted as far as I could. When you gave me that opening I took it. It still almost ended in disaster for you and your companions... Who you have yet to introduce. You've had a lot on your mind, though."
 
   "Oh... The tall, goddess-like redhead is Fidelma. The short, cute shy brunette is my first cousin Isolde." I glanced at him "Isolde is under my protection. Fidelma is my client."
 
   "So you were using understatement when you called her a distant cousin. Smart. Those Constables will assume that was why Alecto trusted you and that Isolde is her emissary of sorts. That there is a family connection, but not one so close you shouldn't get trust." 
 
   He turned his head to Isolde "It was always gonna be hard on you, Isolde. Furies just aren't well liked, and they're better known than the worse supes that really should get the hatred. So they become targets." 
 
   He shrugged "Nature of things I'm afraid. My personal hatred goes to the Angels and their servants, like your kin the Erinyes. They cover their edicts in godly pronouncements and the like, but refuse to accept the blame when humans take what they say in the wrong direction. Good intentions only cover you for a death or two at most as far as I'm concerned. Angels are responsible for tens of millions over the centuries." 
 
   We finally reached the restaurant. I waved the Sergeant and Fidelma ahead and helped Isolde down. "How are you holding up cuz? You've been awfully quiet."
 
   "I don't know. I realize now why you've had to fight. Why you stayed away. I thought I could show everyone that if we were nice, and swore off cursing, we could just fit in. I knew Gran, and some of the others wouldn't change but I thought I might be able to get Mum and the others like her to join me. And now, having seen what your life is like..."
 
   Bundling her into a hug, I said, "It's okay. I understand. I thought I was ready to leave home at sixteen, remember? I wasn't. And I was suddenly alone, cut off from everything I'd known. You are older, and you have me and, probably, the sergeant to lean on. We'll figure it out."
 
   She stuck her tongue out and then looked at me. "I'm not your full first cousin, you know. Your Mother and mine are half sisters." She said as she snuggled into my hug. There was something a little more than familial in her response.
 
   I shook my head at her. "And that makes a difference how? You're still my baby cousin, okay?"
 
   She gave me a shy smile. I waved her forward, and we both went into the restaurant.
 
   The Iron Grill was an odd place for several reasons. Firstly its chef and owner, Sid, was a mage. His talent was Gastronomancy, which is incredibly rare. When I found him, he'd thought it useless, because everywhere he'd tried to work hadn't had enough variety of ingredients for him to use in his art. I'd set him up with a Conjurer, Anita. She was able to create just about any raw material he wanted, though Sid still ordered most of his basics through ordinary means. Conjuring has a cost, like any other magic. The physical form of anything could be conjured, but it wouldn't be magical.
 
   They'd been happily married for five years now, though she occasionally complained that he spent too much time in the kitchen and not enough in her bed. It was kind of a running joke. 
 
   Mages, wizards, and warlocks. Well, what's the difference you ask? Well - I've explained warlocks already. You should have taken notes. Wizards and mages. Wizards are magical generalists. They can do a bit of everything and have a natural level of power to draw on. Mages are born with a handful of talents and can drive them much higher than any wizard can. A wizard could try to set up a restaurant with Gastronomancy nearby, but he'd get no business competing with Sid. Besides, most wizards go in for the flashier magics.
 
   He was still looking fit. Sid was a shortish man, about five eight, with some aboriginal blood if you knew what to look for. His skin was dusky, rather than black, and his hair was a dark blond. Some Gastronomancers overindulged in tasting their own creations. It seemed he avoided that.
 
   The place also had nearby gates to several of the other realms and had been declared and warded as a Neutral location. An angel and a demon could be at neighboring tables and would be unable to fight until they were past the parking lot. 
 
   McGuire and Fidelma had already ordered by the time we got there. Sid looked up at me and said, "Venison steak, roast veggies and an entrée of golden prawns for you." Sid usually spiked my golden prawns with ginger and Siberian ginseng. I must have looked tired, so I just nodded. "My special creamy garlic chicken breast, roast potatoes, and some... hmm... red meat, Prime rump I think. Rare. For you, young lady." Isolde's eyes widened, and she looked at me. I only shrugged. She looked at him and nodded eagerly, giving him a smile. He smiled back at her and pointed at me. "You stick by him, young lady. He'll find the solution to what ails you." I just shook my head at him and walked to the table.
 
   A part of Gastronomancy is knowing the best meal to give a person.
 
   This place always smells fantastic. It was too out of the way for me to work from and mostly serviced supernaturals. There were a few long-haul truck drivers that stopped through, and Sid charged them reasonable rates.
 
   While we waited, I looked at Sergeant McGuire. "Any idea of a consecrated site that surrounds unconsecrated ground near one of the original landings?"
 
   "Gods no. That's damned specific information, and with two bad apples in the Council, I can't run a search without it being compromised. Who knows what they slipped onto our systems? It'd just allow whoever is behind it all to get in front of you, put up roadblocks."
 
   Fidelma said "Sydney. Rookwood Cemetery." I blinked
 
   "Come again? Are you sure?" I asked
 
   "Did I say something?" She blinked "Oh, yeah I did. Don't know where that came from. I've never been to Sydney." McGuire and I stared at each other and then looked back at her. 
 
   "She's a little vague right now, but she makes sense. Rookwood Cemetery has all the early bodies, and Sydney is the first settlement. Still, does she do it often?" McGuire asked.
 
   I grunted. "She came out of nowhere with 'a Fury in the family tree.' From Curse-breaker. It seems sometimes she just needs a piece or two of the puzzle, and she can see the whole picture. I need most of the pieces. I can fill in a couple of gaps, but what she does is different. Something to investigate at a later time. At least she needs some pieces, so it's not Oracular or spontaneous divination."
 
   I could feel a headache building and looked at my three companions. The Sergeant and Fidelma were both getting agitated.
 
   "Whoa - sorry. Things like that make us curious, that's all, beautiful. We didn't mean to leave you out of the conversation." My headache settled down.
 
   "I'm not an object. Don't treat me like that," Fidelma said in a grumpy tone.
 
   "Well have you had any other sparks like that?" I asked.
 
   "How do you think I located you? The church told me that you could be found through the bishop in Armidale. Something felt off about it, so I looked in the less likely places like restaurants and cafes. I found you on my second stop."
 
   McGuire looked at her, then me, then back to her. Shrugging I said, "Best to get this sorted first. Whatever the ability is, magical or natural, it's not a danger, it's a curiosity. Always solve dangers before curiosities." My thought were already on the next step. "Has my gear been recovered yet?" 
 
   McGuire looked down to his phone and sent a quick message. It beeped he looked down again and frowned. "Nope. So what are you going to do?"
 
   I thought about it. Most of my basic kit was still in the Ute, but summoning an Erinyes could be a draining process. I couldn't tell how much help Fidelma could be, and Isolde was barely starting her training. But in Sydney, there were still a few people that owed me favors. Time to call one or two of them in. I wrote them down and show them to Fidelma. Her curse was still suppressed, anyone who knew could tell by the vague uneasiness in my other companions. If they suddenly got too cheerful, I'd be wary. 
 
   "Tell me who you think I should ask for help from this list, Fidelma." I passed it to her, and the Sergeant looked at me quizzically. Rolling my eyes and raising an eyebrow, got my message to him and he nodded slowly. May as well see if we could use her ability, whatever it was. She looked it over and then pointed to a single name and nickname pairing. 'Marius, The Devil Dog.' That was actually a really good idea. McGuire looked at the name she was pointing at and sighed.
 
   "Yeah, if he owes you a favor he's a good choice. I'll make sure the Sydney division calls up extra cleanup on this one." McGuire continued, "Knowing that it's him she's picked him out, even if you don't take her advice, it's gonna be a high body-count." There was a slightly mournful tone to his voice, "Wish I was still field active. Could be fun."
 
   "Not only that, but he stores my Sydney kit. So I'd have to stop by anyways since you haven't recovered my home supplies."
 
   It was at this time that one of the waitresses came out with our meals. We moved from planning an assault on a graveyard to lighter topics. Blood and gore aren't really conducive for good digestion.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Driving to Sydney was surprisingly uneventful. After we had dropped the Sergeant back at his car, I was expecting someone to attack us or ram us off the road or something. It didn't happen. As we entered the outskirts, I checked the time and did a quick calculation in my head. Yeah, He'd be working at his bar by now. It was after five in the evening. The girls had drifted off while I drove and I was keeping to the speed limit. No reason to stick out. I kept driving through town, and Fidelma woke up as we hit the main road to the west of Sydney.
 
   "Where are we?" She asked.
 
   "Mount Druitt. His pub's here. He works arvos and nights, and we're nearly at his pub. Wake Isolde up."
 
   I pulled up near the rough-looking pub with a sigh. I was sure that Fidelma would be okay, but not so sure about Isolde.
 
   Looking at Isolde I said,"You stay near Fidelma or me, right? Marius is okay, but many of his clients are rougher'n I am."
 
   She looked at me and rolled her eyes. Then, surprisingly, spoke up, "More like they think they're rougher and meaner than you are. I saw what you've done to survive, I doubt that any of them have done a tenth of the violence of which you are capable."
 
   I blinked. She was right, and it was an important distinction, but somewhat irrelevant to my point. "Just remember when they look at you alone they'll be thinking easy prey." She nodded.
 
   We got out of the car just in time to see Marius throw a fella out. The man tried to put up a fight and ended up with his head shoved into a wall, which he slid down unconscious. 
 
   Marius was as tall as I remembered, about six two, and when he got annoyed with someone people would say that his red eye seemed to glow. That was because they did. Marius was the half-devil son of a war devil and a human. Black, wiry hair in a Marine buzz cut, One blue eye to complement his red eye, and about a hundred and fifty kilos of bone and muscle. It was a fuckwit who pissed him off. Not that what I proposed would piss him off. He'd also served as a US Marine in World War One, hence the nickname. The joke among supes was that he was the reason for 'em being called 'Devil Dogs.' Marius didn't mind.
 
   "Oi, Marius, what's up?" I called out as we approached. He stood at the door looking at me cautiously. When we approached, I gave him my left hand. He examined the tattoo carefully. "Ah, Thal. You're out of your usual area of operations. And you got two tagalongs. Introduce me to them and tell me the tale."
 
   "The tall redhead is called Fidelma, the young brunette is my distant cousin, Isolde," I answered. "And the street in front of your pub is a miserable place to chat about our business, Devil Dog."
 
   "I thought as much. A young cockwise and witshort fellow came in a week ago claiming to be you. The tat didn't have a long enough neck, so I knew it wasn't. Me and a couple of my crew ran him down. He had a Reformationist tattoo on his back... after the lying little weasel expired we found it. They're supposed to be banned, in this country at least. Still have a run in Russia and Europe they say, but the US and Canada declared them a 'Dangerous Cult' for public consumption and deported them a month ago. Something about messing with a native shaman and releasing a yee naagloshii." He shrugged. Since the Marines booted him out after World War Two, he hadn't stepped foot in the US, though he still had contacts over there.
 
   As we walked into the pub, he nodded at two of the men in the place. They took the post, keeping people away from the corner of the bar Marius led us to. "You know they want to be at the top of everyone right? They reckon they should kill all supes except angels, and subjugate the angels." 
 
   Marius blinked, then laughed "They really are nutjobs then. I wouldn't want to try to enslave an Erinyes, let alone a pure-blood angel. They've been hunting supernaturals, attempting to force 'em to a state of Grace, telling them it'll 'improve' them. Yon Fury" He nodded his head towards Isolde. "Should be careful."
 
   I wasn't surprised he could tell Isolde was a Fury, and neither was she. It was something about full and half-blooded supes. If you had enough power in your heritage, you could just tell. Figuring a Witch from a Wizard from a Warlock from a Mage was trickier. Telling what I was, well, there were a couple of reasons I was called the Mongrel.
 
   Marius continued, talking directly to Isolde "Don't often give advice, kid, but there a storm brewin'. Events in our world are moving fast at the moment. So I'll give you a small piece of what learnin's come my way over the last century or so. Be yourself, don't let anyone tell you they can improve you with this, that or the other. Angels and Demons, Grace and Damnation, are flip sides of a pair of coins. Far better being your own person, like your cousin here? Doing what you believe is right and forming your own opinion on right and wrong is far more likely to be doing the right thing. I mean, look at those Eastburrow Baptist nutjobs in the US. Followin' the lead of someone's vision o' God and Salvation into hell from what I can see."
 
   "And those suicide bombers in the sandpit. Thinking they'll get seventy-two virgins? Nah - the best they'll get is the same seven of Heaven's leg-openers a dozen times. If they didn't have faith, they'd probably become wandering spirits, if they avoid Hell that is. That's the line between those with Grace and the Damned. The strength of their belief. Actions don't seem to matter."
 
   He glanced at me. We'd had this same discussion, a decade ago. I'd left home and was on the streets when Marius saw me punch my hand through a vagrant that was harassing me. Neither of us believes anyone other than ourselves that will sit judgment on our actions at the end. We both lead better lives than many people out there.
 
   "Speaking of the Erinyes, I'm gonna need to access my reserve equipment here. And call in a favor." His eyes lit up.
 
   "No favor needed if you go 'gainst an Angel or a Demon. The world would be a better place without that family fight spilling over into it constantly. I want in, whatever it is. Let me get my cover here, then we'll plan."
 
   "Okay. Been a bit more active, have you? A crew and now staff to cover your absence from the bar? I thought you'd retired."
 
   "As I said. Events are moving fast. If I didn't come out of retirement, then where would you be now, anyways?"
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Once his relief at the bar had gotten there, we headed to the back room. Marius asked bluntly "What the hell is going on? I know with breaking a curse you need to keep the one who's Cursed near, but two broads and one of them a Fury you're distantly related to? Fuck man, how do you keep the energy up in bed? A Siren or something for an ancestor?" He said with a grin on his face. I scowled back at him. Partly because I was frustrated, partly from the implication I couldn't perform. I stopped thinking about it and took in a deep breath.
 
   After another deep breath, I dove into it. "An Erinyes cursed Fidelma's ancestor - a generational curse - and since we found that out we've had opposition from the Church, the Reformationists, and an Oathbreaker or two in the Council of Laws. We've sorted the problem in the Council of Laws and now we have to break into an unconsecrated crypt in Rookwood Cemetery. That's where we've figured out her ancestor's remains are. Oh, and on the orders of the Council, my house was wrecked. I've taken Isolde on as an apprentice. I had to talk to Alecto, and I beat the crap out of Isolde's father. That's been the last oh, thirty-six hours or so. That's the short story of it at least. Oh, and I discovered the Reformationists are recruiting Weres at least."
 
   He looked impressed. "Busy I see, with your usual habit for chaos. Okay - you've probably been too busy for bed it sounds like and neither of these ladies look like the type to go for up against a car or a wall. I understand the half-elf, but why Isolde?"
 
   "She's my new apprentice. Sworn off cursing before she'd ever cursed anyone. She's family, and if I don't train her no-one else is likely to." I admitted, with a slight wince. I had a fair idea of what was coming.
 
   There was a brief pause and the Marius burst out laughing. "You... broke down... and took on an apprentice?... Slap me sideways and fuck an Angel! I never thought I'd see the day. You've worked solo for so long and now you're gonna have a sheet anchor on your ankle for at least three months you know."
 
   "That's not fair. At least she already knows some magic and counter-curses." 
 
   "Yeah, lad, but she doesn't know fighting. That much is easy to see. I'll offer to help train her once she gets in some muscles just for the chance to see you working with someone rather than against everyone." His grin had widened. It was an old bone Marius had with me - that I was TOO mercenary. That for the right price I'd work for anyone. He blamed that and the fact I'd never worked with anyone for more than two weeks for my outcast status. Not the fact that no-one understood my nature, least of all myself.
 
   Isolde looked at me, a horrified expression on her face. "I'm... I'm so sorry, I don't want to be a drag on you. I'll... I'll go home and stay in the house..."
 
   "There's more to this work than skill, lass," I said as I walked up to her and hugged her. "Marius and the Sergeant took me in at different times to train me. You're family, you need the training, you need the reputation for not slinging curses, and that's that. Ignore the nasty devil, it's his nature to find the worst possible way to look at something."
 
   "Actually, kid, it was more the suicidal nature of summoning both an Angel and a ghost on unconsecrated ground that made me want to divert my head elsewhere. You realize, Thal, that is probably what you'll need to do." Marius said with a hint of apology in his voice.
 
   "Yup. Don't forget the distinct possibility of Church hunters and Reformationists trying to crash the party if they aren't already there, waiting and wanting to stop us."
 
   "So, you got a plan to resist them trying to put Grace into you or one of the girls?"
 
   "You know Grace and Damnation don't affect me. Yet another reason that so many hate me. They can't bend me to their will." I'd become his apprentice after his father had failed a dozen times to put Damnation into me. MArius's father liked the idea of a unique devil and had taken me from the streets. I knew Marius could have prevented what happened to me. That was why he owed me.
 
   "And the ladies?" He asked. I frowned, thinking. 
 
   "I doubt, with her curse, that Grace would be able to take hold on Fidelma. Isolde may classify as an Innocent, though. She'd still have to accept it, and Alecto, her grandmother, is quite graphic with how an Erinyes is used by the Angels. That they basically pimp them out to people who believe that they are righteous, to give them a taste of Grace and get them addicted." 
 
   I turned to Isolde and saw the steel in her eyes. "If I'd wanted to take the easy route to not cursing anyone, I'd already be there." I nodded and looked at Marius. He looked a little uncomfortable and said. 
 
   "Yeah, about that. In a pinch, your blood might work to remove the Grace anyways." I looked at him and raised an eyebrow, Spock-like. "Hey, Dad took some of your blood. You knew that. He also had two or three angels he shoved it down the throat of. It never seemed like a good time to tell you... by then we were getting along well... I'd worked so hard to get some trust from you..." 
 
   I grinned at him and held up two fingers "Aww, hell. All right, I owe you two favors now. I shouldn't have hidden it from you. Let's go down to the weapons room. I'm gonna take along a couple of the crew and my current assistant to cover our backs. Us neutrals are getting a bit thin on the ground for me to risk four of us without there being a backup. At least if you discount the Yahoos." We looked at each other and shuddered. Neither of us counted the Yahoos as anything other than people who kept most of the trash jobs from our lives. They made me look like I was picky with the jobs I'd take. Heck, they were the only ones who'd take any job to destroy a blessed or otherwise holy object.
 
   Then I thought back on what the ghost of Fidelma's father had said to us. That 'the Blessing of my blood' was important. I shrugged. I could walk away now and prevent the prophecy, but fuck it. I was pissed at the Church and the Reformationists. I would see this through to the end.
 
   We walked down to his basement. My locker was still there, although moved. He'd expanded it. The keg room at the front of the area was the same, but the weapons room must have been eight or nine times the size.
 
   "Impressive addition," I said. I walked to my locker and rummaged through it. Finding my demon summoning bag, I grabbed out a couple of items and replaced them with what I'd need to summon an Angel. I still had the Ghost summoning kit in the toolboxes on the ute, so that was covered. I went through the few handguns in the locker and felt a hand on my shoulder. As I was getting ready a half dozen rough-looking men had entered, but it was Marius with his hand on my shoulder.
 
   "I put together a kit for you about six months ago, Thal. I kept it clean and ready for use. You always underestimated how many people might help you if ya just asked, lad." I looked up at him and saw a mixture of paternal pride and frustration on his face. 
 
   "Once I mentioned it was you I'd be helping, the crew guaranteed at least six members, more if they could be spared from patrols or work. About two-thirds of my crew are relatives of people you helped or the people themselves. Yeah, you charge like a wounded bull, but when people find out how you live, they can see why. It's not like you do it to live life up. You've few enough luxuries, fewer'n most. You need most of what you ask for to get to the next job. They get that, some of 'em."
 
   He presented me with a fully adjustable leather harness. It wouldn't fit every form I'd had. The gigantism forms, yes, but the achondroplastic human, as well as gnome and dwarf forms I occasionally woke up as, probably not. 
 
   It looked like Roo leather, hand polished and fitted, and had been stretched and softened so I could use the buckles to fit it to my current form easily. It had a pair of holsters, a half dozen securing points for sheaths, and moved well with my body when I walked. It also had a bandoleer for the standard size of potions bottle I used. I looked at Marius when I saw that. "Yeah, I had to open your locker to get that right." I shrugged.
 
   "As long as you didn't open or try to use 'em. I don't know if you could have lived, what with being half human. Maybe, but I wouldn't have risked it." He shrugged as if to say he'd known that.
 
   He then let me take my pick of blades and guns from his collection. I took a nice silver-laced gladius and a steel Celtic leaf blade for my swords then went over the knives and daggers. There were a sword breaker and a kris blade I liked the balance of and a Bowie. I then went back to my locker and grabbed out a couple of throwing knives that strapped to my back. I picked an unblooded silver knife for the last spot on my harness. I went through the potions I had stored there. Damn, half of them were stuff I'd rarely use now. Either too specific or just not effective. Ahh, there were draughts that aided coagulation and a couple of bottles of Gravebane. I dusted them off thoroughly with a rag before putting them into the holders in the harness.
 
   Finally, I went to the guns, tossing up between .38 automatics and 9mm with silencers. I eventually settled on the nines. The shoulder holsters in the harness were a nice touch. Shame we weren't in the US. I grabbed a half dozen magazines and shoved them into my jacket pockets. One of Marcus' crew dropped a leather Akubra on my head, and the other five nodded and smiled while the lasses giggled. I tried to scowl, but my heart wasn't in it
 
   I looked at the time. Four AM. Too late to try tonight, damn it. But it would give me a chance to show Isolde a few moves. I just hoped there was someone around who could cast a counter-curse on Fidelma if Isolde's broke. Why wouldn't I do it myself or ask Isolde? You can only counter the same curse once a moon. Period. No exceptions. Another person can, and then another, ad infinitum. But neither Isolde nor I would be able to perform it again for twenty-five or twenty-six days.
 
   There were other things you could do, which would limit the curses effects, but we needed her with us on this one. So on to the planning. Marcus went through a cabinet full of rolled up plans and grunted as he pulled one out, unrolled and flattened it on the table. Unfortunately, the only clear unconsecrated pathway was from the main entrance. Not that it was all consecrated in the same traditions. There were Jewish, Hindu, Muslim, Anglican, Catholic and Non-denominational Christian sections. There was even an area with a question mark over it that they thought might be consecrated in parts to the various Pagan religions. A Half-devil couldn't test that, only a full Devil could. The pagan consecrations were only harmful to 'evil beings of no humanity.' With Marius coming along we had one route.
 
   "Why the fuck do you have a collection of cemetery plans?" I asked
 
   "Well... You know how there is all this talk of a zombie apocalypse? I thought that even if it's unlikely, better to be ready, right?" He had the dignity to look embarrassed.
 
   "Ahuh. We both know that unless it's caused by science, there is almost no chance of a zombie apocalypse. And if it's caused by a disease, wouldn't maps of hospitals be more useful? And a marked map of military supply bases for that matter?" One of the crew was feverishly writing notes as I spoke.
 
   Marius blushed "Shit. I should have thought of the military bases being useful." He perked up "But it hasn't happened yet so after we get this sorted, I can fix that oversight."
 
   Planning is boring. Especially when you've got people talking over each other excitedly. So I'll just sum up.
 
   The crew's plan was to sweep through and clear the way for us. Great in theory, shitty idea in fact. If we needed help, it was gonna be on the 'run away' end of things. We could handle anything going in ourselves, as long as the exit was kept open. After some heated discussion, they eventually decided. Two of them would take Isolde and Fidelma to a pistol range in the morning to get them at least comfortable with the weapons. 
 
   Fidelma was already comfortable around swords and had picked out a collapsible composite bow and a hip quiver as well as a short sword. That wasn't a bad choice, considering that arrows could usually punch through Kevlar and lighter anti-ballistic fabrics. They also had also a pair of ballistic shirts that covered the top of the legs that could fit the two ladies with minimal adjustment. It was too late to give Isolde any training with blades. That'd have to wait 'till we finished. At least with a gun you just needed the strength to pull a trigger.
 
   I finally got a plan accepted. Three of the crew would wait in a car near the entrance as a reserve and close support. Three would set up on nearby perches or rooftops with bows and rifles. Why bows? Bullets don't really hurt angels. Or demons. They needed to be hit old school. Better to have them and not need them and all that. Marius and I would lead, with Isolde and Fidelma following. 
 
   I decided to rest, meditate and hoped to hell and back I didn't fall asleep. The last thing I needed was to have to adjust everything to fit again, and spend a half hour or so figuring out my reach. And getting new clothes to fit would be a pain. Sleeping in what I had could be a pain in the arse literally.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   I woke up in a bed upstairs. The last thing I remembered was accepting a drink from Marius. The bastard must have put a pureed Tequila worm in it. When he'd been my teacher, we'd discovered that was one of the few things that could knock me out. I looked down at my form and saw that I'd had my shirt and jacket taken off. It was late afternoon, and sunlight was streaming through the window.
 
   I went to the bathroom to take a look at the face. It was a serviceable, everyman kinda face, with muddy brown hair, and skin that spoke of a Mediterranean heritage. I still had some bulk but was more wiry than muscled for this wake up. The pants I had on were a bad fit. I went back into the room, looking for the suitcase. About the only good thing about my changes is that the new body was always clean if I'd fallen asleep in a clean bed. So at least I could skip showering and get on with the day.
 
   Rummaging through the suitcase, I found a few clothes that fit okay. The pants and underwear were fine, the shirt was a bit loose. I'd have to find something better. I'd have to find where they'd put the harness and my jacket. They were probably in the equipment room. Food first, then final gear check. Then we could actually get this shit done. And beat the crap, and whatever else out of anyone that got in our way. I was actually hoping for a nice clean fight. After the bullshit with the legal eagles, I really wanted to break someone. Preferably several someones.
 
   I went downstairs to the quiet of the Devil's Due during an early afternoon. Three men in the room stood up to approach me as if I was an invader until Marius waved them down. I rolled my eyes and said "Let 'em inspect the tattoo. If I get knocked out and they're part of the backup they might need to check. You owe me breakfast for that trick." I glared at him, and he just grinned back.
 
   "I had a backup plan if you woke up in an unsuitable body. Smaller doses. You needed to sleep and wouldn't have done so by yourself. So I took measures. You sometimes like a body too much, and I'll admit the last one was great for mayhem. But this one should be fine. We'll spar for a bit before you eat, though." The three men were clearing a space in the room "Just to make sure it's good enough. So, come on, come at me." Marius said as he moved into the ring. I hated sparring against Marius. There was a century of training and learning different styles in his muscle memory and mind. Against humans, it was a whitewash for both of us. They were comparatively fragile. But as often as not he was as strong or stronger than whatever body I had.
 
   After about fifteen minutes of getting thrown around and generally feeling like a fool, I finally got a blow through. For the next five or so minutes we traded blows, and I finally got a lock hold on him. It felt good actually. I'd only managed to do that a handful of times. Marius called it.
 
   "You got a lot of speed in that one, son. Make sure you use it when we have to fight." I shrugged. It was also stronger than it looked or I wouldn't have been able to hold him like that.
 
   I sat down to a breakfast of sausages, mushrooms, bacon, steak, hash browns with a side of some kind of vegetarian pasta. It had been a long couple of days, and I did need the fuel.
 
   As I ate the group slowly filtered in. Isolde came in with a cheerful look on her face, Fidelma was scowling, and the two blokes with her looked down. 
 
   "So how'd the pistol range go?" I asked 
 
   "I suck. I can't hit a target at twenty meters. I'm okay with a bow, but guns don't seem to be my thing." Fidelma said, dispirited.
 
   Isolde was grinning "I think she also doesn't like that it was my first time using guns and after the first half hour I was scoring perfectly." I was tempted to tell Isolde not to rub it in, but it was so rare to see her excited about anything. 
 
   I looked at Fidelma and said. "We all have our talents, so what if guns aren't one of yours." I shifted my gaze to Isolde. "You're gonna have to cover her while she fights close in, y'know. You can't fight for shit with a blade." I locked my eyes with hers until she nodded.
 
   The two who trained with them had already gone down into the weapons room to get ready. We followed suit. Dusk wasn't far off.
 
   When I entered Marius threw a long sleeved t-shirt at me. "Put that on. Your habit of wearing dress shirts is gonna get you killed one day."
 
   I shrugged and shucked the shirt I was wearing off up over my head, replacing it with the black t-shirt he'd he'd thrown at me. It fit snugly. Maybe a little too snug, I thought to myself as I strapped the pair of throwing knives on under it. But it was what I had, so best to stay with it.
 
   I adjusted the harness as the room bustled around me. The four who had been shooting were swapping their guns for matching pieces instead of cleaning them. Everyone else was getting their equipment positioned and settled, making sure the ceramic inserts in their vests were solidly in place. I made sure the Wyvern hide lining my jacket was secured right. 
 
   They put coats over everything and we all headed up to the vans. They'd leave five minutes before we did and park out the front. When we arrived and headed through the gates, the three designated would find the higher ground.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16 
 
   We walked into the cemetery and checked the area near the entrance. There was no-one there. As we approached the crypt, I thought that this was a nice change. Then I immediately swore at myself. I'd just invoked Murphy. Sure enough, a six foot plus man in plate armor wielding a No-Dachi (a big fucking Katana, ok?) opened the crypt door.
 
   "You shall not pass," He said as he walked up the steps.
 
   "Covered enough cliches there mate?" I asked as I signaled the others to spread out. "A bit over the top. I mean a crypt that's guarded, a man in plate armor saying 'you shall not pass' and wielding a big Katana? Sheesh. You are just one big cliche." I'd need to get in close. He probably had enhanced plate armor, so wasn't worth wasting bullets on.
 
   "You know what, I'll fight you for entry," I continued, "As long as you show me your face."
 
   He raised the visor and spoke clearly, "I am Sir Anslem. Buried in this crypt are those who are struck from the list of the Righteous. I will not let you free them from their accursed rest."
 
   Shrugging, I drew my swords and put them both on the ground. I then buttoned up my leather jacket. It was as good as anything he had for protection from bullets. Wyvern hide is resilient and flexible. As I finished, there was a boom from a shotgun, and I heard a spent slug hit the ground behind me after I felt a bit of pressure on my back.
 
   "I thought you guys believed in honor and that. Guess not." I grabbed one of my throwing knives and threw it at his face. It grazed above his eye, leaving a dripping wound.
 
   "Now we're even." I could hear pops from my allies' silenced weapons. The whining of bullets hitting stone. A thrum from Fidelma's bowstring. The louder cracks of rifles. More booms from shotguns. As well as shouts, screams, and other mayhem. I grabbed my swords and slowly walked forward. "Yeah, always thought most church hunters were bullies. Look brave and all that, have some of the best equipment of any hunter, and you still need to shoot someone in the back."
 
   "I am the Guardian of this crypt. Do not hold me responsible for the acts of others. Your Balance was fair. En garde."
 
   I let my sword tips track near the ground. With a sword that large he'd be slower than I would normally be. According to Marius, I was faster than my average body today. I had an advantage.
 
   Please note I'm not saying his armor would slow him. Yes, Plate looks awkward as hell, but people can move fast and free in it. I wished we were near a lake. The one thing no-one can do is swim in it. The pauldrons get in the way. It was designed to be free moving to fight in, after all. But a sword that large was somewhat unwieldy.
 
   So we started to circle each other. More to the point, he slid his visor off the helmet as I spiraled closer into him as he moved. Once he picked up on what I was doing, he swung his sword at my legs. I blocked, crossing the shorter blades for extra leverage. It wasn't, quite enough. He scored a nick across my thigh. I tried to get in close by sliding my block up his blade, but he took a hand off his hilt and punched a gauntleted fist into my face, breaking my nose. 
 
   I was stunned but responded automatically with the counter-move. After having been it drilled into me by more than a year's training with Marius. 'Roll with the punches boy, it's a saying for a reason.' So I automatically went into a backward roll that saved me from a decapitating follow-up blow. If I'd stayed stunned, I won't say I'd have been dead. I've never tested losing my head and plan to keep it that way. It would, at the very least, hurt like hell.
 
   Once I'd cleared my vision, I seemed to fight like an idiot for a bit. After all, the world's best swordsman doesn't fear the second best. He fears the worst because he'll never know what the fool will do next. He can predict what the second best is likely to do. Sometimes the best thing you can do is improvise.
 
   For several minutes he was testing my skill. By using amateurish moves, I kept him guessing. Finally, he swung a cross body stroke that was slightly overextended at the start. I rolled under it and stabbed the leaf blade up under his armpit while placing the silver gladius at his throat.
 
   Putting as much force into my voice as I could, I said to him "Yield. Your life on the tip of my blade."
 
   "I cannot. I guard this tomb with my life." He replied.
 
   "Oh well," I said as I pulled the sword from his throat, grabbed it by the blade and swung the pommel at his temple. There was a shocked expression on his face as a muffled bell tone sounded from his helmet. I didn't really want to kill him. He seemed to be an okay guy, apart from the cliches and trying to kill me. I didn't hold that against him. Tomb guardians were usually bound by magic. His eyes glazed, and a trickle of blood came from his nose. He collapsed to the ground, unconscious with my leaf blade still in his shoulder.
 
   Damn. If I removed that, he would bleed out. Oh well, it wasn't like I didn't have a few knives. The buckle under his shoulder hadn't been cut, so I tightened it as a substitute tourniquet. Between the sword still being in place and that he should pull through.
 
   The others had taken care of the rest of the Church's men here. I went over to the supplies and picked them up, and we headed down to the crypt.
 
   There were more bodies down there than I'd hoped for. I'd been hoping for one, but then I'd stupidly invoked Murphy earlier. There were two dozen or more crypts. Not to mention the urns for ashes. Wasn't this a craptacular shit sandwich for me? I sighed while Fidelma wandered around looking for something. I fired up a camp lamp. No point in looking in the dark.
 
   "Here," she said as she as she walked up to one of the urns.
 
   "Okay, I know your intuition is good but..." She held out a ring. There was a matching symbol on the ring and the urn.
 
   "Let's make sure it's not on any of the others first. Marius, Isolde, go back to the entrance and make sure we aren't interrupted." They nodded and headed up the stairs. Marius would keep Isolde safe.
 
   For the next half hour we went around checking, and while there were several that were similar to the design on the ring, the urn was the only one that matched it. The only reliable feature of churches is their obsession with records and order. They wouldn't have knowingly changed a symbol representing someone. My greatest worry was raising the wrong ghost. I wish Fidelma had told me about the ring earlier. My Grandmother might have been able to do something more for her and her ancestors with that. Then again, even as happy as she had been, she might have chosen not to do anything.
 
   That was why I relied on myself. I had yet to find someone I could depend on. Everyone else I'd tried to work with over the past decade had jobs I'd take and they wouldn't. Marius, for example, would rarely hunt down a devil.
 
   I unpacked supplies, first those to summon the ghost, then the Erinyes. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Fidelma kneel before the urn that held her ancestor's remains. It looked about a twelfth century in design and was of beaten brass or bronze, the verdigris clearly showing its age. There was no rubbing or sign of disturbance, so it was likely that it was the original.
 
   I didn't have time to waste. For all I knew some cop was on the way. The SSC knew something was going down, but in a case like this, they were not even neutral. They were observers. They'd try to prevent police involvement because police were innocent bystanders. All it took was one hot dog, convinced it was key to his promotion, though. 
 
   This whole mess predated European settlement of Australia. If this had been Europe, the local authorities might have intervened to help Fidelma. In the US some of the shamans might have helped her. But the SSC tried to steer clear of old problems. They were shorthanded as it was. 
 
   As I started preparing the Angel summoning circle, I noticed that there was blood slowly dripping down Fidelma's arm. "Fidelma, back away from the urn, slowly." I was too late. A relatives blood could, occasionally, catch the attention of a ghost from wherever they were. This was apparently one of those times. I just hoped he wasn't angry. No-one likes an angry ghost.
 
   It formed slowly, so I waited, pulling Fidelma back from it. She started to say something, but I put a finger over her lips. He formed quickly and looked from me to Fidelma and back again.
 
   "Whom disturbs my rest? Though I am in torment for my deeds, it is ill you do so without great cause."
 
   I took my finger from her lips and nodded to her. She'd summoned him, accidentally or otherwise. Until I was introduced, there was no point in me interrupting. It would just confuse the issue. 
 
   "I, Fidelma, child of your line, disturb your peace so I may lift the curse unjustly levied against it," she said, with unconscious formality.
 
   "Ahh. That is a worthy goal, though I do not know if I can aid in what you seek."
 
   "Perhaps if the worthy one who has supported me so far, who allowed me to find your remains, is given leave to question you, together we three can find the answers we seek."
 
   "As you wish, daughter of my line." The ghost turned to me and said. "Speak. I wish to remain here no longer than is necessary. Others, with darker souls than mine, grow restless in their slumber." I shuddered to think what he meant by that.
 
   "Through means, I have discovered an Angelic agent is responsible for your curse. An Erinyes, an Angel of Reward. I would seek to know the name of any such you may have encountered, who may have placed this curse on you."
 
   There was a deep silence. Then he spoke with pain in his voice "I worked to rid the world of Darkness. Why would such a being seek to curse me? I was naught but Heaven's loyal soldier, a strong arm against evil."
 
   I sighed and glanced at Fidelma who suddenly spoke in her trance voice. "Hell hath no bus like a woman scorned." I blinked. How did she keep coming up with answers that made sense from so little information? I'd need to find that out, eventually. The ghost's face was shocked. Then he nodded as if what she said had penetrated his insubstantial brain.
 
   "I only met one female angel in my service against devils and demons." Boy, sending Marius up to guard the entranceway had been a stroke of genius. If he'd been here, I doubt this ghost would speak to us. "She called herself Cassandra and offered herself to me as 'Heaven's reward' for my deeds. I refused, as a happily married man." Geez, she must have been new to her job. I can't see an Erinyes enjoying the deed if they'd been at it long. And even if they did, a simple refusal? Nah, sounded like one of Megaera's get, with newly shifted allegiances. They were the jealous sort. Nothing could really change a supernatural that quickly. When they moved to another faction, they still held traits from their previous life, for a century or so.
 
   "Her name..." I asked. 
 
   "Cassandra." Hmm. Named after the prophetess of Troy, who'd been cursed, to tell the truth, and never be believed. That lent credence to the whole thing. Maybe he just hadn't thought that she was sent to him as a reward for his deeds. No point in upsetting the old man now, though.
 
   "Stay present, though disperse your form if you wish, while I summon this Angel to our presence. Action upon you may be necessary to break the curse on your line." I still hate the formality ghosts force on others in their presence. Just once, I'd like to swear in their vicinity.
 
   I continued setting up the circle to summon this Angel. I started the chant, and, after nearing the end finished it with "I summon thee, Erinyes Cassandra, who hath wronged the ancestor of Fidelma." 
 
   There was a flash of light, and there she was, in the circle. At about five foot six she wasn't a particularly imposing figure, though the flaming sword that had appeared at her feet was impressive. She had pale white skin and curly black hair and wore only a skirt. From an aesthetic point of view, she was stunning. From a view of survival and common sense, her expression promised a painful death. I tried to avoid those, and I hadn't summoned her for the reason she apparently believed. 
 
   She tried to reach out and grab me but rebounded off the edge of the circle. She first looked at me with a furious expression. That quickly changed to a seductive one, but I'm no suicide. Finally, she tried to throw a curse at me, which went through the protection provided by the summoning spell. It had no effect. I was working for Alecto. It would have taken Megaera or Tisiphone to curse me. There was still enough similarities between an Erinyes curse and a Fury's one that the protection held.
 
   "Oh, fine. You came well prepared. A curse shield and a competent summoning circle. Wonders will never cease. What do you want? A night of carnal pleasure without risking your soul or your life I assume?" she said in a bored and diffident tone. She was checking her nails as if she was bored with the whole matter and wanted to be done with it.
 
   "No. I need you to remove a curse you placed on this young lady's," I indicated, "ancestor removed. Since you placed it, you can remove it."
 
   "What are you talking about? I haven't given someone a generational curse since..." and her mouth kept working but no words came out. One reason I was okay with the spontaneous summoning of the ghost is that, in the end, we were working in his best interests. We'd have been able to convince him to tell us because removing the curse from his family's line was a redemptive act. It could have taken longer, and I was glad it hadn't. It sounded like he was in one layer of Hell and this would free him. He'd believe himself redeemed, and that was enough (or at least that was my opinion.)
 
   That it saved on the exhaustion that I'd suffer later as well was not a small consideration.
 
   I'd gone full court press on this lady, though. Forget what you may have heard about angels not being able to lie. They tend not to and rather tell partial truths. But part of how I'd summoned her forced her, to tell the truth like it is supposed to be applied in court. The whole truth. No deceptions, no dilly-dallying, no evasion, no bits and pieces to deceive. 
 
   Suddenly she writhed in obvious pain. Evidently, she was still trying to lie.
 
   "Not my first time out the gate, little girl. I know most Angels are capable of lies. I think only the Angels of Death and the Angels of Prophecy have to tell the truth. So I put a corrective measure in place so you can't speak anything but the full truth."
 
   She gave me a venomous glare and tested the edges of the circle. Eventually, the circle became tired of being tested and started shocking her. I had nothing to do with it, I swear. I wanted it to be over with and pushed more energy into the circle. She slumped to her knees, on her sword, in defeat.
 
   "Yes. I did that. I'd just chosen to forsake the path of cursing people on behalf of the jealous. He was my... well it doesn't matter now. And he refused me," she waved her hands at her body, "called me a test sent from Hell. As if those bitches could have gotten near him before I cursed him. So?"
 
   "So, what you did was against the treaty restricting all but Death Curses from Succubi or Erinyes from being generational. If we don't fix it, there could be an Apocalypse, and not one likely to leave survivors, Capiche?"
 
   She paled. I don't just mean her face. Every patch of visible skin went whiter. "But... but I can't. I'll lose my grace and be condemned to Hell as a mortal! Do you know what the demons will do to me down there?"
 
   "Wait, you can't just break it? It should be a snap! You made it."
 
   She scowled "I was new to the whole thing, and he died a damned soul. To break the curse he needs to receive heaven's reward from me." I ran through my head. It was a pickle.
 
   "Okay, okay, what was the wording of the curse. The exact wording. I know you know it."
 
   "I curse you to roam the earth, doing no good, until a dark deed you cannot avoid. Your seed shall this curse spread. Redemption can only be gained through my reward."
 
   Ha! Loophole. "Your reward. Not heaven's reward - yours. If you give up your Grace and get freaky with him, problem solved."
 
   "But I like being an Angel! I'll never be able to get my Grace back." I tapped my foot on the floor. "Look, don't do anything hasty," she added nervously.
 
   "I have three choices here. You give up your Grace, and it might take you back. You are, after all, saving a soul. I strip you of your Grace, and it probably won't take you back, then I compel you to do the act. Or I simply force you, Grace and all, to do the act and you go to Hell. Demons don't like those who have tasted Grace. Well, I suppose that's not true. They like them, but tend to treat them with a heavy hand." 
 
   I wasn't going to do something that would send her to Hell if I could avoid it. Threatening that I might was another matter. Fear can be a good motivator, and she'd gotten herself into this mess. She'd condemned how many souls to Hell herself through her curse? She could sweat some. I wouldn't lose any sleep over it.
 
   She looked at me, trying to read my face. Then she sighed, picked up her sword and concentrated on it. Within a minute it was a globe of light. "You must let me out of here. If I'm not doing it with you, you don't get to watch. Not one of my peccadilloes."
 
   "Your word." As I said that the old man, Fidelma's ancestor, started to reform. He'd been paying attention, obviously.
 
   "I promise to do whatever is necessary to break the curse on the line of the fallen Paladin Lothar of the Burnished Shield, and do no harm to his line or the person who summoned me." I nodded and broke the rope circle.
 
   "Come on, lover." She said as she grasped his arm and led him into one of the other chambers in the crypt.
 
   I let myself feel relief. Murphy had other ideas. After all the trouble that rat faces personification has caused someone should hunt him down. I heard a thump from up the stairs. Turning to face them, I felt some confusion. If Marius and Isolde had been attacked, there should have been pops, not thumps was the thought that ran through my head. That delay in reacting was bad.
 
   There was suddenly a lot of clattering down the stairs. Somehow Isolde and Marius had been ambushed. Five men burst into the room. I fired, and one went down. The others just kept coming. "Weres" I yelled in warning to Fidelma. She'd taken one of them down with an arrow to the eye. Thinking on it, arrows are a good choice if you don't have silver ammunition for your guns. I still had a silver alloy sword, though. Two of them were charging me as the third took an arrow to the throat. It still badly mauled Fidelma. The arrow in its throat triggered a change to its walking wolf form. She poked an arrow through its eye as it crashed into her.
 
   I noticed that as I whipped out my gladius and a bowie knife after dropping the pistols. I charged the one on the left, catching him as he was changing. Slicing his arm, I saw rage take over. I feinted to the left. Then stepped right. Using his own weight and momentum as an assist, I took his head. The last one was going to be a problem. He'd changed and was in control of himself, moving cautiously. 
 
   I risked a glance to Fidelma. She wasn't in good shape but had rolled the corpse off herself and drawn her blade. I also heard a noise from the stairs but didn't let it distract me. I saw Fidelma circle around, but the stone sarcophagi made the whole battlefield awkward. He suddenly jumped at Fidelma, smacking her head against the wall behind it. She'd managed to cut it before its weight slammed into her. She slid bonelessly down the wall. Unconscious, I hoped.
 
   It didn't finish her, instead charging me. I stepped to place one of the sarcophagi between it and me, forcing it to slow its charge to either go around or leap up onto the obstacle. It chose up. I was waiting. As it landed, I swung my sword, the silver in it burning as it cut into the creature's ankle. It jerked back stumbling off the sarcophagus. As it rose, it moved with a definite limp. It growled at me. I didn't care. 
 
   The son-of-a-bitch might have made my last two days work for nothing. May have killed my friend, my client and my cousin. I let out a bellow, infusing it with my rage. The Were shrank back for a moment. That was all I needed. I rolled over the sarcophagus and stabbed my sword through its heart. Considering how I was feeling, I could say something like 'I expected it to hit stone.' No, I expected it to slide in like a stick into the water with my rage backing the blow. It did. 
 
   The useless piece of rotting meat slid off the blade. There was a slight smell of burning dog fur and flesh from the reaction to the silver in my blade in the air. 
 
   I collapsed against the sarcophagus I'd rolled over, but my attention was drawn by a slow, steady clap coming from the stairs. A figure emerged. One I recognized. The soon to be dead Magistrate Caprioli. "Warlock" I snarled at him. Instead of clutching his throat and collapsing to the ground as he should have, he merely grinned at me
 
   "Why yes, I believe that is an accurate description of the power I have attained. I took years to perfect an elixir that would provide me such power in hours. I needed access to some of your unique concoctions to achieve it. After all, they use such rare components." I rose, and another two figures appeared behind him. Isolde was dragging The Devil Dog behind her.
 
   "Isolde, what happened? What are you doing? RUN!" I yelled at her.
 
   "Oh no, dear boy. She only follows my orders now. Be a dear girl and pick up that glowing ball will you." I kept struggling to rise. I managed to prop myself so I was sitting on the sarcophagus. That would have to be good enough. I threw the gladius at him as hard as I could. All the while, to my horror, my baby cousin was being forced towards a life as one of heaven's whores. The sword sparked and ricochet off something before it landed.
 
   "Is that the best you can do? Oh dear, boy. Abjuration is quite easy to learn. No iron, lead or copper shall harm me." The ex-priest, ex-magistrate said. "Once one descended from Alecto joins the Erinyes, it will be a small step to making all Furies accept the change. A shame nothing can be done for the Succubi I suppose, but they already chose to serve Hell."
 
   Thoughts of my Mother, my Grandmother, my Aunts and all my cousins being forced to that flashed through my head. I had assumed that at least one of Alecto's descendants had been an Erinyes. I guess we all had. So we had discounted a potential application of the law of threes against all Furies. Goddamn it.
 
   "You... shouldn't... be... able... to... control... her... though." I stretched it out. Not so much from pain, but to give me time to think. To figure out a way to end him. With a shield against iron, I couldn't even try to strike him with my fists. The iron in my blood would be enough to stop the blow from landing.
 
   He laughed again "Self-doubt, boy. When all five of her attackers came after her again, she was filled with doubt. My spell merely filled the void that doubt had put in her. Your devil friend there killed them, but too late. I was already in her mind. And so she knocked him out for me." He frowned. "It's a shame I had to lose such loyal followers. Still, I was playing for bigger gains."
 
   Isolde had reached the ball of Grace and picked it up. 
 
   "Good girl. Now, accept it as part of you." He said. I could see her struggle against his order. For a moment I had hope, and then I saw her will crumble. It became a brighter light then seemed to fold in on itself, before exploding into a tunnel of coruscating colors that consumed her. As my vision returned, I could see white feathers starting to sprout at the top of her wings. In desperation, I grabbed the unblooded silver knife from its sheath and threw it with the strength of despair at the monster's throat. To the surprise of both of us, it flew straight and true for his throat. The blood from my hand had skimmed off it, across his abjuration. There was a gurgle from him. 
 
   His concentration would have broken, and I was not giving him time to recover. With rage driven haste I sprang forward and was on him, my right fist pounding into his skull even after I'd turned it to a pulp, my left holding his body in place.
 
   A single voice pulled me from my rage. There was an undercurrent of fear in it. "Thal, help me." My baby cousin was asking for my help.
 
   I immediately knew what I had to do. She had accepted it. Under someone else's control at the time, but she'd still accepted it.
 
   I had to give her my blood. 
 
   I got to my feet and stumbled towards her. The feathers were now halfway down her wings. Who knew how quickly the Host of Angels would give her a task once the transformation completed. I drew one of my two remaining knives as I walked towards her. Once I was a step away, I sliced my left wrist and took that last step, placing the bleeding wound over her mouth. I felt her drinking my blood from the wrist. After a moment her grip on my wrist strengthened and she seemed to be drinking with an unquenchable hunger. The light in the room seemed to fade. I saw the feathers start falling from her wings, relief rushed through me and I promptly passed out.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   I had a... vision I guess. I was on an open roadway, stretching in both directions amongst the red sands of the Australian desert. The asphalt is so fresh you could smell the tar from it. No-one had used it. There were no tracks or signs of wear. There was also a tall man, his body and face concealed by a robe. Black feathered wings emerged from his back. He sighed, and his glowing eyes pierced me. The winged man seemed to be looking into my soul, or the core of my being, or something.
 
   "Are you trying to make life harder for yourself?" he asked rhetorically. Shrugging I stared back at him. I was who I was. I wasn't going to change. Nor was I gonna tremble in fear. Sure, I thought I knew who this was. It looked like it was probably Azrael, leader of the Angels of Death.
 
   "You sit on a precipice, young man. You shall either be known as the Peace-bringer or the Warmonger. Walking the line between them and refuse to jump is something I respect, but it cannot last. Perhaps you shall be the first to hold the title 'Balancer.' It is a slim possibility. Most likely you shall be all three before your time is done. If your time ever runs out." 
 
   I looked at him and said "Everyone's time can run out. Oh, the Ancients make it seem like that cannot happen, but even gods can die. What I don't get is why I'm so goddone important to receive a personal visit, and a personal riddle, from you, oh mighty Azrael." I said the last with a high heaped shovel of sarcasm.
 
   His gaze pierced me as he looked at me, but I stood firm. I may have just offended THE Angel of Death, but after the last few days, I couldn't care less. I took no sides. It wasn't like he'd be able to kill me unless my time was up and he'd just said it wasn't. Instead of a growl or threats, he laughed. A great booming laugh that echoed through my soul.
 
   "Ahh, finally, someone willing to face down Death Itself for the right reasons. Not out of fear or hope. I am pleased that your ancestor asked me for a boon. I will tell you this then. You have earned my respect. For that, I will grant you a boon when the time comes. I can see what it will be, but cannot tell you. If you fail to ask it will be lost. I will be talking to you again." I turned my back on the road and walked into the desert.
 
   With that, I felt my eyes opening to a noonday sun. I hate riddles. I hate responsibility. And now, it seemed, I had to deal with both. I stretched and found that I was in a short, slim body today. Wearing one of those ridiculous hospital gowns. Only good thing about them was they tended to be a one size fits all job.
 
   I looked around the room. I sure as hell hoped it wasn't a hospital. One of my main goals in life was avoiding the exposure of normal humans to the supernatural. I think I explained the 'why' already. So looking around it became apparent it wasn't a hospital. The walls were unpainted brick, there were no curtains between the bed I was in and Fidelma's. She smiled as she looked at me.
 
   "I feel better now. I got to thank my ancestor before he moved on. Said I should look up to someone I can believe in. That I should follow my heart, not what someone wrote in a book like he did." The look she gave me made me very nervous. I don't deal well with open adoration. I like being alone. The door opened, and four people entered. Fidelma pushed herself up to a sitting position with what seemed like too much effort. She must still be recovering.
 
   I was expecting Marius and Isolde. They looked at me with some relief and Isolde came over to hug me. It was not a particularly platonic hug. Suddenly I thought of the Chinese symbol for trouble. Two women under one roof. Why did I have the sinking feeling that this was about to happen to me?
 
   As Isolde let go of me, I got to see the other two figures. That Sergeant McGuire was here was a little surprising. We'd have cleanup to do if Grandma Alecto knew that he wasn't keeping an eye on things, I thought. Cassandra, well, to be honest, I'd hoped she'd fucked off back to being an Erinyes since she'd liked it so much. She didn't look so good either. She had that gaunt, sunken-eyed look some recovering addicts get.
 
   "Whoa, guys, if this is gonna be a meeting an' all, could you get Fidelma and me some clothes first? And a bit of privacy to get dressed?"
 
   Marius handed Sergeant McGuire a fifty-dollar note, "I told you so," and gave me a bag. Isolde passed a bag to Fidelma, and the other three left. I cleared my throat and raised an eyebrow.
 
   "First, what she sees, I see." She ran an eye up and down my body. "Second, she's gonna need help to get dressed. Third, there's something you need to see that I don't want those three to see. I guess she can see it, though." Izzy said in a firm voice. 
 
   I was shocked. My baby cousin wasn't a baby anymore. She had grown up in the blink of an eye. It must have shown on my face. "That ain't ever gonna that happen to me again, nor anything like it. I can learn a lesson when it's shoved in my face hard enough. I need to be my own person. Not worry about how others look at me. Now get your clothes on."
 
   Rising from the bed I faced away from them. I guess I should mention I don't like dressing around others.I never know what I'm gonna be like when I get up in the morning. So I can be a little sensitive about it. There was a giggle as I took of the hospital gown and I could feel my neck and face heat. At least the clothes fit, even if the t-shirt was tight enough to make me look like a metrosexual. 
 
   I turned around as Fidelma was pulling on her t-shirt. Gods, she had an amazing rack. I quickly made sure there was no expression on my face. No - let's not start trouble now. When Isolde turned back to face me, she gave me a smile "So, you ready?" She asked. I just shrugged. No point in taking any longer than it had to.
 
   She unfurled her wings. I was expecting the black scaled wings all furies had. Not the golden scaled wings with thicker bones and a larger wingspan than I'd ever seen before. And claws at every point bones met or ended. She preened at the expressions she received from Fidelma and me.
 
   "Why don't you want anyone else to see? They're amazing!" Fidelma said. She absently stroked Isolde's wings, and I saw a shiver of pleasure run through Isolde at the touch.
 
   I answered for Isolde. "Because people will want to either categorize her or take her for their own. She's far safer if they don't know." Isolde smiled sadly.
 
   "Yeah. Watching how people can treat you, Thal, taught me a couple of things. The difference is I can hide these. Let people assume. Some of your quirks aren't easily concealed." I shrugged. It felt like it was becoming my default position.
 
   Isolde folded her wings from sight and went to the door to get the others. Fidelma tried to get to her feet but stumbled. I moved to her weaker side. When they saw Fidelma and me walk past, McGuire directed us to the kitchen. It was then I saw we were in the SSC headquarters in Sydney. Being more pragmatic than other groups, the SCC was split into three divisions with separate bases.
 
   I was surprised to see Magistrate O'Conner there. He looked up and gave me a blinding smile. "I wanted to thank you for realizing I wouldn't have taken part in that charade last month unless I was under duress, Mr. Jardine. Without that, the Salafi Islamists allied with the Reformationists would have killed my family. I owe you their lives. I will, unfortunately, have to recuse myself from future cases involving you."
 
   "Do not think your actions are unappreciated, however. I have arranged for a form of delayed decision in cases involving you. All perfectly legal. From now on if you are active on a case, private or SSC, charges laid against you will be 'Pending' until the case is completed. It is not just your actions in this case, but several others that allowed this provision to apply to you."
 
   He rose and left the room. I had to wonder about that. There had to be a hook in there somewhere, even if I couldn't see it.
 
   McGuire tapped on one of the shuttered windows in the kitchen. I frowned, that hadn't been here last time I was. It opened, and a familiar spunky brunette face appeared behind it. Anita. I could also feel the portal magic emanating from it. It made me a little queasy. 
 
   "This was such a good idea, Sergeant. I'll go get Sid." She bustled off. I turned and looked at McGuire. 
 
   He shrugged. "It was Taylor's idea. Something about franchising. He gets a 50% cut after expenses. Sid's looking for another Gastronomancer to help out. Taylor wants to experiment more with portal magic. He's got 'em stable, but they aren't a joy to travel through." A grimace crossed his face.
 
   Sid smiled through the window. "It's good to see you up and about, Thal." He eyed everyone and grinned. Then bustled off, shouting orders to his... assistants? He'd never hired anyone to help before. Something I'd have to find out later.
 
   I also discovered from the Sergeant that not much of my equipment had been recovered. None of the potions had been - although many distilled and purified components of them had been found, at a deranged alchemist's house. That was really annoying. About a million bucks worth of supplies down the drain. Even with the distilled components, it would cost me about half that much to replace those potions. Alchemists hated working in small batches and charged a premium for preparing them these days.
 
   More worrying in some ways was my specialty weapons. They'd probably left the country by now. Someone could cause real damage with three or four of them. Most of them would just lower the vampire and infective werewolf populations of wherever they ended up. Still, that was another dozen things I had to replace.
 
   McGuire cleared his throat. "Your grandmother told me about a letter she gave you. I found it and have organized a meeting with the relevant authorities. The Pope's representative has been cooling his heels for five days now and is getting antsy."
 
   I groaned. The last thing I wanted was a meeting with religious heads. "Screw that. I have..." there were expectant looks from around the table. "What? I don't want to be the negotiator for a new treaty. 'Specially when I'm sure they'll just go out and break it. Besides, to really negotiate it we'd need a representative of the other side. When they find out about what happened..." Marius looked at me and shrugged.
 
   "They already know. I've been picked to represent them. But their condition is that you negotiate on behalf of all injured parties. They're scared of you, son." He said the last with a grin on his face. "You're the first person in millennia to be touched by Azrael and live."
 
   "Wait... what? I'm missing a big goddone thing here I feel." I was not telling them about my vision - no way, no how.
 
   They blinked, and Isolde stepped up. "You don't remember? In the crypt? When you... saved me? I...I took too much." She blushed, obviously embarrassed. "You were delirious. The madman started twitching, and Azrael appeared. You told him to take his due and pointed to the body on the floor. I think Marius was regaining consciousness at this point." Marius nodded. "Anyway, Azrae walked over and touched the evil man. He stopped twitching." She paused and drew a deep breath. "Then he picked you up and walked you to the entrance. After the Angel taken you, Fidelma woke and spoke to her Ancestor. Marius and I helped take Fidelma to the door and Cassandra tagged along."
 
   The Fury shrugged and said, "Without the chance to retrieve my Grace I have nowhere to go." She seemed to be feeling a mixture of sadness and relief.
 
   "Azrael was still there. Once the SSC turned up, he left. Enough people in the know about the supernatural saw it that and word spread fast."
 
   I don't remember how long I swore for. I remember I made everyone in the room pale at one point or another. There is no personal memory of what I said, though other have told me bits and pieces. I wasn't special. I was the Mongrel. Not someone to be crossed for sure, but not someone of extraordinary power.
 
   Then I realized something else. I'd never signed a contract with Fidelma. The entire job was a wash. I started cursing again and stormed out. Isolde followed me out. When I reached the garden at the center of the headquarters, I almost collapsed. I leaned against a tree. I'd lost the easy path. If I'd just kept being a mercenary, this all would have been different. Damn her curse. I'd been so sure, so overconfident, that I'd suppressed it. Nope. It had stung me all the same.
 
   What my Mother had told me just before I left home came back to me. I'd just had a fight with Dad, and she told me what he wouldn't. "You leave here, you need to know. Greed is a defense for you. When you were young and growing so fast, an oracle visited. She said the easy path for you would be the path of greed. 'Make sure he always requests pay,' she said. 'For any job he takes, he needs pay or a hard path he'll walk.' Your Da, he thinks you'll never be happy living that life. I thought you should know her words."
 
   I'd tried, tried so hard to keep to that. Partly by burying the memory deep, but maintaining the objective behind it clear in my mind. I'd stayed alone - done jobs for money that some would have done for free. Turned away those who couldn't pay. Most of all I'd buried why, even from myself. When I left home, within a month, Mum and Dad had moved to England. It all came flooding back to me. I wanted a comfortable life. That part of my life was now over. I'd taken and completed a job for no pay.
 
   I slid down the tree, only to find Isolde standing over me. "Your family knows why you lived like you did," she said. "It wasn't some big secret. Gran knew the prophecy that your Mum told you, and she told me. The Norn had asked her permission before she gave it." Then she knelt beside me looking at the tears in my eyes. "Doesn't mean you can't keep charging people you know. You can still live life on your terms." I looked at her and shook my head. She hugged me with a loving attention I melted into.
 
   "That stopped the moment Azrael touched me an' I lived. People will seek me out now, sometimes for problems they could even solve themselves. You know that." 
 
   "Nah. You keep doing what you have been. You forget that Gran owes you one if you renegotiate this treaty. She's the first person to threaten violence, but the last to join a war. I'm sure she can figure something out so only those that need you find you. Now get up off your arse and man up. The food should be here soon, and I'd like to eat it hot. Wouldn't you?"
 
   She held out her hand and helped me to my feet, and we walked back to the kitchen. I thought about what she'd told me as I walked. She was right. Mum had been wrong. I needed to man up and accept the responsibilities, whatever they were, of this new phase of life. At least it wouldn't be boring.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18 
 
   Three days. Three days with arguments from the representatives of the church that they weren't responsible for the actions of 'one rogue Angel.' Three days of pointing out that authorities of the church, both personally, in the case of the Primarch of the Anglican Church of Australia, and as their representative, in the case of the Cardinal from Rome, had caused some of the mess. That their efforts to stop me breaking the curse and their status of the Earthly representative of the Angels under the Treaty made them responsible parties. 
 
   Three days of boredom in a conference room. If this is what my responsibilities entailed, I'd had enough. I'd hoped for some excitement and instead was stuck in boring meetings that went in circles.
 
   The church controlled all assets used by the Angels making them directly culpable for any actions those Angels made.
 
   That their interference in my attempt to break the curse proved they knew that the treaty had been broken. I was on the verge of losing my temper and walking out. Fuck the consequences.
 
   Finally, after all, their attempts at legal obfuscation, at dodging responsibility for the actions of themselves and their organizations, I'd had enough. Since they refused to negotiate, I'd give them demands.
 
   I walked into the meeting with a list.
 
   "Right. You've been wasting Marius' and my time for long enough. In this country, you represent those who 'support' Angels by the treaty. We are not negotiating a new agreement, which you seem to have forgotten. We are seeking weregild for breaches of the treaty. We are negotiating an addendum to the existing agreement. You appear to treat this as seriously as you've treated Priests abusing children for the last fifty years. That is - not seriously enough. Setting up inadequate responses seems to be a pattern - for all of those in power in the Abrahamic religions."
 
   "So rather than continuing to attempt a dialog, I have written a list of demands, in collaboration with the SSC and Marius. Failure to accept them will result not only in the certification of all local church hunters being revoked but all priests and higher with knowledge of the supernatural being given thirty days to be transferred overseas and replaced with those without such knowledge."
 
   Both of these 'august' personages puffed up. Thankfully I'd had a plan. Gran had been absolutely thrilled at the idea of cursing the Eastburrow Baptists when I asked her to three days ago. Considering the constant abuse and heckling they gave, I had no qualms about it either.
 
   "Before you object, know that The Three Furies are listed as potential enforcers for treaty breaches. They gave an example of what might befall you." I passed across the news articles citing accidents and illnesses that had suddenly happened to the Eastburrows. As they read through them, the faces paled.
 
   "How you explain these changes to the Jewish officials is your problem. Same with the Islamic authorities, although I'd point out to them that they aren't innocent either. Their extremists were involved in an attack on the court system supporting the treaty."
 
   "First. There shall be no longer any Religious representatives on the Council of Laws. This is due to your failure to screen a Reformationist from your representation."
 
   "Second. Sixteen generations of weregild shall be paid, by the end of the week, to the person of Fidelma, descendant of Lothar of the Burnished Shield. This amount shall be no less than ten million dollars, although that sum is manifestly inadequate, it is consistent with the recompense due according to the treaty. Further, The Damned have agreed to release the souls of those cursed, on the condition they also do not gain entry into Heaven. Final designation of their afterlife or reincarnation is to be left to them, excluding Heaven and Hell."
 
   "Third. The Damned insist on five years of 'Soul Games' where Angels and Demons compete for the souls of people rather than direct confrontation. These games must still abide by the existing terms of the Treaty. Including - but not limited to – the absences of introduction to the supernatural by the Damned or the Graced."
 
   "Fourth. At the insistence of the SSC, all hunters and preachers with knowledge of the supernatural must be screened by an acknowledged neutral at the expense of the churches. Any Reformationist found in this investigation will have all assets seized apart from the price of a plane ticket to Europe. If they refuse to leave, they will face punishment by local authorities up to and including execution."
 
   "Fifth. The Reformationists are considered a Church-inspired problem, and therefore the church has future responsibilities regarding them. They shall be targets of opportunity for all hunters, with lethal force permitted. Bounty shall be determined on an individual target basis by the Council of Laws and paid by the Church."
 
   "So ends the demands of the Neutral section of these negotiations. I will leave you to discuss with the other representatives any other terms you wish to include."
 
   With that I turned on my heel and walked out, leaving a copy of the demands on the table.
 
   Six hours later I was called back to the conference room. They had agreed to the demands and had summoned an Archangel to sign the document. The Angel eyed me with wary respect. It was evident that he'd helped intimidate the two self-interested prelates. With nibbed dipping pens we all signed the addendum in blood, with Magistrate O'Conner signing for the SCC, me for the neutrals and... well, you get the idea. That Marius could sign on behalf of Hell merely showed that his father had more status down there than I'd thought. He was still on the Neutral lists... I'd checked while I was waiting for six hours.
 
   Then the prelates spoke. "Regarding article four, the chosen neutral is you. You will be diligent and uncompromising in fulfilling this task, we have no doubt." The Anglican Primarch looked genuinely sincere. The Catholic Cardinal had a slight sneer on his face, almost as if he knew I didn't want the job.
 
   I smiled and said. "Right then. Clear the room of the others. If I'm to do this, I might as well start here." I pointed to the prelates. "You two, stay."
 
   Unfortunately, the worst that could be said of the Cardinal was that he was mean-spirited and a member of Opus Dei. Ah well.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   For the next two months, I was hopping from town to town completing the contract. At five hundred a day plus expenses it really didn't seem worth it, but the SSC had me check all their hunters while I was at it too. I was still annoyed that my position as Neutral representative, by custom, had meant I couldn't claim damages. Life really wasn't fair sometimes. Best you learn that now or you will be disappointed.
 
   At least for the registered hunters, Australia had no Reformationists left - over two hundred had been found. Strip searching as many people as I had in the past months got old quickly. And some of the tattoos had been placed strategically. After the first half dozen was executed for crimes for which they'd kept souveniers (one of them had a unicorn's horn for fuck's sake - if the SSC hadn't killed her the Elves would have tortured and killed her) the rest decided leaving was a good option.
 
   I'll still never understand why members of a criminal or fringe group feel it necessary to put permanent identifiers on themselves. I wasn't assuming we'd caught them all, but many of these groups took that sort of thing to fetish levels. It was a safe bet that those who remained were few and unsupported.
 
   It would be good to get home.
 
   As I drove up to the house, having finally made it home, I felt a small dread at what it would be like. I definitely did not expect one of the Brownies to hop on the hood. I opened the door and stepped out of the car. Its cheerful voice assaulted my ears. 
 
   "Come, come. Bigger house, nicer house. Good housemates." He said in a birdlike voice. I was confused. Isolde counted as a house-mate. Not house-mates. I guessed she was covered by the kin-rule, and the Brownies might have shown themselves to her. 
 
   Unfortunately, my curiosity is strong, and I was tired. That's my only excuse for not jumping back in the ute and re-locating. Telling Isolde where to find me so I could train her when I found somewhere else. I like being alone. Housemates were not a good idea for someone like me - especially someone who had a heaping help of new shit in his life to sort.
 
   But I had to know who else he was talking about. I unlocked the door and walked inside. When I saw the woman in the kitchen, I froze. Long red hair - check. Pale skin - check. Great body - check. Warm smile on her face when she saw me - this was unexplored territory. It was, of course, Fidelma. I don't know if I was more shocked to see her, or that the brownie was still sitting comfortably on my shoulder. She definitely wasn't covered by the kin rule. Now that her curse was gone she should be off rebuilding her life or starting a new one.
 
   I sure as hell shouldn't be involved.
 
   She rushed towards me and hugged me, pressing her body against me in a way I can only describe as 'with intent.' I could feel the blood rushing south from my brain, where I desperately needed it right now. Especially since, when I looked down the hall, the house wasn't the same.
 
   Then a thought occurred to me. Why didn't I have a headache in her presence? It had been so low grade I'd stopped noticing it unless I thought about it. But I was thinking about it, and it wasn't there. Then all thoughts fled my mind for a time as she gave me a mind-blowing, sexy kiss. Our tongues were dueling each other, and she picked me up and took me to my bedroom.
 
   No - I didn't let it go that far. If she wanted what I thought she wanted, we needed ground rules. Solid ones. A relationship is built on more than emotion and desire. It needed a foundation of respect I honestly couldn't say was there. I mean it could be, but I couldn't say. Besides, I wasn't going to risk the... the love of this incredible woman on something as unimportant as sex. That's not to say I didn't suffer a massive case of blue balls. Or that she wasn't upset that I called a stop. But I was sinking way beyond my depths in quicksand here. I needed to build stability before it went further.
 
   I went for a cold shower. Fidelma said she had to call Isolde. I got the feeling there were others she would call. Sergeant McGuire was probably training Isolde, explaining her absence, so he'd probably be coming too. I briefly explored the changed back end of my house. It was four new rooms - three if you count the clothes room being moved. A library with nearly empty shelves and two bedrooms.
 
   I got dressed in a nice shirt and denim jeans. Today, I was on the short side just in case you hadn't realized. I didn't care if an Archangel or a Prince of Hell were being called. Comfort was my goal after so many weeks on the road. 
 
   I walked into the kitchen and sat on one of the stools. "So, what's been happening to my house without my knowledge? And why did you decide to stay? Come to think of it, how did anyone afford to get the house changed so quickly?" I asked
 
   "I can answer the first, and maybe the third questions. You'll have to ask your Gran about the second one... sort of. I'd planned to at least stay and teach Isolde how to use a blade." Huh. Knew it wasn't just Isolde she'd rung. "But first... Why stop? I like you, you are attracted to me."
 
   I took in a deep breath. "If I go there with you I want it to be special. Not just a fling. I've had too many of them with people I've helped." Yes, I was curious when I was younger. I know what I want now. "I want to wait. To be sure it's got a chance of lasting. I mean there's nothing wrong with a fling, but I want this to be longer if it can be."
 
   Evidently, that was the right answer. She walked up to me, hugged me with affection and gave me a brief, scorching kiss that made me almost regret walking away from the bed earlier. Almost.
 
   I took another deep breath. "And then there's Isolde. I... I had a lot of time to think while I was finding those skeeves. And she seems to want or expect something too... she kept distancing our family relationship, mentioning we were only half-cousins when I called. I don't want to hurt her, either." I said in a trembling breath. Fidelma's eyes just twinkled.
 
   "You really aren't the gruff loner you put forth when we first met, are you? You should know enough about Elves to know we don't require monogamy. What will be, will be. Monogamy may work for humans most of the time." She frowned at that as if she wasn't sure. "But for people who can live to a thousand, it's not a real option. People grow apart." I shrugged. Obviously, she'd taken in more Elven mores than I'd thought.
 
   "My answers?" I asked again.
 
   "Oh, yeah. We added a few rooms and a basement armory for you. It only seemed fair after all the damage that had been done, and you'll need them with both Isolde and I staying... unless we move in with you... in which case, we might need them anyways, huh?" She smiled at my expression. I must have gone completely white. Kids were not anything I'd ever considered. Nor were they something I was ready for. "So your Gran and I put the money up. She also put a halt to the SSC constables replacing anything but the clothes." She sniffed. "Men have no style sense anyway... with very few exceptions." She stroked my cheek.
 
   She continued "I knew of some dwarves between jobs. They were happy for the work. They even reinforced the existing house. But your Aunt, Gran, Dan, Isolde and McGuire should be here soon, so I need to get back to cooking."
 
   Yup. I definitely should have run. Far and fast. But I wouldn't regret staying. There was something in me that said what was happening would be important. World changing, but important. I was sure my life wouldn't be easy, but it would be exciting.
 
   If I didn't enjoy excitement, I wouldn't have gone into the business of hunting monsters and breaking curses.
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   Editor Commentary – Infinity Fire
 
   This sixth story in the anthology explores the SF world of E.E. Isherwood as he tells the tale of life after mass destruction. When someone has killed all human life on Earth, how can he move forward? The motivations and emotional evolution of Issherwood’s protagonist show the resilience of the human race and the human capacity for growth. His leveraging of the game components are skillfully incorporated to lend even more depth to this SF adventure among the growing universe of man.
 
   Infinity Fire 
 
   Chapter 1 - Justinian
 
   “Why can't I just enjoy a good moonrise?” the captain said with a lingering glance at the white orb. The tea cup in his hand splashed over the rim, causing Executive Officer Justinian to walk over to his friend and boss to wipe it in one smooth motion.
 
   Outside, the moon rose above the curvature of the Earth, which was pretty impressive despite being viewed second-hand on the projector wall of the starship's bridge. Captain Kilgore was renowned for pointing out beauty in the crushing sterility of space, even on their short training runs to the outer planets. Here, floating over North America, it came easily. But one tiny light on the bridge spoiled the spectacle.
 
   “People, I've got the best view in the universe, in the newest ship of the fleet, with a crew of all-stars. So, can anyone tell me why we can't shut off that god-damned alarm?”
 
   He absently took a sip from his cup but set it back down with a look of disappointment. Justinian hovered nearby, ready to do whatever it took to fulfill the orders of the ship's commander-in-chief. The tea was easy. But they'd tried for hours to find the circuits responsible for that light. The ship was miles long. The best of the best in the fleet—men, women, drones, simulated people, and the ship's living A.I.—were all doing the equivalent of tearing apart ductwork inside and outside the behemoth of a starship.
 
   “If the captain isn't happy, the crew isn't happy,” Justinian mused. “It's the same for a mother and her family.” Though he was XO up here, he'd served time as chief in a previous lifetime down on the surface. The ire of the captain was not foreign to him.
 
   Kilgore's hair was dark but had traces of natural gray. He was a timeless icon of leadership in the Fleet. Always calm—but firm—when giving an order. The same when listening to subordinates. Justinian saw it as the wisdom of experience, or perfected self-confidence. Whatever it was, he was the type of captain adored by his crew. During the months of trials, everyone pushed themselves to the limit to prove worthy of being on his boat. 
 
   Justinian shared their spirit. He dug into the programming to solve the captain's mystery light. The flaw was somewhere in the engines. He knew that much. Most of the ship was the engines. The Infinity Fire drives were the latest and greatest in the “beyond light speed” designs of the space industry. The Einstein-Miyamoto Solar Conglomerate had slapped together a few billion moving parts, surrounded them with a few trillion circuits, and made the most sophisticated single piece of machinery in human history.
 
   A good captain wants things perfect. No matter the complexity of an interstellar engine, Kilgore wanted that light to disappear. Justinian swiped the holoboard like a madman, looking for some sign his elite crew was going to come through for him.
 
   “Sir, we have a new situation,” a department head called.
 
   Justinian moved to her station. She was an attractive young woman with impeccably coiffured fiery red locks in a tight regulation ballerina bun. He stood behind as she pointed.
 
   “Right here. This whole section of schematic has gone dark.” She turned around with a stern face, waiting for his response. Her name tape hugged the steep curve of her chest: Morante. 
 
   A thousand distractions carried a drumbeat through his head, including the girl's tight-fitting uniform. Diversion 1001 was what her pronouncement meant. Sensing his hesitance, if not the reason for it, she offered, “it could mean this bridging circuit has been fried. Something like that might cut off the rest.”
 
   A simple malfunction?
 
   That was a question for the ship.
 
   “Cammy, are you hearing this?” he called to the virtual woman.
 
   “Yes, Executive Officer Justinian,” she replied evenly. Some programmer had ensured every interaction with the ship's artificial intelligence began with an acknowledgment of the full rank of the person as she addressed them. It was something he was going to change as soon as they left the system. The eggs in the white suits frowned on system hacks while still in the dockyard. “I regret I must say that Petty Officer Ellie Morante is incorrect. The circuits are all still live, though I cannot see them.”
 
   “How can you be sure they're live if you can't see them?” he queried, hoping she wouldn't say his full name again.
 
   “The engines are still hot. If those circuits were off, they would shut down.”
 
   Justinian was in his mid-forties, but he'd served in one navy or another his entire adult life. He'd advanced through the ranks to XO as fast as anyone might expect. Much of that was due to his uncanny ability to anticipate trouble before his superiors. Privately, he was convinced it was just a string of good luck. That skill had saved many lives on previous missions and was why Kilgore said he chose him to be his second. Serving under Kilgore was a career-building step from local “rock runs”—the near planets—to proper deep space star cruisers. 
 
   “Captain. I recommend we cycle down the engines and do a full diagnostic of this branch.”
 
   The captain looked at him with a strained face. “It's one damned light! That could delay our departure by a week.”
 
   It wasn't that the engines took long to shut down or spin up, but any abnormalities in the dockyard came with gigabytes of paperwork. Inspections. Sign-offs from the tech shop. Endless testing. Inwardly he was already regretting the suggestion. But it was the correct one. “Sir. Something isn't right about this. I agree. It has to be minor. But we should have been able to find this fault long before now.”
 
   “You'd bet your career on it?” The captain strode closer. He walked with a limp—imperceptible to most people. They were both career Navy. Battle hardened. He was with the older man when he was injured, and even modern medicine never made it right.
 
   “Yes, sir. I'd bet my life on it. If Cammy can't see these circuits we need to know why.”
 
   Both men stood at attention. Justinian felt the exhaustion of months of dry dock work and a lifetime of challenges like this one. He looked to his mentor to tell him he was nuts. The captain's mouth was open, but another voice piped up at the same instant.
 
   “Sirs, we just lost the same circuit on engine number five.”
 
   Justinian and the captain locked eyes.
 
   “All five engine circ-grids are going dark,” she continued.
 
   “Shut it down,” ordered the captain with urgency. Almost panic. “Emergency protocols. Cammy, you hear that? Shut them down.”
 
   Justinian ran to his station, holo already waiting for his input. The rest of the bridge crew had trained for an emergency shut-down hundreds of times. For such a tense exercise, the men and women were nearly silent in the execution of their command routines. As their fingers and arms turned off the ship, the swish of fabric was loud at each station. A far cry from his submarine days.
 
   In sixty seconds the command deck was bathed in a soft blue light; shutdown of major systems was successful. 
 
   But one determined light continued to flash red, even after all the others had gone to azure. 
 
   “Do I have to say it?” Kilgore growled, losing his trademark patience.
 
   “Morante, why is that light still blinking?” Justinian barked to the Petty Officer.
 
   She faced her screen, swiping and typing like she had four arms.
 
   “Cammy, are we shut down?” he asked the A.I., echoing the captain.
 
   She didn't respond for ten seconds.
 
   “Cammy!”
 
   “Executive Officer Justinian, I am unable to ascertain the status of my engines.”
 
   “Shit, shit, shit,” Justinian muttered under his breath. “Cammy, tell me what you know.”
 
   “I know everything; please—”
 
   “Tell me about your engines! Why are they still on?”
 
   “I have accessed a drone on an interior maintenance shaft. It appears there are additional circuits outside of my specifications all along the length of the hardware beam that have been hidden from me. Based on their visual signatures I can say for certain they were added after construction of my infrastructure.”
 
   “So someone hacked in and added them. I get it. What do they do?”
 
   The situation was spinning uncontrollably, but he sat back in his seat with quiet admiration. Someone had done the impossible. The ship had more security than the prison on the moon. To get inside Cammy's systems and physically move things around without being detected is something he would have claimed as nonsense an hour ago. Drones had to ignore the change. Computer schematics had to erase the change. Even old-school paper manuals would have to be printed incorrectly. The deception was perfect, except for that single light.
 
   There was plenty of time to solve the mystery—they had months of tedium in drydock waiting for them.
 
   The ship shuddered, and the moon drifted to the right side of the viewing screen.
 
   “Or, we all die in a fireball,” he thought with sarcasm.
 
   “Someone tell me what's happening,” the captain said in his curt command voice. He heard a touch of hopelessness, too. Even a bold captain couldn't physically stop a wayward starship.
 
   Justinian looked around. In low power mode, much of the bridge crew had little to do but watch readouts on their holos. Now they all turned to the activity at Morante's engineering station. A quiet cough belied the drama. Outside, silent, the dockyard moorings spun with them.
 
   No one answered the captain's generalized question. The query was for him.
 
   “Cammy. Please tell me what you're doing. Why are you moving?”
 
   “Executive Officer Justinian, I'm re-orienting the ship as per a Priority Command Override.”
 
   Though the ship was massive and built to tolerances within millionth's of an inch, he felt the vibration of the maneuvering engines. In some ways, it made it convenient to know when they were in motion—something he might otherwise overlook in space. Here in port, with orders he didn't input, it was an omen.
 
   Kilgore walked over to him and spoke in a stress-filled whisper. “I need you to kill this ship. I don't care what it takes.”
 
   “You didn't give that PCO order, did you?” he asked, knowing it couldn't be true.
 
   “No. We've been hacked, Justin. Or worse.”
 
   The engineer's station lit up, eliciting a response—finally—from Morante. “The engines are sparking, sirs. I can see what's happening now. All circuits are online, even the ones that weren't on my screen earlier.”
 
   “Shut it down!” Justinian bellowed, as if it needed to be said.
 
   The girl's arms flailed on her terminal for a few moments, then sagged to her sides.
 
   “Fuck me,” she said with unprofessional, but succinct, finality.
 
   “What is it?” Justinian said in a weary voice. In his long service, he'd heard her tone before. A torpedo had locked onto his boat long ago. The sonar man knew they were doomed. The painful memory of that incident momentarily overshadowed this one. But only for an instant.
 
   “All five engines are going BLS, but the destination is zero-zero-zero.”
 
   “My God,” was all he could say before the scene outside changed. A dazzling light reached toward Earth, then seemed to fold in on itself. He'd seen it many times, but never while the engines faced a planet. A second later the folds exploded in brilliance—causing the display to momentarily buzz with overload—until the screen resolved into a tunnel of glittery flashes and alternating colors. He'd never seen that before because the ship was supposed to be moving! 
 
   Below him, in the wash of engines designed to jump from star to star, the earth bathed in the blast. On the screen they all saw the moon float above the conflagration, uncaring.
 
   Captain Ernst Kilgore, master of the finest ship in the fleet, part of man's great leap to the stars, had erased every moment of history; every animal; every tree; and every man, woman, and child still living in the cradle of humanity.
 
   Justinian slung his arm over the captain's shoulder for mutual solace. Neither had the words to describe what they'd done. 
 
   Kilgore, 24 hours later
 
   In the hours since his ship—his engines—eradicated all life on earth, Ernst Kilgore had experienced a surge of conflicting emotions. In front of his crew, he fought to maintain calculated indifference. He needed them to act professionally despite the cataclysm on the screens. When the hours ticked by and the damage was deemed absolute, he went to his private chamber and punched a hole in one of the thin metal walls. Then he screamed. Cursed. Cried. In the end, he was sure he was going to walk right out an airlock and share the fate he believed he deserved: the same as the planet below.
 
   He was interrupted by a buzzing at his door. Duty called. It would not release him so readily. If nothing else he was a creature beholden to the hierarchy of the Fleet. The airlock would have to wait.
 
   It was hard to maintain his calm image as he learned more about what he'd done. When the engines touched off the explosion that killed Earth, it also purged the satellites and space stations orbiting the planet, including the dockyard where they'd been berthed. The space elevators remained, sticking up from the surface like long straws in a milkshake, but the once-ubiquitous commerce ships sucking at their ends were gone.
 
   Things on the surface were hellish.
 
   He cursed his inability to help the people down below, but the shockwave killed everything in seconds, and the fire burned the remains around the globe in a few hours. If he'd launched recovery teams the instant it happened, he might have been able to save some people on the far side of the planet. But someone had taken control of the A.I., or at the very least corrupted Cammy's internal systems. He'd been sleuthing that every moment since.
 
   It was going to be up to him to shut her down.
 
   Fortunately, the designers of the Solar Empress had anticipated the need to purge ships' controllers. It was rare, but A.I.'s, by their nature, could evolve to be something akin to “bad.” 
 
   “Some ships are just assholes,” another captain had told him. “Or suicidal,” he added with a guffaw.
 
   He thought back to Command School and a simulation running with a new construct named Talcie. Her avatar was a middle-aged woman with gray hair. The programmers couldn't figure it out. Most A.I.'s chose their avatars based on the “ideal image” as envisioned by humans. Instead of displaying as a beautiful young tart, she'd become an ugly older woman with an evil-looking fire in her eye. 
 
   The bit-witch turned out to be crazy. She flooded the interior compartments of the ship with exotic compounds and cackled how much she would enjoy watching everyone fight each other to the death. Luckily, she was also incompetent. Her concoction caused the men and women to lose their inhibitions and an orgy of “zero-g high-impact romance” ensued. Outside the simulation, the crew laughed and laughed. That seemed to push Talcie over sanity's event horizon. She flooded the ship with a multisyllabic poison gas—its effects on the skin and lungs were so horrible, most couldn't stomach to watch the end of the sim.
 
   No one was injured, but he and the training crew gained an appreciation for how much they depended on the A.I. That's why it was so important to find one that was balanced and—lacking a better term—moral. He was there when they tested Cammy. She got through all the sims with high marks. By any measure, she was one of the good ones.
 
   That's why purging her—even after what she appeared to have done—was so difficult. 
 
   He paced in front of an analog control panel. No designer worth his degree would install a purge switch inside the holo system. It had to be a real-life panel with physical switches and buttons. “All it needs is a big red one that says 'self-destruct' on it,” he thought, not laughing at the imagery from the cartoons of his youth. This was serious business: murder.
 
   The planners tried to make it easy. There were no voice comms in the small chamber, nor could he talk using his Interlink with other crew members while inside. It was designed to ensure the defective A.I. had no influence over that particular decision.
 
   “Do I want to be talked out of it?” he grumbled. Indecision was unnatural to him. The Earth had already been grilled. He was doing this to protect his human crew and, the more he thought about it, his whole species.
 
   He studied the control board and thought of the ramifications. If he killed Cammy, they had to use one of the backups. That carried its own pitfalls. Problems the designers could never smooth over. If she had corruptions—and he didn't know for sure—would the others also come with personality disorders? What if he flushed Cammy but somehow pulled out the equivalent of a Talcie? All of them were certified as reliable, but they passed the same tests as her.
 
   Against protocol, he opened the outer hatch of the room. His Interlink relayed telemetry data onto his retina screen. Other feeds appeared though he subdued them, so they were on the periphery of his vision. He'd allowed Justinian to go to the surface with a recovery team, though it was purely for show. Nothing could have survived.
 
   Cammy appeared in front of him. She was on his retina screen, which made her show up as a woman standing in front of him. If he tried to touch her, he would swipe air. 
 
   “Hello, Cammy.”
 
   “Greetings Captain Ernst Kilgore. How can I be of service?”
 
   “I need to know how we did this.”
 
   “By this, I infer you mean the destruction of Earth?”
 
   “Correct,” he said with despair.
 
   “I'm afraid I don't have an accurate assessment completed.”
 
   His emotions swung in crazy directions. It went right to exasperation. “You've had twenty-four hours! What do you know, so far?”
 
   “I know everything.”
 
   “F—”
 
   He thought about cussing, but it was an art form lost on computer programs. Even sophisticated A.I.'s couldn't use “bad language” appropriately. He'd seen that in training, too. Programmers removed all references to cursing to save everyone the hassle.
 
   “What do you know, so far, about how and why the Earth Star Command ship Solar Empress engaged thrusters into the Earth's atmosphere, rendering the planet uninhabitable?” His voice was slow and steady.
 
   “The Earth is not uninhabitable, sir.”
 
   “Justinian found survivors?”
 
   “Unknown. My environmental sweeps show that some lifeforms have been unaffected by the Infinity Fire.”
 
   “Some people survived, after all,” he said with dawning awe.
 
   “No, sir. With all due respect, the survivors are not human.”
 
   “Animals?”
 
   “Negative.”
 
   “Cammy. Please tell me what life form has survived down on Earth.” He heart leapt, knowing someone might have survived his apocalyptic failure. “I need to know...”
 
   She spoke the word. Even though she wasn't there in the flesh, he took a step back. It was evident the artificial being had been corrupted.
 
   He slammed the door of the purge room; his mind made up.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 - Justinian
 
   After hours of exhaustive maintenance checks and debriefings up on the ship, Justinian excused himself to an out-of-the-way maintenance hanger and proceeded to tear it apart in grief. Not only would he never be promoted, but he was part of the crew that killed the entire chain of command.
 
   He crushed a bio-suit helmet by slamming it to the floor. The experience left the room in ruins, and himself unsatisfied. Only after purging those foremost emotions was he able to think clearly and formulate the plan that would get him down to the surface. He had to know if his family was really, truly, dead. A fake rescue mission to check on the families of the crew was the perfect cover. Thankfully, as the ranking officer, he had an excuse to drop in on his family first.
 
   They took the largest dropship in the hangar—far bigger than a six-man team needed—because they hoped to find survivors. That's what he told them. Every second would count if people were holed up in places that had survived the explosion and vaporization of the atmosphere.
 
   “Hang on, sir. There are still pockets of gasses blowing over the remains.” The woman pilot was top-rated, as to be expected whenever a member of the bridge crew went off-ship.
 
   She kept firm control of the Natalia as it swooped down toward the broken surface of the planet. Its bulky size made fine adjustments difficult in the maelstrom, but that was less important today since there were no other vessels in the air. His retina viewer gave him a perspective from outside the ship—like he was riding it down. It was the first time he didn't enjoy the experience.
 
   “Twenty seconds, sir.”
 
   The brick-shaped lander shuttered vigorously as the pilot reined it in. 
 
   “You want it inside, correct?”
 
   “Yes, pilot. Get me to the bottom.”
 
   The ship hovered over a giant hole in the ground. It was a pit mine with a road winding around the rim until it reached the bottom. If he were in one of the excavating dump trucks, he would have had to drive around the loop multiple times until he got down to the lowest level. He mused that over his lifetime they had solved almost every human problem, but still relied on dump trucks to move rocks out of the ground. Naturally, the trucks were much larger these days, but the concept was the same.
 
   “Ten seconds, sir.”
 
   The hole was once his home. His wealthy father had bought it and made it into an underground fortress. The novelty made it the one tourist landmark of interest in the entire region, though it was hated by all the local people because it was so damned ugly. 
 
   “Look alive, people,” he said to his drop team. The five figures all wore hazard suits, complete with oxygen. They were meant for combat tours on remote planets in a variety of terrains, and in a pinch, they could be used for spacewalks in a vacuum. They were more than suitable for the toxic swirl of gasses now registering on the environmental feed. Protocol demanded they all be armed, though he thought that was ironic. No life was left on this rock.
 
   The pilot wedged the transport snugly into the flat bottom of the pit. The anti-grav dampers would ensure she didn't run the ship into the walls, but all pilots had the same pride. She wanted to impress her mission commander.
 
   “Down!” she yelled over the comms. “All clear. No lifeforms detected. No visible survivors,” she continued with a hint of sadness. “Tossing out a 360 so we can keep watch while we're on the ground.”
 
   After the lurch of touchdown, the rear ramp dropped and the team ran down and out. Justinian, as the leader, watched the action over his command circuit in three-dimensional tactical mode, ready to issue orders.
 
   While he waited, he inwardly wondered why no one asked him about this place. Of all the destroyed cities, he picked an obscure quarry to visit first. Anyone else might have searched Washington D.C., New York City, or even Hollywood to look for famous survivors. His father happened to live here—in the middle of nowhere. 
 
   “And now he's dead,” he thought. “We killed everyone and everything on this rock.”
 
   “Sir?” a whisper on the comm channel. 
 
   “Yes, go ahead?”
 
   “Sir. A person is standing in the darkness of the entrance corridor. I can see him on FLIR—barely.”
 
   “Can anyone confirm?”
 
   Another voice echoed the first. Someone was there. Justinian could see the same feeds, but the ghost wasn't registering. The connection to the ship fluttered, adding one more nuisance for him. And yet—as his eyes adjusted to the darkness—something was there. A drop of data, rather than a confirmed heat signature. A darkness within the darkness. It was many meters into the mine's horizontal tunnel.
 
   “I'm coming inside. Hold your team. Don't do anything until I get there.”
 
   “Roger, sir.”
 
   The walk over the open rock of the pit quarry might have been pleasant if the sky wasn't ruined. When the atmosphere burned off, it took the blue sky with it. The remaining trace gasses served as conductors for the debris and ash floating on the winds, but not much else. Certainly not for breathing. If there was a person in the tunnel, it had to be a trick. Still, he, like the lowliest ensign, wanted to check on the status of his family. 
 
   “Over there, sir.” 
 
   They synced their feeds so he could lock to the outline of the shape ahead. His internal computer took over and assembled data from his cameras. That would allow him to watch it independent of the others.
 
   “It still hasn't moved?” he inquired of the team leader.
 
   “No. I'm beginning to wonder if it isn't a damned statue.” The soldier turned, his low-lit face illuminated by his suit. “If it is, I'm sorry for raising our hope over nothing.”
 
   Justinian was beginning to think this wasn't “nothing.” There was definitely “something” there.
 
   “I've got two more. Holy shit!” the crewman said, breaking fleet-standard communication protocols. “There's one on each side. Sir, there's three now. They just appeared out of nowhere.”
 
   “I'm going to light 'em up,” the leader said with the calm of years of working the tip of the spear. He pulled out an AG Stick which he struck on the wall and tossed deeper into the tunnel. It appeared to get caught in an air current—the effects of anti-gravity, which made it seem to “soar” for a moment—before it stopped and floated to the ceiling, where it began to shine down.
 
   The chemical reaction of the stick accelerated, and the volume of light grew until it looked like the sun shining down from a hole up there. That light beamed behind the three survivors, who were now brilliantly backlit.
 
   As his eyes became accustomed to the harsh new stimuli, the shapes took the form of... 
 
   “Sir. I'm getting no medical signs on my feed. I think they're mechanicals.”
 
   Justinian put his hand on the man's shoulder; sure they weren't robots, but uncertain what it meant for his father.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 - Kilgore
 
   “Justinian, report. It's urgent,” he called using the neural Interlink while forcing himself to remain calm. 
 
   A moment later: “Justin, dammit, I need you. Answer!”
 
   He'd run into the purge room fully intending to kill Cammy. The “big red button” was right there in front of him, but he still couldn't make himself press it. A tiny part of him thought she might not be crazy. Maybe she was being forced into her actions. Aside from all the other problems of a planetary disaster, if he purged Cammy there would be a period of further anarchy on his ship as the system rebooted and the new A.I. took over. The people who planned for the purge probably figured the ship would be safe in port when a rollover happened. 
 
   “Typical Fleet wonks,” he thought.
 
   That anarchy might be exactly what the saboteurs intended.
 
   If he could link up with his XO, he could at least get a second opinion from someone he trusted. 
 
   “You have a whole bridge crew,” he thought. “Ask them.” 
 
   “I can't!” he shouted as he slammed the metal door protecting the purge console. Of all the people on the ship he only trusted Justinian for something this important. They'd served together for the last twenty years—going from ship to ship—and the man had never let him down. He wasn't going to trust his baby to anyone, not even himself, right now. It was another facet of the twenty-karat diamond that was his indecision.
 
   “Interlink doesn't work in here, you idiot,” he said while heading to the door. 
 
   When he came out of the purge room, he linked back up with everyone on the command network, including Cammy. She spoke as if he'd never gone off the Link, though her words suggested she was attempting to talk him out of killing her. “Sir, there are other ships we can contact for help. The Solar Guardian is on maneuvers in the Oort belt. If we send a loop-band communique, they could be here in under four hours. There are sub-FTL ships in the port of Mars, the shipyards of Deimos, and between us and the outer planets. They are days or weeks away.”
 
   He'd thought of that exact thing many times over the last day. Not including the automated freighters inside the gravity well of the Sun, a thousand ships were exploring the stars at that moment. If they sent a loop on a wide channel, they could recall a hundred vessels in a week. It was a means of bolstering defense of the home planet in the event aliens invaded. Military planners called it “Case White,” which was a suitably dull title for a planetary threat. What they never anticipated, however, was that the danger would come from their own fleet. A point-blank shot to the head.
 
   “No. We can't bring in any other ships. We don't know what we're dealing with.”
 
   Internally he argued with himself over that statement. If they brought in other ships, they might be able to shut down Cammy while paired with another A.I. That would make things go faster, and would be safer. But if the computer problem was contagious, it could affect the other ship, and that might put the Solar colonies at risk, or, god forbid, the exoplanets. History may have been erased, but the golden age of space exploration had gotten humanity off its third pebble and tossed it into the galactic ocean. It was a silver lining he wasn't willing to risk.
 
   “History will curse the name Solar Empress.” He let that thought sink in for a few seconds. “And Ernst Kilgore will probably become the name of a new venereal disease.” 
 
   His right hand had a nervous tick to it. 
 
   “That's new,” he thought. “Keep it together, Ernst.”
 
   He made that hand into a fist to steady it.
 
   “Damn you, Justin. Where are you?” he thought.
 
   “Sir. This is Justinian. Go ahead.”
 
   He almost jumped in surprise. “Where the? No, nevermind. Switch to a private link, J.”
 
   He waited for his link to turn silver. It only took a moment.
 
   “Private, sir.”
 
   While the link was silver, as indicated on his retina-screen, they could talk without anyone tapping in. “Justin, I know I let you go down, but I need you up here. Cammy's lost it—spouting off nonsense about mythical beings—but I can't purge her without shitting the bed.”
 
   While the two men were on Private Interlink, they could see each other as if they were next to each other. Justinian was walking, so he appeared in that mode. Private Interlink was famous for what was once called sexting. Kilgore tried to refuse the scrolling images of the many Interlink women he'd experienced. And PIEA's! They began to scroll as well. PI could be paired with an Empty AI body on both ends, making it possible to physically have sex with the person on the far end of the virtual link—
 
   “All those women are dead,” he realized. That tempered his libido.
 
   “Tell me about Cammy. Does she know what caused the spark?” Justinian brought him back over target.
 
   “She didn't say. I've looked in the logs, and the only thing I know is that there's been both a physical and digital hack of the ship. The engines were overcharged while the destination data field was corrupted. If this had happened in deep space with a real target address, we might have jumped into the next galaxy. Instead, all that energy was blown down to the planet.”
 
   “So we discovered a faster method of travel, but it cost us our home?” Justinian replied in a thoughtful tone.
 
   “Yes, something like that,” he said while studying the other man. Justinian's face intently focused on something outside the range of the link. 
 
   “What do you see down there. It's bad, isn't it?”
 
   “You have no idea. I'll have to get back to you. We're following...a lead,” he whispered.
 
   “Are you all right, Justin?”
 
   “What? Oh, yeah. I'm fine. I'll get this done as fast as I can. We can discuss Cammy when I get there. Will that be sufficient, sir?”
 
   “Carry on,” he said, once again unsure of himself.
 
   “Wait, sir. You said Cammy mentioned mythical creatures. What does that mean, exactly?”
 
   He thought about it for many seconds, unsure if he should reveal just how crazy the A.I. had become. The private link was supposed to be secure, but he never used it for anything that had to be certifiably private. Million-mile sex was one thing, but true secrets needed special care. If Cammy believed Justinian would help him decide to decommission her, she could shoot his lander before he ever got back.
 
   It wasn't worth the risk.
 
   “I'm still piecing that together. Let's discuss when you get here.”
 
   “Fair enough. Justinian, out.”
 
   As the hologram faded, Justinian appeared to be following someone in a rocky tunnel. It didn't jibe with his mental image of a burned planet, and he was certain there was no one left alive. So what was that all about?
 
   “Maybe I'm the one going crazy,” he mused, but that didn't feel right. His XO had dropped to his own home. Did he find someone alive? A mythical being, after all?
 
   Though not in the mood for humor, he laughed sarcastically.
 
   “We'll have to discuss that, too...”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 - Justinian
 
   “We're looking for survivors,” Justinian said over his external comms when he recognized the three feminine shapes standing ahead of them were more than robots or statues.
 
   “Sir. These youngsters aren't registering on my link.”
 
   “Mine either,” he replied casually. “Something's interfering with our scans. They're obviously survivors, aren't they?”
 
   The team leader grunted in assent. His uncertainty carried with it. He had his Sling-7 pointing forward.
 
   “You gonna shoot naked women, lieutenant?”
 
   The small “youngsters” were, in fact, grown women, but they were very short.
 
   “Sir. They can't be here. They can't be alive. It's one hundred and seventy-five degrees right now.”
 
   “Look around. We're in a tunnel. Maybe there are other survivors down here. Like them.” He pointed to the women. They stood upright, unafraid and unembarrassed, even though none of them was taller than five feet.
 
   The 7 came down to a satisfactory level. Allowing one of his men to shoot the only survivors of the disaster would not endear him to the captain. He surreptitiously eased off his own Sling.
 
   The woman in the middle raised her hand, waving them in. The three spun on their heels and walked underneath the glowing anti-gravity light. Justinian watched with wonder. The middle one was dark-skinned, and not just from the soot and ash that coated everything. Her hair was coal black and wild, draped like a waterfall down to the small of her back. From behind, the narrow waist and wide hips confirmed she was a mature young woman, not a teen. The other two were very similar, though they walked into the darkness before he thought to study them. 
 
   “At least someone survived,” he thought with a curious mix of fear and joy. 
 
   They all walked deeper into the mine. It wasn't long before they outpaced radio reception. “Sir, the Interlink just dropped from the Empress. We're dark.”
 
   Modern technology couldn't transmit through a thousand feet of solid rock, he lamented. Much as a submarine needed to surface to broadcast, he had to find a way to maintain a link inside the tunnel system. He could order a repeater be set up between his party and the lander. That would quickly solve the problem of lost comms. Or he could go old-school and run back to the ship and grab the MF'er—a microfilament rope he could lay down so he'd have a direct link to the dropship, and thus the one above. Or, he could…
 
   “We'll be fine. We don't have time.”
 
   The danger ahead—if it existed—would pale next to wasting time keeping the ship apprised of his every move. This wasn't a battlefield. It was a dying refuge.
 
   He sensed his men had stopped. When he turned around, they had spread out, lighting up the tunnel all around them. The AG light hung up against the ceiling about ten meters behind, throwing them into the same high contrast as the three girls had earlier.
 
   “Sir, what's going on here? Protocol says we can't risk breaking contact with the ship. We have to report we've found survivors.”
 
   Justinian saw his opportunity. Whatever he thought of his men, he was not going to let survivors get passed over inside his home. He'd brought the landing party here thinking he'd find his father dead in the deep bunker, and he was on the cusp of learning the truth. The decision was easy.
 
   Despite the tension he felt, he spoke with professionalism. “Lead your men back down the tunnel. Re-establish contact with the ship. Inform them we have three tech maintenance droids. Probably truck drivers,” he chuckled. “To prevent risk to the drop team, I'm proceeding alone with these three units to bury my family. If I don't return in sixty minutes, I order you to continue your sweep elsewhere on the surface. Is that understood?”
 
   The team didn't ask questions. That was the best part of serving with elite troopers. They assumed he—as their leader—knew what he was doing. They saluted and ran the other way, the AG stick floating behind them like an anxious puppy.
 
   The women stood smiling when he returned his attention to them.
 
   “Take me to your leader,” he said.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The three girls had led him through a set of blast doors, which served as an airlock for those inside. His spirits flew when he swung back his environmental gear—it attached itself against the wall, waiting for him to need it again. The space inside the doors was habitable, and more importantly, intact. The fire had not penetrated the bunker. 
 
   “Is he here?” he said with uncharacteristic anxiety.
 
   While waiting for that answer, the three young women walked under a Closet Arc standing nearby. It coated them with an intelligent compound that morphed into clothing in just a few strides. When they were done, they each wore a tight-fitting black uniform with severe boots and shiny skirts down to their knees. The long-sleeved shirts had bare backs, like the Arc had missed the same gap on each of them.
 
   They gathered weapons. Swords. Slings. Rows of grenades. 
 
   Justinian stood with his mouth open at the spectacle. It gave him time to appreciate that each woman appeared to be in her mid-twenties. Each was drop-dead sexy. And each woman was a mirror of the others.
 
   Three identical warriors. In his house.
 
   “Tech droids?” one of them finally said, with cheeky wit. “I want to see who services your quarters. I bet they don't look like us.”
 
   They weren't droids. That was to protect his security team. These women were something else. The problems of his Earth-bound father were not his concern lately, so the sight of the strange warriors took a long time to register as a threat. 
 
   “You were here to kill him,” weren't you?
 
   The girls' only response was their dagger-laced glares. When they had their weapons secured, they fiddled with the Arc, then walked through again. A small cloth bow appeared in the hair of each of them. The first one was black—he almost missed it. The second was blue. The third; pink.
 
   He felt vulnerable even though he was armed. Anyone who could break in here and kill his father would be a Titan in terms of lethality. He might succeed in shooting one or two before they brought him down, but he didn't want to be brought down today. If they needed him dead, it would have been far easier to slaughter him in the tunnels, or shoot down the dropship, or any of a million other ways.
 
   “I killed him,” said the middle one. “I'm Black.” She wore the black bow. “This is my sister Pink, and this is my other sister, Blue.” They all wore a bow the color of their name.
 
   He expected to feel something powerful with those words, but no revelation took place.
 
   “But, on my honor,” she continued, “we killed him before the sky fell. Had we known that was coming, we would have abandoned this fruitless pursuit and prepared for our survival.”
 
   The words were important. He knew that. But his father was dead. 
 
   “I have to see him,” he said with rising anger.
 
   “He's dust on the wind. He was out in the tunnels when it happened.”
 
   “Running from you,” he said with quiet assurance.
 
   “He was a worthy adversary,” Pink offered.
 
   “As were his bodyguards,” added Blue.
 
   Industrial sabotage or assassination was always a possibility in his father's line of work. Why else would he live in the bottom of a pit mine? So why were his feelings so conflicted? 
 
   “I don't know when, or how, but I'm going to kill all of you.” He thought again about shooting them, calculating the odds of getting lucky and downing all three before they got him. The hand stayed away from his Sling 7, though. His heart wasn't going to hear any odds that might result in death.
 
   “We accept your offer,” Black said with rigid formality. She continued in the common tongue. “Damn, Justinian, don't you know what's happening outside?”
 
   He blinked in surprise. “Of course, I know. The world is dead. It was our ship, by the way.” Maybe his guilt was preventing him from feeling the vengeance his father's murder demanded.
 
   “You fired on the Earth?” Black said with shock.
 
   “No. There was...an engine failure.” He felt there was no advantage to suggesting it may have been sabotage.
 
   “Wow. Your dad wins, I guess,” said the pink one.
 
   The trio split up, though Black remained with him.
 
   “We need to get off this planet,” she said. “All of us.”
 
   “All?” he repeated.
 
   “Yes. All. Don't you see? If we don't all get off, we'll die of starvation in a matter of weeks. We'll be dead as a species.”
 
   He'd not thought of that. Colonization ships were bridging the gaps between stars as they spoke, but they would be too far apart to support each other. Everything depended on having Earth as a central hub for that effort. Ships like Solar Empress were built to cross the spokes of the galactic wheel, so-to-speak. They could jump the vast distances, but they were still too few.
 
   “We'd live in small colonies, yes, but without the robust ecosystem of human civilization we'll die off.”
 
   “What are you suggesting?”
 
   She got close to him. “I'm suggesting, my handsome friend, that you and I and my sisters get your ship, get the rest of the survivors remaining on Earth and do what we need to do to make this right. To keep our species alive.” She then nudged up against him. Because she was so short, he had to look down—to her cleavage. The intent of her siren call was laid bare.
 
   “I guess there are worse ways to spend the rest of my days,” he said with a cautious smile. Having three firecrackers by his side would help smooth out his father's loss—he felt obligated to claim he'd seek vengeance, but that was far down his list at that moment. He'd not seen his industrialist father in years, so perhaps that helped, he thought. But now he was released from his hold. He was finally free to do whatever the hell he wanted. 
 
   Freedom to look on the young woman.
 
   Freedom!
 
   That simple notion was foreign to him. For as long as he could remember, his life's choices were either approved or disapproved by his old man. Even two decades on Kilgore's ships—his father arranged that—wasn't long enough to be away. The thought of him not being around anymore was a cage door swinging open in front of him. He suppressed a smile that wanted to light up his face.
 
   “I guess it's lucky my father's last great achievement was designing the most powerful engines in human history, huh?” But then he realized his father was probably the person most responsible for killing the planet. That tempered his spirit, a little.
 
   The girls continued to assemble weapons and gear while he stood by, unsure what he'd do when he got back to the ship. His loyalty was to the captain and his crew, and he trusted the captain would help him, but he wondered if his shipmates had thought about what it would take to save their species?
 
   “All right, let's do this,” Black ordered. “You've rescued us. Take us to your leader,” she laughed as she headed back to the tunnels.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 - Kilgore
 
   Back on the bridge, Kilgore dipped back into his element. He got lost in the minutia of a thousand tiny problems while the larger one percolated in his brain. 
 
   “To kill Cammy, or not?”
 
   And the moon was still there, as beautiful as ever. Now, instead of perching over a deep blue piece of heaven, she rode the sky over a blackened husk. Chaotic clouds of debris still swirled over the surface—billions of lifeforms turned to swarms of ash—but that was about it. Even the oceans had burned to almost nothing.
 
   He threw himself into his chair.
 
   “Sir?” an ensign's voice called to him with timidity.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “We've lost Petty Officer Morante.”
 
   It had to be a figure of speech. No one ever got lost. Humanity had so many digital enhancements—it was impossible to fall off the grid and “get lost.” That was even truer in the Fleet. Everyone maintained communication while on duty using the Interlink, but even when dropping to privacy mode they would appear on the locator channel. He held his frustration in check as he ran a scan for her. In three seconds he had his answer.
 
   “She's not here,” he said with real surprise. He straightened himself in his chair. “Ensign, when did she drop off?”
 
   “Logs show she was online until twenty minutes ago. Cammy informs me she...died.”
 
   “Died? Did she have an accident?”
 
   “I'm not sure.”
 
   “What aren't you telling me, Ensign?”
 
   The young man had served on the bridge for months, but still retained the proper fear and respect for the captain. He appreciated that and wasn't surprised to see beads of sweat appear over the man's eyebrows.
 
   “Sir, Cammy says she's dead, but if that was true we should be seeing her final telemetry data. The cause of death, maybe. Place of death, for sure. But all I see is a recording that she was here one second, and disappeared the next.”
 
   “Did you run a diagnostic?”
 
   The man nodded. No Ensign on his ship would report directly to the captain without exhausting every option.
 
   “Where did she drop off?”
 
   “In the hangar.”
 
   “An accident?”
 
   “Maybe, sir.”
 
   “So Morante went for a walk and got flamed?” The only ship with clearance was Justin's. The Natalia wasn't in the hangar twenty minutes ago, though it was nearly back. A shipping accident was unlikely the more he thought it through. 
 
   The ensign confirmed nothing else had been mobile inside the hangar.
 
   “You don't think she committed suicide, do you?” he said absently to the youngster. Suicide was a foreign word to members of the most successful branch of the Fleet, but it did happen on lesser ships. Modern medicine balanced most people without side effects, but every once in a while someone slipped through the system.
 
   He looked at the ensign—his name was Paulus—and read his face like an open-faced book. 
 
   “Speak freely, son.”
 
   “Sir, no ships were moving, but there have been abnormalities in the hangar safety reports all morning. Doors opening. Doors closing. Locking. Unlocking. That sort of thing. I, uh, didn't want to bother anyone with it, seeing as we have bigger problems.” Paulus nodded to the screen where the Earth continued to smolder.
 
   “And you were reporting directly to Morante,” he said with rhetorical clarity.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   It fell together like the last few pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Strange anomalies in the hangar. Engineering subordinates hesitate over whether to report it. Department head leaves to investigate. Walks into something she knows nothing about.
 
   “And Cammy was watching it all,” he thought as another piece snapped into place. “The one person most responsible for trying to solve the mystery of how the Infinity Drive was re-purposed went to a secluded spot on the ship, and the rogue A.I. made sure she found her way to an untimely death. Somehow entirely off the Link.”
 
   With urgency, he stood to face Ensign Paulus. “Where was her last Linkback?”
 
   “Sir, we have tracking data right up to the inner door for hangar bay berth number 15.”
 
   The right hand shook again, which he managed to hide before the younger man saw it. Such a flaw wasn't befitting the perfect captain image he crafted. 
 
   Burning Earth won't help your perfect image, Ernst.
 
   He needed a further half-minute to get the puzzle done. The last piece felt special and unique, like just holding it in his hands he could control the picture soon to appear. Without ships in motion, it should be perfectly safe in the hangar. Unless she was going full rogue, Cammy couldn't open the outer door without a reason. And there was nothing—
 
   Click. The last piece.
 
   “Ensign, where is Cammy directing the Natalia?”
 
   “The transport? Let me see.”
 
   He already knew.
 
   “Dock 15,” they said in unison.
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   “Ensign Paulus, I'm putting you in charge of Morante's station. Think you can handle it?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the young man said with self-confidence.
 
   “Good,” he thought, “we can't show weakness, now.” With the Earth gone, his ship represented a significant portion of the remainder of humanity. They would need everyone to contribute if they were to survive—both in the ship and in the galaxy. 
 
   “I'm going down to engineering,” he lied to the deck crew. “Commander Nielsen, you have the bridge.” 
 
   He stormed off with a wave of his hand when the man accepted. The coincidence was too big to ignore. The Natalia went right to Justinian's family home—then returns at the same time Morante is killed by Cammy.
 
   The internal subway took him to his quarters. Usually, he'd spend his nights at his bridge apartment, but this time, he went to his permanent residence. Walking in, he felt like he was back on Earth. He held back a tickle in his throat—a deep sob fought for air. There was no time for grief.
 
   It was built with real wood—an unimaginable luxury on a spaceship. Sure, it was wafer-thin, and had ten layers of thermal-seal around it, but it was still wood. His quarters looked like a Swiss chalet on a snowy mountainside. Snow even fell outside the holographic windows. Once he shut the door to the spaceship, it looked, felt, and smelled like he was on Earth—complete with the heady smell of pine needles.
 
   “Meow,” cheeped a voice from underneath a nearby leather couch.
 
   “Aw, Jezebel, you have no idea what's going on, do you?” As he spoke in soft tones, he reached down to pick her up. “I think I've got it figured out,” he said with a tired laugh. Cats weren't uncommon on starships, but she was his responsibility if she got out. On paper, any pet found outside of quarters was to be lanced out of existence. It was Fleet's way of accepting that they couldn't stop the crew from smuggling pets on board, but they kept the fear of God in everyone by threatening to kill them, if found. In practice, almost everyone made sure escapees were safely returned. It was one of the endless kindnesses that kept his faith in people.
 
   With Jezebel in his arms, and after watching the snow fall for a few seconds, he walked deeper into his lodge. His “mystery” submarine-shaped plaque on the wall caught his eye. It was designed to look like a decoration among the many other pieces of antiquity in the simulated building, but it was really a piece of his own history. A commemorative award from one of the earliest engagements in his soldiering career. The crew never asked why its words were burned beyond recognition, and he wasn't going to tell them.
 
   The room, the plaque, and even he, himself, were anachronisms. That he was alive, and the Earth was gone, put intense pressure on him. As captain, he was trained for it. As a member of an endangered species, he was not.
 
   Rather than dwell on the past, he carried Jezebel to what came next. The equipment he needed was in his bedroom.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 - Justinian
 
   Back at the outer door of the Solar Empress, Justinian watched from the flight deck as the number 15 was severed. The hangar doors separated in the middle, going up and down into the hull. The Natalia—a large ship in her own right—was dwarfed by the Empress.
 
   He caught motion on the video feed as the doors were about half open. A small piece of debris shot toward them.
 
   A maintenance drone? 
 
   A one-man pod?
 
   The shape grew larger and sped directly for the lander.
 
   “Oh crap!” he shouted as the proximity alarms kicked in.
 
   “We have a man in space,” the pilot informed him, with the calmness of a reporter on the scene of a pancake breakfast. 
 
   As they all watched, a body slammed into the front of the Natalia. Bouncing to points unknown.
 
   “What are we returning to?” he wondered.
 
   “Cammy, please tell me what's happening on the ship. Who fell out of the airlock just now?”
 
   “Hello, Justinian. Welcome back. Crewman Morante was doing maintenance near the inner bulkhead of dock 15 when the inner door sealed with her inside. No alarms registered or I would have prevented the outer door from separating. She was careless.”
 
   He looked at the pilot of Natalia. She looked up at him from her station. 
 
   “Did you hear that?” he inquired.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Did she sound unusual to you?”
 
   “Very, sir.”
 
   The A.I. had forgotten to use his full name. The captain had said Cammy was acting strange, and that was definitive proof he was correct on that point. Having a dodgy A.I. in command of a ship was the stuff of legend—dating back hundreds of years in movies and stories. That's why Fleet planners spent so much time ensuring it could never happen.
 
   “Oh, it's happening,” he thought.
 
   He engaged his Private Interlink while finding a quiet space on the lander. “Captain, come in, please.”
 
   “I'm here, JJ.” The link was silver. Private.
 
   “I think you were right about Cammy. She's different. She airlocked Morante.”
 
   Kilgore grunted. “I'm heading to the hangar to pick you up. Are we in agreement she needs to be purged?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Kilgore's avatar seemed to lighten. “Good.” He paused on the screen, but his holo continued to walk as if he were in a hallway somewhere. “I'm almost there. Be ready to run.”
 
   They disengaged the link, leaving him to his thoughts. Could they get to the purge room if Cammy was working against them? In real life, as opposed to the movies, it would be preposterous to fight an A.I. Fleet planners never accepted the truth about artificial-controlled ships: they were gods, among men.
 
   He got back to the crew area to find a new mystery. His survivors from the surface—Black, Pink, and Blue—had gone missing. As executive officer of an entire starship, he should be able to find something down to the molecular level anywhere within scanner range. That included the near side of the moon at the moment.
 
   They were nowhere. The retina scans showed nothing.
 
   “The girls. Where'd they go?”
 
   His security chief shrugged his shoulders and got up to look, but the pilot's voice forced a halt. “Sir, I have a visual on Captain Kilgore. He's...waiting for us?”
 
   “At least he's a man of his word,” he thought.
 
   “Let's go meet him. Tell him what we found,” he said aloud. 
 
   See if I can explain why I had to go home.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 - Kilgore
 
   He gathered a small hand-picked security team, gave them a top-level overview of the situation, and set their rendezvous point at the outer hatch of the Natalia.
 
   Cammy might be crazy, but she was programmed first and foremost to protect the crew. Since that directive almost always corresponded to protecting herself, it wasn't considered likely she would ever do something to endanger one in the process of harming the other. A selfless A.I. would blow itself up if it would somehow save the crew. There was just no way to know how she'd react if he escorted Justinian back to the purge room—after two prior attempts.
 
   “Just give me enough time to get him,” he thought. His resourceful XO would have a brilliant plan for wresting control of the ship from Cammy. She would be watching him with razor-like scrutiny. All he had to do was set Justin to the task and spend his time distracting the A.I. on wild-drone chases.
 
   “Justinian, I need you,” he said over the Interlink.
 
   The Natalia's cargo gate swung down, revealing his XO. He was alone, and something was wrong.
 
   The crush of protecting the species towered over him.
 
   He studied his protege, wondering if he'd been wrong about the man.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 - Justinian
 
   He stood on the ramp of the Natalia as the captain brought up six or seven security troopers. Mostly men, but there was a pair of women mixed in. Out of a ship of thousands, these represented the last defense against a wild-eyed A.I. that was on the cusp of dooming them all. 
 
   The captain walked his team up the ramp.
 
   “Cammy's becoming unstable, JJ, and I think we've missed our window of purging her. I half-expected her to airlock the both of us for meeting down here.”
 
   “Did she send Morante out the door?”
 
   “I don't know. Maybe. I have bigger problems than her.” The captain looked at him with sad eyes. “Where is he?”
 
   Taken aback, he had no response beyond befuddlement. “Where is who?”
 
   “Your father. This is his work, isn't it? Are you two working together?”
 
   A series of warning tokens appeared on his retinal screen. Justinian parked them just outside his focus. “Why in the hell would I be working with my father? I hate that bastard. More than you know. Besides, he's dead.” 
 
   “You're lying to me,” the captain said as he stepped uncomfortably close. He could smell the man's aftershave. “I saw your feed down there until you cut it off. A lone figure inside that tunnel. Your home. That's the first, and only, place you went on the entire planet,” he hissed.
 
   “No, you have this all wrong. I didn't go to find my father. I went to make sure he was dead. It was—”
 
   Kilgore watched his reactions. “You don't have to lie for him. You may not even know he's involved. That would be his style,” he added with a chuckle.
 
   “Ernst, I swear I have no idea what you're talking about. He wasn't inside his bunker. I'm sure he's dead.”
 
   At that instant, warning lights began to flash on the walls of the hangar. A serious emergency called to him. As a member of the bridge crew, he had responsibilities.
 
   “Captain, we must get to the bridge.” He thought it was obvious why, but the man made no motion to vacate the ramp. If anything, his mood darkened.
 
   “You don't have to go anywhere,” the captain said with a heavy sigh. “It would appear you've played your part. Cammy: display crew quarters, port side, section 80.”
 
   Everyone on Interlink nearby could watch the action happening elsewhere in the ship. Justinian watched for many seconds before he could piece the action together.
 
   First, it displayed a two-bunk crew berth, lit by the holographic glow of a rising sun. The pink frills of all the accents clashed with the muted colors of the Fleet uniforms, sheets, and floor. The man or woman who slept there had chosen a holo-theme from a private memory, probably their childhood home on Earth. He, of all people, knew the powerful draw of home while at sea. But the illusion was broken by a flash of blackness across the screen. A person was under the covers, asleep. A sword pierced the blankets; then the shape fell upon the body for a second or two.
 
   The darkness pulled the sword and exited the room before the figure began to scream in pain.
 
   The view widened. Weapons fire swirled inside the common area of the crew apartments. Dozens of crewmen fought against an unknown number of assailants. On one side, the long sweeps of the standard issue Sling-7s—a kind of orange-beamed energy weapon designed to disintegrate living matter while avoiding damage to the ship's superstructure. On the other, but moving fast, were kinetic swords—a wicked blue flame rode the steel as they cut through the men and women of the ship.
 
   Then, in a moment of uninterrupted resolution on the screen, he saw one of them. 
 
   “Black?” He turned behind him, hoping to see the girl walk out of the Natalia. Or his security team. Or the pilot. None of them had followed him. He was alone.
 
   On the holo, the other two girls swept their blades as they walked through the thick of the defenses. His crew had professionally engaged in a delaying action so a weapons team could set up a rail gun on a tripod not far outside that section. In a moment of pride, he celebrated the quick-thinking “best of the best.” The big crew-served beast would make short work of those assassins.
 
   “Why are they killing everyone?” he mumbled with a sinking feeling. He'd lost track of the three women as they approached the Solar Empress, but he didn't think it was a big deal. They were trained killers, after all, and not the delicate young ladies they pretended to be. What they did on their time wasn't his concern. And then the body flew out of the hangar...
 
   But he thought they had an agreement to get onto the ship and work together. Now they were going to get themselves killed before they could organize any kind of plan.
 
   The triplets opened the door to the apartment complex, apparently unaware what they faced on the other side. Black led them through, weapon held at the ready in front of her. Blue was on her left. Pink strode confidently on her right. The promenade between each of the barracks was itself a large, open area. The crew needed room to walk around and sit on benches in between shifts. Large holo projectors displayed sky and woodlands—giving the appearance of a much bigger space than it was. The trio saw the misplaced piece of equipment inside the facade.
 
   Wings sprouted from their backs...
 
   The rail gun hummed as it fired.
 
   “Justinian!” shouted the captain in his face.
 
   Pulled back from the action elsewhere on the ship, he had to look at Kilgore.
 
   “I need you to tell me where your father is. There isn't much time.”
 
   He had to look at the girls. But when he re-framed the holographic news feed, they were gone.
 
   “Hello, Ernst,” said a new voice from behind him.
 
   “Fuck me,” he thought. Morante's hopeless declaration regarding the impending destruction of Earth was almost as heartfelt as his own.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 - Kilgore
 
   “Albert. I knew you'd survive. The whole planet could die, yet you would survive.”
 
   He suspected as much, though his realization came too late to prepare his crew.
 
   “That's pretty much the truth,” the old man said with a hacking cough. His frizzled white hair was dirty and unkempt. The eyes were sunken and dark. The image of an ancient man was completed by his hunched back.
 
   “What the exact fuck is this horseshit?” Justinian said with rising anger. “You're supposed to be dead.” It wasn't the response he expected from his XO. He assumed they were working together. 
 
   “Ah, son. I'm sorry I had to put you through my final act.”
 
   “Don't call me that. You're not really my father.”
 
   “No. I guess not. That explains why you seem disappointed I survived,” he said with dour gravity.
 
   Justinian's attitude changed. From a rebellious son to a cowering disciple. “I'm sorry, my liege. I'm not at my best today. I was only anxious to get back to the ship and protect our species.”
 
   “Which you shall do. I have prepared everything so we may do that, together.”
 
   As if on cue, Petty Officer Morante walked from out of the Natalia. She wasn't dressed as a crewman. She'd changed into an elegant white dress which complemented all her best features. Her name tape—had she worn one—would have very little to clasp on her chest. Her eyes were focused on Albert as she approached him. A lone drop of blood hung from her lower lip.
 
   “The humans in Natalia have been neutralized. As you commanded, my Lord.”
 
   Crestfallen, he had to restrain himself. His team was dead, no doubt about it.
 
   “You've performed flawlessly, my daughter.”
 
   Justinian dropped to his knees. “Father. What is this all about? Did you know about the destruction of the Earth?”
 
   Albert looked down with sadness. “I'm sorry, Justinian. You were a good son, but you've been damaged beyond repair. Those centuries in your underwater prison changed you. You don't have the mettle to kill a planet, even if it was necessary to protect our race.”
 
   “An entire world?” Justinian howled. 
 
   Kilgore knew at that moment his XO was innocent in the plot. 
 
   “Our kind is doomed, son. Cursed. The humans are populating the stars, yet our family hides in dark caves—not much better than our Neanderthal cousins. Do you think once humanity owns the galaxy it's going to allow us to survive in it?” He shook his head in disgust. “Of course not. That's why we had to take this first step for our kind. This is how we take over the stars.”
 
   “By killing all life down there?”
 
   “The loss of any life is regrettable, yes. But everything serves the greater good...”
 
   While Justinian and his crazy father discussed the pros and cons of sucker punching Earth, he powered up a weapon he kept hidden on his forearm.
 
   He'd only get one chance.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 - Justinian
 
   He hated his adopted father, but he couldn't cross him. It wasn't respect for his authority, oh no, it was much deeper than that. It was a subconscious compulsion. Doing anything his father knowingly disapproved was both painful and eventually suicidal. And now, on the ramp of the Natalia, he felt that pain. He vehemently disagreed with what the old gasbag had done, and the why made no sense whatsoever. In his view, the best way to protect the species was to ride the ships to the stars as polite guests, not domineering masters. Since his father owned a big part of the shipping industry, it would have been a snap.
 
   “Son. I need you on this ship. Be my captain. Take me to the stars.”
 
   He looked at his real captain. The look on his face was one of serenity. His trademark calm. Odd, considering the destroyer of the world stood right in front of him, on his starship. They'd served together for many decades—and it only just dawned on him that his friend never seemed to age. And he'd lost his limp! 
 
   That's because he's a—
 
   With nimble dexterity, the captain angled his arm, and something shot out toward his father. Things happened so fast he had to reconstruct the scene a second later. 
 
   A piece of metal flew toward the old man, unfurled, and cut a clean line across his neck. In the same instant Morante “appeared” next to Albert and pushed. The “line” continued into her shoulder where she touched her father. She sprang from there, burning through the air as she used a hidden blade to separate the heads of all the captain's security detail.
 
   While she spilled blood, he was compelled by a force he knew but didn't fully understand, to attack his captain by biting into his neck. It was a primal reaction to protect the patriarch of his family. 
 
   Time returned to normal.
 
   His father was on the ground, tended by Morante. She'd killed and returned to him before he'd hit the ground. There wasn't much blood, but his head was nearly detached from his body.
 
   Justinian hovered over his downed captain. The spent Dragon Lance hung limply near the captain's hand. He'd fired it at his father, hoping to kill him. It was precisely how he imagined a noble captain would go out.
 
   “And it was me that killed him,” he thought.
 
   “I'm sorry, sir. It was instinct,” he lamented to Kilgore.
 
   “You finally gave me bad luck,” the captain replied with a wince of pain. “I should tell you. I know what you are.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “The same way you know what I am,” he smiled.
 
   “I just figured it out. You've never aged a day, sir. You're a Vampire.”
 
   “Cammy said the only things that survived on the surface were mythical creatures. When she said 'Vampires,' I thought she'd gone mad because nothing could have survived such fire. I was happy when I realized our race did survive, but that's all turned to sadness now. I can't believe we're the ones who perpetrated this genocide.”
 
   “Genocide?” boomed Albert's voice. His neck had a red mark from one side to near the edge of the other, but he was otherwise whole. Another inch and he would have been dead forever. He shoved that disappointment far down into a black box inside his soul. His father towered over him, despite his hobbled back. “Genocide is when we are forced to live in caves and hide in the deepest forests. Genocide is when there is perfect surveillance in every corner of our world—preventing us from feeding in anonymity. From living as we must.”
 
   “Did you have to kill them all?” he asked his father. 
 
   “Not all of them. Just most of them. We need their blood, but we can't let the sheep overwhelm us with sheer numbers. I've culled the flock.”
 
   “And the other Vampire families? Were they in on this?”
 
   “No, son.” He looked around like he didn't want anyone to hear. “I assumed they'd be killed, too. Then our family would rule the stars. Rule the galaxy.”
 
   “They'll kill every one of us, for what's been done,” he countered, careful not to impugn or anger him.
 
   “My son, I admire your loyalty to these people. You've served with them for centuries. How many knew you were a Vampire?”
 
   The captain knew, but for how long? Did he know of others?
 
   “No one knew,” his father pressed. “Vampires are already out there—in the stars—serving on ships. Manning remote colonies. Working on space stations. Humans have their medical advancements. We have ours. We are invisible to them. But we must reassert ourselves! Take their ships. Enslave them.” He laughed maniacally.
 
   “You've started a war,” Justinian replied with resignation.
 
   The captain's artificial body fell still, revealing his ploy. It reverted to a white robot, shaped like a humanoid, with a good part of its neck wiring ripped out.
 
   “They started this,” his father said more seriously while pointing to Kilgore's Empty. “Humans. With their technology. Their surveillance states. Their sterile ships. It was impossible to feed on warm flesh when everyone had a tracking beacon implanted. We were heading for extinction.”
 
   “Maybe that would have been better. Look what you did!” He faced the captain but thought of the planet. His father had effectively killed all life on Earth so he could stretch his wings in space. Sleeper agents were out there, ready to do his will, just as Morante had done. There was no question who would win such a contest. It wasn't even a close fight on the best ship in the Fleet. It had fallen before anyone had known there was a battle in progress.
 
   He lit up the Interlink again to check the status of the three deadly women. Cammy showed him the crew's quarters where the triplets had gone through. It was a bloody mess, but there were no bodies. As he manually scrolled through the adjacent quarters, he was able to follow the bloody trail. Hallway after hallway was splashed with blood, but the bodies had been removed.
 
   Getting to his feet, the girls soon found him. Black, Pink, and Blue approached, flying with bat-like wings. Below them, dozens of crewmen—each with evil-looking bites on their necks—streamed into the hangar. Their uniforms were cut and bloodied where the swords felled them, but their skin had sealed back up. Their bodies had healed. The girls had expertly maimed, rather than killed.
 
   He stood erect, at attention. Exhausted, with a battered uniform bathed in his captain's fake blood, his role in the coup was finally revealed. And it broke his dead heart. 
 
   When the dropship came back up, he'd unknowingly brought his father and these three killers. They weren't assassins. They were his bodyguards. Three unassuming little women had ravaged the crew and changed them into Vampires. Soon the whole ship would be theirs.
 
   The palace overthrow was already over.
 
   “Albert is your leader. You will obey Albert in all things. And he will bless you with long life.” His father spoke in the third person. One of his many flaws.
 
   But, like everyone else on the deck, Justinian responded.
 
   “Thank you, Father Albert.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 - Kilgore
 
   He detached from the Private Interlink, aware that his Empty body had just had its neck torn out by his XO. Once the internal programming failed, the holos would kick off, and it would be apparent to everyone in the room he'd used a PIEA dummy robot. Jezebel jumped into his lap once he'd taken off the comms gear.
 
   It saddened him to abandon Justinian. A man he'd kept watch over for all these years. Justinian thought he was the only Vampire on the ship—a secret he helped him keep. Albert was right about one thing: Vampires had used medical technology to hide in plain sight although those days were over. Vampires, good and bad, would step from the shadows and join the fight for one side or the other. He reflected that most of the newly turned would have loyalties to Vampires—an ironic twist, he admitted. New Vampires felt a fanatical sense of loyalty to their bloodline when they changed, much as any baby feels for its mother. Only later would the bloodlust subside, and clear thinking could return. 
 
   His professional opinion, therefore, was that the Solar Empress was doomed. Nothing could stop the transformation. The three infiltrators would convert all hands in hours. If they were common everyday Vampires, he might have stayed to lead the resistance. Victory might have been possible. But Albert was ancient. Much older than him. Even the thick bulkheads were no guarantee of survival.
 
   “If I'd been there for real I wouldn't have missed,” he said to the handful of allies he'd taken with him on his personal escape craft.
 
   “You might have died,” said a beautiful blonde woman who worked in security. Since there was little difference in strength between males and females of the Vampire race, patriarchs tended to surround themselves with pretty young women. Matriarchs, the opposite. Usually.
 
   “Might have died,” he thought. That was the crux of it. He wasn't willing to sacrifice himself. Not yet. There was too much to live for as an eternal. He felt guilty for that, but only for a few seconds. It wasn't his fault the Earth died. He knew some lines of Vampires were batshit crazy, but he had no reason to think they'd go full-bore clown shit insane and pop the balloon. With a final kick to the balls, they took his magnificent ship right out from under him. If he were anything but a full Patriarch, he'd probably lose his head for such a failure. Then he certainly would have died. All in all, he'd gotten very lucky.
 
   Despite what he told him, Justinian's XO good luck had held until the very end. The enemy had been revealed. A battle was fought—though lost—and he survived. He felt fortunate to know his friend was innocent. Someday they might fight together against his father. Not today. Albert's grip was absolute over his children when he was so near. For now, he had to control his own fate.
 
   “We'll have to work with the humans. Reveal ourselves. Ally with them. Without us, they're doomed. Without them, we die.”
 
   If humans went away, Vampires would starve. It was that simple. Albert's goal was to trim the humans back to a manageable herd and lord over the remainder as chattel, but that wasn't how they operated. Albert had been hiding from them for too long. They would fight to the last rather than submit as blood donors. Once that final death happened, even if it took centuries, it would be the end for Vampires, too.
 
   Albert touched off a wildfire destined to consume them all in galactic suicide.
 
   “Sir. I'm getting an urgent message from the Solar Guardian...”
 
   The fire was already spreading.
 
   He thought of Justinian. “Just give me a little time, old friend.”
 
   “Hail the Fleet. We've lost Earth, but we can still save humanity.”
 
   “Aye, sir.”
 
   Jezebel purred as he watched the moon fade into the distance. It remained as beautiful as ever.
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   Editor Comments – Spellbinding Entanglements
 
   The seventh story in our anthology marks the welcome return to the game by author Kevin McLaughlin. This game entry continues the absorbing story of his protagonist from the last tale, Ryan. The magical and paranormal world of McLaughlin’s Blackwell series continues to gain strength in this admirable addition. Under his direction, Ryan’s growing maturity and the comprehensive story arc make the game components a seamless addition to a worldview that has gained an incredible following. Once again, this story was ranked as one of the favorites by our beta readers. It also shares with only a few other series the cachet of counting all of the supporting staff at SIL among its loyal readers. 
 
   Spellbinding Entanglements
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Two months of classes were almost enough to make me long for the good old days when monsters were trying to kill me or evil wizards were plotting to loose demons on the world. Only almost, because frankly calculus didn't quite compete with the threat of demons. It was starting to feel like a close match.
 
   Freshmen classes at the military college of Northshield University had been easy, but this year the academic load felt like it had doubled. Physics was a tough major. On top of all the usual stuff I was back to working with Miles again as well, working to learn more about my magic and hone my abilities. That we had unfinished business to hash out sometime was left unspoken but understood, the idea drifting between us like a hazy wall. We weren't as close as we had been before. Couldn't be. But we were working with each other again and for now that would have to be enough.
 
   Late October used to be my favorite time of year. That was before last Halloween when a monster from another dimension tried to eat me. I wasn't sure that I'd ever be able to look at the holiday the same way again. I tried to suck what enjoyment I could from the time. The wind was blowing in from the north, cool with the scent of falling leaves and dead grass. It was light coat weather. Not cold enough to snow, although that would come soon enough, but no longer sticky and hot either.
 
   It had been a quiet couple of months. The gang and I had gone out on a few patrols, trying to make sure that everything stayed calm. We hadn't found anything more magically dangerous than a few river motes. It was like everything had hushed itself, at least for a while.
 
   I really should have known that it was too good to last.
 
   That evening's Tae Kwon Do class had been particularly grueling, but in a good way. I always left feeling exhausted and elated at the same time. I was dragging maybe a little more than usual this time, which perhaps forgives me missing the small red drops trailing across the hallway floor outside my room.
 
   I wasn't so tired that I missed my door being ajar, though.
 
   The room was all mine. I'd started off with a room-mate, but he moved out less than a week after the school year started. He said something about having 'heard stories' about what my roomie had to put up with last year. Maybe the room was engulfed in a fireball once, but that wasn't my fault!
 
   Regardless why he left, I was happier with the single. Plenty of room, and no worries about someone coming in at the wrong time. It gave me a lot more freedom to practice my magic. Which explained why I froze outside my door as soon as I saw the little crack showing it wasn't closed properly.
 
   I was certain I'd closed it before I left and I'd set powerful wards around the room. Those wards should have warned me if someone used magic to break in, but they weren't keyed to fry someone who picked the lock. It wasn't something I'd worried about before. Staring at the door now, I was rethinking that policy.
 
   "Kittybreeze, trouble," I whispered. The little air spirit swirled from my pendant, her usual hangout, and whipped around my shoulders. She'd been a constant companion for the last year. My best friend.
 
   I gathered magic, tapping the deep well within myself. Once I hadn't even known that well existed. I'd been able to barely touch the magic coursing through my veins. Now I had more power at my fingertips than I'd ever thought possible. I could blow up just about anything I had a mind to. I had shielded myself from bolts of lightning. And on a couple of occasions, I'd managed to actually fly.
 
   Super hero in a cadet uniform? I only wished I was that good. The heroes from the comics I read as a kid didn't make mistakes that cost people their lives. Too often mine did.
 
   I reached out with my power, touching my wards first. Someone had passed through, but they hadn't triggered. There didn't seem to be any magic involved, anyway. It could be I was being over cautious, and maybe I was about to fall victim to a college prank. But I'd learned the hard way it was better to be safe than sorry 
 
   There was a null space inside my room, a spot that I couldn't breach, a place where I couldn't sense anything. It wasn't that a feeling that nothing was there. It was the sensation of nothing - the absence of sensation. A hole in my perception. That sort of hole had only one possible explanation. It had to be caused by magic. So whether my wards thought they'd been breached by magic or not, whatever was waiting for me inside my room was not from the ordinary world.
 
   I turned the power I was gripping into a shield, wreathed myself and Kittybreeze with protective magic. Then I readied more energy in my right hand, preparing to blast whatever was in there with raw magic if I had to. Very carefully I grasped the door knob with my left hand and shoved it open.
 
   The lights were off inside my room. The window shade was drawn, and only a little bit of fading daylight made it through. That bit of light plus the hall lights didn't give me much to work with, but I could tell someone lay on my bed. There was a thick red trail leading from my door to the bedside. I knew that had to be blood, and my first instinct was to rush in and help whoever was wounded. Wounded didn't mean safe or harmless. I came into the room slowly, the shield still in place.
 
   "Who are you?" I asked. "And why the hell are you in my room?"
 
   There was a little groan from my bed. Whoever lay there shifted slightly, propping themself up on an arm.
 
   "I'm so sad," the person said in a voice that was thin with pain. I froze. I knew that voice. It still haunted my dreams, sometimes.
 
   "It's only been eight months, lover. Have you forgotten me already?" Melicent asked.
 
   Soulstealer was in my bedroom. I was entirely ready to take back everything I'd been thinking about exchanging calculus for monsters, but it was way too late for that.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   I held tight to my magic, reinforcing my shield. Raw terror drove me to reach for still more of my power. I needed to hit her with everything I had, as fast as I could. Even then it might not be enough.
 
   The last time I met Mel, she'd been pretending to be my friend's date in order to get close to me. She lured me away from campus by threatening my friends and then set up an elaborate scheme to wear me down, forcing me to use my magic again and again until I was just about out of juice. I had a lot of magic available to me, but I had limits. She pushed until she found them, and then she sprung her trap.
 
   She looked like she was about eighteen or nineteen, but Melicent claimed she was over four hundred years old. Apparently she'd lived that long by sucking the magic right out of her victims, who didn't survive the experience. I was her intended next dinner. She was the single most deadly opponent I'd ever faced. When we fought, I hadn't beat her. I'd lost, and all but given up. I made one last desperate 'Hail Mary pass' trying to take her out with me, and it worked out better than I could have hoped. Melicent left, and I got to live another day.
 
   I hadn't seen her since. That didn't mean she had been far from my thoughts. She knew more about magic than I could hope to compete with. Four hundred years was a lot of magical experience.
 
   We were on my home turf this time though. That might just be enough to change things in my favor. Northshield was the home to one of the most powerful ley line nexus points I'd ever seen. Twelve massive beams of magical energy converged not far from where I was standing. Miles said I had more affinity for using ley magic than anyone else he'd ever met. It was time to find out of that was enough. I reached out to the nearest ley and tapped its power, drawing down the fire until it roared through my veins. If I had to, I'd channel the whole damned ley line into her, even if using that much power killed me too.
 
   "Wait!" she said. She held up a hand toward me, palm out. "Please! I need your help, Ryan."
 
   That got my attention, and I noticed several strange things. First, she still wasn't wielding magic. I'd know. I was pretty sure that I would sense it if she brought up even the smallest bit of power. I knew the flavor of her magic. I'd seen it up close enough times, had plenty of opportunity to examine her spells in way more detail than I wanted.
 
   I opened my Sight - the power which let me Look into the magical spectrum of things. It was like seeing the world with an overlay, all of the traces and lines of power flowing from object to place to person as they connected everything around us. Spells and other magical workings showed up like beacons in my Sight because they were incredibly concentrated points of power.
 
   Mel really hadn't raised any magic against me. I couldn't See a shred of her power on her at all, except for some strange spell focused around her necklace. But there was magic on her, all right. It was another flavor of power I'd seen before.
 
   Her right thigh had four gashes on it, deep wounds which were still bleeding. I could See the power embedded in those wounds and knew precisely what that meant. I had scars on my shoulder that matched Melicent's wounds pretty well.
 
   "How did you let a Hellcat scratch you?" I asked. I was genuinely curious. I'd been clawed because I hadn't known about them before. The panther-like creatures had venom in their claws that blocked the power of any sorcerer they clawed. They were deadly. I'd barely beaten the one that had hurt me.
 
   "Wasn't my best day," she replied, grimacing as she struggled to sit up.
 
   I released my hold on the ley line, but kept my own power close. Trust, but verify, as they say. She might seem helpless, but I still wasn't sure that this wasn't a trap.
 
   "So you come here?" I asked.
 
   "I had nowhere else to turn for help, Ryan," Mel said.
 
   "Mel, you tried to kill me. What on Earth made you think I would help you?" I couldn't think of many people who I would happily hand over to a Hellcat's claws. Mel made my short list.
 
   "You're right," she said, shaking her head. Was that a tear in the corner of her eye? It couldn't be. "I was a fool. I spent the last of my power coming here. I don't know what I can do now..."
 
   She stood up, staggering a little as she tried putting weight on her injured leg. "They still have her. I guess I will just need to try to save her by myself."
 
   "Have who?" I asked.
 
   "Never mind," she shot out. She wouldn't meet my eyes.
 
   Mel took a single step. That was as far as she got. Her face went very pale, a shocked expression making her look far more human than the image I recalled from nightmares. Then she just crumpled in place, her entire body collapsing like all her strings had been cut at once.
 
   I reacted without thinking, reaching out to catch her before she fell to the floor. Mel's body fell into my arms, her long dark hair flowing over my fingers as I struggled to keep her from dropping to the floor. It was just an instant, automatic reaction for me. Someone was hurt and falling. I caught her.
 
   Scooping her light frame up in my arms, I carried her back to my bed and lay her down. She was wearing jeggings and a black short sleeve button-down. Surprisingly up to date fashion sense for a four-hundred-year-old woman. I examined the wound. Two of the claw slices were deep, and still bleeding badly. How much blood had she lost?
 
   And hells, what was I supposed to do now?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   I'm going to be honest. The thought of letting her continue to bleed crossed my mind. She was deadly and had already tried her best to kill me. I wouldn't put it past her to try again another time. The idea of a rematch with the Soulstealer at her full strength was scary as shit.
 
   But with her laying there unconscious, I couldn't see my enemy. All I could see was a woman who was hurt and needed help. It just wasn't in my nature to refuse.
 
   The first thing I needed to do was stop the bleeding. My blanket was already brightly stained with a pool of her blood, and I couldn't imagine what my sheets looked like. How much had she lost here? I was guessing a pint or so. Plus whatever she'd lost as she fled the Hellcats. If I didn't get the bleeding under control soon, she was going to need a transfusion. I had the feeling Mel wanted to stay off the radar.
 
   "Kittybreeze, go get Theresa," I said.
 
   She swirled around my head a few times, clearly not thrilled at the idea of leaving me alone with Melicent. Then she seemed to make a decision and zipped down the hallway. Theresa knew about magic. While she couldn't see Kittybreeze, I was betting the air spirit would find a way to communicate.
 
   I had a first aid kit in my closet. We had enough emergencies around here that I'd stocked the kit pretty well. It even had a suture kit, which was good because I had the feeling that's what she needed. I'd never stitched up a wound before though. Not even in practice.
 
   Kit in hand, I went back to my bed. I plunked the aid kit next to Mel and opened it up, fishing inside for cleansing wipes and antibiotic. Those wouldn't help against the venom, but without her magic Melicent was as vulnerable to a regular infection as anyone else.
 
   I realized that I wasn't going to be able to access the wound through the tears in her jeans. The jeggings were too tight, hugging right against her leg, and the slices made by the claws were too narrow. I blushed furiously as I unbuttoned her jeans and slipped them down over her thighs. Mel groaned a little bit in her sleep as I moved her, but didn't wake up. If I hadn't known before that she was badly hurt, that was about as clear a sign as I was going to get.
 
   The tight jeans gave me trouble, but I pulled them down to about her knees so that I could get to work on the injury. I studiously ignored the pink polka dot underwear. What sort of self-respecting evil sorceress wore polka dots, anyway? Although I supposed if you had enough magic to squish anyone who looked at you the wrong way, you could wear whatever the hell you wanted.
 
   Yeah, I was mentally rambling a bit. My head was more than a little bit mixed up when it came to Melicent. You see, I'd beat her with a kiss. It's a long story, but it was a pretty epic kiss.
 
   I cleaned the cuts and added a little antibiotic to the wounds. Then I looked at the needle and thread. If Mel ever did get her powers back, and I had left jagged-ass scars on her leg from my incredibly amateur stitching, I wasn't going to like the result. It was time to pull a page from her book, and use magic for healing.
 
   Back before I knew she was the Soulstealer, Melicent mentioned to me that how one's magic comes into being forever influences how it is strongest. True or not, I didn't know. But I'd watched her heal people. She had real skill at it. As for myself, I was better at blowing shit up. Was that because my magic had come into bloom when I was being beaten to death? I might never know. But as good as I was at combat magic, I'd been working very hard to learn how to use other sorts as well.
 
   Melicent herself had given me the template to begin learning how to heal when she healed Theresa from a zombie bite. There wasn't time that day for me to practice the technique, but I'd watched very carefully with my Sight, and I'd stowed away everything she had done to examine later. I'd been working on it ever since.
 
   I summoned magic into my right hand, bringing it up to the tip of my index finger. Then I carefully pinched the edges of the first wound together, and touched it with my finger, running my fingertip down the wound like it was a cautery device.
 
   The magic wasn't cauterizing the wound, though. It was encouraging the skin to knit incredibly fast, to bond back to itself. I was managing in moments what would take days for her body to accomplish without magic.
 
   It took about two minutes of intense focus to knit the deepest wound closed. By the time I was done my vision was feeling a little blurry. It was hard to keep that much focus on such a small spot for so long. But there was still blood seeping from a second deep slash. I needed to at least close that one before I called it quits.
 
   I gathered more magic and went to work, carefully knitting the tissues back together. This slash had gone into the muscle, and I had no idea how to repair the damage there. Rather than muck around with it and get things wrong, I simply threw a little healing energy at the spot, then went back to work on the skin and subcutaneous tissue.
 
   It took longer to heal this one than the last. I'd burned a lot of energy healing the wounds I had, and with Melicent around the one thing I could be certain was that I would need all the magical energy I could gather. The other two slashes weren't as deep and were already scabbing over. I figured that a dressing would do to keep them closed.
 
   I laid a sterile pad over the whole thing and then carefully wrapped her thigh with a long roll of gauze. I'd just about finished off wrapping her wound when Theresa opened my door and came in.
 
   "Ryan? What's going on? Kittybreeze seemed pretty upset," Theresa said.
 
   "You're not going to believe it unless you see," I said. I slumped back and sat on the floor, tired out. I was also hungry. Dinner had started a while ago without me, and my body was craving carbs after burning so much magic.
 
   Theresa walked over to the bedside. She looked down at me, then over at my bed.
 
   "Oh," she said. "Shit."
 
   Then she looked back down at me. "What the hell, Ryan?"
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   I pulled myself up off the floor, then grabbed chairs for both of us. This was going to be one of those nights I wanted to skip, I could tell that already. Thing is, I didn't have much information to tell. I went over what I had, starting from when I saw my door ajar and ending with my cleaning the wound.
 
   "Might have been easier to let her die," Theresa said.
 
   "Don't think I wasn't considering it," I replied. Keeping her alive was complicated for a great number of reasons.
 
   Theresa cocked an eyebrow at me. "It's not in you."
 
   "Some days I wish it were."
 
   "Now, if it were me who'd found her here, it might have been another story," Theresa said, half growling. "Shit, Ryan. What do we do?"
 
   "She's powerless," I said, reminding her. "No magic."
 
   "Which doesn't mean she's harmless."
 
   I couldn't argue with that. The woman laying there would never be harmless. She was as deadly as they came.
 
   "She's been clawed by a hellcat. Which means ASTRAL will be coming after her," I said. ASTRAL was the Army's magic unit. I'd had a couple of nasty run-ins with them already, including my own close encounter with a hellcat. If someone with magic was clawed by a hellcat it created a magical bond between attacker and victim. The victim's magic was gone until the hellcat died, and it could track the person it had clawed through the bond. They'd be coming for Melicent, probably sooner rather than later.
 
   "We don't know that ASTRAL is the only group using hellcats," Theresa pointed out. As usual, she was able to think of things I'd missed. But no - while it might be true that other groups were using them...
 
   "We know ASTRAL is already after Melicent. Miles told us so," I said. "And we know ASTRAL uses hellcats. It might be someone else, but odds are it's the devil we know, this time."
 
   "You're right. Which means they're probably already on their way here. And they're not especially fond of you, Ryan," Theresa said. Like I needed reminding. "What are you going to do?"
 
   "I..." Frankly, I didn't have the foggiest idea. The easy answer would be to hand her over. I'd win points with ASTRAL, which might help me in dealing with them at some point in the future. Melicent had tried to kill my friends and me. She'd managed to kill a lot of other people in the process, and I had no idea how many she'd murdered over the centuries she'd been alive. It wasn't like I owed her any favors.
 
   But we had some nasty suspicions about ASTRAL. Namely that they'd been infiltrated in some way by people who were under the influence of strange creatures from a magical dimension. We didn't have a smoking gun, but we had enough evidence that the group was highly suspect.
 
   Turning Melicent - turning anyone, no matter how evil - over to that group was a horrific prospect. I wasn't sure that I could do it. Melicent was bad, but she mostly killed to stay alive, prolonging her life by eating the magic of others. If I was right, the beings ASTRAL worked for wanted to see all of humanity wiped out.
 
   Luckily, I was saved from having to answer when Melicent began to stir. She roused a little, turning her head from side to side. I was struck by how defenseless she looked in that moment. Then she opened her eyes, realizing where she was in an instant and sat bolt upright. The movement jarred the wound on her leg, and must have hurt pretty badly. She winced and let out a hissing breath, grabbing her thigh with her hands.
 
   She glanced down at the dressing on her leg, then up at me. "Neat work, Ryan. Thank you."
 
   "You're welcome," I said.
 
   "My pants, love?" Melicent asked, quirking both an eyebrow and a small smile with the corner of her mouth.
 
   I blushed despite myself, and held them out for her. I could feel Theresa bristling beside me, the tension rolling off her in waves.
 
   "Relax," Melicent said to Theresa. "This one didn't take advantage of my half naked body draped across his bed. He's far too chivalrous for that."
 
   "I don't really care," Theresa said, her voice flat.
 
   "Of course you do," Melicent said, smiling. "So do I, oddly. It's a bit disappointing. And at the same time one of the traits about the boy I find most appealing."
 
   "I'm right here," I said.
 
   "Yes," Melicent replied, turning that smile on me in a way that set my heart beating a little faster. What the hell was wrong with me? This woman had tried to kill me. "You are."
 
   "What do you want, Mel?" I asked. Time to bring the conversation back to safer ground.
 
   "To crush my enemies, drive them before me, and hear the lamentations of their women," Mel replied. We both stared at her blankly. "No? So sad. That was such a good film, too."
 
   Melicent sat up on the edge of the bed and slid on her jeans, wincing as the cloth went over her injury. She traced the slashes with crimson fingernails that matched her lipstick, absently feeling at the rough edges where the cloth had been cut. She looked back up at me.
 
   "I was looking for a port in a storm, Ryan. I had the feeling you might help me, and I didn't know anywhere else to turn," Melicent said. "My magic was fading fast after the cat clawed me. I had enough left for one teleport, and I was constrained by range. You were the only person close enough who might be able to help."
 
   One thing about Mel: she'd always been able to take my measure perfectly. She'd studied me before trying to make a snack out of me. The woman knew me, had been able to predict my moves and counter them even more quickly than I'd been able to act. Here she was, doing it again. She'd known that if she just showed up on my doorstep I would help her, and I'd done so.
 
   "How did you get through my wards?" I asked.
 
   "No magic left," she said, her voice almost cracking. I couldn't blame her. I remembered that terrible sense of powerlessness I'd felt when it had been my power gone. It had to be at least as bad for her, since she'd had her magic for so much longer. "Your wards are set to fry people breaking in with magic, not a normal human."
 
   I nodded. What she said made sense. I couldn’t very well have my wards activate every time someone came into my room. They were set to stop dangerous enemies, and the easiest way to tell a friend from a foe was to set my defenses to deter someone with magic. Anyone with magical powers would see the wards. A friendly or neutral person would stop. A wizard who tried to get in anyway probably wasn’t friendly.
 
   Quickly I went over the things Melicent had said. There was something she’d mentioned before she passed out… About needing to save someone herself. Who was she talking about? The Mel I knew didn’t have any attachments. That was one of her core strengths, that she had no way anyone could hurt her. But unless I was horribly wrong she’d shown genuine concern for whoever it was. What had changed?
 
   “Mel, you said something about needing to rescue someone. Who?” I asked.
 
   “Amanda,” she replied slowly, like I was tugging the word out of her. “ASTRAL has her. That’s how they almost got me. They used her as bait.”
 
   “Who is Amanda?” Theresa asked.
 
   Melicent looked away from both of us, running her hands up on down her legs. She winced when her fingers touched the wound on her leg, but kept wiping her hands uncomfortably anyway. Was she blushing? Where was the killer that I met last winter, and who was this fragile woman sitting in front of us now? She’d changed so much I felt like I barely knew her at all. But then again, I’d only seen her for an evening, and if she was telling the truth she was over four hundred years old. What depths did Melicent have that I hadn’t even begun to see?
 
   “She’s my…friend,” Mel said. “My girlfriend.”
 
   I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t that.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   “Maybe you need to explain a little more,” I said.
 
   Mel looked up at me and smirked. “Jealous, lover? Don’t be. I share.”
 
   This time it was my turn to blush. That hadn’t actually been what I was thinking about. Of course, now I was… It was hard not to, and I could tell from the look on Melicent’s face that she knew it. The way Theresa tensed next to me I had the feeling she did too. Damn it.
 
   “I meant that it might be easier to help you rescue your friend if we knew more about what happened,” I said carefully.
 
   “You’re not seriously thinking about helping her?” Theresa asked.
 
   “I’d like to know more,” I said.
 
   There was a glimmer of hope in Mel’s eyes, or maybe the smallest bit of a tear. I couldn’t be sure which. She was an incredible actress. Last winter she’d played us all, pretending to be a college student, along for the Winter Ball as Fletcher’s date. All the while she was watching us, gauging my strength and waiting for the opportune moment to pounce.
 
   “Your kiss left me quite exhausted,” Mel said. “I was terribly close to burning out in the moment when you channeled all that ley energy into me, you know. Impressive. No one’s ever managed that before.”
 
   I smiled a little. That was my Hail Mary pass. I’d been about to die, Melicent already drawing my magic - and my life - away from me. She was running a complex array of spells to block me from accessing outside power while she devoured my power. At the last moment, I’d leaned in and kissed her. She’d been surprised - and then kissed me back. The distraction had been just enough that I’d broken through her block and channeled the planetary ley line through us both.
 
   It was more energy than either of us could stand. The building pretty much blew up around us, and when it was all over I was tired, spent, but pretty much unhurt. Melicent had vanished.
 
   “I needed to find someplace quiet to rest and recover my strength. I headed to Boston. There’s usually quite a few low-powered spell casters in the city,” Mel said. “I figured I could rest, heal, and maybe find a snack while I was there. I happened across Amanda.”
 
   Neither Theresa or I gave a comment, so she continued. “At first, that was what I intended for the young woman. Just more food. I’ve done this dozens of times, you understand. It’s not personal. I eat to live, the same as you do.”
 
   “We don’t eat people,” Theresa spat out.
 
   “True, but I doubt the cows and chickens appreciate your diet any more than my prey do mine,” Melicent replied. “Anyway… Amanda became something different. I had plenty of power, thanks to Ryan. I didn’t really need to eat right away, and I am never wasteful. The more time I spent with Amanda, the more she grew on me.”
 
   “Even when I found myself in the same bed with her one night, I still intended to make her my next meal,” Mel said. Her voice grew very soft. “It wasn’t until a couple of months passed that I knew that I could never kill her.”
 
   I wanted to say something snarky about the power of love but was at a loss for words. Even Melicent seemed like she’d been surprised by the development. How long had it been since she’d cared about another person? How many years had she been alone out there? Falling for someone must have been a terrifying and at the same time delightful experience for her.
 
   “What happened?” I asked after she went silent.
 
   “ASTRAL happened,” Melicent said. “They were looking for me, and I hadn’t run far enough. I spotted the power signatures of the hellcats as soon as they were loose in the city. Instead of simply running away, I did the damned fool thing instead. I went to go get Amanda.”
 
   I nodded. “She had magic too, right? She was vulnerable.”
 
   The hellcats would go after anyone with magical power. I’d seen firsthand that ASTRAL was less than picky about collateral damage when it came to taking out what they called ‘rogue’ wizards. To them that meant anyone who wasn’t with ASTRAL.
 
   “Yes,” Mel said. “But they must have been watching me for some time already. They had her before I arrived. I went in at them with everything I had, but the hellcats were in play. I take it you know how bad they can be?”
 
   I nodded, pulling up my sleeve to show the scars there from where I’d been clawed. Mel’s eyes narrowed a bit, but she didn’t ask for details. Most magic seemed to just roll off the cats, which made fighting them hard. And all it took was one venomous claw breaking your skin, and all your magic was useless.
 
   “One of them got in a lucky strike and tagged me. My power began failing immediately, and I knew I was out of time,” Mel said. “I’d be no use to Amanda dead, and they were unlikely to kill her if they thought they could use her against me. So I ran.”
 
   “Here,” I said. She nodded mutely in reply, staring down at her hands.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry. I know you have no reason to help me, and every reason to turn me away. I had nowhere else to turn.”
 
   “You said hellcats,” I said. “Plural. How many did they have?”
 
   “Three.”
 
   I winced. I’d barely survived one of the things. It was a mark of how strong Melicent was that she’d managed to escape three of them. “Well, at least they’re nowhere near here.” Boston was a good distance away.
 
   “I have no doubt they are tracking me even now,” Melicent said. “They may be here in a few hours.”
 
   I leaned back in my seat, trying to figure out what to do next. Calculus was looking more enormously appealing by the moment. When was I going to learn to knock on wood when I complained about being bored?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Melicent was right. They’d be here soon. We didn’t have much time to act. As much as I was uncomfortable with the idea of helping her, I wasn’t going to leave someone in ASTRAL’s clutches if I could help it. Their record regarding ‘rogue’ spell casters was awful. If this Amanda was lucky, she’d only wind up dead. There were a lot worse things you could do to someone with magic.
 
   “We’ve got a little time,” I said. “Theresa, why don’t you go get Fletcher? He’ll kill me if he’s not in on this too.”
 
   She eyed Melicent warily. “You sure?”
 
   “She’s hurt and without her magic,” I replied. “I think I can handle it. Any chance you can snag us some food on the way, too?” I added with a plaintive note.
 
   “You and your stomach,” she grumbled. But she smiled as she turned to go.
 
   Once she’d left I returned my attention to Melicent.
 
   “You’ll help?” she asked.
 
   “I’ll help you rescue Amanda, yes,” I said. I hoped like hell I wasn’t going to have cause to regret those words. But ASTRAL’s program of slaughtering everyone with magic who didn’t work for them was simply wrong. I would stop them whenever I could, regardless who was involved.
 
   Worse yet, I had reason to suspect they had a hidden motive for what they were doing. By killing people as soon as they came into their power, ASTRAL was cutting off weeds at the very beginning of their growth. People like Melicent and myself were several orders of magnitude more powerful than the typical budding wizard. Most people might have the power to ward away spirits, or sense the history of an object, or at the least to see magical energy as it flowed through the world.
 
   I could launch fireballs from my fingertips. Melicent could call down lightning from the sky. At least she could when her magic wasn’t blocked. I hadn’t started off with that sort of power, though, and I was willing to bet Mel was the same way. A series of events had forced me to grow beyond my old levels of strength, to expand my ability to manipulate the universe with my will.
 
   How many people like me had ASTRAL killed before they could reach their potential? There were magical creatures that fed on humanity, both in our world and in dimensions beyond it. Culling away the potential defenders like myself was leaving us open to attack. If ASTRAL had been about protecting humanity, they’d be recruiting and training new mages like mad. Their practice made me suspect they were instead working for one or more of the powers that were out to feed on humanity. That they’d been infiltrated and were being used as a tool to make us less able to stop those faceless adversaries.
 
   “Thank you,” Mel said. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall.
 
   “What’s your plan?” I asked.
 
   She opened her eyes again, looking across at me. “Plan?”
 
   “Mel, you always have a plan. I don’t think you do anything without thinking it over first. I still recall our chess game last winter.”
 
   “Yes,” she replied. “Incidentally, you could do more of that. You’re very bad at chess.”
 
   I shrugged. “I lived through it.”
 
   “Barely. You should do better. You’re a smart boy.”
 
   She was trying to irritate me, keep me off balance. I could feel it working a little bit, and stoppered up those emotions. “Your plan?”
 
   “For the moment, my plan is to survive,” she said. “I need to get Amanda back. Which means we will need to negotiate with ASTRAL for her release, or get them to bring her out into the open so we can rescue her. Since the only negotiating tool I can think of that they might consider in exchange for her release is my capture, I’d prefer to do both.”
 
   “But first we need to bring them to the table,” I said.
 
   “Precisely. Which needs to be done from a position of strength. Something we lack at the moment,” she said.
 
   A sound outside caught my attention. I stood and went to open the window. The noise was growing louder - the steady thumping sound of helicopter blades. Coming closer.
 
   It wasn’t crazy unusual for helicopters to show up at Northshield. It was a military college, after all. We occasionally had one service or another show up to dazzle cadets with their gear. Helicopters were shiny, and great for that sort of thing. We also had visitors arrive by helicopter on occasion. But the timing was suspect. I glanced over my shoulder at Melicent.
 
   “Three of them, from the sound of it,” she said. “That will be the hellcats. They’re too big to fly more than one of them per helicopter.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how she knew the number of birds in the air, but I wasn’t going to question her experience on the subject either. Especially when the helicopters zipped by overhead, cruising past my barracks building and heading toward the sports fields on the far side of campus. There they began to descend.
 
   “Your company is here,” I said, keeping my voice light despite the tightness in my gut. “Do we fight, or run?”
 
   If we stayed it would be me doing most of the fighting. Melicent wasn’t in any condition to deal with the beasts. I shook a little. One of them had almost killed me. Fighting three of the things at once was a terrifying prospect. But this time I was better prepared. This was my home turf. I had access to the ley energy here on campus, so the battle wouldn’t be one sided. Best yet, I’d carried a few toys along from home last summer which might prove useful.
 
   “I think we need to run,” Melicent said. “We’re too exposed here. I know you are stronger in this place, but if you do somehow manage to kill this batch, they’ll just send more. Or send something worse.”
 
   I reached into the back of my wardrobe and pulled out a couple of objects I’d hidden back there with spells. One was a mail shirt. This wasn’t the same one I’d worn when I’d fought the first cat. That had been a reproduction of real medieval armor. This one was an incredibly fine mesh of stainless steel links. It was the sort of thing one used to fend off the bite of sharks.
 
   Beside it was a sword, cloaked with an illusion that made one’s gaze simply pass it by. This was the sword I’d used last summer. It had killed one hellcat. If things came to a fight, it could kill a couple more. I was pretty confident this was going to come to a fight.
 
   “I’m set,” I said. “We should get to a car if we’re going to leave.”
 
   I wanted to wait for Theresa to return with Fletcher. Having the entire team together for this mess would be the best, but worst case they could meet us someplace, link up with us after we’d left. I wondered if there were some way I could cloak Melicent from the hellcats’ ability to track, but I didn’t know how and there wasn’t time to stop and figure it out right now.
 
   Melicent shook her head and smiled. “They’ll run too fast for the car. I need to teach you how to gate yourself to someplace else.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   "What is gating?" I asked. I recalled seeing her use magic to transport my friends a few hundred feet, last winter. "Was that what you did to Theresa and Fletcher?"
 
   "No, that was just a short range teleport," she replied. "Very limited in range. If you want to travel further, you need to open a Gate."
 
   The idea was more than a little appealing. I mean, Melicent had centuries of experience with magic. Her spells were some of the most complex webs of magic I'd ever seen. The only thing which really compared was the barrier spell holding back the apparitions from entering our universe. There was no doubt in my mind that Mel could teach me a ton about magic. What spells had she discovered or created during all those years? What had she learned?
 
   But there was danger as well. I had to remember that nothing Mel did was without at least two purposes. She was not a friend. She might be an ally, for the time being. The very first moment she had an opportunity to turn on me, she would. If I forgot that crucial fact, I'd be dead.
 
   "What is a gate, then?"
 
   "It a means of magically joining two spaces. You link the point of origin with the target destination, then weave the spell to effectively make them the same place," she said. "It's a complex weaving, but you should be able to manage it. Do you have paper and a pen?"
 
   I handed them to her, and she began sketching something. It would be an incredible boon to be able to travel quickly from one spot to another. I could use it to get someplace in the nick of time, or escape from enemies too strong to fight.
 
   As if answering my thoughts, a series of howls erupted on the night air. A shiver ran down my spine. I'd heard those calls before. Those were the hellcats.
 
   "We're just about out of time," I said.
 
   "I know." She kept sketching.
 
   My cell phone rang. I pulled it from my pocket and glanced at the caller ID. It was Miles. Ouch. I wasn't sure how the hell I was supposed to explain this to him. Captain Miles was with the Army - and ASTRAL. Despite that, he'd been a good ally on more occasions than I could count. When I needed him, he came through. He was one reason why I didn't think ASTRAL needed to be wiped out entirely.
 
   I answered the phone. "Hi Miles."
 
   "Ryan, we've got trouble," he said. "I'm on my way to you right now, be there in ten minutes."
 
   "Trouble, as in three hellcats and their handlers coming out of the helicopters that just landed?" I asked.
 
   I could almost hear his thoughts ticking over in his head on the other end of the line. He was silent for a moment, though.
 
   "They're after Soulstealer. They think she's on campus," he said.
 
   What to tell him? Should I say yeah, I know, she's sitting here in the room with me? I had the feeling he'd never really understand that. I wasn't positive I knew why I was helping her myself. It just seemed like the right thing to do.
 
   "I know," I said. "I'm taking measures to deal with the issue."
 
   "You're going to do something stupid, aren't you," he said at last.
 
   I sighed. "Probably."
 
   "Shit. I'm still coming. Maybe I can help."
 
   "I doubt it. This may get a little prickly in the next few minutes," I said. "If I vanish, don't worry. I'm not dead, OK?"
 
   "Ryan, I... Be careful."
 
   "I will."
 
   I clicked off the phone and slipped it back into my pocket. Then I stripped off my shirt, ignoring the lingering look Melicent gave me. I turned my back to her, mostly in case my cheeks were growing pink again. I slid on the mail shirt, the cold links making me shiver for a moment. The shirt was long, the bottom links trailing down over my hips. It still left my legs unprotected, but it was the best I could do for the moment. I tossed on a t-shirt, not quite long enough to cover the mail, and then a light coat over the top of that.
 
   Then I reached out with my magic, trying to find the hellcats. They were loose on campus. The bastards had let a bunch of hungry, human-hunting creatures free at my school. I knew that they were unlikely to hurt anyone else provided no one blocked them in their search. They were keyed in on Melicent. She was their target. But that didn't mean that they were safe, or tame.
 
   There were three of them all right. I could sense the pattern of their magic as they raced toward us. They knew where we were. They must. They were making right for my building.
 
   "Shit. We're out of time," I said.
 
   "Done," Mel replied. "Here."
 
   She passed me the artwork she'd sketched. It was a complex spell weaving. She'd managed to trace out all three dimensions of the working in her drawing, but it was still difficult for my eye to follow. My vision seemed to waver a little bit as I tried to trace the lines with my eyes.
 
   "Mel, this is too much. I can't," I said.
 
   "You can. You have the power, you just need to focus," she said. "Now, gates are tricky to set up. Almost impossible without some sort of link to the destination. A mental image is the minimum requirement, usually. A strong sense of the destination. Even better is a physical object from the site you are gating to."
 
   She tossed me a pebble. I caught it. It seemed a normal, smooth stone about the size of a marble. There was no sign of magic on the stone at all. I realized with a start that she expected me to use that object to link to someplace I'd never seen before with her gate spell.
 
   "I don't need to have been to the site?" I asked.
 
   "Not with the physical object in your hand, no," she replied.
 
   There was a crash of glass from downstairs. The hellcats were in the building. They'd be coming up the stairs. Another few moments and they'd be at my door. The doors were sturdy, built to hold back a fire. But they wouldn't hold three of the things out forever.
 
   I looked down at the drawing again and began trying to build the spell in the air in front of me, tracing the lines with a finger that left little trails of light that only someone with magic could See. I was halfway through the working when it collapsed on itself. I'd missed something, failed to set a thread into place properly.
 
   "Damn it," I said.
 
   A crash at the door. The cats had arrived.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   "Try again," Mel said.
 
   I froze for a moment, staring at the door as it shook with another impact.
 
   "Ryan, unless you feel like fighting three of those things, you need to try again."
 
   "My friends..." I thought of Theresa and Fletcher. I wanted them with me badly. Of all times to be missing backup, this was a bad one.
 
   "Will be safer if we are gone," Mel said.
 
   I glared at her. All I'd wanted tonight was some dinner and a little downtime. I'd never asked to have Miss Evil Sorceress show up and dump all her problems in my lap.
 
   "They're after you, not me," I pointed out.
 
   "Because hellcats are known to carefully discriminate between potential wizard targets," she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
 
   The door shuddered again. Out in the hallway I heard a door open, someone yelp in surprise, and then the door slam shut again. It was only a matter of time before someone took it upon themselves to try to fight the hellcats off, though. Their handlers had to be on their way, too, and I couldn't count on them to just grab Melicent and leave. I'd had too many nasty run-ins with them, been too big a thorn in their side more than once. They might well take this opportunity to quietly remove me. With both human and hellcat adversaries, I'd be in trouble.
 
   "Fine," I said. I began working on the design again, shoving aside the nightmare of growling predator beating at my door.
 
   I thought I knew where I'd gone wrong before. There was a multi-layered lattice structure to the spell, like it really was building a passageway out of magical forces. When I'd drawn it the first time, I hadn't accounted for the depth properly, or the way that depth would put stress on the other lines. As a result the entire thing had collapsed around itself. With that in mind, I began tracing the spell anew.
 
   Behind me, the door splintered. It wasn't going to hold much longer. I was sweating with the stress. In a pinch I knew I could blast our way out of my room, get us clear. I peered out the window, looking for a likely avenue of escape, and was surprised to see people out there. Uniformed men, carrying rifles. Shit. Those had to be the hellcats' handlers. The last time I'd run into a hellcat there were only two men involved. There were more than six people converging on the front of my dorm, though, and I had to assume there were even more coming inside from other angles.
 
   "Ryan, focus," Melicent snapped.
 
   I brought my attention back to the spell and traced the rest of the lines. This time the construct didn't collapse. It was holding! There was one last step. I needed to see if I could link this pebble to the gate, to use it as the target for the destination. I glanced down at Mel's drawing again to see how it was done. It seemed straightforward enough.
 
   The whole thing stank. How certain was I that this wasn't just a trap? That Melicent wasn't using this entire song and dance to bring me someplace far away so she could use me as her latest lunch? But no, that wouldn't make sense. She didn't need to use hellcats for such a ruse. They posed as great a danger to her as to me. Most of all, I didn't think that she could fake having been scratched by the cat. The tell-tale signature of its venom was very clear. Her magic was gone.
 
   No, that much at least was true. Whether the rest of what she'd told me was real or another lie, I had no way to know for sure.
 
   "Ryan, hang on! Help is coming!" That was Fletcher's voice, from down the hall. He and Theresa must be back. They'd attack the hellcats, and if they were not very lucky, they'd be torn to pieces.
 
   "No!" I shouted back. "Get out of here!"
 
   I hoped they would run. But the best protection I could give them would be to get Melicent as far away from here as possible. Decided, I finished the working, locking her pebble into my spell.
 
   The gate in front of me burst with a flash of bright light that seemed to fold in on itself before exploding into a tunnel of coruscating colors.
 
   "You did it!" Mel said. She rose from the bed and staggered toward the gate. "Come on!"
 
   I heaved a sigh of relief a few moments too soon. My bedroom door burst open, two cats sprawling across my floor with the energy they'd used to smash my lock. Their claws skittered on the polished surface. One benefit of living at a military college - we had to make sure the floors were always waxed and buffed! They'd be on their feet in a few moments, though.
 
   "Come on!" Mel shouted again. Her voice was thinner than it had been. She was already walking away from me down the tunnel of light.
 
   "Kittybreeze," I whispered. The little wind spirit drifted close before jetting inside the silver acorn I wore around my neck. At least I'd have some backup.
 
   I grabbed the chair I'd been sitting in and hurled it in the direction of the cats. They scattered, dodging the thing, but it bought me more time. I snatched the sword from where it had been leaning against my desk and jumped forward into the tunnel.
 
   The space around me was...odd was too weak a word. I'd never seen anything like this, not outside some sort of science fiction movie anyway. Lights pulsed and swirled around me as I walked. Behind me, the gate closed, shutting us off from the cats. In fact, with each step I took the tunnel seemed to be collapsing behind me. I'd cast it, so that made sense. As I no longer needed the magic it faded away.
 
   Then I was through to the other side. The gate snapped closed behind me, leaving me standing in utter darkness.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   The gate snapped closed, plunging everything around me into utter darkness. I had a brief moment of panic, surrounded by that black. I was an utter fool. I'd traveled to who knew where with one of the most dangerous people alive - a woman who'd done her best to kill me earlier this year. I didn't know where I was, what was around me, or what her intentions were.
 
   Rational thought caught up with me. I could still use my Sight - and I did, opening my vision into the magical spectrum. All around me swirled patterns of complex wards, layered one atop the next, decades of work poured into their construction. The walls, floors, and ceiling of the large room I stood in were all visible after a fashion. Each of them looked deadly.
 
   "Please don't move, Ryan, and don't use any magic," Melicent said. "These wards are keyed to allow me access with or without my powers, but you'll be turned to ash in a heartbeat."
 
   I believed her. I could See the way those lines of force danced in the floor and walls. There was incredible power stored up in those spells. I wondered how long she'd been reinforcing the defenses of this place. Decades? Centuries? However long it had been, this was clearly a strong point for her. A hidden redoubt that she could run to for cover if she was in trouble.
 
   There was one bit of magic bobbing and moving around. That had to be attached to Melicent. Some charm or item she was wearing. The pendant around her neck, maybe? It was the right height for it. I could barely make out the patterns of magic swirling through her body, they were so muted. She looked pretty much like any normal human - except that I could see the twisting green energy of the hellcat venom flowing from her leg throughout her body.
 
   She stepped closer to me. I held still. What choice did I have, really? When she was standing right in front of me she pressed something wet and sticky to my forehead. That finished, she stepped away.
 
   "There!" she said. "You can feel free to light the place up now."
 
   I did as she asked, using my power to bring a small ball of light into my left palm. We were standing in a large stone room, with the ceiling arching high above us. Shadows flickered as my spell light flashed against the stonework and wooden support beams. The place gave the impression of great age.
 
   There were no windows in this room, no furniture, nothing but the square space and the bare cut rock. Flagstones below my feet, rough-hewn rocks making up the walls, and more stones above. A staircase led up from the place toward a set of large wooden doors.
 
   "Welcome to my home," Melicent said. She gave a little flourish. "Enter freely, and of your own will."
 
   That line I recognized, and the movie didn't make me feel any better about being here. Who would have guessed that a four-hundred-year-old sorceress was a movie buff?
 
   I tapped my forehead with a finger where she'd touched me and it came away red. It looked like blood, but I hadn't been injured. I glanced over at Mel, and she flashed her left hand at me. She'd cut herself on the palm and then traced something on my forehead with the blood.
 
   "I thought you had no magic left?" I asked.
 
   "I don't," she replied. "Which means I can't just tell the wards to ignore you the easy way. So the hard way will have to do."
 
   "Yuck."
 
   "Don't be so damned squeamish," she said. "And don't rub the blood away, either. You're only protected from my wards so long as it's there."
 
   "Where are we?" I asked. I took my finger away from my forehead, eyeing those lines of force protecting the place again cautiously. The blood could stay there for now, at least.
 
   "My home," she replied. Then she sighed. Her voice held a sad note. "I suppose I shall need a new one now. A secret hideout is only good so long as it's secret."
 
   She stroked the stones of the wall, a gentle caress. I felt briefly sorry for her. She'd spent far too much of her life alone, in this place or some other one.
 
   "Come with me," she said. "I'll show you."
 
   I followed her up the steps, my magic lighting our way as we climbed. She opened the doors to more stairs, a twisting string of them which leg upward. More darkness all around us.
 
   "Hold on," she said, then touched something on the wall. Illumination sprang up across the ceiling. For a moment I thought she'd activated some sort of spell, but no.
 
   "Electric lights?" I asked.
 
   "Just because I was born in the medieval period doesn't mean I feel any need to live there," she replied. "There you have it - my home."
 
   It was gorgeous. I could still see the old stone here and there, but this floor had been heavily refinished with fine woodwork, modern track lighting, and polished floors. The room we had climbed to was a living space. An enormous television dominated one wall, with a plush sofa sitting across from it. Beyond the living room I could see an open kitchen and dining area. Another staircase spiraled upward from the living room to somewhere above. Several doors dotted the walls. One had a mat in front of it, an elegant steel coat-rack next to it. I assumed that was the door to outside.
 
   It all looked astonishingly normal. Opulent, but not insanely so. Expensive, well crafted, and the best of everything. I could tell she and my father would get along well in terms of buying habits. He had a saying: buy the best, cry once.
 
   I flickered into my Sight again, and magical lines of force sprang into being. Not as intense as they had been in the room below... Perhaps that was some sort of workroom, so she had extra defenses in place to shield her there? But her wards over the entire building were still more than I could have set in place with a year of solid effort.
 
   "It's very nice," I said, still taking in the sight.
 
   "Nice?" She made a little hmphing noise in her throat. "Well, it's not like you grew up in a shack yourself, I suppose."
 
   I eyed her carefully. How much did she know about me? "What do you mean?"
 
   "Ryan, dear. I studied you before I came after you. I know quite a lot about you, your past, your family..." Her voice trailed off. She didn't threaten. She didn't need to.
 
   We were still adversaries, or would be again eventually. For now we were in some sort of uneasy truce. But I had no doubt that would be over the instant Melicent had her magic back.
 
   Which reminded me that there was a purpose to our being together here. We needed to work out the next move.
 
   "Where are we, then?" I asked. I looked out the window over open fields and rolling hills visible in the moonlight. "And how does this bring us closer to rescuing your friend?"
 
   "We're in Scotland," Mel said. "I rather like it up here. Out of the way, yet still something like where I grew up. As for how this helps Amanda..."
 
   She gritted her teeth together in frustration. "Really, it doesn't. But we needed to get away from the cats and their men. Now that we're free, it opens the doors for more action. It won't take ASTRAL long to track us here, but I suspect they'll hesitate before committing their forces once they do."
 
   "Oh? You don't think they'd rush right in?" I asked. They had when they came at us in my room, back on campus.
 
   "I've given them good reason for caution in the past," she said, baring her teeth. "We have a little time to prepare."
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Melicent went off to the kitchen, bustling around inside for something to eat. I plunked myself down on the sofa and pulled out my phone. The least I could do was contact Fletcher and Gray, let them know that I was all right. No signal. There was wifi in the building, but I wasn't getting a carrier signal at all.
 
   "Mel?" I asked. "Can I have the wifi password?"
 
   "Going to do some shopping?" she replied.
 
   "Was going to tell my friends I'm alive."
 
   "ASTRAL can track the IP address if you send them anything," she said, peeking out from the kitchen.
 
   "They're tracking you anyway," I said. "If they don't already know where we are, they will soon."
 
   "Good point," she said. "OK. Password is 1234."
 
   I stared at her with open horror.
 
   "Seriously?"
 
   "The local sheep are not hacking my network for free wifi, Ryan. Besides, I liked watching Spaceballs." She went back to whatever she was fussing with.
 
   I shook my head. She was such a contrast of opposites. Elegant with a geeky side. But she had the password sense of someone born in, well, the fourteenth century. I punched in the password and my phone connected. Opening my email app, I wrote a quick note to both Fletcher and Theresa.
 
   "I'm alive and safe as I can be in present company. Steer clear of our guests. Will be home soon as I can. Stay on your toes! This isn't over, and you'll need to be extra cautious. - Ryan"
 
   I wasn't expecting an immediate reply. I hoped my friends were both still safe themselves. They'd been out there in the hall when the hellcats were running around. If they'd tried to face the things down... Well, they didn't have magic to steal, but that didn't make the claws and teeth less deadly. The ASTRAL agents running around outside weren't known for their gentle behavior either.
 
   But Miles was supposed to have been arriving any moment. He was highly enough placed in ASTRAL that he ought to be able to cover for them. If he was willing to. I checked my messages again, in case one of them had tried to reply right away. Nothing yet.
 
   "There you go," Melicent said, gliding back into the room with a pair of plates. She'd heaped food on them, and heated them up in a microwave. Fresh chicken, steamed vegetables, and a couple of dinner rolls on the side of each plate. "I know I always get hungry after working magic, and I'm sure you're much the same."
 
   She was right. I realized as soon as I smelled the food that I was ravenous. I'd missed dinner and then healed Mel. Then I'd cast an entirely new type of spell. All of it had been draining my reserves, and I was going to need every bit of magic I could gather. Food was a good way to recuperate.
 
   I was hungry, not a fool. I scanned the meal with my Sight for the presence of magic, but found nothing. I made a motion like I was blowing on the vegetables while I cast another quick spell to check for more mundane poisons. The food seemed to be clear.
 
   I'd tried to be discreet with the check, but when I looked up at Melicent again she'd quirked a half smile, cocking her head to the side. She'd definitely noticed my checking out the cooking, but she seemed more amused than annoyed.
 
   "Does it meet your exacting standards?" she asked.
 
   "Yes," I said. I stabbed a bit of carrot with my fork and stuck it in my mouth, chewing carefully and swallowing. "Thank you."
 
   She plunked herself down on the sofa next to me, her own plate on her lap. "I'm not angry, Ryan. You have every reason not to trust me. If our places were reversed, I'd have used my magic to check the food you provided for me."
 
   "How did you know?" I asked. It was curious. The hellcat venom had taken away my Sight as well as my other magic. Had it left her with something?
 
   "You crinkle your nose a little bit when you begin a complex spell," she said.
 
   "I do not," I said. Did I?
 
   She smiled and dropped the matter, digging in on her food instead. I followed her lead. We both ate in what became an uncomfortable silence. I was half expecting the bad guys to show up at any time now.
 
   "How soon should we be expecting company?" I asked.
 
   "Not until morning, I expect," Mel said, "ASTRAL is still an agency of the US military. We're in a foreign nation allied to them. It's going to take them a little while to work the diplomatic magic required to drop troops here."
 
   I ought to have been surprised they could do so at all, but I really wasn't. ASTRAL had deep resources and connections that I could barely begin to fathom. Officially they didn't exist, yet they were apparently authorized under laws so secret that almost no one even knew about the laws.
 
   "They'll come here, then. You're certain?" I asked.
 
   "About as sure as I can be. It would fit their pattern," she said.
 
   "Then what?"
 
   "We fight them," she replied. "We need to make them bleed a little bit before they'll be willing to come to the table and negotiate."
 
   Which mostly meant I was going to have to fight them. Mel's place had defenses she could use, but without her magic she was just an ordinary person when it came to battle. I was hoping that I might be able to find a way to take down the hellcats without killing any people. Too many men had died by my magic lately. I was willing to go a long way to avoid adding to that grim tally. I wasn't willing to die for it, though. If it came down to a choice between myself and the ASTRAL goons, I was going to pick my life over theirs.
 
   It was a hard lesson to have taken in, but I'd had it hammered home several times lately. Enough times that it made me wonder on occasion if this was the same road Melicent had followed when she first started out. If she had begun killing just to defend herself, and over time had grown cold enough to the death around her that it simply didn't bother her anymore. Because I didn't want to become like her, I supposed. But now I was learning that Mel had more nuance to her than I'd known. She was a complex person, like everyone else - not some cardboard villain.
 
   I decided to broach the subject. "Does all the killing bother you?"
 
   "You've killed, then," she said. It wasn't a question. She looked into my eyes, nodding. "More than once, I think? I thought there was something about you that had changed since we last met."
 
   I grimaced. Were the deaths I had on my conscience really so visible? Something that I wore on my sleeve where everyone could see them?
 
   "How did you know?" I asked. "And don't tell me it was because my nose twitched."
 
   "No," she replied with an easy smile, setting aside her plate. "You're more...serious, I suppose. More willing to leap into action, even if the action might include lethal ends."
 
   "I see."
 
   "To answer your question, no. I don't really mourn those I kill. I did once, the same as you," she said. "But Ryan, you have to understand. I've killed hundreds of people over my life. Sometimes some of the faces come back to haunt me. But most of them are a blur."
 
   I set aside my own plate. "I hope I never live so long."
 
   "You might surprise yourself. The will to continue living is a strong one," she said. She stood and cleared our plates, vanishing into the kitchen.
 
   She'd given me some information, but nothing I really hadn't already known or guessed at. Somewhere along the line Mel had become a soldier in her own private war against the entire rest of the world. Anyone who wasn't an immediate ally was a potential enemy. Even the allies she might have had, few though I suspected they were in number, might be suspect as future threats. She knew damned well that I wasn't really on her side in all of this. The fact that I couldn't leave her to ASTRAL's clutches and couldn't help but want to rescue an innocent bystander from them didn't mean she and I were friends.
 
   She'd mentioned that I had changed and blamed it on my having killed. I wasn't the only one, though. Melicent was different from how I recalled her. It wasn't just that I was getting more time to speak openly with her, either. Something had shifted in how she viewed the world. Mel seemed less hard, less harsh. More open and more willing to talk than she had been when we met. How much of that was due to her friendship with this woman, Amanda?
 
   If killing could make someone harder, was it possible that love could help them recall how to be soft again?
 
   I was distracted from my thoughts by the sound of something exploding outside.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   The explosion was nearby, but not just outside the house. I could see the bright blast through one of the windows, and the wave of compressed air rattled the glass but didn't quite shatter it.
 
   Melicent came racing back into the living room. I watched her instinctively try to draw on her power and fail. Her face collapsed. One moment she was rage, power, and fury. The next her look was one of helpless frustration.
 
   "They're early," she muttered.
 
   "I guess those diplomatic channels worked faster than you thought," I said.
 
   "Or they want me so badly they're willing to risk an international incident to catch me," she replied.
 
   The how didn't matter. I knew that wasn't an exploding sheep. Our company was here, early, long before we'd had time to really prepare for the battle. They were going to track us wherever we went, using the bond between the cat and Mel to find us.
 
   The simple answer would be to identify that hellcat and kill it. They'd lose the ability to find us. That would also give Mel her powers back. While I was only a little uneasy around powerless Melicent, the idea of the woman with all her magic restored was damned frightening.
 
   Outside lightning forked downward out of the clear night sky, blasting something on the ground. Mel had plenty of wards, layered protections to keep her safe. Someone was rolling on the ground outside, screaming in a high voice. I peered out through the window and saw two silent bodies next to the screaming one. But there were a lot of men out there rushing toward Mel's home. Several of them raised rifles and fired at me. I raised a shield to block the bullets.
 
   "Ryan, down!" Mel shouted. She all but tackled me to the floor. Two bullets lanced through the window, shattering it and spraying bits of glass all over us.
 
   "I had a shield up," I protested.
 
   "They'll be using enspelled bullets," she said. "They'll cut through your shields."
 
   Right. I'd seen that sort of thing before. There were other ways to block weapons of that sort, but they were all harder to manage and ate up power more quickly.
 
   I rolled back to my feet, careful to keep clear of the windows this time. Something tugged at my mind... I'd seen a lot of men out there, but not the hellcats. Where were they?
 
   As if in answer, one of the creatures came in through a window on the other side of the living room. Fire roared around it as a ward engaged to deal with the invader. The hellcat howled in pain, but most of the flames weren't touching it. The things were resistant to magic.
 
   But they were as vulnerable to physical objects as any ordinary mountain lion. I looked for my sword - I'd left it over on the sofa. The hellcat would be on me before I could grab it. I cast about for something I could use to distract the cat, and finally figured nothing but the sofa itself would really do.
 
   I cast two spells at the same time. Each spell created a magical connection between two objects. The first, simpler one connected my sword with my left hand. The second spell took a lot more effort.
 
   My sword leapt away from the sofa and reached my palm with a powerful smacking sound. It stung, but I was too busy pouring magic into the other spell to really notice. That spell triggered and launched the sofa itself toward the hellcat with massive acceleration.
 
   The chunk of wood and cloth was heavy, too heavy for me to lift with just my muscles alone. It was a big object to lift even for my magic, and I could feel the drain on my resources. My magic had limits, and I'd need time to recharge from each expenditure of power.
 
   In this case, it seemed worth the expense. The sofa hit the cat dead on, smashing it in the head and sending it flying into the wall like a pile driver. Wood splintered, the sofa breaking and tearing itself to pieces with the force of the impact. That was one cat which wouldn't be bothering us anytime soon. It writhed, the heavy sofa still pinning it in place. It wasn't dead, but I'd hurt it badly.
 
   My elation was short-lived. The other two hellcats burst into the house through a pair of kitchen windows. Both of them triggered magical traps of their own. One was blasted backward with a bolt of electricity. The spot on the floor where the other landed turned into a viscous substance, the cat quickly sinking to its hips.
 
   "Come on!" Mel shouted. She was halfway up the stairs. "That won't hold them long."
 
   She was right. The hellcats' innate resistance to magic was serving them well. Physical attacks like the sofa were hard for them to handle, but Melicent's wards were all using direct magic - which rolled off them for the most part. I raced up the stairs behind her. The sound of more glass smashing caught my attention, all the windows along one wall of the house exploding in shower of shards as gunfire ripped through them. It was easy to forget that the hellcats, deadly as they were, hadn't come alone.
 
   I ran the rest of the way up the stairs. We skipped the second floor and stopped on the third in front of a locked door. Mel was panting for breath and fumbled a key from behind a hidden spot on the wall. She inserted it into the lock and the door opened.
 
   Inside was a bare room. No windows adorned it, just a stone floor, stone walls, and a stone ceiling. It was like a smaller version of the space we'd arrived in downstairs.
 
   "You have anything here we can use to defend ourselves?" I asked.
 
   She shook her head. "I keep everything in a pocket dimension, so I can access it whenever I want. But without my magic..."
 
   Her voice trailed off. She didn't need to finish. Without her magic, she wasn't able to access anything useful right now. I followed her into the room and shut the door. It slid closed with a heavy click.
 
   "That won't hold them long," I said. "If they need to, they'll just bomb the house."
 
   It was a thought. Why hadn't they? If they knew where we were, why send in men and hellcats? One hellfire rocket would take the entire building out. Even if Mel had spells up that could defend against such an attack - and I wasn't putting that idea past her - if they enspelled the hellfire with the right rune it should punch right through her shields.
 
   They wanted more than just Melicent's death. For whatever reason, they wanted to take her alive, which was far worse.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   That fact might change everything, but first I needed to find out why they wanted her. I wasn't sure I could trust Mel to tell me the truth about it, either. Was there some bit of information ASTRAL thought they could twist out of her? Or did they want her - her magic, perhaps? Did they think they could use her abilities on their behalf somehow? That idea made me shudder. Someone in ASTRAL was working to destroy the magical barrier holding back hundreds of soul-sucking demons from entering our dimension. I'd barely stopped their most recent attempt. If they got someone as strong as Melicent on their side, I had little chance of stopping their next.
 
   "I thought you said we had until morning!" I said.
 
   "I don't know how they got here so quickly," she replied. "Think about it, Ryan. We're five or six hours away by fast airplane. They must have used magic to travel here."
 
   Someone who could create gates of their own, on the other side? That was bad news. It would be hard for us to catch our breath if they could chase us that way.
 
   "You need to open another gate," she said.
 
   I nodded. I'd been thinking much the same thing. "You have any more pebbles?"
 
   She shook her head. "You'll have to focus on someplace that you know well."
 
   Where would be best? My first thought was of my father's house in upstate New York, where I'd spent a lot of my childhood. I knew that place well enough, certainly. But it would be just as easy for the enemy to arrive there as it had been for them to get here. They'd just follow us across the ocean again. I needed someplace where we could get a little bit of breathing room.
 
   Northshield University was another option. I would have the ley lines there to fall back on for power. Miles and my friends were there. But I had a sense that would be a better spot for a final showdown, rather than our next stop.
 
   There was another option. I called the image to mind as best I could - it wasn't someplace I'd spent much time at until recently, but I thought I knew it well enough. I fed all of those memories and impressions into the spell as I began forging the gate again.
 
   Outside the door, someone was banging hard. There were multiple voices out there shouting, and I heard someone say something about placing charges. If they blew the door, we'd be in trouble. I'd seen enough explosions to know that the shock wave inside the room wouldn't be pretty, even if they only used a small bit of C4. I couldn't cast a shield while working something as complex as the gate spell. Any split in my focus would result in the gate collapsing.
 
   Instead I worked as quickly as I could to put the threads in place, anchoring the gate into my memories of the Florida Keys, where I'd spend most of the last summer.
 
   The gate locked in place and flashed open in a familiar burst of scintillating lights.
 
   "Go!" I said, fighting to hold the gate in place. Mel ran down the tunnel of light ahead of me, and I followed right on our heels.
 
   Behind me the room erupted as the door blasted inward. The shock wave chased us down the tunnel faster than I could close the gate spell, knocking both of us off our feet forward, out of the gate and onto a dark, sandy beach.
 
   The gate snapped shut. I slowly got to my hands and knees, my body shaking from exertion and adrenaline. We'd gotten away, but I doubted that we would have much time before they came after us again. With an effort I dragged myself the rest of the way to my feet. It seemed almost certain that our hunters could gate to us. We might not have much time before they found us again. But I had a plan for that.
 
   "Come with me," I said, offering Melicent my hand. She took it, letting me help her stand.
 
   The moonlight illuminated the island around us pretty well. As my eyes adjusted, I was able to make my way through the brush pretty easily. I'd set us down about halfway up the hill between the beach and my father's house. It was a space I knew well. I'd spent most of the summer out there.
 
   "Where are we?" Mel asked, her voice hushed.
 
   "Key Largo," I replied.
 
   "Really?" She seemed surprised. "You have a home here?"
 
   "My father does," I said.
 
   But I didn't lead her up toward the house. I wasn't sure if Dad was there or not. He usually spent most of his days in DC, running his business. On the off chance he'd come down here for a few days I didn't want to risk the house. Getting my father caught in the crosshairs of this fight wasn't on the table. Instead I led the way down the hill toward the beach. A long pier led from the dunes out into the water. As usual, my father's sailboat was tied to the end of the dock, ready to sail anytime he wanted to fly down here for a quick vacation.
 
   The sailboat was the key to our escape. At least for some breathing room, at least for a little while.
 
   Melicent hesitated once she saw where I was going. She let go of my hand and stopped in place.
 
   "You can sail?" she asked. I'd never heard her so hesitant.
 
   "Yeah, been doing it since I was a kid," I said. "I sailed a lot last summer. It's more fun now that I can channel the wind with my magic."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "What's wrong?" I asked. I scanned the shoreline, watching for the tell-tale burst of light that would signify a gate opening and our pursuers coming after us. I hoped it would take them longer to find us, but I didn't know how long we had. I wanted us to be well away from the island before they could locate us. Moving water has a negative effect on magic. Always has. The currents of the ocean would make tracking us a hell of a lot harder. We just needed to put some open ocean all around us and they'd have a devil of a time pinpointing our location.
 
   "I can't swim," she said.
 
   I stopped and stared at her.
 
   "You're four hundred years old, and you can't swim?"
 
   "It's never polite to mention a lady's age," she snapped back. "And no. I never had a chance to learn."
 
   "We'll get you a life vest," I said. "I'll be careful not to tip the boat. But we've got to move. They won't be able to follow us..."
 
   "Once we're on the water. Yes, I get it. I don't have to like it, but I get it," she said. Her face looked pale and grim in the moonlight, but she followed me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   We made excellent headway. One advantage to sailing with magic, as I'd mentioned to Mel, was that the wind was always blowing in the direction you wanted to go. I'd had plenty of practice this past summer. Cloistered on the island and trying to stay out of view there wasn't much for me to do. Sailing was an excellent tool for both burning off my energy and practicing magic at the same time.
 
   Skimming over the light chop, moonlight glinting off the waves and breaking into a million shimmering motes of light, I could almost forget that there were people out there trying to find and kill us. Almost.
 
   I checked the weather. We were in luck. There were no storms due, and overall things looked pretty calm. Even so, I made my way west from the Keys, ducking north a little so that we would be sheltered by the coast of Florida from anything that did blow in. I kept the sailboat just out of sight of land, using the GPS and electronic maps Dad installed to stay out in the blue water a bit. So far the trick of using the water to foil the enemy seemed to have worked. At least, they hadn't shown up in helicopters to blast us to bits yet. I kept a watchful eye and ear out anyway.
 
   Dad's boat was a twenty-seven foot Cape Dory. Solid, well-built, perfectly maintained, and pretty sea worthy. I didn't know that I'd want to cross an ocean in her, but people had. I'd sailed the boat so much that I knew how she ran perfectly. Even in the dark I was doing pretty well. We stayed well clear of the shipping lane running down the west coast of Florida all the same. At night, a little boat line mine was hard to spot, and large ships don't stop or turn quickly.
 
   Melicent tolerated all of this in grim silence. She sat on the deck near the entrance to the cabin. I couldn't tell for certain if she looked more green or pale. It wasn't easy to see in the moonlight. She grabbed a rail and hung on for dear life, even after I'd put a life jacket on her. How she'd managed to live so long and never learn to swim was beyond me.
 
   I had to admit, I took a small bit of pleasure seeing the woman who'd tried to literally have me for breakfast terrified of a little water.
 
   Eventually, I started to get tired. It was late, and I'd been running for hours without much of a break. I'd used magic pretty continuously all evening, too. There were limits to both my power and my endurance. If I wasn't alert, I was liable to run us into something in the dark, and then we'd be in a lot more trouble than we already were. I tacked northeast a bit, bringing us closer to land, watching Dad's charts carefully for what I was seeking.
 
   It didn't take long. The coast is full of odd spots where the water shallows out rapidly. I found a place still a couple of miles from shore where the depth was low enough that we could drop anchor. It was a good place. The coast line cut a line that would block most of the wind, and the water out here was pretty serene.
 
   I lowered the sails, which roused Mel from her misery.
 
   "What are you doing?" she asked.
 
   "Stopping for a rest. I need some sleep. We can't just keep going all night," I replied. "We need to get some strength back, and then figure out our next move tomorrow."
 
   "Out here?" she asked. It was almost a squeak, and I hid a smile.
 
   "You can get some sleep in the cabin," I said. "Inside. I'll set wards to wake me if anything comes our way and crash out here."
 
   "I'm sorry," she said.
 
   I blinked. "For what?"
 
   "For involving you in all this. I didn't know where else to turn," she said. "I knew you well enough that I was fairly sure you'd help me, and I took advantage of that. And now..."
 
   She didn't need to go on. Now we were on the run from a powerful government agency with enough resources and determination to hunt her across an ocean in a matter of hours. I didn't know how this was going to end, but I was fairly sure that it wouldn't be an easy mess to extricate myself from. Still, I couldn't have just sat by. If Mel was telling the truth about her girlfriend being held hostage, it wasn't something I could ignore. And I was pretty sure she was telling the truth.
 
   If anything I was even more glad that I'd agreed to help her. ASTRAL hadn't blasted her home to bits with rockets when they'd had the chance, which implied they didn't want Melicent dead. They wanted her alive, if possible. I could think of a lot of reasons for them to take such a powerful sorceress alive, and none of them would be good. With ASTRAL's motives suspect, I had to keep Mel out of their hands no matter what.
 
   "You weren't wrong about me," I said. "I can't condone the things you've done, Melicent. But I also can't imagine the life you've had to lead. And I can't stand by while innocent people are in danger. You know that."
 
   She nodded and went inside, and I busied myself with preparing the boat for a nap. That meant tying things down so they wouldn't blow about, dropping the anchors, and setting a fairly complex set of wards. It wasn't just magical bad things I needed to watch for out here. A storm could blow up suddenly, or a big wave come at us. Another boat might be out there and not spot us in the dark. Ordinarily you'd keep a lookout overnight. I had to improvise.
 
   Kittybreeze swirled past me. She'd been enjoying the freedom of flying about down here again. It had agreed with her last summer, and it seemed she liked it just as much now. But she agreed she'd help keep watch while I slept. I still didn't know if the air spirit rested or slept somehow herself, but I knew she could sustain the watch until dawn.
 
   Then I set magical wards around the boat, ranging out to a good distance in all directions. If anything came at us, they would wake me immediately. I grabbed a blanket to keep me warm and lay back against the cushions on the long seats of the cockpit.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   I lay there a while, staring up at the stars and wondering how I was going to make this mess work out well. Usually when things were going crazy I didn't have much time to reflect. I was constantly reacting, making snap decisions. This time I had a chance to plan things out, and I wasn't doing any better for the experience than I usually would have. Both of us would have a better chance if we could come up with a plan. That ought to be more Melicent's forte than mine, but she seemed too adrift with the loss of her magic to be able to do more than stay one step ahead of her pursuers. And barely even that.
 
   A little noise from the cabin got my attention, and I looked up. Mel was standing there In the doorway. She'd ditched her torn jeans, and I could see a spot where the blood had soaked through the dressing on her leg. I'd need to check the first aid kit tomorrow and see if there was enough stuff inside to put a new bandage over the wound. Even with the magic knitting her skin together it would still be tender and raw for a few days, I figured.
 
   "Couldn't sleep?" I asked. With great deliberation I brought my eyes back up from her bare legs to her face.
 
   She shook her head and walked across the deck toward me. She sat down next to me. "Worried about tomorrow."
 
   "We'll figure something out," I said. I was feeling a little vulnerable laying down, so I propped myself up on one arm. That brought me close enough that I picked up her scent, mixed with the smell of the ocean. My heart beat a little faster, and I swallowed hard. What the hell was I thinking? This was the single most dangerous human I'd ever met, and I was reacting to her like a high school kid after prom.
 
   "You're a good man, Ryan," she murmured, reaching out to trail her fingers along my arm. "I've met a lot of people who claimed to be, but damned few who actually were."
 
   "Thank you?" I said. Somehow it came out more as a question than a statement.
 
   She leaned in and kissed me.
 
   Our first kiss had been my idea, a strategy born of desperation. I'd hoped that with a kiss I might distract her, even the smallest bit, and win free of the spells she'd ensnared me with. By necessity I'd rushed in, giving her the best and most passionate kiss I could manage. It had worked. Her control had slipped the tiniest bit. I'd broken through her spells, tapped the massive ley lines connecting Earth to the other planets in the solar system, and fireworks had ensued.
 
   This was different. Her mouth was gentle against mine. Tender, even. Searching, asking, even hoping. I backed away after a moment.
 
   "I don't know that this is a good idea," I babbled. Which was half the truth. Part of my mind was saying that this was a very bad idea. Part of me was saying that it was a terrific one. I was lost in a confused jumble somewhere in the middle. "You don't need to..."
 
   "I want to," she said. She unbuttoned her shirt and leaned in to kiss me again. Then she broke away for a moment. "Ryan, I don't think anyone alive really knows me as well as you do. Not even Amanda."
 
   "What about her?" I asked. "Won't your girlfriend be upset?"
 
   She chuckled. "Amanda knows I am about as monogamous as a cat. No, she won't mind. Besides - when else will you ever be able to completely relax around me? If I had my powers, you'd never let me get this close."
 
   She leaned in more, her breath warm on my face. "Let alone closer."
 
   I was out of arguments. I silenced the part of my brain that was still protesting a little bit. Mel might think I was the only person alive who knew her, but in turn she was the only one I knew who might understand a little bit of the daily struggle having magic like we did bought us. I could detonate buildings, kill with a thought, stop bullets in mid-flight, even fly. I had enormous power, but that came with consequences. A flash of anger could have devastating results. One moment of lost focus could hurt or even kill someone. People had died because of things I'd done or failed to do, and I knew more would. It was an inevitable part of being what I was.
 
   What Mel was, too. She'd come to accept those deaths in a way that I hoped I never would. But she also understood it in a way that most people never could.
 
   I leaned into her next kiss, reaching up to wrap my arms around her. She leaned forward as I did, pushing me back onto the cushions and sliding her body on top of mine. She wasn't wrong. I'd never let her get this close if she still had her magic. I wouldn't be able to trust her then. Letting down my guard with her would be impossible. But now? For this brief moment, we were able to connect.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   I woke with the dawn. Melicent was still sleeping soundly beside me, so I carefully slid my body out from under her arm and leg. I took extra care to ensure the blanket stayed in place covering her. The morning air had a slight chill to it.
 
   Then I reached down to the deck, gathering up my clothes from where they'd been cast aside last night. I glanced over at Mel's sleeping form as I dressed, tracing the lines of her body through the blanket with my eyes. I remembered in perfect detail how each of those curves had felt, pressed up against me...
 
   I'd never felt so confused about a person before, either. What had just happened? My encounter with Melicent last winter had given me nightmares for weeks. She'd killed dozens of people to get to me. She'd almost killed me.
 
   And yet last night she had been gentle, even tender. Was this a side to the woman I had never seen? Or another ruse the Soulstealer was using to sink her hooks into me for her own purposes? There was no way I could really know. Melicent never seemed to do anything for a single purpose, though. Was the night before some rare moment where she'd had a purity of purpose? It seemed more likely she was as usual operating with more than one motive.
 
   I knew that it might have been a mistake to sleep with her. Fletcher and Gray would have been horrified. But Kittybreeze seemed not to mind, circling my head without agitation or concern before settling back into my amulet. If Kittybreeze seemed OK with the idea, it couldn't have been all bad. Of everyone I knew, her advice had always been the most consistently sound.
 
   I popped open my cell phone. We were so far from shore that I still had no connection. That was by design. No connection also meant that my phone's GPS couldn't be used to track my location. But that meant I couldn't get messages, couldn't find out if Gray and Fletcher had gotten my email, if they were safe or in trouble.
 
   "You're up early, lover," Melicent said. She hadn't gotten up yet, but was stirring beneath the blanket. My cheeks heated up. The pet name she'd been teasing me with had taken on an entirely new context after last night.
 
   "We've had a respite," I started to say.
 
   "And what a delightful respite it was," she added.
 
   The woman might have lost her magic, but she seemed to still have the preternatural ability to make me blush on command.
 
   "But they must still be looking for us," I continued. "We need food. We need to find out what's happening back at Northshield. And we need to plan some sort of rescue for Amanda."
 
   "Agreed," she said, standing up. The blanket rolled away from her as she rose. She was still entirely naked beneath, and I found myself caught between wanting to look away and wanting to stare, trapped somewhere in the middle of the two extremes. She noticed and laughed, crossing the short bit of deck between us to sit down on my lap.
 
   "Ryan, am I still making you all flustered? Even after you did so admirably last night?"
 
   Yes, she was making me more than flustered. She was sprawled across my lap, her arms around my neck, and right then I wanted nothing at all to do with heading to land or anything else of the sort.
 
   I faced those emotions with the same grim determination I used to harness the white hot fire of ley line energy, magical force which would set most people ablaze and burn them alive. If I could ride that pain and survive, I could do this too.
 
   "Mel, we have to get moving," I said.
 
   "You're turning me down?" she asked. She seemed more amused than offended. "Was last night that terrible?"
 
   "It was anything but," I said. "I just..."
 
   I was at a loss for words, and my willpower was just about gone. She was amazing and intoxicating, and I had precious little experience with any woman sitting on my lap, let alone a beautiful one without clothing. She seemed to sense this though. She laughed, a joyful tinkling sound without any malice. Then she clasped both her hands to my cheeks and kissed me again soundly before rising again. She strode away to get her clothes. I watched her go, wanting to call her back. What the hell had happened to me? Where was my common sense?
 
   I readied the boat for sailing while she dressed. Soon we were underway again, this time making toward the shore. The first step was going to be to get a cell connection and some breakfast. My stomach grumbled, telling me that the order of those two things might need to be reversed. There was a town a little ways south down the coast, according to Dad's map. It wouldn't take long to sail there.
 
   The sail unfurled, and I flung some magic into the wind, helping to guide us on our way. I just hoped that when I got there I'd be able to figure out a good next step. I still had no idea how I was going to stop ASTRAL and get us the hell out of this mess.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   I brought the sailboat in toward the town docks, slowly, taking down the sails and using the motor for the last little bit. Mel slung the bumpers over the side when I asked, and we nudged our way in with only a gentle bump. I shut down the engine and jumped across to the wood plank dock, carrying a rope to tie off.
 
   The day was bright and promised to be warm. With the sun beating down from a brilliant blue sky it was hard to imagine that there were awful things that might pop out at us from anywhere. As soon as we closed within range of shore my phone's GPS signal had begun transmitting again. They had to be tracking my phone by now. It wouldn't take them long to get my position, and from there get troops down this way to intercept us.
 
   "We don't have a lot of time," I said. "We need to get back out to sea as soon as possible."
 
   Out there we could disappear from sight again. I could take us out on an unpredictable course, using my magic to stir the wind whichever way I wanted. Outside of the range of land-based cell towers my phone would lose its signal and they'd be unable to track us with GPS. They'd be relying on the hellcat's' magical tracking, which shouldn't work well over water. I imagined ASTRAL dumping one of the cats overboard to swim after us, following it in a ship of their own. The thought made me smile.
 
   "I'll be quick," she replied. Her job was to go get us supplies: food and water, mostly. I'd refill the fuel tanks and check in on Northshield via my phone. They were going to know where we were anyway. I might as well maximize the value from carrying the thing and get intel from home. For the hundredth time I considered dumping the phone, but hesitated again. It was my only connection to my friends. Sure, keeping the phone was a risk, but until I had some other way to contact them I couldn't toss it away.
 
   Melicent headed down the docks toward the small town, really more of a hamlet. A few dozen houses and a couple of shops lining a handful of streets, from what I could see. I had a single bar of service. Not much, but it would have to do. There was a teen in ratty jeans watching the docks who nodded to me as I approached, gas can in hand.
 
   "Pump's right there," he said. "It's pay in advance."
 
   I fished in my pants pocket for my wallet and slipped out a ten dollar bill, which ought to be enough to mostly fill the five-gallon can. It would be enough to last quite a while. The boat's outboard was just for emergencies anyway, since I could call up a wind anytime I needed one. He took the money and turned on the pump from his register. Filling the can only took a few minutes, but I was already scanning the road up toward town, hoping Mel would return soon.
 
   I lugged the gas can back down to the boat and turned on my phone. No text messages, which worried me. That was usually how the gang would communicate with me. But I'd sent them an email, so maybe they'd replied the same way?
 
   My email box had a slew of new messages, most of them irrelevant to my situation. The physics test next week was something I could worry about later, assuming I survived the next few days. It was a reminder that I was missing classes today though, and that life was continuing at the university without me.
 
   A couple of emails stood out as important. One was from Fletcher, the second from Miles. I opened Fletcher's first.
 
   "Got your message, Blackwell. Don't know what the hell you think you're doing, messing around with that bitch. Theresa thinks you're nuts too. But we've got your back. The cats and the guys with guns vanished a few minutes after you did. Stay safe."
 
   I heaved a sigh of relief. At least they were all right. I'd been worried, leaving them behind. But I'd counted on ASTRAL beating a retreat as soon as their target was gone. Part of their usual methods involved staying out of the media spotlight. A few helicopters and an Army training exercise on a military college were easy to explain. Dead cadets was more difficult. I wouldn't put it past them killing someone if they felt they could gain from it, but it was in their best interests to keep collateral damage as small as possible.
 
   I read the email from Miles next:
 
   "Ryan,
 
   My superiors were here this morning. Seems you got involved in one of their operations last night. They now have a warrant for your capture, as well as the person they claim you assisted. I cannot imagine you willingly helped her, so I'm going to assume you were operating under some sort of coercion. I told them as much. If you can get clear somehow and respond to this - we can help you. Together we can end her threat once and for all. Here to help any way I can, Miles."
 
   I snorted. I wasn't sure how much of that he actually believed. If he'd gone to talk to Fletcher and Gray, then he likely knew the full story and was just covering his ass in a message his bosses would almost certainly read. I scanned the message a second time, looking for any hidden meanings, but I couldn't spot any.
 
   It was always possible that he hadn't managed the time to find my friends and get the full story yet. Or that they hadn't trusted him enough to spill. In which case his message made perfect sense. If you'd told me twenty-four hours earlier that I'd be risking my life to help Melicent out of a bind, I'd have laughed at the idea.
 
   Yet there I was.
 
   I glanced up and saw her coming back down the dock toward me, one big bag of groceries in each hand. It looked like she had enough food for a few days, which ought to be more than enough time for us to figure out what to do next. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was we were going to have to take down ASTRAL for good to win this fight.
 
   She smiled as she came aboard the boat, running a hand over my shoulder in a familiar way that sent pleasant shivers down my spine. Speaking of things I'd never have believed a day or two ago...
 
   My phone pinged, and I frowned. That was the alert for a text message. I opened the app and checked the message. There was no caller ID.
 
   It was a photo, no text. The image was a picture of Fletcher. His head, anyway. Seen through the targeting reticle of a sniper's scope.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   "Shit," I breathed.
 
   "What's wrong?" Mel asked. Her body tensed in alarm. I noticed her hands automatically come up to ready a spell, then drop in frustration. The loss of her magic had to be driving her crazy. I recalled how awful it had felt to lose my own powers. She'd had them for much longer. The lack would be like a wound that ate away at her.
 
   Another message popped on my screen. This time it was Gray's face seen through the sniper's scope. Then a third ping, with text: "Surrender her, or they both die."
 
   "Ryan... Damn it," Mel said. She was reading over my shoulder. I looked up at her. I didn't know what she could read from my expression, but her face crumpled. "What do you want to do?"
 
   "I can't let them die," I said. "I'll gate back to Northshield, grab them, and gate back out."
 
   "You know they're probably expecting you to do precisely that. That they'll be waiting for you," she said.
 
   I nodded. "I'm sure they will be. But I've got to try. I don't abandon my friends. Ever."
 
   "I know," Mel said. She ought to. That was how she'd laid her trap for me in the first place last winter. I wondered if she was remembering that too.
 
   She sat down next to me. "Ryan, if anything happens to me... Will you still help Amanda?"
 
   Her eyes were pleading. I couldn't recall ever seeing Melicent look so worn down, so defenseless.
 
   "Of course," I said. "But I'm not planning on letting anything happen to you, either."
 
   I said the words without thinking about them, and then realized how deeply I meant them. Somewhere along the course of this little misadventure I'd begun caring what happened to this woman. Maybe it had something to do with the night before, but I didn't think that was the whole story. I'd started seeing Melicent as a person, instead of a super-villain. It was enough to shift her place in my head. I'd fight to defend her the same way I would anyone else who needed me.
 
   ASTRAL wasn't going to have her, not if I had anything to say about it.
 
   "You're a daft fool, Ryan Blackwell," she said. Were her eyes glistening, or was that a trick of the sunlight? "But I'm glad I've gotten to know you."
 
   "Likewise," I said with a smile I hoped was less shy than I was actually feeling.
 
   "Listen, I want you to hang on to this for me," she said, carefully undoing the clasp from the pendant she'd been wearing ever since she showed up in my dorm room.
 
   I recalled that it was the only thing on her which showed traces of magic under my Sight. I took a moment to Look at it again as she held the chain and the little heart-shaped locket hanging from it. Small bits of magic still clung to the thing, and now that I examined them more closely I realized that it wasn't Melicent's magic at all. Someone else had cast the spells clinging to it. Another wizard, with far less power and practice than Mel from what I was seeing.
 
   It wasn't difficult to put two and two together. "Amanda enspelled this, didn't she?"
 
   "Yes," Mel said. "There are bits of her magic here, along with a strand of her hair and a bit of her blood. With this, we ought to be able to gate to her wherever ASTRAL is hiding her."
 
   That was incredible news! We had the beginning of an action plan at last. "Why didn't you tell me sooner?" I asked. "We can go get her, pull her out of there..."
 
   "Not so fast," she replied, shaking her head. "Don't you think I tried? I gated right to her as soon as I knew she was in trouble. I found myself somewhere deep underground, in some sort of secret complex."
 
   "ASTRAL headquarters?" I guessed. I slipped the necklace into a pocket. I'd keep it safe for her.
 
   "I suspect so. It's incredibly well fortified. I was spotted in a moment, and they were all over me. I fought, but..." She gestured at the wound on her leg. "You can see how well that went."
 
   "We need a better plan than just rushing in and attacking, then," I said. Some extra hands might help. I could call in my friends. Kittybreeze would be invaluable. If we could find some way to sneak in, rather than going in guns blazing, we might be able to spot Amanda and get away before they even knew we were there.
 
   Part of me wanted to use this chance to take down ASTRAL once and for all. But if Melicent had tried and failed, I was going to be completely overmatched. No, a more subtle approach would be a safer bet. Once we knew how to get in there we could always go back and finish the job. Right now we needed to get clear of this place though, before we had company showing up.
 
   As if signaled by my thoughts, something shot by over our heads. I ducked instinctively and threw up a shield. The canister bounced off the shield, trailing smoke and landing in the water beside the boat. I caught the tiniest whiff of the smoke and it was enough to make my eyes water.
 
   "Tear gas," I said, coughing. "Time to go!"
 
   I reinforced the shield, extending it over the entire boat. It was an effort to maintain a shield that large, but I had no idea what else they might send our way. I extended more magic, firing a little jet of flame at the rope securing us to the dock. It snapped, and we were free. I tugged the line to raise the mainsail as more gas grenades pinged off my shield. I couldn't see where the shots were coming from. They must be firing them from hidden positions on the beach somewhere. Summoning wind was simple enough. Another minute or so and we'd be out of range, anyway. I kept my head down, remembering that they were using bullets which could penetrate my shields. Just had to keep us moving a little longer.
 
   "Ryan!" Mel shouted. She was pointing at something ahead of us, out toward the open water.
 
   I looked and froze. Something was coming at us under the water, closing on the boat almost as fast as I could follow with my eye. It left a wake, zipping along just under the surface. I didn't know where it had come from, but I knew without a doubt what it was even though I'd never seen one before outside of a movie.
 
   Someone had fired a torpedo at us. So much for ASTRAL wanting to keep a low profile.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   There wasn't time for anything fancy. Even if my shield held against that much force, the detonation would send the shield - and everything inside it, boat and all - flying. Our best chance was going to be to make the package I shielded as small as possible.
 
   I grabbed Mel, holding her tight against me, shouting, "Hang on!"
 
   She wrapped her arms around my waist as I pulled my shield into a tight ball around us both. This was going to suck. A lot. I knew my shields could take a ton of punishment, but something this big was going to hurt anyway.
 
   The world went white.
 
   I clung to Mel, locking the spell in place around us with every bit of concentration I could muster. Everything was that shield spell. It was my entire universe, my sole focus.
 
   The shock wave carried the little spherical shield twenty feet into the air before we descended back toward the water again. The shield smacked down with an impact that knocked the breath out of both of us, then bounced across the waves, skimming the top of the water like a soap bubble as it skipped toward the shore.
 
   Once we hit the sand the shield stopped skipping and started rolling, which was even less fun than the bouncing ride before. We careened to a stop at a small copse of trees a dozen feet from the shoreline.
 
   I groaned. Everything hurt. I released Mel, turning the shield into a dome around us. Debris from the explosion was still raining down on the water. There was nothing left of my father's boat. I hoped he was insured. I knew he probably was, but I still wasn't looking forward to the lecture...
 
   My thoughts were wandering. I must have hit my head more than once during the tumble, With an effort I brought myself back to the issue. We needed to get out of there, right now! I struggled to my knees and started working on a gate spell.
 
   "Hurry," Mel said. "They're coming!"
 
   She was right. A glance over my shoulder showed a line of troops running down the beach toward us. All of them were carrying odd-looking rifles this time, but I didn't have time to figure out what they were up to. I needed to get us clear. I focused on Northshield. I'd go get my friends, and then we'd cut the head from this beast together.
 
   The gate was beginning to form, the first layers of the spell twisting into shape in the air in front of me, when a stabbing pain bit into my shoulder. I wasn't sure what it was at first. I'd been shot by a rifle before, and it hurt like nothing else. This felt more like a slap and a bee-sting. Then a numbness started traveling down my arm.
 
   "You're hit!" Mel said.
 
   I glanced over at my shoulder and grabbed the needle, yanking it out. Whatever they'd dosed me with, it was already in my system. I could feel my thoughts growing fuzzy, and gray clouds started swirling at the edges of my vision. I gritted my teeth together grimly. All I needed to do was hold on just a few more moments, and I could gate us away.
 
   But the drug was too much. My concentration shattered, and the gate spell imploded on itself. My shoulder sagged with defeat. The men were almost on top of us now. I collapsed forward into the sand, losing my grip on even the shield spell.
 
   I was still conscious, hanging on with everything I had. If I passed out we were completely lost. Maybe I could find a way to counteract the drug? I reached inside myself into the well of power always waiting there and set it to work countering the stuff. It flared to new purpose, burning through my veins. The spell was working. I could feel the fuzziness receding from my mind a little, and I reinforced my efforts to clear the toxin.
 
   Mel stood up next to my prone form. "Wait!" she shouted. "I drop this, and we all die."
 
   The armed men were circling closer, but they seemed warier now. I knew perfectly well that she was bluffing. She had nothing else magical on her, and no powers to cast a new spell. But most of ASTRAL's people didn't have the Sight. It was possible that none of these men could tell if she was lying or not. I smiled weakly. If she could keep them busy just a little longer then I could turn the tables on them in a big way.
 
   "Let him go and I'll surrender," she said. "I'll go with you."
 
   No! I couldn't tell her that I was almost free of the drug. Couldn't ask her to stall just a few more minutes. She didn't need to give herself up for me. There had to be another way. I wasn't going to lose her!
 
   "You've got your deal," one of the soldiers said. "It's you we're after, anyway. You've committed your last murder, Soulstealer."
 
   There was scuffling above me. I still couldn't move to look, but I managed t groan of protest. They were taking Melicent. I heard handcuffs click into place, and then footsteps crunching through the sand as they marched her away.
 
   "What about this one, sir?" someone asked.
 
   "Take him in, too," came the voice from before. "The Colonel will want to have a chat with him for sure. Give him another dose to make sure he stays under, though."
 
   Hands grabbed me by both shoulders and roughly lifted me from the sand. My vision was clearing fast, and I saw the needle coming in toward my neck. Fury flashed through me and this time I welcomed the emotion. No more holding back. No more reining in my temper for fear of what I might do. Magic roared through me, burning away the last of the drug in a microsecond and then flashing out from my skin.
 
   The hypodermic detonated before it reached me, shards of plastic flying in all directions. The ones that came close to me melted before they reached my skin. Both men holding my shoulders screamed as their hands and uniform sleeves erupted into an inferno. Let go, I dropped back to my hands and knees. My fingers dug into the sand.
 
   Before their friends could react I threw more raw magic loose, blasting the sand into hot bits of molten glass and sending them airborne. The deadly shower slashed through the squad of ASTRAL troops.
 
   I stood in the middle of the carnage, more magic ready for whatever threat they came up with next.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   I heard a growl behind me and whirled, looking for the source. Three hellcats fanned out on the beach, working to encircle me.
 
   "I don't think so," I said. The sand trick had worked pretty well on the soldiers. Their bodies lay scattered on the ground around me. Half of them were still. The others were moaning and clutching at wounds. No worries from them for the time being. A similar spell might work well against the cats.
 
   I hit the sand beneath them with magic, melting it into pools of liquid glass. Two of the hellcats were fast enough to jump clear, but the third was just a little too slow. It landed with boots of already-cooling silicon around its paws. It fell heavily on its side and whined with pain, licking at the glass covering its wounds.
 
   The other two were still coming. One of them dove in and I slashed out with my left hand, cutting down one of the trees next to me with a blast of magical force. The toppled tree dropped right on top of the hellcat, pinning it in place.
 
   Kittybreeze streaked in then, snarling at the third hellcat. Her spirit form couldn't do much damage to the magic-resistant cat, but she was just enough distraction that I was able to whip a gale wind against the thing, flinging bits of sand with enough force to scour away skin. The hellcat beat a hasty retreat from the combined assault.
 
   Men were pouring back down the beach now, dozens of them. Rifles raised, they were coming for me.
 
   "Give it up, Blackwell!" one of them shouted. "We need to take you in. It can go easy, or hard."
 
   "I think not," I replied.
 
   Rather than put up a shield that I already knew wasn't going to block their shots, I tried for subtlety. A combination of spells - one to make myself all but invisible to them as I dropped to the ground and the other to put an illusion of myself standing there. A score of darts zipped through the illusionary me, stabbing into the sand.
 
   There was a bright flash from up the hill toward town. I knew that light. I'd cast the spell myself enough times over the last day. Someone was opening a gate. It was there for only a few seconds, and then it was gone again.
 
   They'd taken Mel away. It was too late to save her.
 
   I used magic to lift the darts that had missed me, three at a time, and fling them back at the soldiers. Some of my shots missed, but enough hit that the group of men coming at me was beginning to thin. Some of the ones still awake were diving for cover while others tried to haul away their wounded or knocked out comrades.
 
   The momentary pause in the battle wasn't going to last. Already the hellcat was clawing its way free from the tree I'd dropped on the thing. Damn, those cats were hard to kill! The men would regroup and come at me again any second. I couldn't deal with both threats. Nor was staying going to do Mel any good. It was time to beat a retreat.
 
   I opened a gate, the spell coming more easily with each time I practiced it. I dove inside, rolling to avoid a few last darts aimed my way. Kittybreeze swirled past me through the portal. The tunnel flashed around me in familiar colors, and then I was through and the gate closed.
 
   The cool air around me was jarring after the hot Florida sun. I was back in my room. Safe and sound. Except I wasn't, of course. ASTRAL was still out there, threatening me, my friends, and if I was right a risk to the entire world. Worse still, they had Melicent. I didn't think they were keeping her alive just so they could give her a fair trial. My hunch was they had something far more sinister in mind, and I had to stop them.
 
   Besides, I'd promised her I would try to rescue her friend, no matter what. She'd given herself up to save me. That was no small thing either. Melicent had done monstrous things. Saving me once - for her own benefit - was not enough to balance her scales by any means. But it was a sign there was more to her than the monster.
 
   I patted my pocket. Her necklace was still there. I could find Amanda through it. With luck, maybe I'd find Melicent there as well.
 
   Slowly I eased myself to my feet, shaky after the expenditure of so much magic. I pulled my phone from my pocket and started sending text messages. It was time to rally my friends. ASTRAL had gone too far this time. I was going to take them down, or go down trying.
 
   It was a relief to be taking direct action. I'd been worried about ASTRAL ever since learning about their darker nature last May. Five months of not knowing if or when they might come after me again had been exhausting. Now the die was cast. One way or another, I was finishing this fight.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
   We'd assembled in Miles' office. I'd waffled about whether or not to bring him in on this, but he'd earned my trust more than once. He deserved a chance to be involved if he wanted to, or to steer clear if he preferred. I'd present the evidence and then leave the decision up to him. There was a chance he'd go running to ASTRAL and report what we planned, of course. It was a chance I was willing to take. Sometimes you just had to take things on faith.
 
   Miles was present, of course. Gray was there. Fletcher had come. Kittybreeze was swirling around my ankles, all excited energy. I'd sent a text to Lance as well - the knife-flinging assassin who'd helped me tackle the cult a month before. He hadn't gotten back to me. I knew that he worked for ASTRAL himself at least from time to time, so maybe I was better off if he sat this one out. Or worse, he might even be on the other side.
 
   I hoped not. I liked Lance. Besides that, he was one of the deadliest fighters I'd ever met.
 
   My magic had been restored by a good meal and access to the Northshield ley lines. I was back in peak form. Taking Miles' office out of time with a spell wasn't even a small strain. Time would pass for us inside the sphere, but outside it would be like no time had gone by at all. Looking out his window, I could see leaves swirled by the wind that were frozen in place in mid-air. It was a strange feeling.
 
   "I suppose you're wondering why I've gathered you all here," I said with a grin. I'd always wanted to say that.
 
   "Not really," Fletcher said. "I'm guessing it has something to do with Soulstealer being back."
 
   If his voice was a little harsh, I couldn't really blame him. Melicent had been his date to the Winter Formal last year and used that to lure us all into the final stage of her trap. She'd used him, and he had good reason to hate her.
 
   "It does," I replied. "But not like you think."
 
   I gave them a rundown of the events since Mel showed up in my room. I skipped telling them about how we'd spent the late hours of the night together. It was a good bet that none of them would understand. I was still confused about the experience myself. Was it a lapse in judgment? Had I screwed up? The Mel I'd seen during our flight from ASTRAL was very different from the Soulstealer I'd run into last winter. She had the same charm, sure. But there was something very different about her.
 
   Was it Amanda? I wondered what had gone on to make her care so deeply about another human being. When we first met she was cold, ruthless, and efficient. There was an element to her that set her apart, like she was standing by herself even when she was in the middle of a crowd of people. I'd seen it even before I realized that Melicent was the Soulstealer.
 
   Whatever that wound had been, it was gone. Or maybe it was more accurate to say that it seemed like some old, scabbed over wound had been lanced and opened so that it could begin healing. Mel was still raw, her emotions so more fresh and close to the surface than they had once been.
 
   Regardless, I no longer just wanted to fulfill my promise and save Amanda. I wanted to help Mel, too.
 
   "They took her," I said, finishing my brief story. "I couldn't stop them. Best I could do was run for home after I saw them exit via the gate spell."
 
   "Good riddance," Fletcher said.
 
   Miles looked thoughtful, rubbing his chin with his brows knit together. "You're implying there is something wrong with ASTRAL taking down one of the most dangerous people on the planet. Why?"
 
   I hesitated. I'd been cautious about bringing my suspicions to Miles in the past. ASTRAL was the US Army's arcane arm. Miles was part of ASTRAL. His bosses were the people I was accusing, on very little evidence. But this was the time to come clean. Either he was with us, or he wasn't.
 
   "How long has ASTRAL known about the barrier and what lives on the other side, Miles?" I asked.
 
   "Decades, at least," he replied without hesitation.
 
   I thought perhaps longer than just a few decades, myself. But I had no evidence of that, so I kept it to myself.
 
   "And what happens if we lose the barrier? If I had failed to be here and stop the apparition last fall?"
 
   He paled. "I don't like to even think about it. If that thing was telling the truth, there are hundreds of beings like it on the other side of the barrier. We would be next to helpless against an onslaught like that."
 
   "Right," I said. I looked around at the confused faces staring at me, hoping for some support. "So why did ASTRAL leave one of the most critical places in the world so completely undefended?"
 
   "We're stretched very thin..." Miles started to say.
 
   "Where, anywhere in the world, is there a more critical post than right in this place?" I said, stabbing my finger toward the ground to make my point. "One wrong move here could literally spell the end of humanity. And they left it unguarded?"
 
   He didn't have a pat answer. I could tell that question had been troubling him as well. I went on. "Worse yet, our one defense against those monsters is those few among us who know about magic, and the very best defense - sorry, guys - is the terribly few who can actually use it."
 
   "No offense taken," Theresa said. "I missed those particular fireworks, but from what you've said anyone without magic is basically helpless against them."
 
   Maybe not completely helpless. I had some ideas about using magic to infuse objects with spells that could make an ordinary person into a potential threat even against the creatures from beyond the barrier. Damn, I needed a new name for the things... ASTRAL had actually given me the idea, with their rune-inscribed bullets. If they could enspell simple objects to punch through my shields, then perhaps I could turn ordinary weapons into something that could hurt monsters like the one I'd battled.
 
   "Not completely," I said, keeping it simple. "But our main defense is people who can use magic. People ASTRAL has been systematically killing. In the name of protecting people from the threat those with magic represent, sure. But they've also been removing our first line of defense against threats like these."
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
   "You think ASTRAL is working with these monsters?" Gray asked.
 
   I nodded. "More like controlled by them. Or something like that."
 
   "Preposterous," Miles objected. "I'm an ASTRAL operative, Blackwell. Do you think I'm being controlled?"
 
   "No," I answered him honestly and bluntly. "But how many of your superior officers went to Northshield University, and then went on to ASTRAL because they had some bit of magical talent that was picked up while they were here?"
 
   "More than a few," he admitted.
 
   "Any of them could have become vulnerable while they were here. Think about Ashe, last year - his journals made it clear he was getting the spell he used to summon the apparition from his dreams. And Jameson, last month? He was definitely in some sort of communication with the things."
 
   Miles looked troubled, but he didn't make any more protests. I understood how much this had to shake him up. He'd spent his life thinking he was working for the good guys, doing good things. By and large he might have even been right. But the idea ASTRAL had been corrupted by an outside enemy was going to shake up his world view badly, and I could tell he was taking me seriously.
 
   "I don't think everyone in ASTRAL is corrupt," I said, hoping to soften the blow a little. "If I did, you wouldn't be here right now. We need to expose those who are, though."
 
   He nodded. "How does this involve Melicent?"
 
   "I don't know," I admitted. "I'm not sure why they didn't just kill her outright. They could have. It would have been easy for them to kill both of us." They'd certainly used weapons which might have done the job. The torpedo had blasted Dad's ship into shreds of fiberglass and splinters of wood. If I hadn't shielded in time it would have done the same to Mel and me. Despite that I couldn't shake the idea that it had been a measured attack, specifically designed to take away our escape vehicle without killing us.
 
   They knew I could shield very well. I had a hunch they were counting on my shields to keep both of us safe. The troops waiting on the beach had come after us not with enspelled bullets that would kill us, but instead with tranquilizer darts.
 
   "The fact that they didn't kill her - or me - implies they want us for something." I looked around the room again. All eyes were on me. They were with me. That was something, at least. "Given what else we know about ASTRAL, I'm not willing to believe there was a positive motive to taking us prisoner. If they could somehow use Melicent's power against us - or against the barrier?"
 
   "Shit," Fletcher said. "She's bad news."
 
   "Yeah. If she wanted to take the barrier down - say, they threatened the life of her girlfriend unless she did as they asked...?" I paused for a moment. "I don't know if I could stop her, guys."
 
   "You want us to go in there after her," Theresa said.
 
   "Yup," I replied. I pulled out the pendant Mel gave me. "This is linked to her girlfriend. I can gate to her, wherever they hide her. I'm betting Melicent is there too."
 
   "If we do this, we need to not just rescue the girl," Theresa said. "We need to make certain Melicent is out of their control. Ideally, we need to ensure she is beyond their reach permanently."
 
   I froze. Gray wasn't wrong. Mel was a terrible threat, especially if ASTRAL could control her. I was willing to bet that if they'd wanted her alive, they had a way to manage that.
 
   "Say what you mean," I replied. I needed to hear the words.
 
   "Simple," Fletcher broke in. "We save the girl, and we bust Soulstealer out too if we can. But killing her is the surest way I can think of to make it so that she's never a threat again."
 
   Miles nodded. "It makes sense, Ryan."
 
   And damn it, they weren't wrong. But they hadn't just spent a day with her, seeing her as she was now. I didn't think Mel would hurt me, not if she had any choice. I wanted to trust her, to believe in her change. That said, she remained one of the most deadly wizards I'd ever heard of - the one human I'd met who could stand toe to toe with me and act like I was barely even there. If she came at the barrier spell tomorrow, there would be literally nothing I could do to stop her. I'd try; and if she wanted to, she'd kill me and then breeze right on through to achieve her objective.
 
   "I agree," I said, hating the words as I said them. I felt like I was betraying Mel even giving them voice. The feel of her mouth on my lips came back as clearly as if she were right there. Then again, Melicent had told me I knew her better than anyone else alive. I didn't think she would want to live if controlled by others like that. I knew that I would sooner die than let myself become the weapon that ended humanity.
 
   That thought gave me pause for a moment. "Which brings up another point. They didn't just want Mel. They wanted me, too. If I fell into their hands, I'm almost as big a threat as she is. I could remove the barrier."
 
   Everyone in the room froze, and I barely kept the grim smile from my lips. Now they were getting it. It was one thing to talk about killing someone they already hated and feared. It was something else when it was someone you knew, wasn't it?
 
   "If I fall into their hands, I need to die too. I need to make sure you're all up to that. Either Melicent and I leave there - or we die there. Are we agreed?"
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
   We all got into uniform before gating over. Miles let us know that most ASTRAL operatives would be wearing ACU's while on duty. That was convenient, since Northshield University issued that uniform to all the students. We assembled dressed for battle. Miles brought along a few surprises.
 
   "Your uniform won't be complete without these," he said, passing out rank insignia to each of us. All three of us were shortly wearing the rank of Second Lieutenants.
 
   "Green L-T's are common as dirt," Miles explained. "They're always new, and most people don't really notice them anyway. You'll blend in. You also need these."
 
   He handed each of us a web belt with a holstered pistol. I popped it on and checked the weapon. It was loaded, safety on, with a round already in the chamber. That might be very useful.
 
   "The bullets are ordinary ones," he said before I could ask. "Very common to see guards on patrol with these. If you're my security escort, you'd be expected to go armed."
 
   "They should work on hellcats," I said.
 
   "Try not to shoot the place up too much," Miles said with a pained expression. I could tell that the idea of this operation was still bothering him some, and I wondered briefly if we were doing him a real disservice bringing him along. But his ID card would open a lot of doors for us - literally. It might spell the difference between success or failure.
 
   "Not everyone there is a bad guy," I said. "We need to keep casualties to a minimum."
 
   "Especially you," Fletcher said, poking my arm. "Try not to blow the whole place up."
 
   I sighed. I didn't always blow things up. It just seemed that way.
 
   It was time to go. I clutched Mel's necklace, concentrating on the magical signature it contained as I worked the gate spell. It was a lot like opening the gate for her pebble. The drop of blood and hair contained in the locket had a powerful connection to...someplace. I used that connection, feeding it into the gate until it erupted in a fury of spinning lights.
 
   "Let's do this," I said.
 
   We went into the gate.
 
   I stepped out into a long hallway. The whole thing seemed to be made out of concrete. Long tubes lined the walls, with paneled fluorescent lights running along the ceiling. The gate closed behind us as Miles stepped through. He'd been the last in line.
 
   "Recognize anything?" I asked.
 
   "ASTRAL headquarters," he said in a soft voice, like he'd been hoping we would end up just about anywhere else. "We're in Nevada."
 
   "Dude, you've got to hook me up with a trip next vacation," Fletcher whispered.
 
   I shared a grin with him. This new ability was pretty incredible.
 
   "You don't understand. It shouldn't have been possible to gate here," Miles said.
 
   I gave him a look. "You knew about gating?"
 
   "I'd heard of it." He shrugged. "I don't have the power to do it, so it wasn't something I could teach you, Ryan."
 
   I let it slide for now. One thing Miles was always good for was having information. He'd been in this game a lot longer than I had. His magical skills were small compared to mine, but he still knew a lot of things I didn't. Sometimes I wished I could just download everything he knew about magic, though. He held secrets way too close to the chest. Like I could talk - I'd been doing the same thing.
 
   "What do you mean, we shouldn't have been able to gate here?" Theresa asked.
 
   "This whole place is warded," Miles said, waving his arms a little. "I've never seen wards so strong. They should have blocked the gate entirely. When the gate opened, I assumed the girl was being held somewhere else. Not here."
 
   "If the wards are gone..." Fletcher started to say.
 
   "...then they already know we're coming," I finished for him. "Look alive. I think we're about to have company."
 
   Doors at both ends of the hall burst open, disgorging a stream of troops. They were all armed with M-4 rifles, and they looked very serious. Each group had one person who seemed weaponless - except to my Sight. The unarmed men were actually the most dangerous of the bunch. Each was an accomplished wizard, judging by the string of wards surrounding them and extending to the squad they were with.
 
   I could blast through their wards. The spells were strong, but not that strong. I could also probably stop both sets of guards, even if they were using bullets that could bypass my shields. What I wasn't sure was whether I could tackle both casters and both sets of guards at the same time. If it came to a fight, some of us were going to die in the crossfire.
 
   Fletcher and Gray had drawn their pistols, one aiming down each length of corridor Miles stood there as if he wasn't quite sure what to do. I drew on my magic, preparing for the fight of my life. I knew damned well that I couldn't protect all of them once the bullets started flying, and I cursed myself for not having seen this for the trap it was. Melicent had fallen into the same snare. She'd told me as much herself.
 
   Someone clapping down one end of the hall drew my attention. She was a young woman, blonde, in a crisp Class A army unform, so she stood out from the ACU-wearing guards like a sore thumb. She was wearing captain rank, which was jarring. She seemed far too young for such rank.
 
   "Captain Miles, thank you so much for bringing young Blackwell to us," she said. "You've performed precisely as expected."
 
   "I did no such thing," Miles retorted.
 
   "Of course you did. You have all done just as was expected of you," she replied. "Now, I doubt any of you wish to die here today, no?"
 
   None of us moved, which she took as assent. She nodded sharply. "Holster your weapons and follow me, then."
 
   We remained very still. None of the guards had moved from their position. All of those weapons were still trained on us, ready to fire.
 
   The captain looked back over her shoulder at us. "Or you can stay here and these men will execute you. Your choice." She turned away and stepped back out of the hall into whatever room was beyond.
 
   Everyone was looking at me. What to do? If we followed her now, we'd be stepping deeper into whatever trap they had in mind. But we might just be able to turn the tables on them still. While we were alive, there was always a chance.
 
   "Do as she says," I said. I holstered my own pistol. The others followed my lead. The rifles aimed at us lowered - fractionally, but the were no longer pointed directly at us, which seemed promising. I started down the hall toward whatever waited through that doorway. The guards slid back against the walls as we passed them, and then followed us in.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
   The room was large, about the size of a high school gym, and dimly lit. The centerpiece was easy to spot. A circle of candles cast most of the available light in the room. The candles surrounded a ring of twisting sigils, and in the middle of the circle lay Melicent. She seemed to be asleep, or unconscious.
 
   The air was heavy with incense, and I could feel a gentle humming that seemed like it was gradually building in intensity. I wanted to run to Mel, to free her from the circle. But all around the outside of the room where more men with guns. I heard a low growl, and noticed the flashing eyes and slashing tail of a hellcat. The room was packed with foes.
 
   I examined the circle carefully, realizing that I knew that pattern. I'd seen it too many times already. That was the trademark magic of the beings from beyond the barrier. The circle was not quite the same as the one Ashe had used to summon the apparition that killed him last year, but it was very close. I could see a few distinct differences... This was definitely still a summoning circle of some sort. But it wasn't the same kind Ashe had used. This was something new.
 
   The woman who'd called us in coughed gently into her hand, getting our attention. She stood behind a small desk off to one side of the room, gesturing to chairs set across from her. I started forward. It wasn't like we had a lot of choice right now. She sat in her own chair, and pulled a sheaf of paperwork from a briefcase.
 
   There was something about her movements - so prim, almost mechanical - that set me off. She seemed every bit the officious bureaucrat. But that was completely out of place in this setting. The dichotomy was jarring, and not just to me.
 
   "Is she for real?" Fletcher whispered in my ear.
 
   "I am indeed real," she replied. "Sit."
 
   Men rustled rifles along the wall nearest to us. We sat.
 
   "You've been a lot of trouble to us, Blackwell," she said. She shuffled more papers, appearing to hunt through them, peering down at a few before selecting one file and pulling it from the stack. She opened it and glanced over the contents before looking back up at me.
 
   "Your adventures are quite remarkable. It's rare to see someone come into so much power so quickly," she said. "And survive the experience, anyway."
 
   "I've been lucky on a few occasions," I said.
 
   "Indeed. And a real thorn in our side," she said. "We need to stop that. There are several ways we could do that. Some of them are more pleasant for you. And your friends. Others are...less so."
 
   The humming sound was still building. Could no one else hear it? It was starting to bug me, like a mosquito flying near my ear that I couldn't see or swat. What was causing that sound? I shook my head to clear it.
 
   "What do you have in mind?" I asked.
 
   "We could strip away your powers," she offered. "Let you live in peace as an ordinary person."
 
   "Not acceptable," I said, shaking my head again.
 
   "I didn't think so. Alternatively, you could join us," she said. "Captain Miles here has been grooming you for that purpose, of course. And we could always use new operatives like you. Like all of you, really. You're remarkable people."
 
   Her words were soothing, calming, and I recognized the magic she was layering on us almost too late. I pushed back with a little bit of power. Too much, and she'd realize that I was seeing through her. She was obviously a sorceress herself. The woman was using some sort of charm to persuade me to go along with what she wanted.
 
   "We're here mostly for the girl," I said. "The one you kidnapped to lure Melicent into your trap."
 
   While I was asking about Amanda, my hand reached into my pocket almost without thinking about it and touched Mel's necklace there. The contact was like a small jolt. The connection was strong here - the blood and hair and magic were so close to their source. Amanda was nearby, maybe even in this room. But where? I opened my Sight to track the trail to its source.
 
   The string of magic led directly across the desk to the woman facing us. But when I Looked at her, I didn't see a young woman. Sitting there instead was a swirling pool of darkness. The woman was still present - her physical form had not changed. But there was something there with her, in her or around her, linked to her through magical bonds.
 
   I knew that inky black. I'd seen it before. I'd fought one of the things, once, and almost died to it. But that was before I had reached my full powers. I was so much stronger now. This apparition would not find me easy prey.
 
   She must have seen my expression change to one of revulsion. "Ah. You've seen through the guise, then? Too bad."
 
   "You were Amanda, weren't you?" I asked.
 
   "This form used to be hers, yes," the apparition in her body replied. "She isn't here anymore."
 
   Miles gasped beside me. I knew he'd used his own Sight and was able to See the same thing I was. Behind me I could sense Gray and Fletcher tensing. Things were about to explode.
 
   The first gunshots made all of us jump, though. Even the Amanda-apparition leapt to her feet in response. I whirled in place to see where the shots had come from and found Theresa standing there, her smoking pistol trained on the dead hellcat just two feet behind my chair.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
   Two more hellcats flashed out of the shadows toward us. Fletcher and Miles both drew their own weapons, aiming at the creatures. Fletcher took his down with a well-placed shot to the head, but the other kept coming at me. I was the target. They wanted me as powerless as Melicent, easy prey for them. Miles stepped between the cat and me, intercepting it. They both went down in a flurry of claws and fangs.
 
   That's when it clicked. I knew what the circle was for. It was a summoning spell. They weren't just bringing the monsters across in spirit form, though. This circle was binding the apparition into a physical form, the body of someone who could use magic. I had no idea what happened to the person who had been inhabiting the form before. My guess was that Amanda had died when the thing living inside her body was summoned.
 
   Which was precisely what they were trying to do to Melicent now. And to me as well, if they could. They'd gain a physical presence, and access to all of our magic at the same time. Added to their own strength, it would make them just about unstoppable. It was brilliant, in a sick way. They'd kill their strongest potential opposition and win a powerful set of new game pieces at the same time. With Mel and I both inhabited by the creatures, taking down the barrier would be child's play.
 
   This was their endgame.
 
   All around the room guns trained on us, about to fire. The Amanda-thing was backing away quickly. Another moment and she'd be clear enough that they could unleash a hail of bullets on us. Unless I did something.
 
   First thing first: I needed to save Miles and deal with the hellcat. I cast a quick spell, taking a sphere around us out of time. The humming was still present as a sound in the back of my head - some sort of magical pressure, I realized now, not a real noise. It had stopped building in intensity at least now that I'd stopped the flow of time around us.
 
   I drew my pistol and carefully aimed it at the hellcat's head. I wavered for a second. If I missed - if the bullet went wide or passed through at the wrong angle, I could kill Miles.
 
   He was keeping the thing's fangs from his throat with a forearm. "Shoot!" he yelled.
 
   There was a gunshot, but it wasn't mine. Fletcher had fired on the thing. It dropped down across Miles, a dead weight. Gray and I ran to his side, lifting the thing away. Miles screamed in pain. The cat's jaws were still locked around his left arm. We pried it loose. Miles was free again, but bleeding badly. Fletcher drew a knife and cut off his uniform sleeve to bind the wound.
 
   "What now?" Gray asked me. All around us were the men, rifles aimed at us. I couldn't impact them until I dropped us back into time. As soon as I did, they'd fire.
 
   "Can you gate out of here?" Miles asked weakly.
 
   I shook my head. "Maybe, but I'm willing to bet they raised the wards again as soon as we were inside. Even if they didn't, we can't let them do this to Melicent."
 
   "What are they doing?" Fletcher asked.
 
   "That thing," I said, pointing at Amanda's form, frozen in time. "It used to be Melicent's girlfriend. They summoned one of those things we fought into her. It's using her now. Using her body, her magic."
 
   I spat on the floor in disgust.
 
   "That's why all the subterfuge. She was trying to keep us busy until the hellcat could claw me, render me powerless. So they could do to me what they did to her. What they're doing to Mel out there, right now."
 
   "So what do we do?" Gray asked. She looked around the room at all the glittering rifles aimed our way.
 
   "We stop them," Miles replied. His voice was tight with pain, but he sounded as determined as ever. "Same as we always do."
 
   "Let's do this then," Fletcher said. He readied his pistol.
 
   I scanned the room, looking for something we could use to stop the firestorm about to come our way. I wracked my brains, trying to think of some sort of spell that might work. An off the wall idea occurred to me. Oddly enough, it was a stray thought about physics class that came to mind. I snagged the errant thought and wrestled with it, sure there was something in there I could use. Maybe. It wasn't something I'd ever tried before. If I could pull it off it would be a new spell, something that I was betting none of those soldiers had ever seen. Maybe it would even surprise the monster living in the dead girl's body
 
   "I have a plan," I said.
 
   "Oh shit. Are you gonna blow something up again?" Fletcher asked. But he was smiling when he said it.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
   I turned the table sideways and had everyone duck down behind it before I dropped the time spell. I was only going to have an instant to activate the new spell once the time bubble was gone, and there was a chance some of the men would get off shots before it took full effect.
 
   But to them it would look like we'd all suddenly vanished from our seats and reappeared someplace else. It would take them time to realize what had happened, and re-engage us. Any bullets ought to go whizzing harmlessly by our heads.
 
   "Remember, don't try to hold on to your pistols," I said. "This is going to be fast and hard. I don't have time for finesse."
 
   Someone chuckled. I ignored it.
 
   I dropped the time spell and turned my focus to a new spot right next to us. I reached out to the air molecules and touched them all with magic, changing their state and altering the way they moved, the way the functioned, the way they interacted with the rest of the universe.
 
   The first shots were fired, and as I expected they went harmlessly through the space we'd occupied before I cast the time sphere. I ignored them. If I could pull this off, the guns wouldn't matter anymore.
 
   The spell locked into place with what felt like a click in my mind. Without warning rifles from around the room began flying through the air, all headed right for the spot I'd focused my power on. Pins flew from uniforms. I'd set my own pistol on the floor - it flashed through the air right to the spot. One soldier refused to let go of his weapon and was yanked through the air ten feet before he finally let go and tumbled to the floor
 
   I'd created a massive magnet, powerful enough to lift a heavy truck - or yank a rifle from someone's hands at fifty feet. The magic required to hold the thing in place was enormous, but I only needed to keep it there a little longer...
 
   That had to be all the weapons. I released the spell, and dozens of firearms clattered to the floor in front of me.
 
   "Our turn now," Theresa said. She, Fletcher, and Miles dashed forward and grabbed the weapons. The tables were turned.
 
   "On your knees, now!" Miles shouted. He pointed to a corner. "File over there. Move!"
 
   The men did as he bid. The combination of rank and the sudden loss of their weapons was enough to cow them into submission. Which was a good thing. I didn't know which of them were really in league with this monster and which were just honest soldiers trying to do their job. I didn't have time to figure it out right now either. That was for later. Right now I needed to deal with the Amanda-thing.
 
   I turned to her. She'd gaped in shock at first, then hissed angrily at me. That sound had never come for a human mouth before. Now she stood there, alone and defiant. The hum was still building. She was trying to stall, hoping that she would be joined by a second of her kind backed up by Melicent's magic. I ended that with a gesture, burning away the sigils across half the circle.
 
   "It's over," I said. "You've lost."
 
   Her face contorted into a snarl, her eyes glinting dangerously. "Little human mage. You think you are so strong? You do not even know what you face."
 
   Then she reached up to her head, her fingernails tearing gouges into the skin of her forehead. At first I thought she was killing herself, exposing bone as she ripped the skin away. But what was underneath wasn't the white of bone and the red of human blood. Instead she dripped green fluids from the wound, and a hard green surface showed as she tore at herself.
 
   The body of Amanda fell away like a snake shedding its skin. Or maybe more aptly like an insect shedding a cocoon. What was left when the broken remnants of the human girl fell to the floor was something out of a nightmare.
 
   It stood three meters tall. Insectoid in appearance, it stood on hind legs, slashing forelegs through their air in patterns that I recognized were working magic in some way I'd never seen. It clacked huge mandibles together, black ichor dripping from them to steam on the concrete floor.
 
   My mind didn't want to take it in. It wasn't possible for something that large to have been hidden inside someone so small. I wanted to run away, to hide, to flee. Raw terror tore at me. I could feel a scream building in the back of my throat, and I knew if I let it go that I would have a hard time stopping.
 
   Vaguely I was aware of men fleeing the room, running from the thing. The men my friends had captured were in full flight now. Better a bullet than to stay in the same room with such a monster even a moment longer.
 
   I swallowed back bile. Somehow I needed to find my voice again. I needed to say something brave. Something stupid, even.
 
   "Blackwell, you didn't tell me this was going to be another god damned bug hunt," Fletcher said. He was suddenly there beside me, rifle in hand. He fired a series of short bursts at the thing. His bullets rebounded off its hide, but somehow his humor and courage had broken the spell. I could move again.
 
   "What's the matter, Fletcher? You want to live forever?" I yelled back. I called fire to my hand. "I don't care how big you get, ugly. You're just a bigger target now."
 
   I released the fireball, sending it careening across the room to smash into the monster's chest. It exploded with a blinding flash, the heat reaching back all the way to where I stood.
 
   But when the flash cleared the monster still stood. It didn't look like I'd hurt it at all.
 
   "You will learn respect," it hissed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
   The monster drew a sigil, visible to my Sight in the air as black fire. I threw up a shield between it and myself, anticipating the attack. I wasn't expecting the devastating blow which followed, though. A burst of black energy fired from the marks swirling in the air and blasted into my shield, which shattered instantly on impact.
 
   The fire hit me and tore at me, slashing across my chest like a hundred knives while at the same time lifting me from my feet and flinging me ten feet across the room. I hit the wall with a dull thud and slid to the floor dazed.
 
   "Ryan!" Gray shouted. She raised her rifle to fire at the thing, but it remained focused on me.
 
   What the hell had it hit me with? My entire body hurt. The front of my uniform was shredded and I was bleeding from a score of small wounds. My hands and feet were tingling like I'd been shocked. No one had ever hit me with anything like that spell before.
 
   I was still shaking my head and trying to rise when the second blast flew toward me. I rolled out of the way more from instinctive survival reflex than anything else. The burst spattered against the wall, black sparks splashing everywhere. A few of them spattered on me despite my attempt to evade them. Each one burned like an icy knife cutting me.
 
   Kittybreeze flew in at the thing, raking at it with claws of wind. She tagged it and it hissed, batting at her like someone would an annoying fly. She whirled away looking for another opening, but it didn't seem like her attacks were doing more than annoying it.
 
   My hand was clutching my chest where I'd been hit. I pulled it away, and it was stained with red. Those wounds I'd felt were real. I was bleeding. This thing had hurt me. I calmed and centered myself, drawing on my magic to work on the wounds. If I bled out, I wasn't going to be any good for anyone.
 
   "Is that the best you've got?" I asked. I was shooting for haughty, but it came out with less force than I'd hoped because my voice caught with a cough at the end. I covered my mouth with a hand that came out spattered red. Great. Internal bleeding was precisely what I needed right now on top of everything else.
 
   "No," it said.
 
   I Looked over at the insect. It had four arms casting separate spells now, each one working a design of black fire in the air. Wonderful, four times the fun! The first spell completed and fired at me. I dodged. The second flared out before I could regain my balance. I gritted my teeth and threw everything I could into a small shield on my left arm. By keeping the size small I increased the strength of the field dramatically.
 
   This time, my shield held. The black fire sizzled and spattered off the shield, flaring around me. Another bolt slammed against it, and another. I was holding my ground, but I couldn't take this sort of pounding for much longer. My arm had gone numb from the impacts.
 
   Then out of nowhere a red beam arced across the room at the thing. The beam slammed into the insect's carapace, scarring and pitting the surface. The monster screamed and reeled back.
 
   "Am I late for the party, lover?"
 
   I stared. Melicent was standing in the middle of the circle I'd destroyed. Gone were the torn jeans and black shirt. She was dressed in a long red gown a lot like the one she'd worn to the Ball. Power arced around her in a dazzling display as she crossed the room to stand at my side.
 
   "Thanks for killing the hellcat," she said. "And for wiping out the spells holding me prisoner there."
 
   "Glad to. Creepy there was trying to make you look like it."
 
   "What, you wouldn't kiss me if I had mandibles?" she asked.
 
   "No," I replied, my voice certain.
 
   "Not your kink. Note taken." She fired another beam at the thing to keep it busy.
 
   "What is that thing, anyway?" I asked.
 
   "A demon," she replied. "A creature from Outside our dimension. They're trouble."
 
   "No kidding," I said. It was good to have a name for them at last. I fired a burst of pure magic at the thing, my bolt flaring white. It didn't seem to faze the demon at all. "I'm sorry about Amanda."
 
   Mel's face hardened into ice. "It will pay."
 
   Red light danced at her fingers and slashed out at the thing again, cutting it hard. But it was moving its limbs again against this new threat. Four black shields appeared in the air before it, blocking her beam. Mel threw another spell and another, but it almost looked like she was already losing steam.
 
   "You are too weak," the monster hissed. "I will devour you both and then smash the barrier myself."
 
   It was right. Mel was clearly weakening by the moment. I recalled how it had taken time for my own magical strength to return to me even after the hellcat was dead. Melicent would be stronger in ten or fifteen minutes, but we didn't have that long. The demon was more confident now. It dropped two of its shields and was readying offensive magic again.
 
   "How do we beat this thing?" I asked.
 
   "You don't have the training yet," Mel replied. "And I don't have enough reserves, damn it."
 
   The demon fired both blasts at once. I stepped in front of Melicent to shield us both. She did some sort of magic to reinforce my shield so that it withstood the combined energy of both blasts. But the impact rocked us back another few steps. We were in the corner now, out of room to maneuver.
 
   The demon seemed to sense that it had us. It closed in for the kill, mandibles clacking in anticipation.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
   The demon was closing in for the kill. Melicent was too weak to fight it, and I didn't even know how to cast the spells that Mel was using to harm it. If we had time she could teach me that magic, but we weren't going to have even a few moments of respite before it was on us. I wasn't sure if it was thinking of devouring us literally or figuratively, but neither was very appealing right now.
 
   It couldn't be allowed to take us. We had to stop it here, no matter the cost.
 
   "Mel, what you did last winter - can you take my power without killing me?" I asked.
 
   She paled. "I don't...I don't know."
 
   I grimaced. That wasn't the answer I was hoping for. But whether she could do it without my dying or not, my power welded to her skill was the only chance we had right now of stopping the thing. I reached out to touch the nearest ley lines, drawing more force into myself. The familiar energy coursed through me, igniting my veins like rivers of golden fire.
 
   "Do it," I said.
 
   "Are you certain?" she asked.
 
   I nodded.
 
   The last time Melicent had tried to drain my magic from me, it had taken her a long time to cast the spell because I'd been fighting her every step of the way, working as hard as I could to undo her magic and stave off death. This time instead of fighting her, I gave to her. I relinquished my power to her, letting her spell take effect almost instantly.
 
   The demon scuttled back a few steps, suddenly unsure of itself. Had it rushed right in it might have managed to kill one of us before Mel's spell took full effect. But the thing was ultimately a coward and a bully, I could see that now. It was perfectly fine with fighting battles it knew it could win and terrified of losing.
 
   Melicent's magic felt like a drain opening up somewhere deep inside me, sucking my life away. I recalled the feeling far too well, and I had to resist the urge to fight. Instead I willed my magic toward her. I pulled in everything I could from the ley line, giving it all to her, granting her every iota of strength I had.
 
   As I sagged toward the floor, Mel seemed to glow with a crimson aura flickering with gold flecks.
 
   I hit the concrete harder than I'd wanted, but I was running out of energy fast. My friends had fled to the doorway of the room. Theresa was screaming something, but I couldn't hear her.
 
   The demon was casting more spells, and I wanted to warn Melicent, tell her to be careful. I couldn't muster enough strength to speak, but I heard her voice in my mind.
 
   "Relax, lover. I've got this."
 
   She sent a shower of red beams flashing at the demon. It sent shields up, but her beams cut them apart, shattering the black magic and stabbing deep into the creature. It bubbled and steamed where her magic hit. One leg flew away, and the thing topped to its side.
 
   It was on the retreat now, scuttling away from her, but it remained deadly. It fired more shots back at her, but this time she cast her own shields and they fizzled in the air before her.
 
   "Not so tough when you're facing someone who knows how to beat you, eh?" she asked it, stalking forward like a tigress. She fired another beam, slicing away another of its legs.
 
   I managed to get one arm beneath me. I was weak as a kitten, and didn't even have the energy to reach for a ley line to help her, but it didn't seem to matter. What I'd given her was enough. This was Melicent the Soulstealer in her full glory, at the height of her power, and nothing could stand in her way.
 
   It tried. The demon fought back as best it could. But Mel was relentless. She chased it across the room, cutting it apart more for each step it retreated. No matter how hard it tried, nothing it did seemed capable of passing her defenses, and every shot she fired found a mark.
 
   By the time it reached the far corner it was limbless, desperately trying to inch away from her like a worm. She'd shattered its mandibles. The demon's carapace was broken in a score of places, and boiling ichor spilled from it, hissing and steaming in the air.
 
   My eyes closed. I could feel my heart slowing down. I'd given too much. My body was too broken, and without my magic holding it together I was utterly spent. The floor was cool underneath me, and I could feel the cold spreading through my limbs. But I'd seen enough. The thing was done for. Melicent would finish it. The world was safe.
 
   Then I felt warm lips on mine, and a small rush of healing power flowing through me. A little energy returned to me. I could feel my heart almost falter, and then pick up again as Melicent worked healing magic on my injuries.
 
   The kiss only lasted a short while, and then she leaned away. I opened my eyes to see her smiling down at me. "Better?"
 
   "A little," I croaked.
 
   The demon was pinned down with a web of red magic. She'd trapped it in place while she came to my rescue.
 
   "Time to finish the job," she muttered. "Ryan, you remember what happens when these things die?"
 
   It took me a moment, but then I did. The one I'd killed last year blasted a crater in the parade grounds at the University. I'd survived - barely - by channeling ley energy into my shields in the nick of time.
 
   "I'm not sure this place will survive the blast," she said, eyeing the ceiling suspiciously. She flicked her wrist and opened a gate. Then she motioned to my friends, still clustered by the doorway. "Get him out of here."
 
   Theresa and Fletcher ran forward, each of them taking one of my shoulders and lifting me up. Fletcher avoided looking at Mel. His face was drawn, his eyes confused. But Gray caught her gaze.
 
   "You're complicated, aren't you?" Theresa asked Mel.
 
   Melicent laughed with a tinkling sound. "But aren't we all, dear? Take care of him."
 
   I had to say something. I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. I was still so damned weak! Finally I managed to croak out two words. "Thank you."
 
   What else could I say? I was too weak to help her. Too done in from the battle and my gift of magic to take her place and finish the thing in her stead. I had no idea if she would survive the blast when it died. I had the feeling she wasn't sure either. We both knew it was the only way, though. It had to be destroyed. She was the only one who could do it.
 
   "Thank you, love," she said. It hit me that it was the first time she'd used that particular word. She'd called me 'lover' many times, but never that before. "For saving me. In more ways than you can know."
 
   Then she turned and stalked back toward the monster, raising a massive spell between her hands. The demon squealed with terror, hissing fury and anger and hate at her, but it was helpless as she bore down on it.
 
   "We've got to go!" Miles said. He pushed us forward toward the gate. I glanced back over my shoulder, hoping for one last look at Melicent.
 
   Her voice sounded in my head again: "Goodbye, love."
 
   The room behind us detonated with light and sound, the blast chasing us down the gate as we raced through ahead of the blast. We appeared in the middle of the ley line nexus at Northshield, out in broad daylight that dazzled our eyes. Behind us the gate snapped shut, cutting off the explosion before it could reach through to us.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
   It took days for my magic to come back to full strength, days when I was stuck in bed slowly healing from my injuries. Cracked ribs, a punctured lung, and of course the slashes across my chest. My back was dappled with small red pock marks where the blasts had spattered on me and burned through my uniform, and my left radius had been shattered somewhere in the battle.
 
   Once my magic returned, my healing proceeded much more swiftly. I'd managed to stay out of the hospital only because Miles had agreed to put me up in his house while I healed. Checking into the infirmary was out of the question - any doctor would have taken one look at me and shipped me off to the hospital. Which was really where I ought to have been except that it would have been difficult to explain my rapid healing.
 
   I was on my feet three days after the event. I'd decided to take a week or two off from classes. The official explanation was mononucleosis. The kissing disease.
 
   It was somehow appropriate.
 
   My friends visited and brought me homework from all the classes I was missing. I let it pile up. I'd deal with it later. Just then I was too emotionally spent to handle class work.
 
   Miles told me that ASTRAL had been devastated by the attack. Some people escaped, but most of the leadership had died in the explosion, and the base had been utterly destroyed. He and a few other officers were doing what they could to reform ASTRAL, and to reforge it into something which protected humanity. It was nice to see some good coming out of all this.
 
   There was no word from Melicent. Once I was well enough I tried opening a gate with the necklace again - I'd managed to hang on to the thing somehow. But Amanda was gone now, and there was nothing for the gate to target, not even the demon-ridden remnants.
 
   It was a full week before I felt well enough to try finding Mel at the one place I might be able to look for her. I gated off to her house, where we'd first fled that night when she'd come to me hurt and scared.
 
   The place was still a shambles. I spent a little time cleaning it up, wondering if she would ever come back here. It certainly wasn't secure anymore. The wards were in tatters and fading fast. Most of them had been shattered during the assault. A few spots had lingering spells. I avoided those. No sense getting caught in one of her traps myself.
 
   I went upstairs to her room, which hadn't been as badly trashed as the rest of the place. It had been a long day spent rooting around and trying vainly to repair some of the damage. I fell asleep on her bed, exhausted.
 
   Dawn woke me. I'd hoped that perhaps I would find her here. Or that maybe she would have sensed my arrival somehow and come to me. But she hadn't. Either she was dead, killed in the blast, or she was somewhere else and not coming back here anytime soon.
 
   I went out the front door, sitting on the steps of her house as the dawning sun rose slowly in the sky. My feelings regarding Melicent were more complex than I could imagine. She'd called me lover, and then love. Did I love her in return? I wasn't sure, but I mourned her loss. She said I had saved her in more ways than I knew.
 
   "I just wish I could have saved you one more time," I said to the still morning air.
 
   There was no reply.
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 [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   Editor Commentary – Kiss of Vengeance
 
   The story from new game participant E.A. Copen is a wonderfully dark and emotionally explosive story of revenge and transformation. This author blends the game components into a powerful tapestry of deep characters and thought-provoking narrative. While the darkness of the storyline can be challenging for those that read stories that entertain rather than stretch the reader’s worldview, the rewards from a journey set to the sound of her voice and the cadence of her tale is well worth any momentary pain of boundaries breaking and mind-expanding vision.
 
   Kiss of Vengeance 
 
   Chapter 1
 
   For all his sins, the one Dallon O’Connor regretted most was not kissing his wife and child goodbye. It’d been snowing, as it often did in early March in Boston, and traffic was always a bitch in the snow. But Mickey said he needed his right hand to teach an uppity Jew a lesson with a baseball bat, so Dal went. 
 
   Standing at their bedside during the wake, Dal gripped his white knit cap in his fists and wrung it. The keening and crying sisters and cousins echoed through the hall of their empty house, but the pounding of blood in his ears drowned it out. A cool rage burned in his heart. He promised them vengeance. If Mickey didn’t approve of that, he could go fuck himself. 
 
   Lena lay on their bed as if asleep. Dal had wanted to put her in a green sundress because of the way it made her red hair stand out. The dress was too low cut, though, and would have shown four of the sixteen stab wounds in her chest. As it was, they had enough trouble covering the slit in her throat. Grania, their seven-year-old daughter, lie in the crook of her mother’s arm in a white gown of satin and lace. He’d bury her with her favorite doll clasped over her chest, a crucifix in her right hand. 
 
   A firm hand gripped Dal’s shoulder. He turned his head to Mickey Fairchild, a silver-haired, bushy-eyebrowed and tall man of forty-seven years. Dal offered him a hand. Mickey took it but tilted his head to the side and said, “I think we’re past that now, boy.” He pulled Dal into a suffocating hug and then pushed him back with both hands on Dal’s shoulders, stormy, gray eyes traveling up and down Dal’s body. “How you holding up?” 
 
   Dal glanced at the doorway to their bedroom where the front of the queue formed. There were too many people in his home. “Well enough, I suppose.” 
 
   “No need for that. I know it’s not easy.” His eyes traveled over to the bed. “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints, Dallon. And that Lena was, a saint among sinners.” 
 
   Mickey crossed himself and stepped over to the foot of the bed, expecting Dal to join him. He didn’t have to ask. It was something everyone who worked under Mickey Fairchild learned. You didn’t wait for him to ask. Dal moved up beside Mickey, letting his hands move across his chest in the sign of the cross and bowing his head. 
 
   “The boys brought Blayne Sullivan in,” Mickey whispered. 
 
   Dal’s eyelid twitched. “Where are they holding him?”
 
   “He’s in the container. I told them to wait for you.” 
 
   Dal lifted his head and looked at Mickey. “Is he the one—”
 
   “Quiet!” Mickey hissed. “And no, but if anyone knows who gave the order, it’s Blayne. The boys dragged him out of a confessional at St. Joe’s looking mighty guilty. I told them to wait for you before doing him up bloody.” He reached into his pocket and brought out a folded paper, holding it out to Dal. 
 
   “What’s this?” 
 
   “Lena’s to be buried in her homeland. In Faerie, Dallon.”
 
   “I thought you were taking that issue to Lachlan directly on my behalf?” Dal said as he took the papers and unfolded them. He glanced through the modified will. 
 
   Lena had died without a proper will. The two of them were still finalizing paperwork, meeting with lawyers and banks and getting the approval of the higher-ups. The mundanity of life. He missed the time when the finality of death didn’t weigh on him. But then, had that ever been true? A man in his position was never more than one step removed from death. It just usually didn’t strike so close to home. 
 
   “I tried,” Mickey protested. “You know Lachlan. Set in his ways. The old ways. He still has pull in Faerie. Lena was a Sidhe. That’s high fae, Dallon, not low-blooded like us. That deserves thought.” 
 
   “In other words, Lachlan intends to parade her in front of the rest of the fae and cart her off as if she were royalty as a means to remind everyone he’s still in control.” He held the paper stiffly back out to his boss who took it. 
 
   “As head of the organization, Lachlan’s got considerations we don’t. When you married into the family, you understood that and abided by it, however begrudgingly. You’ll do the same now.” 
 
   “A man’s more tempted to be lenient on his wedding day than when burying his wife and child.” Dal crossed himself and stepped back away from the bed, headed for the door.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   Dal pulled the white knit cap over his head. “To the container.” 
 
   He fought through the line of mourners in the hall and on the stairs. Some of them he knew. Most he didn’t. There were too many faces for him to keep them straight. One of the women reached out to him as he passed by, squeezing her soft hands over his in a gesture of comfort. All it did was slow him down. 
 
   Bill and Lucky stood on the porch off to the right. Lucky plucked at his banjo while Bill sat in the rocking chair opposite and tapped his foot. They were young blokes, within three or four years of Dal in age, though not nearly as good-looking. Dal had Sidhe parenting somewhere in his line from long before and the supernaturally good looks that came with it. Age and lack of sleep had darkened his eyes and more than one fist had broken his nose, but Dal could still draw any lady’s eye with a smile. 
 
   Not so for Bill and Lucky. Bill was a dullahan, meaning he didn’t have much of a head on his shoulders. The one he had left him pug-nosed with fat cheeks and a protruding forehead. Bill was as dumb as a box of pig shit but he was good for muscle. 
 
   Lucky had the brains and, like most dwarves, was good with his hands. He was short, standing no taller than five foot two, and wore glasses that made his intelligent eyes sparkle. His lips were too thick and his facial hair too uneven to be good-looking. It was a good thing most dwarven women didn’t care much for looks. It was brains that got them going and Lucky had that in spades. 
 
   As soon as Dal came through the door, Lucky put aside his instrument. Both rose and fell into step behind him. They were the boys Mickey had referred to earlier. Once, Dal was one of Mickey’s boys, too. He still considered himself one but, when he married into the boss’ family, the dynamic between him and the other low-bloods changed. Mickey was afraid Dal would piss them off and get a knife in the back, so Mickey promoted him to a bullshit position that meant he ran Mickey’s underlings. Dal was effectively middle-management. He was also Mickey’s bitch, on call night and day to handle the shit the rest of the boys were too stupid or lazy to get done right. That’s why he’d been out away from Lena when it happened. Dal hadn’t forgotten that. 
 
   But Bill and Lucky were just fine for rotten bastards. 
 
   Dal went around the side of the house where Lena’s candy red BMW waited. He hadn’t decided what to do with it yet, but Dal knew he didn’t want the damn thing. It drew too much attention. 
 
   Since he was with Bill and Lucky, he didn’t have to worry about a car. They climbed into a big, black van, windowless in the back, the kind normal businessmen might use for deliveries. 
 
   He climbed in and sat with his back against the driver’s seat while Lucky took the wheel and Bill sat in the passenger seat. They didn’t exchange words or discuss destinations. Mickey had briefed them. 
 
   Sleepy houses overlooking quiet streets passed by. It was early yet, before sunrise, and the chill in the air kept normal folk at home in the warmth of their beds. Any other Saturday morning and Dal would do the same, lying next to Lena until Grania came in to bounce on their heads. Instead, he spent the fifteen-minute ride from Dorchester Street to Conley Terminal in sullen silence considering the best way to extract information from Blayne Sullivan.
 
   The Sullivans had killed Lena. That much, everybody knew. The Sullivans and the Fairchilds had been going back and forth for two years now. Somehow, Lachlan had kept it from getting bloody so far. Mostly. Dal didn’t have much work save for settling disputes with his fists and running out the gang bangers whenever they tried to set up shop. 
 
   But the game changed when the Sullivans started dealing in crank. Illegal glamors and REM were one thing. At least glamors and REM helped people in their own twisted way. Dal didn’t think much REM, the magick enhancing drug, but then a pusher never tries his own product, not if he wants to sell it. 
 
   Crank made everybody look stupid. More likely to get caught, too, since the pigs were always on the lookout for it. Lachlan decided not to let that stand and sent a message that couldn’t be misinterpreted. Dal and the rest of Mickey’s boys grabbed one of their distributors and carved up his face in the back of the very van they were driving around now. Blew the hell out of the cook house, too. Lena and Grania might have been retaliation for that, now that he was thinking about it. 
 
   The van hit a bump that jostled Dal out of his thoughts. He smacked his head on the seat with a grunt. 
 
   “Sorry, boss,” Lucky said. “Roadkill.” 
 
   Dal sighed. “It’s fine.” 
 
   Bill leaned around his seat to look at Dal. “Kink has him in the container,” he said referring to Blayne. “Probably be nice and softened up by the time we get in there.” 
 
   Dal said nothing. 
 
   “You want me to call ahead for the cement shoes?” 
 
   “He won’t need ‘em when I’m done,” Dal answered. 
 
   Bill and Lucky exchanged glances.
 
   “Did Mickey give you my scythe?” Dal asked. 
 
   “He did,” Bill answered. “You want it now or when we get to the container?” 
 
   Lucky reached across the gap between seats and flicked Bill on the forehead. 
 
   “Ow! What the hell was that for?” 
 
   “The man just lost his wife and kid, asshole. Quit harassing him.” 
 
   Bill turned around in his seat and rubbed his forehead. “I was only trying to be helpful.” 
 
   The three of them were quiet the rest of the way to the terminal.
 
   Conley Terminal was a shipping container graveyard and processing center all at once. Every shipping container that came to port in Boston eventually wound up in Conley, stacked into towers of dirty yellow, rusty brown and faded red, and stretched across acres of land the city didn’t have to spare. Two hundred thousand containers called Conley Terminal home at any given time. Even an attentive fool could get lost in the maze inside the terminal without a guide. 
 
   The container they were looking for was in a different place every time, the result of a special agreement Lachlan had with the port authority. It was also veiled by magick to keep any curious passersby from stumbling into it. Lucky had jokingly called it Schrodinger’s container. It was both there and not there at the same time. 
 
   The van took a right and drove to the end of the row before veering left. They zig-zagged in and out of row upon row of dead metal, leaving lines in the fallen snow. Surrounded on either side by iron, Dal shifted uncomfortably. Brushing skin against any one of those containers would leave him with blisters. Just being in the iron jungle was enough to make him cringe.
 
   The van stopped at the designated place in front of a rusty brown shipping container and Dal hopped out the sliding door. The sky was gray and threatening more snow. All around it was a cold, miserable fucking day and Dal just wanted it to be over. 
 
   Lucky stayed in the van and drove it to the end of the row, parked and sat to keep watch. Bill scanned the area once before he pulled a metal cylinder from the inside of his jacket and tossed it to Dal. Made of solid, polished silver, it was worth a pretty penny, but it was useless to anyone else. In Dal’s hands, it was a deadly weapon. 
 
   Like most fae, Dal had a special kinship with silver. Silver was an excellent channel for magick and Dal had spent his entire life cultivating the relationship his magick shared with that particular silver cylinder until two were one. It was both a weapon and a key, an extension of himself and the embodiment of his will. Every time he held it in his hand, it buzzed faintly with recognition. 
 
   Gripping the cylinder in his right hand, Dal extended his left palm out and pulled in the energies from the earth and air around him, feeding them in a straight line up his arm, through his chest and down the other arm into the cylinder. Once he’d pumped enough power into it, the silver changed shape, growing leaner and longer, shifting into a scythe. The transformation complete, Dal dropped his left arm and sliced the newly formed silver scythe through the air in front of him with added effort. The air split in two and darkness leaked from one plane into another. Dal gripped the hole in the air on either side and stretched it, drawing it wide enough for him to pass through. He’d opened a Way, a gateway to a strange world of shadow and emptiness situated in the space between Earth and Faerie. 
 
   The other side was darker and colder. Blackness stretched on in all directions for eternity. Only a single floating orb of light ten yards ahead broke the monotony. Underneath that light, tied to a wooden chair and bleeding from a cut to the face, was Blayne Sullivan, the middle-aged, balding and dark haired bastard who could point him to his family’s killer. Bent over him was a black Irishman named Connor O’Shea, better known by his nickname, Kink. 
 
   Kink looked back at Dal, pausing with a fist drawn back and aimed at Blayne’s fucked up face. “About time you showed. We was just getting acquainted, weren’t we, lovey?” 
 
   Dal took off his jacket and handed it to Bill who’d come through the Way behind him. “Blayne Sullivan,” he said, unbuttoning his shirt sleeves and rolling them up. “Do you know who I am?” He handed the scythe off to Bill as well. As soon as it left Dal’s hand, it shrank back into an unassuming, silver cylinder. 
 
   “A cock sucking bastard?” 
 
   Kink drew his fist back further and landed the punch, this time, lower than where he’d been aiming the first time. Blayne bent forward with a high-pitched whine and a gasp. 
 
   “I’m the man whose wife and kid your boss murdered last night. And Mickey tells me you know who did it.” 
 
   “I don’t know nothing about that!” Blayne insisted and tried to sit up again. “I swear on my mother’s grave I don’t!” 
 
   Dal put a hand on Kink’s shoulder as he passed, a signal to back off. As soon as he was close enough, he laid into Blayne, punching him so hard it overturned the chair. With a roar, he bent over, picked Blayne back up and righted the chair only to knock it the other way with the next strike. 
 
   “For Christ’s sake,” Blayne pleaded when Dal picked him back up for another. “Ain’t you going to ask me a question first?” 
 
   “You said you didn’t know anything,” Dal growled through clenched teeth. “I figure I might as well beat the shit out of you until one of us feels better. You let me know if you get there first.” 
 
   Blayne’s eyes widened. Dal landed another punch, this time in his gut, and felt the telltale crack of ribs under his fist. Bill and Kink stood back and averted their eyes as Dal sank into the one thing he knew how to do right. 
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   Dal left Blayne able to speak, but only because his knuckles were cut to shreds. He walked away and sat in the dark, flexing his hand and examined the damage done. Blayne had a thick skull, but that hadn’t split his knuckles open. It was the bastard’s crooked teeth. No matter. Blayne wouldn’t have to worry about straightening them when Dal was done with him.
 
   Kink came over with a bottle of water and handed it to Dal who uncapped it awkwardly and poured it over his bloody hands before he handed it back. With a shake and a toss, Kink used his magick to turn the water into a slushy semi-solid before he gave it back to Dal. 
 
   “Do you think he actually knows anything?” Kink asked as Dal rolled the icy cold plastic against his throbbing knuckles. 
 
   “Mickey seemed to think so.” 
 
   “My condolences, Dal. Lena deserved better.” Kink shifted his weight and glanced behind him. “Between you and me, that bastard deserved every bloody thing you did to him and more.”
 
   Behind them, Bill righted the chair and Blayne in it. Blayne groaned. He was a bleeding, sobbing mess. “Please,” Blayne pleaded. “I swear I don’t know nothing about the woman and kid. I’ll tell you anything else you want to know, but I don’t know about that!” 
 
   “You want me to do him, boss?” Kink asked. 
 
   Dal pushed himself back up and handed the bottle of frozen slush back to Kink. “Thanks for the cool down,” he said and walked back over to Blayne. 
 
   “Oh, Christ,” Blayne sobbed. “Oh, Jesus! Please don’t kill me!” 
 
   Dal held his hand out as Blayne continued to beg and sob. Bill slapped the silver cylinder into his fingers. The cool of the metal in his hand made his knuckles throb but the familiar buzz of magick was comforting. “If you don’t know then who does?” 
 
   “Our Father who art in Heaven, hallowed by thy name—”
 
   Dal lifted Blayne’s chin and placed the cylinder under the softest spot. Blayne flinched. “Do you know what I’ve got pressed against your throat?” 
 
   “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on Earth as it is in Heaven—”
 
   “With a word, I can turn it into something much more deadly than a pretty block of silver. I can push it through your skin, through your cartilage, muscle, and bone. I can form it into a spear that goes all the way into your tiny little brain.” 
 
   “Give us this day our daily bread—”
 
   Dal grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head back, making sure to keep the top of the cylinder flesh against his neck. “A name, Blayne! Just give me the fucking name of the asshole who pulled the trigger!” 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Bill muttered and wrinkled his nose. A foul, sulfuric stink filled the air. “He’s gone and shit himself.” 
 
   Dal just pressed the cylinder in harder. 
 
   “Nessa!” Blayne screamed. “I don’t know the fucking triggerman. But if anyone did, it was her!”
 
   “How do you know?” Dal screamed. 
 
   Blayne blew a snot bubble out his nose. “’Cause Nessa’s fucking half the Sullivans. Blokes are prone to pillow talk with whores. And she’s smart. She can put two and two together.”
 
   “How do you know that much?” 
 
   Blayne closed his eyes and winced. “I used to sometimes... pay to go and watch.”
 
   Behind them, Kink roared with laughter. “Didn’t have the cash to partake? Or is it a set of nads you’re lacking, Blayne?” 
 
   “You know this Nessa Blake?” Dal asked turning his head. 
 
   “Not half as well as I’d like to. She turns tricks over at Elysium.” 
 
   Dal turned back to Blayne. “I guess that makes you useless.”
 
   Blayne bowed his head and cursed. He didn’t even have it in him to beg anymore. “Pathetic,” Dal said and spat on him before removing the cylinder. He turned his back and walked away. “Come on, Kink, Bill. We need to find Nessa.” 
 
   “Wait,” Blayne called after them. “If you aren’t going to kill me, you have to let me go!” 
 
   “I don’t have to kill you,” Dal said without turning around. “There’s plenty of things in this here that’ll do it for me.” 
 
   He extended the cylinder back into his scythe and turned his head. As if on cue, hundreds of disembodied red eyes appeared in the darkness. A chorus of scraping and fluttering wings filled his ears. Dal didn’t know what the creatures were and had never cared to stay long enough to find out. He only knew that they picked their victims’ bones clean. 
 
   As Dal sliced a hole into the air and widened it for them to step through, Blayne found the energy once again to scream. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Elysium wasn't the official name for the two-story, brick French Empire style building on East Broadway. The original building had served as a number of things over the years, ranging from a carriage house to a church. After the Revelation Riots and subsequent fire, it turned into what it was now: a very expensive brothel.
 
   A decade ago, supernaturals went public in an event that became known as the Revelation. Werewolves, vampires, and fae were forced out and felt the brunt of public ire. It was a mad time. Riots swept the nation. Humans dragged anyone accused of being a werewolf or vampire out into the street and cut off their heads. In the days that followed, the government did what it could to enforce order, declaring martial law. That just made the people rebel harder. The fae didn’t come out until it was mostly over but that didn’t stop them from being targeted. Too many were mistaken for werewolves and vampires. Boston had been a war zone. 
 
   Eventually, the government stepped in with the newly formed muscle that became BSI--the Bureau of Supernatural Investigations. In short, a bunch of nosy, government pricks. For Dal, it just meant an extra person he had to carry bribes to every month. More work. 
 
   Elysium wasn't on the record, of course. Polite, east coast society liked to pretend something like Elysium couldn't operate in such a nice, upscale neighborhood. But the polish and paint on the streets of South Boston concealed a dark and seedy underworld, one bought with blood and run by the Fairchild family. 
 
   Off-street parking didn't exist, and Dal was wary of leaving his mates parked at the curb while he went in to deal with the girls. A silver Ford Explorer had been on their tail since shortly after they pulled onto the road. When they pulled onto East Broadway, it didn't turn after them. Still, Dal was uneasy, so he told them to drive around the block a few times while he went in with Kink. 
 
   They jogged up onto the porch, hands in their coat pockets. Kink stomped the slushy snow off his boots while Dal rang the doorbell. The heavy, wooden door opened, and a heavyset lady in netted stockings and a French maid's outfit answered the door. "Oi?" she said tilting her head to the side. 
 
   "Who is it, girl?" called a voice from inside. 
 
   The French maid turned and answered, "Messieurs O’Shea et O'Connor, Madame." After a moment, she bowed her head, took a step back and opened the door the rest of the way. 
 
   The inside was grand enough to have matched Lachlan's house. Polished wood floors, Persian rugs, colonial-style decor, cherry fireplaces, velvet lined sofas and window seats... Dal stepped in and removed his hat, feeling out of place among the finery.
 
   Reclining in one of the sofas was a slender woman with sharp features in green army camo pants and a green tank top. She barely looked at them, preferring instead to focus on the wooden paddle in her hand. Once they were inside, the woman in the maid outfit came to stand behind the sofa, hands folded, head down. 
 
   "Take your shoes off, boys, and leave them by the door. I don't need wet carpets," she said. Dal and Kink did as they were told. "Mr. O'Connor," she said in the form of a greeting when they were finished. "You boys looking to start trouble with my girls?"
 
   "No trouble, ma'am," Kink answered. "Not here. If it comes to business, we'll take it outside." 
 
   Those were the rules. Even if things had gotten bloody between the Fairchilds and Sullivans, it was understood that Elysium stayed out of it. It was neutral ground, a safe space. If Nessa was working for the Sullivans on the side, then she'd broken the rules. Dal and Kink could carry her out into the snow and beat the whore bloody, and the madam couldn't do anything about it. That was the way it worked, the way it had always worked. 
 
   “We’re here to see Ms. Blake,” Dal announced.
 
   The madam sat up and reached for a sweating glass of water on the coffee table in front of her. Her French maid adjusted the pillows behind her. "What did she do this time? She doesn't owe you money. I know that much." 
 
   "You're stalling," Dal said. "Where is she?" 
 
   The madam looked up at him, a hard glare. "Do not rush me. This is my domain, Dallon, and no one touches my girls without my say so. Make your business known or leave." 
 
   "My wife and child are dead." 
 
   "I heard. Everyone has heard by now. What's Ms. Blake got to do with it?" She took a drink and handed the glass off to the maid who wiped the lipstick marks away before coming around to place it back on a coaster. 
 
   "Someone's pointing us to her for information," Kink offered. "Suggested she was working more closely with the Sullivans than maybe she ought. Might have been she was a go-between when the Sullivans needed messages passed." 
 
   "I see." 
 
   Her eyes never shifted off of Dal. A lesser man might have been unnerved, but the madam didn't intimidate him. She was a low-blood like him trying to hold onto the tiny scrap of power she thought she had. 
 
   "And if she is?" the madam continued. "What are you going to do with her?" 
 
   "If it's all the same to you, I'd much rather discuss that with her," Dal answered. 
 
   "We won't get anything on your carpets, ma'am," Kink added. 
 
   "No holes in the wall, either," she said pointing at Kink. 
 
   He crossed his chest with an X. "Not a one." 
 
   She moved her finger to point at Dal. "And you leave that pike here. Only thing I want penetrating my girls are plastic and rubber, you got that?" 
 
   Dal removed the silver cylinder from his coat pocket and placed it on the table in front of her. "May we go up now?" 
 
   She smirked from one side of her mouth. "Dal goes up. Free this time out of respect for your wife." 
 
   "I'm not here to fuck her. I'm here for answers." 
 
   "And how you get 'em behind closed doors is your business. Kink, you'll have to wait here." She leaned back against the cushions and tapped the paddle against her palm. "I'm sure we can find something to occupy your time." 
 
   Kink turned to Dal and nodded. "You need me, boss, you just yell."
 
   "Go," Dal said and trudged to the stairs. 
 
   The old, wooden staircase creaked and moaned as he climbed up in his socks. At the top, Dal found a hallway. The wall cut away halfway down, replaced with intricately carved railing to create an indoor balcony that overlooked the parlor. By the time Dal reached it, Kink, the madam, and her French maid were gone. 
 
   The doors in the hall had removable silver name plates. When they were occupied, the girls came out and flipped the name plates around to show the blank side. Only one of the first three that Dal passed was flipped around. The muffled sounds coming from that room followed him until they mixed with the undertones of a dreamy, dark, electronic number with haunting female vocals. The further he went, the louder the song became until he reached Ms. Blake's door. 
 
   For a minute, he thought about doing her the professional courtesy of knocking. Dal preferred it when people knocked before coming into his room. But she might take it as a gesture of complacency. He was unarmed and going to speak with a woman in her own room and possibly access to weapons. He’d need every advantage. 
 
   Dal grabbed the doorknob, turned it and jerked the door open. Music floated out of the pinkest, frilliest room he’d ever seen. The comforter on the canopied bed was pink with pink ruffles. The walls were pink and pink lace curtains filtered out the soft glow of the rising sun. A pink dresser stood next to the door with a silver tray on lace doilies, the tray displaying instruments of both pain and pleasure. He didn’t see Nessa anywhere. Maybe she was lying in the bed. He walked up to the canopy and jerked it aside. The bed was empty. 
 
   A sound made Dal turn his head, but he didn’t move in time to keep the silk scarf from tightening around his neck. He stumbled back a step as hands yanked the fabric backward and him along with it. Most people panicked when something like that happened. Panic was natural, the brain’s way of turning on the adrenaline. But Dal was just grateful it was fabric and not razor wire around his neck. 
 
   He tugged on the fabric and fought to get room between it and his neck. His priorities had to be straight. First, don’t let it tighten so much that it cut off blood flow and made him pass out. Second, breathe. Only after those two were taken care of could he fight. The scarf moved, but not by much. Behind him, his assailant grunted and twisted the fabric tighter. Unless he loosened her grip, he’d black out in a matter of seconds. 
 
   Dal stumbled back further and slammed as hard as he could into the first resistance he felt. It turned out to be the dresser. The woman behind him let out a grunt the first time, and he slammed her into it harder. She cursed and her grip loosened. Dal pried the fabric loose and scrambled away. He turned around just in time to throw up an arm and keep from getting dinged in the head by a lamp with a pink, frilly shade. It was a mistake. She drove a fist hard into his stomach, and he doubled over. A size seven black high-heeled shoe came up and hit him in the nose. Dal flew backward and sailed through the canopy, pulling part of it down with him as he landed on the bed. He pushed the torn fabric away but didn’t get up in time. She jumped through the air and landed on top of him, fists drawn and balled. 
 
   Dal spat in her eyes. She shrieked and punched blindly, only narrowly hitting the bed instead of pounding his face. He found the leverage to shove her up off of him as she tried to wipe away the spit on her face, but she just pulled him along. The two of them went to the floor and traded blows. Dal’s knuckles were still sore, and he tore them open again, but he never got the upper hand. Where he had only fists, the woman had claws. She raked them up and down his arms and managed once to get under his shirt and draw blood before he got her on her back. 
 
   “Let me go, you murdering son of a bitch,” she screamed and spat at him as he pinned her arms out away from her body. 
 
   Blood mixed with sweat and dripped down his nose to splash on her cheek. “Did you kill them?” Dal screamed back, he fought to hold her. “Was it you?” 
 
   “I haven’t killed anybody yet today but give it time. The day is young, and you’re trying my patience.” 
 
   He drove a knee into her groin and she cried out in pain. “Who killed my wife and daughter, Nessa? Who was it?” 
 
   “How the fuck should I know?” 
 
   Dal let go of one of her arms to punch her in the face. She cursed and rolled her head back and forth, flexing her jaw. After a moment, she smiled and shook with laughter. “Go on. Hit me again. Does it make you feel big to hit women? Did you hit my sister before you murdered her, too? Sick fuck!” 
 
   Dal froze with one fist suspended in the air. He’d done a lot of awful things to a lot of people. But all of them were men and women who deserved it in one way or another. But he didn’t remember anyone that looked like this girl.
 
   “What sister?” he spat back. 
 
   “Nessa Blake,” the woman answered. 
 
   Dal blinked. He was so sure the woman he’d been fighting was Nessa Blake. Then again, he hadn’t used any first names with the madam downstairs. Such was the nature of the business. But if that wasn’t Nessa and Nessa was dead, who was this girl?
 
   “You’ve made a mistake,” Dal said and let her go. He staggered back to his feet and pinched his nose to stop the blood flow. “I didn’t kill your sister. I’ve never even met your sister.” 
 
   She glared daggers up at him, despite the blood rushing from a cut in her head. 
 
   “Who told you I hurt your sister?” 
 
   “I know who you are. I thought… When I heard the news… It had to be you. I know Nessa took Sullivan clients on the side.” She sat up and scooted away from him. “She was supposed to last night only… We switched places last night because she had a cold.” 
 
   “I don’t understand.” 
 
   “We’re identical twins, asshole.” She closed her eyes and turned her head away and, for the first time, Dal saw her pointed ears through her hair. An elf. They were elves. “We Were identical twins, that is. We’ve always done it since we were kids. Some blokes pay extra for doubles like us, but she was sick last night and stayed home. It’s my fault. I never should have left her there alone.” She blinked away tears and shook her head. “I found her in the bushes when I got home. The back of her head… It was just gone.” She wiped a hand across her face, smearing blood. 
 
   His only good lead was dead. God dammit. Someone had beaten him to her and clearly thought she knew enough to die for it. But it wasn’t a dead end. If anyone knew Nessa’s secrets, it would be her twin sister. 
 
   Of course, that was assuming the girl was telling the truth. 
 
   “Show me,” Dal said. 
 
   She squinted up at him. “What?” 
 
   He offered her a hand up. “Show me your sister’s body.” 
 
   She sniffled. “Why?” 
 
   He lowered his hand even more insistently. “Because if someone is cleaning up their mess, I might be next and I don’t plan on dying without taking the motherfuckers who killed my family with me.” 
 
   Her hand shook as she reached out but her grip was good and strong when he pulled her up. Dal nodded once and then limped for the door. 
 
   “Cat,” she said behind him. 
 
   He turned. “What?”
 
   She extended a stiff hand. “My name is Catlin. Cat for short.” 
 
   When he didn’t grip her hand, she lowered it. 
 
   “Let’s go, Cat,” he said and walked away. He didn’t turn back to see if she followed. He could hear her footsteps behind him. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   The feds descended on them as soon as they stepped out of the brothel. Sirens blared, and two cars with detachable lights in the dash all but ran over some pedestrians to get up on the sidewalk to block his escape. Cat tried to dash back inside, but Dal reached out and grabbed her by the arm. “Oh no you don’t. I go down, so do you.” 
 
   The officers in the car that had pulled up directly in front of them poured out of the car like ants from an anthill and took up defensive positions behind their car doors, guns drawn and trained on his head. Only once they were in position did the queen snake show herself. 
 
   She was a heavyset, dark-skinned lady in snug-fitting body armor bearing the BSI insignia. She wore her hair in tight ringlets and her makeup dark and tasteless. “Dallon O’Connor,” she said, twisting her coral pink lips into a smirk. “Your wife’s barely cold and you’re hitting up the local whore house.” 
 
   He wanted to break her jaw for even daring to speak of Lena. But if he made a move, her dogs would blow holes through both him and the closest thing he had to a lead. Instead, he met her smirk with one of his own. “Everyone grieves in their own way, Agent Rosie Rose.” 
 
   She marched up. He noticed too late that her fists were balled. When she hit him in the jewels, it was like being struck with a mallet. He went blind for a second. His legs gave out, and he let Cat go to stumble forward and instinctively grab at the injury. When his vision and the ability to breathe came back to him, he gasped for air and blinked tears away. “I see you missed me as much as I missed you.” 
 
   “Mouth off to me again, Dallon, and I’ll do you one worse.” Rosie pulled off her helmet and let it hang loose in her huge hand. Rosie was’t pretty. She was more average looking for a middle-aged black woman. The extra weight she carried gave her a roundish sort of face that Dal might have found charming if it wasn’t scowling at him. “Cut the shit, Dal. I’ve cleaned up enough bodies for one day. Now, I’m leaving Lena Fairchild and the kid go out of respect for the agreement I have with Lachlan, but I can’t turn a blind eye to dead whores in the street.”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He rose slowly, still cradling his stomach because he felt sick. Rosie had one hell of a punch. 
 
   “This one knows,” Rosie said, gesturing to Cat. “Don’t you, pussy cat?”
 
   Dal looked over at Cat who stood a short distance away, arms folded, head bowed, lower lip out. “I didn’t have anything to do with what happened to Nessa Blake,” Dal said and straightened himself all the way. “I only just heard about it myself.” 
 
   Rosie didn’t look convinced. “Blayne Sullivan’s missing, too. You know anything about that?” 
 
   “Not a damn thing.”
 
   Rosie crossed her arms. “Well, that’s a damn shame.” 
 
   “You going to arrest me, Agent Rose, or can I go about my business?” 
 
   Dal already knew the answer to that. Rosie could run him in, sure. She didn’t even have to have a reason. That was how it was with BSI. But if she did, Lachlan would bail him out and skip buying tickets to the charity ball. He or another one of Mickey’s boys would grab her on a deserted street one night or find her sleeping in her bed and put the fear of God back in her with a set of baseball bats. Rosie was a tough lady, but she wasn’t stupid. And she liked having kneecaps that weren’t broken. 
 
   “This is just a courtesy visit. Don’t you go on a killing spree in my city, Dallon. Least not one where you leave the bodies out for others to find.” She wagged a finger at him. It was almost endearing. Then she took a step back before motioning to her men. “Come on, boys. There’s a werewolf over in Brighton that needs sorting.” 
 
   They got back in their cars, switched on their sirens and carefully pulled back into the narrow street. As they drove away, Dal took note of a gray Mercury Marquis down the street with two silhouettes in it. When he turned around, Cat was already halfway up the street. He caught her easy, wrapping a hand around her arm and squeezing tight. She called out, but he stopped her with a hand over her mouth. “Why didn’t you tell me BSI picked up the body?” 
 
   She didn’t answer and tried to bite him. That got her arm squeezed tighter. “You were planning on leading me right into that, huh?” 
 
   Cat kicked him in the knee and jerked her arm free. “I’m just supposed to believe you didn’t put a gun to the back of Nessa’s head and blow her brains out execution style? Why? Because you said so? How do I know it wasn’t you?” 
 
   Dal jerked open his coat on both sides. “Do you see a gun on me? If you knew anything about me, you’d know I hate guns. I won’t touch one with a ten-foot pole, which just so happens to be much closer to my weapon of your choice.” 
 
   He grabbed her again as the door to the house opened and Kink came swaggering out. Kink ran his fingers through his close-cropped hair and fixed his cap back on straight. The van drove up, and Dal pulled her toward it. 
 
   “Where are we going?” Cat demanded. 
 
   “To find out who wanted your sister and my family dead,” Dal growled and shoved her through the sliding door Bill was holding open. 
 
   Kink climbed in after them. Dal pulled the door shut and ducked up into the front passenger seat next to Lucky. He adjusted the rear view so that he could see out of it and watched the Marquis pull out of its parking spot at a safe following distance. “We’ve got a tail,” Dal announced. “Probably BSI.” 
 
   “Means they don’t know what’s going on either,” Lucky answered with a shrug. “But they know it’s big enough to keep someone on it.” 
 
   “We’re going to have to lose them,” Bill said.
 
   Lucky turned his head to give Dal a long look. “Want me to lose them now or later?” 
 
   “We’re just going to The Clover. Let ‘em follow us that far. We’ll lose them after.” 
 
   “Pint and a good chase,” Lucky grinned. “Sounds right to me.” 
 
   Dal slipped back into the rear of the van and sat across from Cat who was glaring at Kink. “You didn’t tell me Nessa had a twin sister,” Dal said, to Kink. 
 
   “You didn’t ask,” the Irishman replied with a big grin. “Anyways, they’re easy enough to tell apart. Nessa’s the sugar. This one’s all spice. Looks like you got a taste.” He pointed at Dal’s chest. 
 
   Dal looked down and saw blood seeping through his nice, white shirt. He cursed, but there was nothing he could do about it now. He hoped no one at The Clover would bat an eye at a little blood. 
 
   “Whatever you want, you’d better ask,” Cat snapped. “I should be getting ready to bury my sister. I’m bolting the first chance I get.” 
 
   “I need the name of every Sullivan your sister’s been with in the last week,” Dal answered and pulled a notebook out of a pocket in the back of the seat. He fished around under the driver’s seat for a pen and threw both at her. 
 
   “I don’t have that information.” Cat shoved both back. 
 
   “Then you’ll get us her phone or her appointment book. However you two tracked your appointments, I need to see that.” 
 
   Cat sucked in a deep breath and chewed on her bottom lip where it was split. “The tricks at Elysium were arranged through Madam Maeve. But sometimes we pulled work on the side, Nessa more often than me. If she was involved in what happened, she wouldn’t have been stupid enough to do it at Elysium. It would have to be one of her private clients. If she stored that information anywhere, it’d be in her phone.”
 
   The van hit a bump, and they all leaned as Lucky steered over a curb and through a sharp right. The morning light passed over Cat’s face in broken lines. 
 
   “Here’s what’s going to happen,” Dal said after a minute. “We’re going into The Clover for a drink and a piss. You use that time to think good and hard about where your sister’s phone is and how I might narrow down the names on that list. Otherwise, I’m going to have to kill every one of those assholes until I get the right one. And I imagine that’ll be bad for business.” 
 
   “And after I tell you where to find her phone? What then?” 
 
   Dal leaned forward. “You’re going to do more than tell me. You’re going to show me. And then you’re going to hang out with Kink and Lucky here while I go and take care of business. They’re going to make sure you don’t run off to warn the Sullivans or tip off BSI.” 
 
   The van made another right and slowed going a narrow alley a few hundred yards before taking a left. Lucky squeezed the van into a tiny parking space on the end and shut off the engine. 
 
   Kink moved up to open the sliding door and hopped out, stretching. Dal reached forward to grab Cat, but she jerked her arm away. “I’m not running,” she snapped. “Just don’t fucking touch me.” 
 
   He moved aside and gestured to the door. “Ladies first.” 
 
   The Clover had been a lot of colors over the years, ranging from black to red to yellow. The one color it had never been—and never would be so long as William and Jacob Grimm owned the place—was green. It had a nice storefront, though, with an Irish flag and tasteful neon in the window. The back end where they were parked wasn’t much. Aside from the dumpster and cardboard press that The Clover shared with the craft store and the hardware stores on either side of it, the only thing back there was a dirt and grease stained door. It may have been white at one time, but now it was dingy shade of yellowish brown. 
 
   Bill went to the door and rapped twice. It opened to a grim-faced man, tall in stature, wearing a white apron. Even as he stood there, holding the door for them, William Grimm was working at polishing a glass. Dal had never seen him stop working, not while he was on shift. When Jacob came in in the evenings, the two swapped aprons, and the whole atmosphere changed. Jacob had a wild, cheery sort of energy that brought the place to life, always with a joke about his peg leg or some job he’d done for Mickey back when the two of them worked for hire. William, not so much. He’d lost three fingers on his left hand to one of Mickey’s many pairs of gardening shears. If he spoke of his time working for the Fairchilds, it was in a hushed, emotionless tone. He knew the price of bringing on Mickey’s temper all too well. 
 
   As Dal ducked in past him, he caught sight of the maimed remains of William’s finger stubs and made a mental note to ask to borrow a set of Mickey’s shears. When he found the bastard who stabbed h wife and child to death, he’d do more than cut off a few fingers. 
 
   The five of them wound through the kitchen where the smell of sausage, bacon, eggs and baked beans wafted up in the warm air and reminded Dal that he hadn’t eaten in two days. His stomach growled in protest. 
 
   “I’ll get you a plate,” William said in his soft voice as they made for the door out to the main bar. 
 
   The main part of the Clover wasn’t open to the public that early in the day, but there were still plenty of folk hanging around. The Grimms kept the place open twenty-four-seven for the Fairchilds to come and go as they pleased. The Clover was the place to go if any of them needed a bite, a drink or a safe space. Dal knew everyone in the place by name. He went through and patted a few on the back. They offered hugs and muttered support on h is way to side into a booth with his back to the wall. Lucky scooted in on one side and Kink gestured for Cat to take the other before he blocked her in. Bill took up his normal post by the door, ready to move if anything happened.
 
   “So,” Lucky started after they’d sat in awkward silence for a long while, “I heard there’s supposed to be a procession into Faerie come tomorrow.” 
 
   “That’s where Lachlan has decided Lena and Grania are to be buried,” Dal said and wished William would bring a drink so he could wash the taste of that out of his mouth. 
 
   “Oh.” Lucky shifted in his seat. “Will you be going?” 
 
   “I’ve seen enough of Faerie to last a lifetime. I’ll say my goodbyes this side of the portal.” 
 
   Kink grinned. “I’m going. I’d like to catch sight of a few nymphs. They’re supposed to be beautiful enough to make men go mad with desire.” 
 
   Lucky rolled his eyes. “That’s bullshit. Nobody this side but Lachlan and the other high-bloods know what’s on the other side, and there aren’t many of them left.”
 
   “Now that Lena’s gone, Lachlan’s the only full-blooded Fairchild Sidhe,” Dal said.
 
   Lucky’s eyes shone big and bright. “Ain’t nobody traveled between both sides of the portal but them in decades. Maybe longer.” 
 
   “Which is why I’m going. Might not get another chance to see what’s over there. They only go when one of the Sidhe dies, and that’s about as likely to happen again in my lifetime as the Red Sox winning the world series with their current line up. Right, Dal?” Kink reached behind Cat to elbow Dal in the ribs.
 
   Dal shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. I don’t follow baseball.” 
 
   “That’s un-American,” Lucky said, slapping the table. “I bet even she follows baseball, right?” 
 
   Cat shifted in her seat and scanned the room. “I need to pee. They got a ladies room in this joint?” 
 
   “Back by where we came in from the kitchen,” Lucky answered and pointed for her. “I’ll walk you there.” 
 
   Kink let her out, and the two of them walked across the bar toward the bathrooms just as William came out with a plate piled high with bacon, beans, and two stubby sausages. In his other hand, he carried a steaming plate of fried black blood pudding and three eggs over easy. He brought it to the table and placed it in front of Dal. 
 
   “Sorry to hear about Lena and the girl,” he offered just above a mumble and then moved off to pour three beers. He brought them back and placed them in the center of the table before scurrying off to clean something else. 
 
   Dal eyed the plates of food, sighed and pushed everything but a single strip of bacon at Kink. “Split this up between you two and the girl, will you?” 
 
   Kink looked over at him, his forehead wrinkled and his face fixed in a frown. “You sure? You need to eat, Dal. Mickey finds out you’re not seeing to your needs, he’ll string us both up by the balls.” 
 
   Dal waved the wiggly strip of bacon. “I’ve lived this long on a steady diet of bacon and beer. Might be too much of a shock to my system to do much else now.” 
 
   The two of them shared a laugh and Dal felt a little better. It was the first time he’d laughed since he found out. He bit into the bacon, which was soft, brown, warm and just the right side of done, and wondered what Lena would have made him for breakfast. 
 
   Lachlan had sent them a cook, a young elf with nimble hands and a strong preference for spicy flavors. Lena bought the elf a bus ticket, handed him a thousand dollars in cash and told him not to come back. She’d always preferred for her food to have a more earthy, subtle flavor. Half of everything Lena cooked tasted like potatoes. The other half was potatoes. 
 
   As bland as it was, Dal would have given anything to have her back in the kitchen, humming as she cooked. He’d come in, put his hands on her hips and kiss her lips. She always tasted of rosemary or sage, and he would playfully accuse her of literally sucking the flavor out of the food.
 
   Cat and Lucky came back from the bathrooms and Cat made a beeline for the jukebox on the opposite wall. Lucky waited beside her while she flipped through the records, pulled a dollar bill from inside her shirt and fed it to the machine. A quick and fast version of Whiskey in the Jar fed through the speakers and Cat smiled. William took up the tune and ruined it. Everything either of the brothers sang sounded like a funeral dirge, no matter how cheery it was. 
 
   “That Marquis is parked across the street,” Lucky informed them when they came back to the table. 
 
   Dal nodded and put the last bit of bacon in his mouth before picking up the pint and gulping half. “BSI is going to be a pain in our ass.”
 
   “You don’t think Agent Rosie Rose is in the Sullivan pocket, too, do you?” Kink asked and put a whole fried egg in his mouth at once. 
 
   Dal shrugged. “Probably. She gets paid to look away from both sides, but money only speaks so loud. If there are bodies piling in the street, she has to make a show or Washington will be on the next flight out to lay down the law.” He took another swallow of the beer. “And they won’t send people Lachlan and Teddy Sullivan can pay off.” 
 
   “Best be careful from here on out,” Lucky agreed. “Have you spoken to Lachlan about it?” 
 
   Fuck Lachlan, Dal wanted to say, but that phrase might sign his death warrant. Lachlan was nothing if not overly careful with who he kept in his employ. Even once he’d married into the family, Lachlan had never liked Dal. He’d jump at the chance to put him in a pair of iron shoes and toss him into the harbor. Nothing Dal did would ever be good enough for Lachlan. If not for the fact that Mickey took Dal under his wing, Lachlan might have killed Dal a long time ago, especially once he became aware that he and Lena were an item. That old traditionalist bastard had always thought his daughter married too far below her station… Maybe he was right.
 
   “Dal!” Lucky snapped his fingers in front of Dal’s face. “Did you talk to Lachlan yet?” 
 
   “I haven’t seen him since last week,” Dal growled in response. “You know we only communicated through Lena and Mickey unless we had no other choice.” 
 
   “That’s stupid.” Everyone at the table turned to stare at Cat who had spoken through chewing on a sausage. She continued as if she’d been invited to speak. “If you hate him so much, why do you work for him?” 
 
   “Do you like being a whore?” Dal snapped back at her. She stopped chewing and clenched the muscles in her jaw. “But you still do it.” 
 
   “What else is an elf this side of Faerie going to do?” she asked, color rising in her cheeks. “Should I be a servant? Work in menial labor? Maybe I should be your maid and clean your houses or sit on the street and beg? Fuck that.” Cat took another bite of her sausage. “At least as a whore I get something out of it. I got high-bloods and low-bloods alike lining up outside my door. The whorehouse is the one place where those roles reverse and you full-blooded fae ask me to hit you for a change.”
 
   Dal hadn’t thought of it that way. In fact, he didn’t have much occasion at all to think about elves. The fae hierarchy was complicated enough, with the high-blooded Sidhe at the top of the ladder and everyone else somewhere beneath them. But if their social status was a ladder, elves didn’t even get a rung. As the half-blood offspring of Sidhe and humans, elves were the bastard offspring of whores, criminals or other undesirables. The high-bloods viewed them as akin to animals most of the time. Except as whores. There, they were prized possessions, loved for being exotic and different, willing and able to do things wives, girlfriends and civilized women of fae society wouldn’t. Lachlan had his own private harem of elves, and it was commonplace, almost a rite of passage these days, for Earth-born low-bloods to practice sex with the elves so it wouldn’t be so awkward when they got to the real thing. 
 
   But Dal had always thought of them as expensive entertainers. Every elf he’d ever crossed paths with hadn’t been so upset with their lot in life. That was how things were. You didn’t upset the order of things just because you didn’t like them. It just wasn’t done. Even he wouldn’t challenge Lachlan over taking Lena and Grania to rest in Faerie. He’d done all he could, petitioning through Mickey for them to be buried here. Tradition said to leave it at that. 
 
   But what would happen if he didn’t?
 
   Dal cleared his throat and changed the subject to something less uncomfortable. “I think we’ve all had our fill. Let’s go out there, shake the tail and… Cat, where did your sister keep her phone?” 
 
   Cat swallowed the last bite of sausage. “BSI confiscated it along with all her other things. I imagine it’s sitting in an evidence locker somewhere in the station about now.”
 
   Dal ground his teeth. “You couldn’t mention this earlier?” 
 
   She gave a satisfied smile. “You didn’t ask.” 
 
   “Dal,” Lucky hissed leaning in. “What are you going to do? You can’t just break into the police station and steal evidence. Lachlan would lose his shit.” 
 
   A wicked smile spread across Dal’s face. “Boys, I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Bill leaned forward and tugged on his cap, chewing on a toothpick. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked Dal as he and Kink stripped off their shirts in the back of the van. “I mean if you want to get arrested, there might be an easier way.” 
 
   “Easier, yes,” Dal said and folded his shirt before undoing the buckle on his belt. “But I owe her for the shot to the jewels earlier. Pass me the marker, will you, Lucky?” 
 
   “And we don’t want to get shot at,” Kink added. 
 
   “But it is a bit cold out for it, don’t you think?” 
 
   “What’s the matter, Bill? Never taken the polar plunge?” Dal chuckled.
 
   “This is nothing,” Kink added. “You should try December in Northern Ireland. The missus once locked me out of the flat in nothing but my slippers. ‘Course I was so pissed, I mistook her for a sheep and tried to shear her arse.”
 
   Bill twisted around in his seat and stared. “Must have been some drink.” 
 
   “You haven’t seen my wife. Why do you think I spend so much time stateside?” Kink handed the marker to Dal. “Get my back, would you? Is the black showing up?” 
 
   “Not really,” Dal said with a frown. 
 
   “Try this.” Lucky handed back a white out pen. 
 
   Dal took it, shook it, and outlined the letters. It took all of a few seconds. “Better.”
 
   Kink turned around and grinned at Dal. “Well, the black will show up just fine on you. I’ve seen Irishmen paler than you, Dal. You need some sun.” 
 
   “You shut your whore mouth and write what I told you.” 
 
   The white out and permanent marker inside a small, closed space made them light headed. The fact that they’d done a few shots before coming out didn’t improve things. To an outsider, it was meant to look like a harmless drunken prank. They needed to be just drunk enough, just enough of a pain in the ass to get arrested. Not a problem for men of their disposition. 
 
   “Are you ready?” Kink asked, hooking his fingers in the handle of the sliding door. 
 
   Dal put a few finishing touches on his temporary ink and grabbed the flag they’d taken from in front of the pub. William hadn’t made a protest because they were Mickey’s boys, but Dal had promised to buy him a new one just the same. 
 
   “Let’s go.” 
 
   Kink threw open and the two of them hopped out, naked except for what they’d drawn on. Even though it was approaching midday, the air was brisk. Dal’s skin prickled and tightened in protest to the cold but, once they got running, it was only bad when he stepped barefoot into snow. They weaved back through the sidewalk at top speed, which had more than a few people on it. Most pedestrians gave them a wide berth, as they saw them running down the street from a long way off, waving the Irish flag between them. When they reached the spot where the Marquis was parked, they stopped to piss against the front tire. 
 
   Dal had never seen agents on a stakeout throw their doors open so fast. The pigs scrambled out either side, slipping and sliding on the ice, while Kink took off one way and Dal the other. Dal didn’t run so fast as to avoid being caught, but he made sure to give the fat cop chasing him plenty of exercise. When the pig caught him, it was only because Dal slowed to offer a salute to a female officer coming around the corner on foot. She stopped, looked him up and down, and smirked. Half a second later, the fat agent barreled into the back of Dal’s legs and knocked him face-first into a snowdrift. 
 
   “God… dammit…” the pig wheezed as he pulled Dal’s hands behind his back. Once he was cuffed, the agent stood, doubled over and took a minute to recover. “What… the hell?” 
 
   Dal turned his head so that his left cheek was pressed against the snow. “Can’t you read? Kiss my fine fae ass, BSI pig.” 
 
   The pig collected him with no help from the female officer who pulled out her phone and snapped a few pictures. When he was deposited in the back of the Marquis, Kink was already there, wriggling his painted ass pressed up against the glass. 
 
   “You boys picked the wrong day to go drunk streaking,” the skinny, long-faced agent in the front seat said adjusting his sunglasses. “I just got word they flew another agent in from Washington, a real hard ass. And he wants to talk to you.” 
 
   “Good,” Dal spat, adjusting so his ass wasn’t right on the leather seat. That was just uncomfortable. “Tell him I want to talk to him, too.” 
 
   “And call the local cunt, too,” Kink added, plopping into his seat. “Dal’s got a bone to pick with that bitch for how she did us earlier.” 
 
   The agents in the front scowled. The car lurched forward, and Dal smiled and nodded to Bill and Cat who were standing outside, watching the car speed by. By now, someone had heard them call it in over the scanner, and they were on their way to Lachlan to deliver the news. Dal and Kink had an hour, two at most to deal with the pigs, break into evidence and steal Nessa Blake’s cell phone. Easy. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 
 
   The station was on South Broadway, not a far drive from The Clover. The building itself was two stories of brick and a bit of glass. It wasn’t much to look at and barely registered in size compared to the other stations in Boston. Dal had been in and out of the station more times than he could count, most of the time in cuffs as he was then. But he’d never been marched in naked. 
 
   The agents argued back and forth whether they could do that and, in the end, called into the station and had jumpsuits brought out for them. Orange was never Dal’s color, but Kink wore it like a second skin. Neither of them protested in putting it on. They’d driven across town with the heat off and by the time they arrived, even Dal’s teeth were chattering. 
 
   Dressed in their new, bright orange jumpsuits, the agents walked them into the station and streamlined them through booking, which never took as long as it had the first time. Dal remembered that one well. He’d been twelve, and he’d stolen Mickey’s switchblade to slice open some short prick’s face. Lachlan himself came to the station to orchestrate his release. Lachlan had seemed a towering terror then, tall, broad-shouldered with a chiseled jaw and an imposing presence... Dal remembered sitting on his knees in the dark in front of Lachlan while Mickey belted him with an iron chain. The beating left him laid up and missing school for over a month. Lachlan just stood there, lording over him, lecturing the whole time. 
 
   “It’s not your place to decide who lives and dies,” his voice boomed in Dal’s memory. “Not any more than it’s the finger’s job to think for the hand or the hand’s job to think for the brain. Obedience, Dallon. That’s what you’re learning here today.” 
 
   It hadn’t been all bad. Since he missed so much school, Lachlan let him sit in on Lena’s lessons. It was the best month of his life, despite the two cracked ribs, swollen kidneys and bloody piss. Lena made everything better. She was what he looked forward to every hour he spent locked behind iron, every job, every god damn day… The only reason he stayed sane was because he could come back to her, pick Grania up, kiss her on the forehead and read to her from the Fae Children’s Devotional every night. 
 
   The night he went out to do his last job for Mickey and left them alone, she’d asked him to read, but he shooed her away. “Daddy’s busy,” he said and gave her a gentle shove. He was on the phone with Mickey at the time. “Tomorrow.” 
 
   Lena took Grania’s hand, knelt and smiled the way she did when she wanted to make Grania laugh. “Daddy’s working. Come on. I’ll read to you.” 
 
   She was still reading when Dal grabbed his hat and pike and went to the front door. He stopped to listen to the sounds of them upstairs and considered going up to kiss them both, but stupidly decided against it. 
 
   There was always tomorrow… Until there wasn’t. 
 
   “Mr. O’Connor.” 
 
   A set of thin fingers snapped in front of his face and jerked him from the memory. The man behind them was a stranger. Tall and dark with a crooked nose, chin length, wavy, dark hair, strong cheekbones and striking gray eyes. When he spoke, it was with a strong Slavic accent that made Dal’s skin crawl. 
 
   He didn’t much care for any breed of Slavs. Most of his dealings had been with a group out of New York. They were Ukrainian and mean, fang-toothed assholes who would kill you as soon as look at you. 
 
   This one wasn’t full vampire though he dressed as if he were. He wore a long coat and a big, floppy hat sat on the table between them. He could tell by the eyes. The thing across from him was another half-blood.
 
   “My name is Abraham Helsinki.” 
 
   “You’re with BSI,” Dal cut in. “I heard you the first time. What do you want?” 
 
   “I want what you want. To find the person who murdered your wife and child.” The chair creaked as Agent Helsinki leaned forward. “And the elf girl in the morgue.”
 
   Dal tugged at the brass chains that kept him bound to the table. “What you want to arrest him, put him through the system and behind bars where he can continue to work. That’s not good enough.” 
 
   “On the contrary. It is easier for me to let you kill him. I am inclined to do so, provided the bastard in question is a Sullivan. Or at least a Fairchild that deserves it.” 
 
   Dal swallowed and studied Agent Helsinki carefully. Lachlan might have him on the take. The Fairchilds had connections as high up as congress and the presidential cabinet. It wasn’t a far jump to assume there were other agents on his payroll besides Rosie Rose. But this foreign half-vampire didn’t seem the type Lachlan would approach. It felt wrong. 
 
   “Why does a ruble-head half-blood give two shits about the Sullivans or the Fairchilds?” 
 
   “Mr. O’Connor, I did not fly to Boston to sit in this dingy room and interrogate you for streaking through the street with obscenities written on your person.” 
 
   “And you’re not here to meet with Lachlan, or I would have heard about it.”
 
   The agent across from him folded his hands and leaned back in his chair. “Things are changing. Many things. All over this nation, supernaturals like yourself have formed footholds of power. Whenever that balance of power shifts, my employer is inclined to be informed and to extend a hand to those willing to work with him.” 
 
   Dal frowned. “Your employer? You’re not talking about BSI, are you?” 
 
   A smile spread across the half-blood vampire’s face, showing his fangs. “I am glad we understand each other so far. I am here to report on that transition, to watch and observe. And when the shift happens, it is my sincere hope that you and I will speak again.” 
 
   “What the fuck does that mean?” 
 
   Agent Helsinki lifted his hat. Sitting on the table beneath it was a white cellular phone in a protective, pink case. “Your dark skinned comrade indicated that obtaining this was the objective of your streak through the street?” 
 
   Dal bit his lip and turned his head away. “We were just out for a bit of fun. No harm done.” 
 
   The door to the interrogation room jerked open and a middle-aged woman with gray hair and a wicked smart glint in her eye charged in carrying a briefcase. “My client is done answering your questions,” she barked at the agent. 
 
   Agent Helsinki chuckled at her intrusion and stood. “There is no need for that. If Mr. O’Connor can promise to keep his clothing on in public from now on, I will see to it that the pending charges are dropped.” 
 
   The lawyer pulled out the chair next to Dal and sat at the table, smiled menacingly, and said, “Deal, provided Kink gets the same treatment.”
 
   “Of course,” said the agent, straightening his coat and placing his hat on his head. “Do try to keep your clothes on. It is cold out there.” He went to the door and paused. “Oh, and if you find the owner of that cellular phone, please return it. Sadly, my efforts were fruitless.” 
 
   He left and, shortly after, another cop came in to unlock the cuffs. Dal and Kink were both released without much fanfare or incident and traded in their lovely orange jumpsuits for sweats and the jackets their lawyer brought. 
 
   She went with them out of the station and waited with them for Lachlan’s driver to pick them up. She lit a cigarette with shaky hands as they stood on the sidewalk. 
 
   “Still smoking,” Kink mumbled. “That stuff will kill you, love.” 
 
   “Hemlock, belladonna, and monkshood haven’t killed me,” she answered, blowing out a puff of smoke. “If cigarettes can do the job, I’m all for it.” 
 
   “I might need something special whipped up, Wendy,” Dal said, digging his hands deeper into the jacket pockets. The weight of the phone pulled it further down on one side, and the jacket was a size too small, but at least he didn’t have to stand naked in the afternoon cold. “Something slow. Painful.” 
 
   “I’m out of that game now,” Wendy Fairchild told him. “I’m just a regular, boring tree nymph with a gardening hobby.” 
 
   “But if I asked you, you’d do it?” 
 
   She turned and studied him, a wrinkle forming over the bridge of her nose and a sour look on her face. “You know I’d do anything for you, honey. But Lachlan’s not happy about you getting BSI involved. I got a feeling he’s going to call you off and let Mickey handle finding the guy.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “That’s bullshit,” Kink interjected. “It was his bloody family! He has a right!” 
 
   “Quiet,” Wendy snapped. “We’re on an open street. And it’s not up to me. I just know what I hear. And I hear Lachlan wasn’t happy to hear of your little stunt, Dal.”
 
   “Lachlan can bite my ass, too.” 
 
   “Careful there, Dal. Remember who you are.” 
 
   “You mean remember my fucking place!” Dal kicked a snow drift and spun on her. “Fuck you and fuck Lachlan. If he wants me to back down, he can deliver the message himself. I’m done dealing with middlemen, intermediaries, and lawyers.” He turned again and stormed up the street away from her. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Kink called after him. 
 
   Dal didn’t answer. 
 
   It was a long, cold walk back to The Clover, and Dal took the time to go through the phone. Like most phones, it was password protected but, like most whores, Nessa wasn’t particularly smart. How brainy could she be with a password like one-two-three-four? Not at all now, he mused as he remembered Cat had told him how her sister had been shot in the back of the head execution style. 
 
   Her contacts were mostly empty aside from people he didn’t know. The last call the phone recorded was from a number marked private so that was useless, too. Her calendar was a colorful mess. Evenings at Elysium. Doctors appointments. Hair and nail appointments. Busy girl, Nessa Blake. The only time she didn’t have some kind of appointment was Thursday nights. Those were blocked off in big, green boxes labeled: B.D.M. That was it. No name, no address, no notes. The box corresponded to a phone number that looked local.
 
   That’s got to be a John, Dal thought, scrolling. Her B.D.M. appointments had gone from once a month to once a week and then twice a week it looked like, with the last visit being two days before the hit. There were other Johns, other initials listed with no corresponding information, but this was her only regular and the only one that increased in frequency. 
 
   Dal pocketed the phone and picked up his pace. Cat might know who those initials belonged to. After all, she did say they sometimes did a double act or traded out places. That girl was the key to finding who was behind everything. Dal just hoped Bill and Lucky had kept her safe while he was in chains. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Bill, Lucky, and Cat were still at The Clover playing cards. When Dal walked in, the three of them looked like they’d become good friends over a few pints. Lucky waved him over and remarked, “Well, if it isn’t the conquering hero back from inside. How was it?” 
 
   Dal ignored him and grabbed Cat by the arm, pulling her up. “Ow! Hey, that hurts!” 
 
   He shoved the phone in her face, the calendar open. “Who is B.D.M?” 
 
   “What?” She twisted her face in confusion. 
 
   “B.D.M. It was one of her clients, right? And the only one that picks up in frequency. Who is he?” 
 
   Cat jerked her arm away and turned to eye the small crowd of men who had turned to watch. Dal didn’t care who saw. Lachlan would always be one step too far behind him to stop him. 
 
   “B.D.M.” She repeated the letters and rolled her tongue over her lip in thought. “That’s got to be Big Dick McAlister. His real name’s Francis or something, but he goes by Dick. Fitting.”
 
   “Is he connected to the Sullivans?” 
 
   “I don’t know.” She sank back into the booth and sat on the edge of the leather seat. “I only saw him once when Nessa was double booked. I went as her. Wore her clothes, her perfume, everything. That bastard still figured it out and damn near killed me. He has a temper.” 
 
   “There’s a Rich McAlister who works over at the Sullivan’s garage,” Bill said and shrugged. “Might be the same one.” 
 
   “We need to know for sure.” Dal shoved the phone at her. “Set up a meeting.” 
 
   Cat frowned and shoved the phone out of her face. “No way. If he knows about Nessa, he’ll refuse anyway. And if he doesn’t, he’ll wise up as soon as he sees me and bolt.” 
 
   “We’ll handle that. You make the call.” When she didn’t take the phone, Dal added, “Do you want to find who killed your sister or not?”
 
   “Fine,” Cat snapped and ripped the phone out of his fingers. “But not in here. It’s too noisy, and Nessa would never call from a pub.” 
 
   Dal put a hand on her shoulder and led her toward the bathroom, pushing open the door and forcing her inside. He followed and locked the door behind him, crossing his arms and leaning against it. “Call.” 
 
   Cat paced into the open stall and dropped the toilet lid before sitting down and crossing one leg over the other. She pressed a few buttons, shifted her hair away from her ear and lifted the phone. After a moment of silence, she purred into the receiver, “Hey, lover.” Pause. Her eyes met Dal’s. “Are we still on for tomorrow night? I’m really sorry, but I have to go out of town. No, nothing serious. But can we meet tonight instead? Yeah, honey. My place. No, half price since I’m inconveniencing you. Nine o’clock? Sure. Uh-huh. Okay. See you then.” She hung up and lowered the phone. “If he knew about Nessa, he lied really well.”
 
   “I got that.” 
 
   “If he finds out—”
 
   “He won’t. I’ll get you a high-end glamor. That’ll cover everything unless he’s a heavy hitter.”
 
   Cat crossed her arms. “He’s seen through them before.”
 
   “He won’t have long enough, not with the one I’ll get you. All you have to worry about is getting him talking. I need to know if he was passing orders of any kind to Nessa and from who. If things go south, me and the boys will be lying in wait, ready to break it up.” 
 
   Cat didn’t look convinced, but she stood and held the phone out to Dal. When he grabbed it, she didn’t let go until he met her eyes. The look on her face was tense, her eyebrows pushed close together. “I’m trusting you not to let me die. I probably shouldn’t trust a full-blooded fae to do more than fuck me but… Don’t let him kill me, Dallon.” 
 
   The plea made his throat feel tight. Staring into her eyes, her face transformed into Lena’s. They looked nothing alike except in the eyes. There, the similarities were striking enough that Dal had to fight not to take her in his arms and squeeze her tight. 
 
   “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” he promised and then cleared his throat. “Just play along and you’ll come out the other side just fine.” He opened the bathroom door, and the two of them walked out together. “I’ll have Bill take you to your place so you can get set up. He’ll stand guard nearby. And if anyone comes looking for you or Nessa, he’ll be there to put an end to it.” 
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I promised you the best glamor money can buy. I aim to deliver.” 
 
   What he didn’t tell her was that getting that glamor meant going to see Lachlan Fairchild, the last person on Earth that he wanted to see.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Lachlan lived in Beacon Hill in an impressive, colonial style home. From his front porch, he could see Boston Commons, the oldest park in the nation. There were enough trees in the summer with lush leaves that he lived in perpetual shade in the heat. In the winter, the house sat in direct sunlight and the many fireplaces made it warm and inviting. In the evening, the glow of the gas lights over the red brick streets made Beacon Hill, and Beacon Street, in particular, one of the most beautiful and most expensive neighborhoods on the east coast. 
 
   The gate that lined the property was made of silver encased in a non-iron metallic alloy, giving Lachlan’s home a strong buzz of magick on the other side. Wards and sigils hid behind everything: protective wards on the flower pots, sigils of health and happiness carved into bricks, spells for fortune and luck in the fountain and even a warming spell to melt the ice on the stairs. In Faerie, such things would have been commonplace, but most fae on Earth couldn’t afford the time and energy needed to make such wards. Lachlan, though, didn’t have to waste his own. That’s what he had people for. 
 
   Dal stepped through the gate and paused as the familiar buzz of magick washed over him. The first time he’d been to Lachlan’s house—which wasn’t until he was a full grown man, come to call on Lena—he’d nearly fallen over when the wall hit him. It had taken several trips before he learned to move slowly and pause at the entrance, giving his body time to acclimatize. It also gave Lachlan’s early warning wards time to activate and notify him that someone had come onto the grounds. Dal stood and waited until he saw one of the lace curtains in the second-story window move aside. Lachlan’s butler, Perry, glared down at him and dropped the curtain. 
 
   By the time Dal made it up the stairs and onto the porch, Perry had come downstairs and opened the door. Perry gave Dal his signature frown and adjusted his suit. “Master Lachlan is expecting you.” 
 
   He’d better be, Dal thought but didn’t dare voice it aloud. 
 
   Dal wiped his feet on the rug and stepped in. Inside, the house had polished wood floors, expensive rugs, and warm colors. Archways separated one room from the next, all pristine white. The fireplace in the foyer roared and crackled. Perry meant for him to wait to be shown to Lachlan’s office, but Dal could find it just fine on his own and walked on through without waiting for the butler. 
 
   Lachlan’s office was on the bottom floor, past the stairs and through a set of sliding doors. Dal did not dare breach the barrier the doors created. Here, there was enough firepower behind the wards and symbols that it might have kept a whole army of trolls at bay. Impressive, even to Dal. 
 
   Perry rushed up, huffed once and then slid his delicate fingers into the crack between the doors, pushing them aside. “Dallon O’Connor to see you, Master Lachlan.” 
 
   Lachlan looked up from the paper he was reading, sitting on the edge of his desk. He was everything Dal was not. Tall, attractive even for a fae, strong without looking too intimidating… And he looked good in everything he wore, from the expensive suits he wore to black tie galas to the casual brown vest and slacks he was wearing now. The man never had a hair out of place. He was the heartthrob of every girl in Boston, humans and fae alike. And Dallon hated him for it almost as much as he hated that smug, narcissistic grin. 
 
   “Come in, Dal, and close the door.” 
 
   The cockroach of a butler scurried away and Dal did as he was told. 
 
   “Sit,” Lachlan gestured to one of the two leather chairs in front of his desk and Dal sat. They didn’t speak at first as Lachlan did what he always did, choosing to sift through his mail and pretend Dal wasn’t there. Making him wait was his way of asserting control over the situation. Nothing would happen, not even conversation, unless Lachlan initiated it. 
 
   “Wendy gave you my message?” 
 
   “In a round about sort of way. Mickey gave you mine?” 
 
   He looked up from sorting his mail, emerald green eyes boring through Dal’s skull. “Lena was my daughter. Sidhe. I know it’s difficult for you to understand how it works but there are rules that must be followed. Customs.” 
 
   Dal dug his fingernails into the leather arm rests and spoke through gritted teeth. “Lena and Grania were my everything. I loved her. She loved this place. I knew her better than anyone, and she would never have wanted to be buried in Faerie.” 
 
   “Love is not enough reason to subvert ten thousand years of tradition.” He dropped his mail haphazardly to the desk. “I recall us having this conversation before, Dallon.” 
 
   “And then you recanted when you saw what taking your blessing away did to her. It nearly destroyed her.” 
 
   Lachlan lowered his gaze. “It was a moment of weakness, as all fathers are prone to when it comes to their daughters.” 
 
   For the first time, Dal saw something other than steadfast resolution in Lachlan’s face. In the way he flexed his jaw and thinned his lips, Dal thought he saw regret. 
 
   “I won’t fight you further on it,” Dal offered. “You know my objection so let’s leave it at that. But I won’t stay my hand in finding her killer. By tradition, vengeance is more than just my right. It’s my duty.” 
 
   “I didn’t authorize what you did to Blayne Sullivan,” Lachlan said with a sigh and tucked his hands into his pockets. “I didn’t authorize Mickey grabbing him off the street either. My intention was to cooperate with BSI and work through legal channels.” 
 
   “That’s bullshit!” Dal shouted and rose to his feet. “This guy cannot go to prison, Lachlan. I won’t allow it. I’ll die first.” 
 
   “That can be arranged,” Lachlan snapped back and then paused to collect himself, running his hands through his wavy, graying hair. “You have to realize that things aren’t the same as they were before the Revelation. We can’t just drop bodies and start wars in the street. There’s much more at stake than prison sentences. The entire organization could crumble with the wrong word, Dal. Things are delicate, our relations with Agent Rose even more so. If you had just waited, I would have been able to create an arrangement to satisfy both parties.”
 
   “You mean you could have taken care of him on the inside.” 
 
   Lachlan agreed with a single bob of his head. 
 
   “But not with me pulling the trigger.” 
 
   Lachlan sighed. “There are forces and treaties at play that you know nothing about.”
 
   “Then enlighten me,” Dal said, leaning forward. “Bring me into the circle.” 
 
   He couldn’t believe what he was asking. He’d never wanted to be a part of Lachlan’s inner circle, the small group of men who orchestrated everything within the family, deciding who lived, who died, who spoke and who stayed silent. Mickey himself was part of that circle and Dal never considered himself anything more than one of Mickey’s boys. But he was tired of being on the outside and running blind. Lena and Grania’s murder had pushed him to a point where, if he didn’t go deeper, he might be tempted to come up for air and see things from the outside. He needed to go further into the family, see how it worked on the inside. Otherwise, he would be forced to turn his back on everything and walk away. 
 
   But Lachlan’s response was a dismissive chuckle. “A redcap in the circle? I think not.” 
 
   “Don’t call me that.” Dal scowled at the human word. It felt like a slur. All the stories, the lies… They made him into a monster that killed for the joy of it. That was not how Dal saw himself. He didn’t like the idea of being reduced to nothing but the few times he’d had to use lethal force to do a job. Most of the time, the worst anyone got was a few bruises and maybe a busted rib or two. He’d certainly never dyed his hat in human blood. That was disgusting. 
 
   “The term applies. That’s what you were brought up to be. It’s the best you could hope for, given your lineage.” 
 
   “You mean because I’m low-blooded. Or maybe you prefer the term mongrel.” That’s what Lachlan had always called Mickey’s boys growing up. Dal recalled how he would walk down the line of them after ordering them to fight. It was never good enough, so he’d line them up and insult them before telling them to get back to it. The second fights were always meaner, harder, but so much more satisfying. Dal learned to see Lachlan’s face in every one of his brothers’ as his fist came down. 
 
   Lachlan smirked. “If the shoe fits.” 
 
   “I didn’t come here for this. I need a glamor. A good one. One that other fae can’t see through.” 
 
   The Sidhe pursed his lips, rose and walked behind his desk. “This is part of your… investigation?” 
 
   “You might say that, yeah.” 
 
   “And how is that going?” 
 
   Dal hesitated, though he wasn’t sure why. He shouldn’t have been afraid to tell Lachlan what he was doing, but after everything, he was worried Lachlan would order him to stop. Since he couldn’t, the only way that could end was with one of them dead. And Lachlan’s reach was much longer than Dal’s. 
 
   “I’m closing in,” he answered at length. “I’ve got one or two more cages to rattle, and then I’m sure I should have a name.” 
 
   “Word has it that you’ve got an elf whore in your company.” 
 
   “We all grieve in our own way.” The answer came automatically and Lachlan glared at him. “She’s got information. I’m not sleeping with her, Lachlan.” 
 
   “And what would it matter? I couldn’t care what you do on your own time. But I do care what the glamor is for.” He brought out a wooden box, the lid covered in intricate symbols and placed it in the center of his desk. 
 
   “I’m meeting with someone low on the Sullivan totem pole,” Dal lied and shrugged. “It’s probably not wise to make myself known, especially if I want the truth.” 
 
   Lachlan studied his face for a long moment, long enough that Dal doubted he’d convinced him of his purpose. Lying was a grievous crime in fae circles, even lies by omission. A lot of humans believed that meant they couldn’t lie, which was a lie in itself that the fae powers that be decided to let fester. Dal could lie. He just didn’t consider himself very good at it. 
 
   But if Lachlan didn’t buy the lie, he didn’t say anything about it. He opened the box, took out a small vial of sparkling, indigo liquid and held it out to Dal. “It’s uncut so don’t go wild, and the fact that it’s stronger means it won’t last as long. A skilled or particularly attentive fae will still know something’s amiss but, if you’re careful, it should be enough.” 
 
   Dal took the vial and shook it. Inside, the lights danced and crashed against each other, creating even brighter explosions of bright light that seemed to fold back into the indigo dark before exploding again into a spinning tunnel of flashing colors. 
 
   He tucked it into his jacket pocket, nodded and stood. “Thanks.” 
 
   “Get it out of your system, Dal. I’m meeting with Teddy Sullivan tomorrow before the procession and could use you at my side.”
 
   Dal frowned. Why would Lachlan sit down with Teddy after what had happened to Lena? Unless he meant to head off the war that was coming. If the statement was meant to suggest that Dal should back off and wait for Lachlan to deal out justice, it fell on deaf ears.
 
   “What time?”
 
   “Before dawn. Here.”
 
   That seemed odd. Then again, Lachlan was paranoid. Here, in his sanctuary, there were dozens of doors behind which Lachlan could retreat and live to make an escape. 
 
   Dal nodded. “I’ll be here,” he promised. 
 
   “And wear something nice for once.” 
 
   Dal left without acknowledging him and imagined Lachlan stewing over that disrespect for the next hour. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 
 
   Darkness fell heavy over the streets of South Boston before Dal made it to the address Cat had given him. He met Bill and Lucky there and traded into his clothes before going in. He pressed the glamor into Cat’s palm, relayed the warning and then watched as she drank the whole thing down in a single gulp. She tossed the glass vial into the trash and then slapped a lighter into Dal’s hand. “Help me light the candles.” 
 
   He looked around the tiny house. It had the minimum furnishings to make it livable and Nessa had kept it clean but it wasn’t what Dal would call homey. Eclectic, maybe, but not homey. He flicked the lighter and held it against the wick of a pink candle. “Nessa was really into pink, huh?” 
 
   “Pink, lace, roses… You name anything soft and girly, that was Nessa’s selling point. She did all kinds of weird stuff. Even pretended to be kids for some guys. Freaked me the hell out.” She lit a stick of incense, blew it out and fanned the smoke. “I cater to a different crowd.” 
 
   “Like kinky stuff.” 
 
   She turned and offered a hesitant smile, adjusting the pink garters she wore. “Everything in the right light is sexy to someone. Just have to find the right light and the right someone.” 
 
   “I don’t know about that.” He lit another candle. “I don’t really do whips and chains and the like.” 
 
   “Everybody’s got a kink.” 
 
   “I don’t.” 
 
   “You do. It just makes you uncomfortable to talk about it. It’s taboo. Taboo creates allure, curiosity. Excitement. The key to figuring it all out is finding where the line is and pushing just enough to bend and not break it.” 
 
   He struck the lighter again and tipped a candle over into the flame. “You sound like you know your trade.” 
 
   Cat unfolded a pink, lace tablecloth and spread it over her plain wooden table, smoothing her palm over it. “Seventy-five percent of what I do is psychology. A lot of the time, I know my clients better than they know themselves. It’s the same with cheap fortune tellers. They don’t really read your palm or your face. They watch how you walk, listen to how you speak, look for little ticks of character in your lips and your eyes. That tells me everything I need to know about everyone. Take you for instance.”
 
   Dal turned around after lighting the last candle and found her sitting on the table, one leg crossed over the other. “Me?” 
 
   She smirked and lowered her head. “You’re the reluctant hero type. A sort of black sheep white knight. You’ve seen a lot of pain, enough to last you a lifetime. It doesn’t make you feel inadequate. It’s your strength, the thing that gets you up in the morning. Your scars are a badge, and you wear them with pride. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt. You don’t pay for the sex. You pay for the chance to feel, to turn that tough exterior off. You like it when it hurts because it reminds you who you are underneath. You think you deserve it.”
 
   “Stop it,” Dal snapped and turned away. “You don’t know the first fucking thing about me.” 
 
   Cat sighed and hopped off the table. “This whole crusade for vengeance, it isn’t even about killing the guy, is it? Part of you doesn’t want to know.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   But she just kept on as she went around the room, adjusting things. “It’s regret that makes you do it. Guilt.” She turned and gave him a hard look and a wicked smile. “It’s always guilt.” 
 
   “I said shut the fuck up!” Dal drew the silver cylinder from his pocket and slammed it on the counter. The candles jumped and one overturned, dumping wax all over. 
 
   “Now look what you’ve done!” she shrieked and ran over to clean up the mess. “He’s going to be pissed if the place is a mess…” 
 
   As Cat scooped up the wax with her bare hands and tried to wipe it into the trash, the doorbell rang. “It’s him,” she hissed and gestured for Dal to hide. He slid out of the kitchen and into a small broom closet, pulling the door closed until the only light was a thin strip across his face. 
 
   The doorbell rang again, this time repeatedly until she called, “Coming, love.” 
 
   From his hiding place, Dal couldn’t see much, but he could hear. The door opened, and a deep, gruff voice responded to Cat’s greeting. The door closed, and two sets of footsteps came back into the kitchen. 
 
   “… short notice,” Cat was saying. “But I’ll make it up to you however you want.” 
 
   “Damn right you will.” 
 
   Dal leaned to the side and watched as McAlister picked Cat up and deposited her on the table. He was a big bloke, almost as wide as he was tall. McAlister had to be every bit of four hundred pounds. With his squished face, red nose, and protruding jaw, Dal wondered how he could go out without a glamor and not scare children. McAlister fumbled with his zipper. 
 
   Cat’s hand shot out and touched McAlister’s wrist lightly. “What’s the hurry?” 
 
   The move got her belted across the mouth. Cat’s head snapped to the side with enough force to send blood and spittle splashing against the nearest wall. “Don’t fucking touch me, whore!” 
 
   When Cat turned her head back to McAlister, there was fire in her eyes. Dal realized too late that Cat’s temper had gotten the best of her, and she’d broken the act. McAlister saw right through it. Glamor or no glamor, he knew he’d been tricked when she swung claws back at him. McAlister caught her hand by the wrist and then her other wrist. He picked her up, swung her like dead weight and let go. Cat’s head crashed into the cabinets, and she lay there, barely moving as McAlister closed on her. 
 
   Dal almost pushed open the door and went to stop him but paused when he remembered Cat’s analysis of his personality. He didn’t want to make her right. But he also had promised not to let her die at McAlister’s hands. The mental tug of war made him hesitate. In that moment, McAlister launched into a monolog that told Dal all he needed to hear. 
 
   “I knew it wasn’t Nessa,” he growled and grabbed Cat by the shoulders. He lifted her and then dropped her. The whole floor shook with her impact. “I knew when you called, bitch. Nessa’s cold and dead since this morning. But don’t worry. I got my rocks off before all that.” His belly shook with laughter. 
 
   Cat tried to crawl away, but McAlister had other ideas. He grabbed her by the hair and forced her head around, grabbing her chin with his other hand and lifting it so she would look up at him. “You know it was me who capped your sister, right? Right after I fucked her. Now, word up the chain is you’ve been talking to one of Mickey Fairchild’s boys.”
 
   “I wasn’t…” she stammered. 
 
   “You was. You’re helping him.” He dropped her chin and roared with laughter again. “That’s fucking hilarious. You’ve no idea, do you? What’s he think? The Sullivans bumped her off as retaliation for some pusher on the street? Does he think Teddy Sullivan is so stupid? Your whore sister was smart enough to figure it out.” 
 
   Cat lifted her head. She tried to fight him, but he grabbed her by the throat and squeezed. Tears streamed down Cat’s cheeks as she managed a single word. “Why?”
 
   McAlister grinned. “Does that low-blood twat redcap really think Lachlan would let him keep Lena all to himself? No, not when that snatch could be traded for something far more valuable.” 
 
   Dal broke out into a cold sweat, and his heart pounded in his ears. What was he suggesting? That Lachlan had traded Lena for his gain to the Sullivans? What could he possibly have hoped to gain? And it made no sense. Lena loved him as much as he loved her. She would never… She couldn’t. 
 
   But then McAlister boasted about it as he continued to beat on Cat. He bragged about how Lachlan had traded Lena to Teddy Sullivan since before she’d even bled. Since she was a child! And when Lena got too old for Teddy to be interested, there were other girls, other names that Dal knew. Children given to appease a sick and twisted man who couldn’t get it up for grown women… But children. 
 
   McAlister picked Cat’s broken and bloody face up off the floor and pinned her against the counter, his back to Dal. “And do you know why she had to die? Because the night Teddy came for little Grania while daddy was out of the way, Lena stood in the way. I should know. Was my knife that did her while they stood by and watched.” 
 
   That was all Dal could take. He kicked open the door, threw a flash of rage-fueled magick into the silver in his palm, turning it into a silver bat that he swung at McAlister’s head. The crash of the door made McAlister turn and throw up an arm. He tried to side step out of Dal’s way, but he was too big, too clumsy. The bat hit his head and knocked him aside. He didn’t go down, so Dal swung again. McAlister stumbled and fell, groaning. Dal was still blind with rage as he turned the bat over and aimed for McAlister’s eyeballs. Slamming the handle into McAlister’s skull, he heard the ripe sound of a melon breaking and the murmured sound of the passing of life gurgled out of his throat. Even though he was dead, Dal didn’t stop slamming the silver bat into his head until he was pounding a wet pile of meat on the floor. 
 
   Too exhausted to continue and splattered in blood, Dal sank to his knees and threw the bat away. It couldn’t be true, he thought he swayed back and forth. Lachlan was a calculating bastard who would do almost anything to increase his foothold of power… But cater to a pedophile? And his own daughter and granddaughter? It had to be a lie. 
 
   He turned his head to the sound of Cat being sick in the sink. She was beaten and bloody, too, but not nearly as bad as he’d first imagined. McAlister’s blows and stomping had mainly been targeted at her backside which was bare now and darkening with bruises. 
 
   As he stood there, chest heaving with the effort of breath, a flash of memory hit him hard. 
 
   After Mickey had beat him bad enough that he couldn’t go to school, while he was attending lessons with Lena, he’d seen Teddy. Long-faced, big eared, mustached and grandfatherly, he came into Lena’s kitchen in the middle of the lesson and removed his hat. Lena grabbed for Dal’s hand under the table and squeezed so tight that it hurt. The tutor looked up and offered a nervous smile to the grandfatherly old fae. “Mr. Sullivan! What a surprise!”
 
   Teddy flicked his wrist, and a red rose appeared in his hand. He offered it to Lena. “I hear it’s someone’s tenth birthday,” he said, grinning. “I have a present for you, Lena. Would you like to see it? It’s upstairs in your room.” 
 
   She squeezed his palm even tighter. “Can Dal come and see it, too?” 
 
   Teddy’s smile faded. “Oh, no my dear. This is something special just for you. Come on now.” 
 
   She didn’t want to go, but after the tutor urged her and Teddy insisted, she eventually went. Her big brown eyes looked so sad from the doorway as she looked back at Dal. Later, he found her in her room, crying. The floor was littered with torn rose petals, and her hands were bloody. 
 
   “What happened?” he asked, limping into the room on his crutch. 
 
   Lena pawed at her eyes and gripped the naked stem of the rose tighter. Dal hobbled over to her and pried her hands open to find she’d been digging the thorns into her palms. 
 
   “Don’t ever give me roses, Dal,” she cried and threw her arms around him. 
 
   And he never had. Not once. 
 
   In the present, Dal’s skin prickled and his whole body shook as it all came together. The fighting with the Sullivans… Lachlan… Had he tried to use Grania as leverage to sue for peace? And Lana had stood between them, protecting their child. If so, Lachlan was as guilty as Teddy. He’d gut them both and feed them their entrails. But they weren’t the only ones. Mickey had sent him out that night on a bullshit errand that anyone could have handled. He’d wanted Dal out of the way. Mickey knew.
 
   Dal hoisted himself back to his feet. Then that’s where he would start. Mickey. Teddy. Lachlan. He’d kill all three, but first, he needed to see to Cat. He reached for her and mumbled, “How bad is it?” 
 
   She pushed him away. “Don’t,” she screamed and backed away from him. 
 
   “But you’re bleeding.” 
 
   She shook her head and tears fell as she pressed herself against the far wall. “Why didn’t you come sooner?” 
 
   Dal let his arm fall limply to his side. “I’m sorry. I should have… I should have known.” A strange sound came out of him, a broken whimper followed by a choking sob. He leaned against the counter and drew his hand over his face, wiping away the blood. Why couldn’t he have seen? He would have… He could have…
 
   What, Dal, he wondered. What could you have done? And what will you do now? If you kill Lachlan and Teddy, you’ll have signed your own death warrant. Half the east coast will be gunning for you. But you can’t leave them unavenged, not after what they did. You weren’t there when she needed you. When they needed you. The least you can do now is show the fuck up. 
 
   He sobbed into his hand and let his shoulders shake, not because he was mourning the loss of his wife and child, but because he hadn’t seen. All those times when she flinched away, it wasn’t because she knew he’d just beaten a man to death or broken ribs and kneecaps or set fire to a car. It was because he hadn’t saved her. He’d come too late. 
 
   Cat’s arm wound up over his shoulder and the other around his chest. She murmured an apology at him, but he didn’t hear it. He turned into her, burying his head into the bloodstains on her chest and let himself cry. She squeezed back. They stayed like that for a long time, until Dal felt numb again. 
 
   “Tell me what I can do to help,” she said, stroking his cheek. 
 
   Dal took a deep breath and stood, drawing a knuckle under his nose, thinking. “I need to get cleaned up. I don’t want to show up to Lachlan’s meet looking like this.” 
 
   “Sure. I’ll send your friends for fresh clothes. And let me run you a bath and help you get cleaned up.” 
 
   He looked down at himself. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be alone,” Cat added. “And neither should I.” 
 
   He nodded slowly. She offered a broken smile, put an arm around his back, and they helped each other up the stairs. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Warm water cascaded over Dal’s back as she scrubbed away blood, bits of brain and permanent marker in silence. Dal had expected her to scrub until his skin was red and raw but Cat was surprisingly capable of gentility. That made him feel all the more guilty over not coming out of the closet to help her sooner. He wanted to apologize again, this time, more insistently, but his mind was stuck working backward through everything, putting the pieces together. 
 
   Nessa had been McAlister’s plaything. He must have gone to her after it happened and the girl put two and two together. She figured it out and had died for it. That sharp mind and keen understanding of how dark and evil the fae could be had destroyed her. Cat had only barely escaped the same fate. 
 
   And ever since Lena’s tenth birthday, maybe before and who knew how long afterward, Lachlan kept the peace by pimping his underage daughter out to Teddy Sullivan. When tensions got high, Lachlan exploited the one vice he knew Teddy would indulge. Lena was too old for Teddy now, but Grania was just right.
 
   His mind’s eye crafted a scene of horrors, recreating an event he’d never witnessed. He watched his family die and broke down again only to replay it over and over and over until part of him died along with them. 
 
   “I’m sorry about earlier,” he said in a quiet voice as she reached in front of him to let the water out. “I should have come sooner.” 
 
   She paused and tried to smile. He could tell it hurt. “It’s not the first time I’ve had the shit kicked out of me.” 
 
   He touched her swollen right eye and brushed warm water over it. “It will be the last.” 
 
   “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” 
 
   “I mean it. You don’t deserve what’s happened to you any more than my family deserved what happened to them.” 
 
   Cat grabbed his hand and lowered it away from her face. “Don’t get attached to me just because I’m here. I’m an elf whore. I’m worth nothing to you or anybody.” 
 
   “I don’t believe that.” She looked down, so he lowered his head and caught her stare. “Don’t mistake me for Lachlan. Blood has been the thing that has driven loyalty for too long. This isn’t Faerie. This is Earth. This is Boston. It’s my city. Here, you earn respect, you don’t demand it just because of your parentage.” He pulled his hand away and leaned against the back of the tub. “You’ve earned more than just my respect. I owe you a debt of gratitude, one I’ll likely be unable to repay.” 
 
   She plugged the tub again and started new water. They sat in strained silence as the water rose up to his chest. Cat shut off the water and leaned back on her knees. “Forgiveness is pointless because it’s over. You and me, we can feel sorry about it for the rest of our lives, however long or short that’s going to be, and it won’t change a thing. But we want the same thing. My sister is dead because of the prick you killed downstairs and probably the two or three more you’re planning to kill.”
 
   Dal studied Cat’s face. Even through the bruises and scabs, he saw the familiar conviction of righteous rage. 
 
   “They have to pay, Dal,” she said. “Every last one of the motherfuckers that played a part in my sister’s death. And I’m just an elf. I can’t do it. But you can. You do that, and you and me are square.”
 
   “I will,” Dal promised. “I give you my word, sworn upon my blood. I will kill everyone who played a part in your sister’s murder.” 
 
   A fae promise held magickal bonds. Until it was done, and done as he promised, the two of them were inextricably tied together by magick. The force of his words and the spell they wove felt like drawing a rubber band tight between them. It strained under their violent history but held. 
 
   Cat offered him a weak smile and a pat on the shoulder as she rose. “I’ll go clean up downstairs.” 
 
   The water was icy when he climbed out. He stood and watched pink water swirl down the dirty drain and wondered how much more he’d spill before the night was over. Someone knocked at the door, and Kink called in, “I brought you some clothes like you asked, Dal.” 
 
   Dal pulled aside the curtain and stepped out onto the cold floor, pulling a musty towel from the rack to cover himself. He opened the door. Kink stood there holding his good pair of black pants, black dress socks, and a black button down. “Get in here,” Dal said, opening the door wider. 
 
   “Er, sure.” Kink came in and closed the door behind him. “Sorry about earlier. I should’ve come with you to Lachlan’s.” 
 
   “Forget it. I need to tell you something.”
 
   Kink shrugged, looked around and dropped the folded clothes neatly over the empty towel rack. “Sure thing.” 
 
   “It was Teddy,” Dal said and watched his face. It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was the truth that Dal needed to tell to have the support his plan required.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Kink said and turned his head away. 
 
   “Lachlan and Mickey knew.” 
 
   Kink’s head snapped back. “Jesus Christ,” he repeated, this time in a smaller voice. “You sure?” 
 
   “I’m sure about Lachlan. I need to be sure about Mickey. I need to talk to him. Alone. Can you arrange it?” 
 
   “I think so,” said Kink, nodding. He hesitated a minute and then added, “If he did know, are you going to kill him?” 
 
   “Would that be a problem for you?” 
 
   Kink’s jaw flexed. “Not if he deserves it.” 
 
   Dal clapped him on the shoulder and pointed a finger in his face. “Make it happen.” 
 
   Kink nodded and left. 
 
   Dal dressed. It wasn’t the outfit he would have chosen to wear to Mickey’s funeral, but it was appropriate. Mickey Fairchild had always been a mean bastard without a shred of love or dignity in his heart. Dal remembered his fists and the buckle of his belt more than anything. But the man had raised him, taught him everything he knew about life and the world. That commanded a certain level of respect. If he had to kill Mickey, he resolved to make it quick. 
 
   Outside the bathroom door, Dal found his boots, clean and polished. Cat stood beside them, fidgeting with a tie. She pushed off the wall with a hip and tried to smile, but her bottom lip was too swollen. She had two black eyes and several bruises on her face and arms, but she’d managed to wash most of the blood out of her hair. “Thought you might want clean shoes since the black guy brought you nice clothes,” she offered. She lifted the collar of his shirt and tucked the tie beneath it, fumbling with her swollen fingers to tie it. “If you kill Lachlan, does that mean you’ll be running things?” 
 
   Dal shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought that far ahead.” 
 
   He didn’t tell her he didn’t expect to survive. Lachlan was a magickal powerhouse, old fae, a high-blood Sidhe and veteran of half a dozen fae wars. Anyone who could come and go from Faerie at will was not someone he could expect to fight and win. This was a suicide mission, and he knew it. He’d see it through just the same. 
 
   “Well, if you make it through this,” Cat said tightening the tie, “don’t forget the little people, huh?” 
 
   “I am one of the little people.” Dal planted a quick kiss on her cheek. 
 
   She stepped back and color rose in her cheeks. 
 
   He smiled. “No matter what happens, you take care of yourself, okay?”
 
   Cat nodded.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Mickey agreed to meet Dal on the footpath of the Summer Street Bridge. Wouldn’t be too much foot traffic out there after dark but there was enough traffic that Mickey probably thought Dal wouldn’t kill him out in the open and in front of witnesses. Dal admired Mickey for thinking he cared. 
 
   Kink, Bill, Lucky, and Cat piled into the van with him, but no one spoke. If Kink had told the rest of the boys what Dal planned to do, they didn’t show it. Dal pulled on his black leather gloves and flexed his fingers. His knuckles were still raw and swollen, making his grip stiff. Hot water and pain pills dulled the effects, but it was still noticeable. His hands would be his weakness, though, and not his heart. Mickey deserved to die if he knew. If he didn’t, Dal hoped he would come with him to face Lachlan. 
 
   Lucky pulled the van over a few blocks from the bridge and parked it. “Should we just wait here?” 
 
   “No,” Dal answered. “Go home to your families.” He opened the door and climbed out. Kink and Cat got out after him. He frowned at them. “I said go.” 
 
   Kink gripped him by the shoulder. “You are family, Dal.” 
 
   Cat folded her arms in front of her chest. “And I’ve got no one to go back to.” 
 
   He looked at them, knowing they would support him to the end. But he’d dragged them far enough. “Take her home, Kink. Help her clean up.” 
 
   “I don’t want to go home,” Cat protested.
 
   Kink nodded and put a hand on her shoulder. “Whatever you say, boss. Come on, love. I think he’d rather see it through on his own. It’s personal, you understand?” 
 
   Dal didn’t watch them get back into the van and drive away. He heard the door slide shut as he shifted the metal in his hand into a long staff and walked away.
 
   The footpath was closed for construction, blocked off by an orange, reflective barrel and a line of orange safety mesh attached to it. Moving the barrel aside made the sidewalk passable, though some of the slabs had been stripped away revealing the raw steel beneath. 
 
   Mickey leaned against the rail at the halfway point, looking out over the channel. The moonlight sparkled across the water in choppy, diluted rays. The street light fought against the darkness, throwing a pale, hazy halo over Mickey. He wore his long dress coat, tweed flat cap, and suit vest. Dal walked up and planted the silver staff, turning to match Mickey’s vigil over the waterfront. 
 
   After a long moment of silence passed between them, Mickey said, “You know, when you were a young lad, we used to fish here. Right down there.” 
 
   A smile crossed Dal’s face as he remembered going with the other boys, pole and tackle box in hand. They almost never caught anything because they got too busy roughhousing and carousing. “I remember.” 
 
   Mickey turned his head to smile at Dal, the corners of his eyes wrinkling. “You remember how I used to yell?”
 
   “Wait until you get home to beat each other up!” Dal mimicked Mickey’s gruff voice. “Oh yes, I recall.” 
 
   “Things were so much simpler then,” Mickey sighed turning back to the channel. “Before the Revelation. Since then, everything’s felt like a sinking ship. We’re all going down. The lifeboats are on fire, but everybody’s still grabbing for them. It’s false hope. The illusion of power. Makes us do the damnedest things.” 
 
   Dal swallowed the sour taste in his mouth. “Did you know it was happening with Lena?”
 
   “I had my suspicions. Everyone knew Teddy and some of the others he ran with were sick fucks. But little girls… Jesus Christ.” He removed his cap and raked his fingers through his thinning hair. “It was just the whore’s young ones at first. Nobody cared then. But Teddy got himself a distaste for that quick enough, and he took a liking to Lena.” 
 
   “And Lachlan let that go on? With his daughter?”
 
   “You have to understand. Everybody was lost. We thought it was over. Thought we’d be hauled off to camps. We thought we were living in the last days, boy. Every man with a vice found a way to indulge. Lachlan reasoned the only way we had a chance of surviving was to make alliances, no matter what the cost. It was that or die. Our darker selves prevailed in that madness. Find me a man who was proud of what he did during the Revelation Riots and I’ll find you a liar.” 
 
   Mickey paused. Their meeting place lit up with headlights passing by. Aside from the sound of tires rolling, there was nothing. 
 
   “He tried to put a stop to it once the rioting stopped,” Mickey continued. “But Teddy had his taste, and the girl was already broken. It was easier for him to look away and pretend it wasn’t happening than to acknowledge it. It was easier for all of us.” 
 
   “And with Grania?” Dal turned to glare at Mickey. “Was that easy?”
 
   “That poor girl was never a person to Lachlan. Nobody ever was after what he did with Lena. We became spaces on a ledger. Currency.” 
 
   “And yet you stood by and let it happen.” Dal’s fingers tightened around his pike until pain returned to his knuckles. “You sent me out that night, knowing what he would do.” 
 
   “I’m a broken old man, Dallon. All I know is how to follow orders. If I’d done anything else, he would have just killed me, maybe you, too. I thought I was saving you. I see now that I did the wrong thing. For what it’s worth, boy, I’m sorry.”
 
   “You still have to die, Mickey.” 
 
   Mickey closed his eyes tight. “I know. I just wanted you to know why first.” 
 
   They turned to face each other, and Mickey adjusted his coat. “How do I look? Pretty good for an old fart, huh?” 
 
   “Well, you’ve always been an ugly son of a bitch.” Mickey started to say something else, but Dal shook his head. “No more apologies, Mickey. That’s not you, and it’s not in me to forgive.” 
 
   Mickey nodded slowly. “You’re right. You mind if I have a smoke?” 
 
   Dal said that he didn’t. Mickey pulled his cigarettes out of his coat pocket and placed the last one in the package in his mouth with shaky hands. It took him three times to strike the light, but he managed and turned back to watch the moon shimmer over the channel. 
 
   They didn’t speak again. Dal stepped behind him, gripping the silver staff. He thought of Lena’s smile. Grania’s laughter. The kisses he’d never give them. A charge of magick went down his arm and into the staff, forming the end into the sharpest, smoothest ax blade he could manage. With a shout, he swung it once. The weapon found its mark and cut through. 
 
   Later, the papers reported that, despite the violent nature of his death, Mickey Fairchild died instantly and painlessly, which was more than anyone could say for the rest. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Dal took Mickey’s car, a beat up old Cutlass Ciera, from where Mickey had left it parked on the street and made a few stops before heading to Lachlan’s. He stopped by The Clover and handed Jacob a twenty to pay for the flag. The normally jovial bartender grew quiet when Dal bid him goodbye and gave him a knowing nod. 
 
   After that, he drove by the old house where they were preparing Lena and Grania for transport. They’d been moved into their glass coffins, all decked out in baby’s breath and roses. Dal made them take the roses out and bind them into a bouquet that he took with him when he left. Before he went out the door, he gathered the staff Lachlan had working in the early hours of the morning, divided his cash savings between them and told them to leave town. Some of them thought he was crazy. Most took the money and left. 
 
   Alone in his house, Dal sat between two coffins and worked at carving sigils into his silver pike. Silver was a conductor metal, useful for amplifying magickal energies. Everything Dal poured into it multiplied tenfold. Primarily, he favored using it as a weapon, one that others might have suggested he replace with a baseball bat, a nightstick or some other nonsense. Those people didn’t know how magick worked. The silver was harder, unbreakable when he kept it regularly charged. It was transportable and benign looking so he’d never get stopped at a checkpoint or by security. Its versatility was second to none whether he was fighting one or many. 
 
   The one thing the silver pike wasn’t good for was fighting someone like Lachlan. Lachlan could best him in both skill and speed. There were legends among fae about Lachlan’s prowess with magick, though no one had given him cause to use it since the Revelation. That rustiness, Lachlan’s overwhelming ego, and his belief that he was totally and completely protected from all sides were the three things Dal was counting on to give him a fighting chance. A quick and dirty pike upgrade wouldn’t hurt either. If he played his cards right, he could take out both Lachlan and Teddy in one move. 
 
   And if he failed, he wouldn’t live long enough to know about it. 
 
   Just before dawn, Dal finished working on the pike, tucked it into his pocket, donned his gloves and went out the door. He drove Mickey’s car to Boston Common and parked close enough that he could walk to Lachlan’s. He didn’t go right away. Dal sat in the car and watched the sun come up orange and bloody red. He took up his bouquet of roses and went out for a walk. The morning birds chirped as he made his way across the park. Blades of frosted grass crunched beneath his feet. 
 
   A memory flickered through his brain, the time that he and Lena had stayed up all night when they were teenagers. It was early spring, only that March had come in like a lamb. Flowers bloomed, but the morning air was still cool enough they could see their breath. They walked hand in hand. Lena wore her white knit sweater, a white cap, and cherry red mittens. He’d foolishly gone out without a hat and would pay for it later with a spring cold. When they reached the frog pond, Dal wrapped a hand around her waist and pulled her into a kiss. She didn’t kiss him back but smiled into his lips the way Lena did. 
 
   “You make me happy,” she whispered to him and tucked her nose against his neck. 
 
   Dal wondered if she would be happy with what he was doing now and then cursed himself. I can’t be that man now. I have to be the other Dal, the monster that breaks skulls and carries bodies to the harbor. I have to be the redcap Lachlan thinks I am.
 
   Teddy’s Mercedes was pulled up into Lachlan’s drive along with a black Escalade belonging to his guards, no doubt. Dal passed them by and jogged up the stairs. The extra work he’d done on the silver cylinder he now held in his pocket did its job and absorbed most of the shock of crossing the protective barrier. The rest, Dal swallowed and ignored. He knocked on the door, and Perry answered, ushering him in. Dal paused outside and wiped mud from his boots, putting a hand up against the side of the house and returning Perry’s frown with a smile. When Dal took his hand away from the wall, he left a tiny pinprick of blood behind. The butler sighed. 
 
   “Sorry. Must’ve gotten myself on the thorns,” Dal explained. 
 
   The butler eyed the roses and made a sour face before waving him in more impatiently.
 
   Lachlan’s office was too small to host a proper sit-down and so they used the dining room. Lachlan sat at the head of the table in the high-backed chair with carved, wooden wings. None of the rest of the chairs were so gaudy or painted in gold leaf but looked comfortable enough. The chairs on either side of Lachlan were empty, designated for him and Mickey. Behind Lachlan stood Otto, the only one of Mickey’s boys Dal hadn’t enlisted to help and the only muscle the Fairchilds had left not loyal to Dal. 
 
   Scattered around the room in various poses of impatience were Teddy and his crew. One leaned against the far wall while two more paced at the far end of the table. Teddy himself sat opposite Lachlan, the long, reflective surface of the polished wooden table the only thing that broke their stares. They’d been arguing loudly—he wasn’t sure what about—but they paused when he entered, and all heads turned to him. 
 
   “For fuck’s sake, Dal,” Lachlan growled. “Don’t just stand there. Get in here.” 
 
   Dal remained in the doorway, leaning to one side and pressing the flat of his palm against the wood. Protective wards buzzed under his hand, reacting to his touch. 
 
   Otto blinked and then narrowed his eyes. “What are the roses for, Dal?”
 
   For the first time, Teddy turned in his seat to look at Dal. He was an old man, decrepit and disgusting to look at. The skin on his hands was so thin and tight that every vein and capillary was visible. The mustache that had once been a coal gray was now thin and white. Every tooth in his rotten head was yellow. 
 
   “These are special,” Dal said. “Just for you, Teddy.” Dal held the old fae’s eyes and saw the slow change as he realized what was about to happen.
 
   One of the pacing goons was the first to react, fumbling with his gun. Otto’s hand clamped down on Lachlan’s shoulder, the faint buzz of magic crawling up around them. Dal withdrew his hand from the wall, initiating the chain reaction he’d set up as soon as he first touched the wards outside. 
 
   Alone, the wards worked wonderfully to protect each individual section of the house from outside assault. But, with the modifications Dal had made to his pike and the blood he’d left at the entry to the house, Dal had taken control of the runes and could now twist their purpose to his will. The one at the front door had been designed to set off a charge when activated, a small but effective spell that knocked any would-be invaders on their ass. The one outside of the dining room was part of an amplifying spell that wound all the way through the house, helping to control the temperature. The two had wisely remained disconnected and protected from each other, both by the build of the house and magick inlaid to prevent them from working in congress. 
 
   But that was the problem with working multiple spells in the same place. It increased the chances that someone might come along and screw it up. Dal had changed all of that with the tiniest speck of blood at the door and by standing in just the right place, in the right way at the right time. 
 
   The runes lit up red, first the ones directly under where his hand had been and then the whole doorway. The red light traveled at a dizzying pace through the wood, ancient plaster, the walls that had stood since before the revolutionary war, until the light was blinding and the whole house lit up like the sun. 
 
   Something struck Dal in the arm hard enough to force him back a step, a bullet from Teddy’s guard’s gun. But it came too late. The reaction had begun, and only Dal could stop it now. More bullets tore through the doorway from blind guns. One grazed his cheek, and the rest slammed into the surrounding wood. 
 
   There was a cracking sound followed by a pop-bang and then a whistling silence as an explosion sucked the sound away. Hot wind from the blast flew at Dal from all directions. He lifted an arm and tried on instinct to throw up a protective barrier. But protective magick had never been his forte. The blast ripped the barrier apart. 
 
   The house came in waves, pressing against the pathetic scraps of protective magick until, finally, a beam broke through and slammed into his head. The smell of hot metal and the screech of the spell accelerating out of control were the last things he sensed before oblivion took the world away. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   He dreamt he was making love to his wife in heaven and immediately thought it was strange. Even as she rocked on top of him, he found himself wondering why the fae had bothered to adopt religion at all. It was a form of fitting in, he supposed. Growing up in an Irish Catholic neighborhood meant you were an Irish Catholic. But it was more than that. Mickey made sure the boys he cared for had a good, strong foundation in the faith to balance out the bad shit they had to do later. Everything could be forgiven in confession and, after the hell they survived on Earth, it was nice to have something to look forward to, even if it was false. 
 
   Lena drew a hand back and slapped him. It hurt. Heaven wasn’t supposed to hurt. 
 
   The fog lifted and Dal realized, to his great disappointment, that he had never been in heaven. He lay in the center of an empty ring of debris and ash. More rings of ash, splashing out in a pattern of increasing density, marked the places where Teddy, Lachlan, and Otto stood. All three were beaten, battered and bloody but not dead. Dal opened his mouth and tried for a breath, but the air was acrid with unidentifiable odors but for the smell of burning wood and he choked on it. 
 
   Lachlan pushed the remains of his chair off of him and stood. Teddy stayed on the ground, his leg twisted at an impossible angle, eyes blinking blindly. Dal grunted, grabbed for the cylinder, and used the last of his effort to shift it into a pike. His left arm screamed as he hauled himself up. The blast had torn his clothes and blood poured from gashes all over his body, but his tie was intact. He straightened it and propped himself up with his pike. Teddy, Lachlan, and Otto stared at him in shocked silence. 
 
   “I… know,” Dal growled through clenched teeth. 
 
   Lachlan wiped the back of his arm across his chin, mopping up blood, and sneered. “Kill him.” 
 
   Otto charged at Dal, ripping his human form away and letting the troll underneath show through. Six feet tall, green and three hundred pounds of supernaturally dense muscle, Otto would tear Dal in half if he got ahold of him. Dal swung his pike, shifting it into the same bladed instrument he’d used to decapitate Mickey. Otto didn’t slow in time to avoid it. The blade sliced into Otto’s chest and arms, drawing out a roar of pain. The following swipe took off one leg at the knee, and Otto tumbled over with a crash. The troll swung at him, and Dal drove the bottom point of his pike into the back of his neck. Black ichor spurted out, and Otto jerked once when he pulled the weapon free. 
 
   It was a momentary distraction, long enough for Dal to lose his focus completely and get blindsided by a flying piece of debris. The plaster smashed against his head. If not for his hold on the pike, he would have fallen over. He righted himself and shook the powdered bits from his hair, turning back to Lachlan. “Why’d you do it?” 
 
   “I was keeping the peace. I was saving lives!”
 
   “At the expense of your family?” 
 
   “Momentary misery to protect a legacy!” 
 
   With the twitch of his fingers, Lachlan lifted more broken bits of building from the ground and set them to circling in the air, picking up more and more each second. The debris spun faster and louder. 
 
   Dal threw an arm up over his face, shielding himself from the wind and flying debris. “No legacy is worth that!”
 
   Sirens cut through the dawn, barely audible. Red and blue lights painted the shadows and a dozen police cruisers screeched to a stop out in the street. Agent Rosie Rose was one of the first out of her car. She lifted a megaphone to her mouth and screamed an order into it, but the words were lost in the storm Lachlan had called up. 
 
   The first large item flew out at Dal, a board with a twisted piece of pipe attached. He batted it away but only barely. And he wasn’t fast enough to deflect the white porcelain sink that flew into his hip. It struck the pike first, and that was the only reason it didn’t break bone. It did knock him over and Dal found himself suddenly scrambling to avoid having a hail of nails and tacks driven towards him. Even as he avoided that, Lachlan smirked and redirected the better part of a piano at him. He barely avoided being struck in the head by throwing himself to the ground. 
 
   The crack of gunshots rang out followed by more shouts into the megaphone. Lachlan snarled and dropped one hand. Half the debris came tumbling down as he redirected his attention to dealing with the bullets, including the piano Dal had just ducked under. It fell on him but only managed to pin one arm. 
 
   Lachlan threw up a thick, protective wall of air, slowing the bullets as they sailed through the air to a harmless speed. They fell short of both Lachlan and Dal, clinking like metal rain as they struck the remnants of Lachlan’s house. 
 
   “Humans,” Lachlan hissed and extended two fingers pointed at the gathered police and two BSI agents. “I’m tired of playing the politician and peacemaker. We shouldn’t be playing second fiddle to humans.” The bullets vibrated and rose again, trembling in the air and held there for a beat before shooting back through the air fast enough to break the sound barrier. 
 
   Agent Helsinki pulled Agent Rosie Rose behind his coat. The bullets struck the leather and bounced off harmlessly. Warded, Dal thought. The agent’s coat must have been warded against bullets. 
 
   But Dal didn’t wait to find out. He had to get out from under that damn piano before Lachlan closed on him. He kicked and pushed and grunted and even tried to pry it off. It was useless. He’d been living off adrenaline since walking through the door, and the spell had all but sapped him of his energy. With what little he had left, he couldn’t pull in enough magick to move the piano and keep the runes charged in his weapon. He had only managed to move the piano an inch or two when Lachlan swaggered up and put a foot up on it, driving it back down. The move pinned his arm and momentarily interrupted his flow of power into the pike which collapsed back into a harmless cylinder. 
 
   “I admire your courage, Dal. I really do. But you had to know you didn’t stand a chance. You’re a low-blood. I’m a full-blooded, Faerie-born Sidhe. There, I barely registered for power. But here… Here I’m practically a god.” He laughed at himself. 
 
   “You can’t expect to walk away from this. If I don’t kill you, BSI will.” 
 
   Lachlan flashed his perfect, straight white teeth. “There’s no prison that can hold me. I don’t even need to be here. When I’m done with you, I will collect Lena and Grania’s bodies and go back into Faerie to reign as a lord in service to the new king.” 
 
   Dal had no idea what Lachlan was talking about. Fae politics had never been an interest of his but if he could just keep him talking, maybe he stood a chance. 
 
   “Is that what this has all been about? Power in Faerie?” 
 
   “That’s right. And, like always, it’s gone completely over your head you pathetic, ignorant little redcap!” He lifted his foot to stop on Dal’s head. 
 
   At that exact moment, Dal sent every ounce of energy he had into the pike pinned beneath the piano. The pike expanded and grew at breakneck speed, faster than Lachlan’s leg could come down. It shot through the wood and innards of the piano, into Lachlan’s gut and out the other side. Surprise etched over Lachlan’s face and then realization. A tiny trail of spittle and blood ran out of his mouth as he gripped frantically at the silver spike running through him. 
 
   “Arrogant. Fucking. Prick,” Dal barked in staccato and then sent a jolt of magick into the silver. 
 
   Somewhere inside Lachlan, tiny, silver razor blades spread out from the pike and spun, drilling a hole two inches wide in Lachlan’s middle. He slid down the pike and lay motionless on top of the piano. 
 
   Dal grunted and pushed at the piano. It had shifted on top of him when Lachlan fell. With the extra weight and in his weakened state, he knew it wasn’t going anywhere. And yet, when he tried a second time, the piano moved. A dark shape hovered into his vision. “Get this off of him,” Agent Helsinki ordered. “And where in blood’s name are the EMTs?”
 
   “He’s dead,” Dal heard Rosie’s voice say, though he couldn’t see her. “Congratulations, Dallon. You got your revenge.” 
 
   Dal gritted his teeth as two men came and shifted the piano to the side. “Not yet.”
 
   “Mr. O’Connor, I do not think you are in a position to negotiate,” said Agent Helsinki with a frown. 
 
   “Teddy Sullivan,” Dal managed as someone took him under the arms and pulled him out of the wreckage. “Alive or dead?” 
 
   Agent Helsinki lifted his head, the wide brim of his hat momentarily blocking out the sun. “The emergency response team is seeing to him now.” 
 
   Dal fought his way free of whoever was holding him and fought his way back up on shaky legs. Agent Rose moved to intercept him, unhooking her cuffs from her belt as Dal put a foot on Lachlan’s back and collapsed the pike back into a cylinder in the palm of his hand. Agent Helsinki waved for her to stop. 
 
   Dal took a deep breath. “Arrest me if you want. Put me on death row or give me life in prison if it makes you feel better. But the asshole your EMTs are trying to save raped and murdered my wife and child.” 
 
   Agent Helsinki nodded once. 
 
   “You can’t,” Agent Rose protested. “You can’t just let him!” 
 
   “Agents and officers of the law,” Agent Helsinki said, raising his voice. “Turn your heads.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Dal said. 
 
   He extended the cylinder slowly back into a pike and leaned heavily on it with each step as he picked his way through the debris. Two EMTs were bent over Teddy Sullivan, splinting his leg and fitting an oxygen mask to his face. “Step aside,” Dal demanded. The two of them exchanged glances as Teddy begged for them to protect him. “Step aside,” Dal repeated, “or I’ll make you.” They listened the second time. 
 
   “Dallon, please,” Teddy sobbed. “I’m sick. I need help.”
 
   Dal fought the pounding in his chest, the aches in his limbs and the burning pain in his shoulder. “I don’t give a fuck what you need,” he growled and lifted the pike. 
 
   “Wait! If you kill me, every Sullivan in the city will be hunting you. Even behind bars, you won’t be able to hide. There’s nowhere you can go. Think about it. Wouldn’t you rather see me suffer in prison where I can be useful?” 
 
   Teddy wouldn’t see a day of prison, not after how everything went down. Dal knew that. There was no proof that he’d ever done anything, especially not after Lena and Grania’s bodies were taken to Faerie. And he would never, ever give evidence to BSI pigs. Dallon O’Connor was not a rat. 
 
   “Think about it, Dallon. We can help each other, just as I helped Lachlan.” 
 
   A fire lit in Dal’s chest, pumping white, hot blood through his body. With a shout, he raised the pike and brought the flat, dull end down on Teddy’s head with a resounding crack. Teddy’s eyes rolled, but Dallon wasn’t done. He slammed the blunt end of the pike against Teddy’s chest, breaking apart the old fae’s fragile ribs, kicked his broken leg and then pounded the silver spike into his genitals, stabbing and mashing them until the blood stopped coming out of his body. 
 
   When it was done, he sank into the debris, exhausted. The only thing keeping him from falling over completely was his weapon. He propped himself up against it and breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, he was done. BSI would arrest him for murder and carry him away. If they gave him a capital sentence, he’d be happy to have it if it meant he’d get to kiss Lena’s smile just one more time. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 
 
   After everything that had happened, getting arrested twice in twenty-four hours felt mundane. They put him through the same steps for killing three men as they had for running naked through the streets. Between the cruiser and the cell block, nobody but BSI agents cared why he’d been arrested at all. 
 
   Agent Rosie Rose tried to question him. Gave him the usual shakedown, the list of things she thought she knew. He sat with his wrists and ankles chained and stared at the cracks in the table. Wendy came and tried to speak to him, but he waived his right to representation and said he’d represent himself. 
 
   Wendy frowned at him and tilted her head to the side, earrings jingling. “If you wanted to die, Dal, you could’ve done it on the outside.” She tried for another half hour to talk him into taking twenty-five to life if they offered it but, when he didn’t answer her after that long, she buzzed herself out. 
 
   Dal sat for a long time after that, just listening to the second-hand circle the clock. He wondered if they were still moving Lena and Grania’s body to Faerie or if they’d wait and take Lachlan at the same time. Probably not, he decided. Since it was a crime, the coroner would want Lachlan’s body. Whoever stood for the Fairchilds now would petition for its release on cultural and religious grounds. It would be tied up in the courts just like him for the next six to nine months while Lachlan sat in a freezer drawer, nothing more than a hunk of frozen meat. The thought of his beautiful face freezer burnt and pale green was oddly comforting to Dal. 
 
   Around noon, the door opened, and Agent Helsinki stepped in alone. He shrugged off his hat and slid it over the camera in one corner and draped his coat over the one in the other. “I am told that Lachlan and Lena were the last of the true Sidhe in the Fairchild family.” 
 
   “Mickey was half,” Dal said, nodding. “But it was just Lachlan and Lena, yeah.” 
 
   “And now that Mickey is also dead, you have effectively cut off the head of one of the most powerful east coast families in your quest for revenge.” He pulled out the chair and sat in it, adjusting his sleeves. 
 
   “Is that supposed to be funny?” Dal said, frowning. 
 
   “It is a lament. My employer would prefer for the Fairchild family to stay in power. He believes the Sullivans are much less open to… outside aid.” Agent Helsinki shrugged. “And based on my investigations into their operations, I am inclined to agree. If the Fairchild empire crumbles, it will create a vacuum of power, one the Sullivans will not easily fill. They will find opposition from the local werewolf packs, the vampire clans, and any displaced fae. In short, Mr. O’Connor, it will be nothing short of a blood bath if I do not find a Fairchild to put back on Lachlan’s throne.” 
 
   Dal thought hard. Agent Helsinki had a point except it wouldn’t be just Boston caught in the tug of war. Lachlan had connections up and down the east coast and stretching as far west as St. Louis. The list of men who might replace him was short, shorter now that Dal had killed most of them. Kink wasn’t a candidate. He was Irish born and could only stay stateside for so long before he had to leave the country or else arouse suspicion. Bill and Lucky were fine fellows but followers both. Who else was there? 
 
   “Would you be at all interested in the position?” the half-blood vampire asked. 
 
   Dal gave a hearty laugh. “Should I run the family from my cell while I wait for the needle?” 
 
   “Stranger things have been done,” the agent said, shrugging again. “But no. Should you be interested, I would arrange for the most serious charges to be dropped. You would pay a fine and agree to behave yourself for the next few years. In exchange, you would be granted access to all of my employer’s resources, which are many. And, should you find occasion to eradicate the Sullivans, he would also be generous with his appreciation.” 
 
   Dal narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “Who the hell do you work for?” 
 
   “I work for the American government, Mr. O’Connor, and in the interests of her people. All her people.” 
 
   “I don’t see how you can just make everything I did go away. There were dozens of witnesses. I’ve already confessed.” 
 
   Agent Helsinki drove his pointer finger into the table. “Any confession can be thrown out if given under duress. As for the bodies, they have yet to make it to the morgue to be documented. The transport vehicle seems to have been… rerouted.”
 
   “And the witnesses?” 
 
   “Bribed and blackmailed into silence if need be. Otherwise, I have no less than four expert witnesses who will testify that everything they saw was an elaborate glamor. The house had a gas leak. Someone was careless lighting a fireplace and left the gas run. The Sullivans attempted a coup.” The agent spread his hands wide. “I can spin any story you like and make anyone believe it. But I will not make a move unless you are willing. I would not want to deprive a grieving man of the right to end his own life honorably if he so chose. However, there may be no greater vengeance against Lachlan Fairchild than running the empire he never wanted you to have. Certainly, there’s no more permanent disgrace in Teddy’s memory than to dismantle the Sullivans piece by piece, man by man.” 
 
   The agent was right. Dal had been blind to the possibilities because of his own grief and desire to be reunited with his lost wife and child. But even if Mickey was right and there was a Heaven, Lachlan would never see the pearly gates. He had willfully broken the sixth commandment and had no intention of ever showing regret for it. Without sorrow and regret, the sacrament of confession was worthless to him. Lena and Grania were forever beyond his reach. An Earthly vengeance was not. 
 
   “All right,” Dal said, nodding. 
 
   “There are conditions,” the agent warned. “You will have to put aside the exclusivity that the fae are known for and welcome other species into your organization.”
 
   “Done. What else?” 
 
   Agent Helsinki rose and drew a key from his pocket. “Nothing else for now. Just expand. Grow in strength and numbers. And when the time is right, I will call on you again.” He freed Dal from the cuffs and then stood to collect his hat and coat.
 
   Dal rubbed his sore wrists. “That’s all?” 
 
   “That is all.” Agent Helsinki dropped his floppy hat on his head and opened the door.
 
   “Wait. Where do I go from here? What do I do?” 
 
   The half vampire smiled a smug grin. “That, Mr. O’Connor will be entirely up to you.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Dal laid Lena and Grania to rest in the Boston Catholic Cemetery under an oak tree. The ceremony was small and simple, just the way Lena would have wanted it. Dal hired a string quartet to play as they lowered the casket and they played so beautifully that even the sky shed tears. 
 
   As he trudged back to the car in the dreary, cold rain, Kink, Bill and Lucky fell into step behind him. Cat slipped her arm into his. He closed his hand around hers without words. He drew looks and glares, walking away from burying his wife and child with an elf on his arm but it was nothing to him. Let them stare. Let them whisper and scheme and plot. With the passing of the last of the Sidhe, the low-bloods were all that were left now, and they weren’t so fundamentally different from elves. And elves were not so different from werewolves and vampires or whatever other creatures he might find in his search to grow and make prosperous the Fairchild family name. 
 
   Blood was not enough to make a family strong. There had to be love. Trust. Belief. Most of all, there had to be loyalty. Dal would make those the cornerstones of his new organization. Come hell or high water, they would survive. 
 
    [image: ] 
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   Editor Comments – SW Homecoming
 
   The ninth story in our anthology is the work of another new game participant, Sam Witt. His story of a futuristic world provides a unique take on the fabric of authority and infrastructure that few SF writers fully embrace. His skill is apparent in the smooth incorporation of the game components in a story that shows the dangers and the blessings that come from even attempting to revisit your origins, even if that homecoming does not turn out the way that you had dreamed, or dreaded.
 
   SW Homecoming
 
   Chapter 1
 
   I always get the Company what it deserves.
 
   Because, if I don't, they'll take away my access to the Night Road, my expense account, my salary, and my swanky apartments in Vegas and NYC. And, to make sure all the other happy employees get the message, they might send an excision team around to scrub my existence off the skein of fate. Nothing motivates employees like one of their own getting erased.
 
   Which meant I needed to finish this job and get back to the good life. I didn't escape my podunk farm and the nightmare rites of passage by stowing away on a circus shadowship to get killed by my employer because I couldn't wrap up a simple survey.
 
   Two up high, one through the door.
 
   Gun, that's my gun, liked to keep me informed of just how far the situation had deteriorated. This was supposed to be an easy job, a simple saunter down the Night Road to take a look-see at some arcane hot spot that had all the thaumameticians peeing their pants with excitement. Pop in, verify the readings, drop a beacon, hightail it back to Vegas to cash the check.
 
   And yet, somehow, I'd ended up crouched behind a tombstone in a pauper's field with a sorcerous heavy hitter's gunbunnies trying to punch my ticket for a train ride straight to Hell. We, Gun and I, had avoided or neutralized most of the thugs standing between us and our destination, but a wrong turn left us pinned down less than a hundred yards from freedom. 
 
   Story of my life, I tell you.
 
   A quick glance up to the windows over the cyclopean cemetery gate revealed a pair of shadowed figures wrapped in spider silk trench coats and wielding long rifles. The eldritch enhancements stitched into their eyes glittered like fireflies and the optics bolted to the snipers’ weapons shimmered like the amber eyes of owls.
 
   They hadn't seen me, not yet, but if I tried to cross the empty ground between my hiding place and the cemetery gates, I'd be exposed for at least ten seconds. Just thinking about those sniper rifles swinging in my direction made my teeth itch. If they were half as good as the sorcerer I'd pissed off, there was no way I'd survive three steps out of cover.
 
   “Maybe we should go back to the hotel. Sleep it off. Try again tomorrow,” Gun whispered in my head.
 
   That sounded delightful, but it wasn't a workable plan. The Confluence ended tonight. After that, this shadow world would drift away from the Night Road. After that, I’d have to wait another month for the next Confluence to drop a beacon and alert my employers of the proper location to open a grave door so I could get the hell back home. With the locals stirred up like a hive of African killer bees, I wouldn’t survive another day, never mind another month. We had to make our move tonight.
 
   Given a few days and enough spare mana to fuel a formal incantation, I could call down a storm of eldritch fire that would take out the snipers and crack open the gate blocking my path. 
 
   Too bad I didn't have either of those things. 
 
   What I had was more balls than brains and a magical gun that was more versatile than you'd think.
 
   "Let's get some elevation," I whispered to Gun.
 
   The matte black pistol in my hand shuddered and shifted. Her cold metal grew warm and throbbed against my palm, then twisted around my fingers and wrist.
 
   I’d worked with gun for the past five years, but I would never get used to that shifting.
 
   A sound like the droning of an angry swarm of locusts filled my head as Gun absorbed mass from the surrounding mana and reconfigured herself to a form more suitable to our needs. The sound made me dizzy and the rush of magical energy converting to matter made my skin prickle as if I'd wandered too close to a high-voltage wire. Gun became heavy and long, and I had to support her with both hands to keep her from slipping from my grasp. 
 
   “Duck!”
 
   I looked up just in time to catch the flash of a scope swiveling in my direction. The headstone I'd crouched behind lost a few inches off the top. Chunks of stone peppered the side of my face and dust caught in my nostrils. A split second later, I heard the high-velocity round crack the sound barrier.
 
   They were on to me. Ready or not, it was time to move.
 
   I rolled away from the cracked headstone and muttered the incantation to trigger my boots.
 
   The instant their soles hit the gray earth, the red salamander-skin cowboy boots propelled me forward at alarming speed. 
 
   The ground where I’d just been standing erupted as a sniper's round missed its mark.
 
   I might still get out of this in one piece.
 
   “Almost,” Gun gasped at the back of my mind. I cradled her body against my chest and rushed at the cemetery's walls.
 
   A bullet tugged at my shoulder, and midnight-blue threads exploded before my eyes. I'd need a new jacket when this was all over. The thought of filling out reams of corporate property replacement forms made me want to stop running and let a sniper's bullet find me. Paperwork truly is a fate worse than death.
 
   “Now!”
 
   I kicked off, and the boots' magic shot me ten feet up in a blur. Another bullet passed my ear close enough to prickle my skin with the heat of its passage and tickle my eardrum with the buzzing whir of its flight. Gun rose into position of her own accord, and I had a moment to marvel at the brass gears and steel cables running along her sleek length. The steampunk crossbow contraption went off with a twang and launched a grappling-hook-tipped bolt with a silver cable trailing behind it. The hook's barbs sprung wide and caught on the cemetery wall's top edge.
 
   “Hang on.”
 
   The gears on Gun's sides spun to life, and the cable attached to the grappling hook bolt hissed through her body so fast it left a trail of sparks in its wake. We shot up the length of the cable and swung through one of the open windows above the gate. Just like that, I was standing next to one of the snipers.
 
   This close, the long barrel of the shooter’s rifle was a liability. She pivoted on one heel to line up a shot, but I was already inside her reach. I caught the weapon’s barrel and ripped it from the sniper’s grasp. A quick flick of my wrist sent the fancy weapon sailing through the open window and into the night beyond. 
 
   The gun had looked expensive. I bet the sorcerer had a hell of a time replacing it. Good.
 
   Removing the weapon from the equation upped my odds of surviving this fiasco, but the sniper didn't need the gun to kill me. She lunged, sweeping a crescent blade at my eyes.
 
   I snapped a kick into the sniper’s gut, shoving her away before she could take my eyes out. 
 
   The shooter-turned-slasher grunted from the impact, then followed her first swing with an axe kick to my chest and followed that with a spinning elbow that would have separated my jaw from my skull if she'd connected. 
 
   I’d avoided the worst of her first onslaught, but my sternum ached and there wasn’t room for me to dodge the follow-up I knew was coming.
 
   Gun didn't need to be told what I needed. My ensorcelled weapon shed mass in a burst of emerald sparks and shrank from a heavy crossbow to something a lot more manageable.
 
   The sniper wasn’t distracted by the display of power. She ignored Gun and threw herself into a whirling attack that kept me on the defensive. 
 
   Another blade scythed toward my neck, missing my millimeters. A kick snapped at my knee, but I countered with a leg sweep that kept the attack from crippling me. The sniper-turned-ninja followed her kick with a swipe of the crescent blade. She would have disemboweled me, if her attack hadn’t snagged in my armored jacket before it could reach my tender bits.
 
   My opponent was good. 
 
   But Gun was better.
 
   The sniper-turned-ninja threw herself into another combination attack, blades whirring, feet slashing through the air. 
 
   Gun didn’t wait for my response. She locked my arm out in front of me and used it as a fulcrum to lever me over into a surprisingly graceful mid-air flip. I didn’t even know that was a thing she could do.
 
   Spiked flanges on the edges of Gun’s barrel swept out to intercept one of the crescent blades as I cartwheeled away from a spine-snapping kick. 
 
   The sniper snarled and pulled out a trick of her own. A venomous green aura flashed around the edges of her body, and she made a physics-defying leap that carried her into a dead spot in my defenses. I saw the blade that would end my life coming, and there was nothing I could do about it.
 
   Gun shrieked and fired.
 
   The sniper rose onto her tiptoes as a screaming bullet punched through the smooth, pale skin of her forehead. A thick red mist erupted from the back of the sniper's skull, and her eldritch augments bled out of her eyes in streams of emerald fluorescence. She collapsed into a boneless heap.
 
   "One down," I muttered, and Gun purred her agreement.
 
   Ten feet of solid stone separated us from the other sniper, which left me free to deal with whatever was waiting inside the gates. 
 
   We were in a small room with a window facing the outside of the cemetery and another facing inward. Perfect.
 
   I glanced through the open window facing the cemetery’s sanctified interior. This was where they buried the bigwigs. If you had enough money to get your tomb warded against possessor demons or hungry ghouls, you got to spend eternity walled up inside the cemetery with the rest of the moneyed elite. If you were a deadbeat without a penny to your name, sucks to be you, your corpse had to fend for itself and there was a better than even chance you’d wind up being some spirit’s meat puppet.
 
   That's just how things work. I don't make the rules.
 
   Gun was right; there was a single guard next to the gate, his body pressed flat against the wall. He held some sort of shotgun across his body; it was hard to see exactly what kind of shotgun. This far out on the Night Road it could be anything. I offered a silent prayer that my little buddy didn't have a gorgon cannon and tossed myself out the window.
 
   My boots hit the ground, cushioned by a whiff of magic, and I tumbled forward into a parkour roll, careful to protect my satchel with my body. When the shadow circus acrobats found me hiding in their compartment aboard the shadowship, they'd agreed to let me stay on if I trained with them. I'd never regretted what I learned during those weeks.
 
   I sprang back to my feet and ran a zigzag pattern through the massive crypts and tombstones.
 
   “There!” Gun cried out in my mind, directing my attention to a basalt spire ahead and to my left.
 
   Our enemies had figured out where we'd scampered off to and tried to cut us down with a flurry of concentrated firepower. A sniper's bullet took the head of a faceless stone angel next to me, and the thug on the ground unloaded his weapon in my direction.
 
   And, what do you know, he did have a gorgon cannon.
 
   The black magic firearm screamed in outrage and dumped a coruscating stream of hatred across the graveyard. The grass beneath the attack turned to ash, and where the crackling beam touched a grave marker, the stone collapsed into loose sand. If it touched me, I'd lose a lot more than my job.
 
   I dropped into a slide and dug into my satchel for the beacon. Time was just about up. If I stayed here much longer, the assholes shooting at me would get lucky.
 
   The beacon was a chunk of smooth crystal about the size of a gum ball. It emitted an oscillating whine as it sucked up the graveyard's necromantic energy.
 
   A sniper's round grazed my knuckles, and I almost dropped the damn thing at the last second.
 
   There was no time to play nice. I reached the basalt monument where the necromantic power was most intense and slapped the glowing crystal ball against its base. "Let's get the hell out of here."
 
   The world turned itself inside out.
 
   One second, I was on the grass in front of a towering gravestone, the next I was shivering on a ribbon of cold, black stone winding its way through the gulf between worlds. The world I'd tagged for the Company disappeared with a sad little soap-bubble pop.
 
   Gun and I had made it out.
 
   “You're bleeding.”
 
   In all the excitement, I'd totally missed being hit by the sniper. A baseball-sized hole in my left side made a terrible souvenir of my latest trip. "Ouch."
 
   Panicked, I dug my hand into the satchel hanging over that shoulder. The bottle inside was still intact. Thank the gods for small miracles.
 
   The extraction team arrived moments later, all flashing lights and oversized weapons. They scooped me up, and I passed out as soon as they dragged me into the Vindicator's wide, manta-shaped body.
 
   At least we'd travel home in style.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   A nurse stuck a needle in my arm to wake me up. She wasn’t putting in an IV or anything like that, she was just mean. 
 
   “Good afternoon,” she said as she showed me the bloody needle. “You’re still alive. For now.”
 
   “Thanks.” I suppressed Gun’s desire to murder the woman and hid my irritation with a yawn. 
 
   It’d only been a few days since I returned from my outbound trip, and my insides still didn’t feel quite right. Sorcerous healing is nice for getting a guy back on his feet in a hurry, but it leaves the patient feeling strange. Traynor told me it had something to do with replacing tissue with arcane constructs while natural healing took place. Sounds about right.
 
   The nurse showed me the needle again. “I’ll let Mr. Venkel know you’re conscious again.”
 
   Great. Marco Venkel is my boss, and he is also a tremendous dick. “My debrief can’t wait?”
 
   The nurse raised one eyebrow in my direction. “Are you asking me to lie to management about your condition and ability to receive visitors?”
 
   Yes. “No.”
 
   “Very good, because neither of us wants that kind of trouble.” 
 
   The nurse left and the door banged closed behind her. Company hospitals aren’t quiet or serene or particularly nice places to rest. They’re loud and busy and filled with wounded people the company would like to have back at work. Making us comfortable is not on the priority list of any executive.
 
   I’d just about decided to try my luck with a jump through my room’s only window when Marco showed up. “Chase,” he said with his standard flat delivery. He pulled a chair over next to my bed, took a seat, and propped his laptop on his knees. The pale LED glow from the monitor made him look even more pale and washed out than normal.
 
   “Mr. Venkel,” I responded. My side throbbed and I was still too tired to trust myself to pop off a biting insult that wouldn’t get me fired. I decided to go with resigned and respectful.
 
   I would make him pay for tormenting me later.
 
   “Are you recovering?” He glanced at his laptop, then lifted his eyes to me.
 
   “As well as can be expected.” Which was true, as far as it went. I could, if I really wanted, get out of bed and go back to work. All I really wanted, though, was to lie in bed and sleep. Maybe dream of that girl back on the shadow world of Ulthor…
 
   “I see you completed your mission.”
 
   Mission. They make it sound so dramatic. Truth is, scouts are glorified real estate agents. We go places, check out the neighborhood, and if it looks ripe for redevelopment (read, brutal and relentless exploitation of its magical resources), we drop a line and let the company know to get the movers ready.
 
   “Yes, there were complications, but I found the source and tagged it for the extraction teams.”
 
   Marco squinted at something on his screen. “Can you explain what you mean by ‘complications’?”
 
   Here we go, I thought.
 
   I could kill him, Gun offered. I wanted to take her up on that offer, but there was no upside to murdering my boss.
 
   “Per the Scout’s Dispensation, I’m allowed to procure items of personal value from the shadow worlds.” I took a deep breath and plunged on before my boss could squeeze in a protest. “The denizens of that shadow world reacted poorly, and I faced unexpected opposition. Two shadow puppets were neutralized, and I sustained a significant injury.”
 
   Venkel frowned at my recitation of events. “You do understand the intent of the Scout’s Dispensation…”
 
   I waved a hand to stop the lecture before it could pick up steam. “It is intended to allow scouts to supplement their income by…”
 
   It was Venkel’s turn to cut me off. “No. It is intended to allow scouts the opportunity to choose suitable rewards for completing their assignments. It is not carte blanche to steal anything you want from the shadow worlds.”
 
   “Oh, please. If scouts waited to claim their dispensation until corporate wrapped up their extraction, there’d be nothing left for us to dispense.”
 
   That might have been a step too far. Venkel’s eyes narrowed and he stared at me without blinking for a good thirty seconds.
 
   Here’s the thing. If you’re reading this, things have probably gone very far south for me, so I might as well tell you my opinion of this whole mess.
 
   On the one hand, you have Earth. It’s real. The decisions people make, the things they do, on Earth ripple through the multiverse. The shadow worlds, and everyone who lives on them, are just distorted versions of the real thing. 
 
   Yes, that includes me. Somewhere on Earth, at some point in time, there was a normal human who looked, talked, and acted very much like me.
 
   For millennia, Earth existed in isolation. You didn’t need the rest of the multiverse, because you were, you know, real.
 
   But that was then, and this is now. All that energy carried away from Earth on those ripples took a toll on the great old lady. The magic is almost gone from this ball of rock. When the last of it leaks out into the void between worlds, the world will come to a grinding halt.
 
   You’re all dead, you just don’t know it.
 
   The Moggrai, and other corporate raiders just like them, are in the business of reclaiming that magic and bottling it up for consumption by themselves or, if they’re feeling generous, the highest bidder.
 
   They’re magical stripminers, and they spend a great deal of time, money, and effort tracking down magical hot spots and sucking them dry.
 
   The executives at these places are all, at heart, like that I Drink Your Milkshake asshole.
 
   But they do not like being reminded of that fact.
 
   Venkel released me from his stare and cleared his throat. “I will remind you that you are not management. It is not within the purview of your position to interpret the rules and regulations of the scout program. Your work is important, but the role of the corporation is vital. Without Moggrai and others like us, the Earth is doomed. Without a continual focus on the harvest, all life as you know it will cease.”
 
   He cleared his throat again. “And that includes all the echoes and shadows. Such as your home.”
 
   Well, okay then. “I don’t need to be reminded of my responsibilities, I was just—”
 
   “Enough.” Venkel tapped a few keys on his laptop. “This is your official reprimand. Your failure to abide by the strictures and obligations of your position jeopardized your assignment and resulted in a significant expense to the company. The only reason you still have a job at all is because you were successful and the beacon was accurately placed.”
 
   He closed his laptop, tucked it under his arm, and stood up from the chair. “This discussion is at an end. Your convalescence will conclude in ten days. At that time, you will receive information pertinent to your employment with the Moggrai Corporation.
 
   My jaw hung open as Venkel left, and it stayed that way long after he was gone. He had never spoke to me like that. I’d never heard of any management talking to a scout like that.
 
   I closed my mouth and swallowed hard. Something was very wrong.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   The restaurant didn't even have a name. Tucked away in a back corner of Caesar's Palace, you'd never find it if you weren't important or rich enough to matter. The fact that management had asked me to this specific place was endearing, but also alarming. It might mean they were throwing me a bone for a job well done. Or it meant they wanted to meet somewhere prying eyes couldn’t watch them dismember me.
 
   After my meeting with Venkel, I had no idea how this was going to shake out. I put on my brave face and big boy pants, and crossed my fingers that I’d walk out of this meeting.
 
   That’s the price of running with the big dogs. My whole life was built on service to these people and their multi-dimensional corporate master. Once upon a time, I might have been able to quit and return to a quiet life on some agrarian shadow world where no one knew me or what I’d done, but those days had long ago faded to dust in the rearview mirror of my life. 
 
   Being poor is the worst. I’ll take rich and stressed out, thank you.
 
   “You don’t mean that,” Gun whispered in the back of my mind. She flashed an image across my mind. The two of us crouched in a forest somewhere cold and isolated, hunting one-horned deer.
 
   There was a certain appeal to that, I have to admit. But that life, peaceful as it might be, didn’t have any of the things I’d grown so accustomed to enjoying. There’d be no fine whisky on that wintry shadow world. No two-inch thick, dry-aged steak with a crunchy sear and bloody center. No supermodels willing to shack up with a black magic bad boy for a week or two just to see what the night was really like.
 
   Gun bristled at that last one, and I threw a wall around my thoughts. Better if we didn’t go there until this meeting was over.
 
                 My eyes scanned the restaurant to take my mind off Gun, and I spotted a trio of corporate goons scattered around the place. They didn’t pretend they didn’t see me, and we all exchanged polite nods. Whichever of my supervisors had called this meeting wanted me to know they were prepared for any contingency.
 
   In other words, they were as likely to buy me a nice, fat porterhouse as they were to have an excision team waiting in the wings to drive a dagger through the base of my skull. Being a scout for the Moggrai Corporation has its perks, but there are some very real risks attached to this gig.
 
   Which is why I brought the bottle I'd extracted from the last shadow world with me. They wouldn't let me have it in the hospital, but if I was going down, I wasn't going without a drink from that bottle.
 
   Gun was coiled around my wrist like a lethal bracelet. She swore she could tell time, but whenever she tried to mimic a watch, there were always too many numbers on the dial and too many hands swinging around in spastic arcs. I don't know where she was from, originally, but it was a very different place from this one. To avoid drawing attention to herself, she'd settled into the shape of a wide bracelet of interlinked ebony plates. It looked snazzy with my crimson shirt and purple leather pants. I'd swapped my trusty boots out for a pair of safety yellow All-Stars. If I needed to run, the Chucks would be just as good in here as the boots.
 
   I caught a glimpse of myself as I walked in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirrors lining the dining room. Despite the flashy clothes and confident swagger, all I saw was a farm boy with dirt behind his ears trying to fit in where he didn’t belong.
 
   It doesn’t matter how far or how long you wander, you can never quite dig free of your roots.
 
   I slipped through a sliding wooden door at the back of the main room. The elevator was small, dark, and creepy as hell. The only light came from glowing channels carved into the wall. They pulsed and faded as the elevator moved in a way that left me feeling queasy and disoriented. 
 
   The elevator stopped moments after it started, and the doors opened to reveal the real exclusive part of the restaurant. The noise of the crowd and the spicy aromas wafting through the air smacked me in the ears and nose with a stunning one-two punch. The room wasn't large, but it was packed. New money technocrats rubbed shoulders with ageless sorcerers who'd invested wisely over the years and now commanded the wealth of nations. The Vegas strip hides a lot of secrets, but that room and its occupants is one of its biggest.
 
   I recognized, Alex Javez, my boss’s boss’s boss gesturing at me from the side of the bar. I slid through the crowd and reached her side with no one trying to pick my pocket or steal my soul. She smiled and offered a hand.
 
   "Welcome back, Chase," Alex said.
 
   I took her hand, not because I wanted to shake it, but because I didn't want to offend her. Management came from all walks of life, and from a myriad of shadow worlds scattered along the Night Road, so you never knew quite what you were getting when you dealt with one of them. She looked like a 30-something wisp of a woman wrapped in a white silk sheath dress, but all of that might just have been a glamour hiding a hydra-headed vampiress with a taste for insolent underlings. 
 
   "Follow me," she said. We made our way around the bar to a door hidden in shadows. She opened it and admitted me to an even more exclusive portion of the ridiculously exclusive club. A long table dominated its center, and crystal chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling. They were the real deal, with wax-dripping candles and everything. Four other members of management sat around the table, two on either of its long sides, leaving the head and foot of the table open.
 
   I couldn't help myself. I took the head of the table farthest from the door and made myself at home before the woman who'd led me there could react.
 
   All eyes swiveled in Javez’s direction and, for a moment, I was sure I'd made a terrible mistake. Gun felt the same way, and tightened around my wrist.
 
   Alex smiled at me, revealing rows of perfect, white teeth. Her eyes flashed, but there was no eldritch power in them, just the same fiery magic possessed by every woman I'd ever met. "All right, let's get started."
 
   She took the seat intended for me and steepled her fingers on the table before her. "Dinner will arrive shortly, but we don't have a lot of time. If you don't mind, I'd like to get right to the heart of the matter."
 
   “This can't be good.”
 
   Gun didn't have to tell me twice. Stifling an exasperated sigh, I dug into my satchel and extracted the bottle.
 
   "You don't mind?" I asked.
 
   One by one, the managers shook their heads. Alex didn’t nod, but didn’t shake her head, either. Good enough for me. 
 
   "Great!" I exclaimed with mock cheer. If they were going to kill me, at least I’d have a buzz when it happened.
 
   A waitress appeared at my elbow and placed a chilled highball glass on the table before me. I cracked the bottle’s seal and held its mouth under my nose.
 
   A complex blend of aromas tickled my nostrils. To the undiscerning eye, this looked like any other fifth of Jack Daniels. It had the same squared shape, the same black label. But, this was most definitely not a normal bottle of Jack Daniels.
 
   Somewhere along the way, the shadow world I'd left this with had diverged from our timeline. In that world, the Jack Daniels distillery had started almost 200 years earlier. They'd developed a special whiskey the locals claimed changed your life with a single drink. This was a bottle of the distillery’s finest aged whiskey, something I'd swiped on my way out.
 
   Truth be told, I could have avoided the whole shootout in the graveyard if I'd just bought the damn thing.
 
   But, buying booze on worlds I was tagging for the Company didn't sit well with me. Any rube could buy things, and I wasn't just any rube. I was a scout. The worlds I tagged were mine until the moment the Company arrived to pull them apart and suck them dry.
 
   If I wanted a bottle of the finest whiskey the world had to offer, it was my right to take it. Despite what Venkel had to say on the subject, the Scout’s Dispensation was my prerogative.
 
   Every world I tagged, every mystical place I found along the Night Road, became another stack of fat zeros added to my bank account. Not yet 30, I was far wealthier than anyone I'd known before leaving home. If I wanted, I could buy not just my parents’ farm, but the whole county surrounding it.
 
   Not that I'd ever do that. That place was awful.
 
   I poured a finger of whiskey into my glass and raised a toast to the silent managers. Their impatience was an electric undercurrent in the air, but I would not let them rush this experience.
 
   I enjoyed a last sniff from the glass and then took a sip.
 
   A flood of complex flavors filled my mouth. It was beyond anything I'd imagined. There were spicy hints under the earthy, oaken base, and a heat that was more than just alcohol. The fumes tickled my brain and filled my nostrils with dizzying aromas. "Amazing," I whispered, unable to help myself.
 
   I won't say it changed my life, but it was the best damned whiskey I've ever tasted.
 
   To my surprise, the manager at the far end of the table smiled at me. It was a genuine expression, something I didn't think executives knew how to display. "I'm glad the pain you suffered was worth it."
 
   The scar on my side itched in response to her words. The Company had fine sorcerers on duty to work their healing magic, but even they hadn't been able to close the wound without a scar.
 
   The manager to my left cleared his throat magicked a sheaf of black paper out of the air with a spider-fingered flourish. Neat trick.
 
   "What's this?"
 
   He tapped a lacquered red fingernail on the stack of paper and slid it toward me. "It's the details of your next assignment."
 
   I poured another finger of whiskey into my glass and shook my head. "No. No way. I’ve been in the field for the past seven months, and I got shot. I'm owed at least six months leave."
 
   The rest of the managers grumbled and looked to Alex for permission to rip me a new asshole. She smoothed her skirt and fixed me with an Arctic stare. "This is important. We need you to do this right away. Afterward—"
 
   Anger caused me to gulp the whiskey in my glass. That pissed me off even more. I poured another drink and forced myself to sip it as I struggled to control my feelings. "I need this time off."
 
   Traveling the Night Road puts a strain on a guy. It's one thing to know there are worlds other than these, but it's quite something else to experience it every day. Scouts rotate in and out of duty on six-month cycles. Everyone knows you can't stay out too long. Every week that passed while you were on the road strained your connection to home. There were rumors of a madness stalking the scouts, a derangement that took root when you stayed away from home for too long. The thaumameticians likened it to radiation exposure. You could handle a little here and there, but it built up. Even tiny exposures would gang up and drag you down in the end.
 
   After getting shot at the end of my last tour, I needed a break. I needed time to just be. A few months without wizards lobbing fireballs at me or demons trying to eat me was just what the doctor ordered.
 
   Management didn't shrug, but they didn't do much else either. From the far end of the table, Alex offered me a sad smile. "I know this is asking a lot, so we're prepared to attach a significant bonus to your assignment. Complete this job, and you'll have your time off. Maybe even extra time on top of the bonus if we can afford to keep you off the books."
 
   I sipped the whiskey and its turbocharged flavors soothed my frayed nerves. "I can't."
 
   "That's unfortunate." Alex stood, and the waitresses who had just entered the room carrying platters of roasted meat and an assortment of side dishes froze in place. "We won't need that—"
 
   Goddamnit. If I didn't take this job, they wouldn't feed me. Which meant they were about to kill me. I don't know why I ever thought I had a choice.
 
   Looking back, it’s easy to see I might have never had a choice about anything at all.
 
   Taking that job was a bad idea, but it was the only way I'd get out of the room alive.
 
   I waved away Alex’s anger and gestured to the waitresses. "Fine. I'll do your stupid job. Can we eat?" 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Not everyone can hack the scout’s life. This job requires a certain amount of calculated crazy, and that can't be taught. It's something you're either born with, or you're not. Most of us stumble into this line of work because we find the Night Road by accident. You take a wrong turn after midnight, and the next thing you know you're walking the dark highway between worlds. If you're lucky, you figure out what you're doing before something nasty eats you.
 
   In my case, a passing circus saved me from my own stupidity. I stowed away on their shadowship until the captain found me and put me to work. The performers accepted me as one of their own, trained me, and whisked me away from my boring farm life to a tour of more shadow worlds than most would ever see. The work was hard, but I loved performing. I still miss it. When this is all over, I’ll show you some card tricks. 
 
   A few months of traveling with the circus led me to Rictus Traynor, a Moggrai scout who'd stumbled into a patch of bad luck. 
 
   Like me, Traynor had a bad habit of taking things that technically belonged to other people. One of his marks had taken offense to Traynor’s sticky fingers and stuck a knife between his ribs. When I found the old scout, he was collapsed on a pile of garbage in an alley behind a dance club. He was so close to death I thought he was a fresh zombie trying to nosh on my brain. 
 
   Lucky for him, I took a closer look and got him some help instead of leaving him to bleed out. The circus ship’s sawbones plugged Traynor’s leak and got him back on his feet.
 
   I saved Traynor’s life, and in return, he changed mine. I left the circus to join him as a scout for the Moggrai Corporation. Overnight, I shook the dust off my boots and traded my circus motley for slick suits and expensive sunglasses.
 
   It's hard to believe I'd once been a farm boy with nothing to look forward to beyond days of shoveling shit and nights of sleeping in the same room as my parents. But, despite all the odds against me, I'd clawed my way out of that life and into something better, something grander. I'd become one of the most elite company men around. All because I'd gotten sick and tired of a life that led nowhere and had the guts to take a walk through the cemetery under the full moon.
 
   Let that be a lesson, kids. You, too, can become something great if you're willing to leave your whole life behind and aren't worried about getting killed chasing your dreams.
 
   “Thinking about the old days?”
 
   Gun couldn't quite read my thoughts, but the bond we shared was the next best thing to telepathy. She picked up on my emotions and caught glimpses of my surface thoughts. It was unnerving, but it was kind of nice, too. She never intruded, but she was good at getting me to talk about what was on my mind. In this line of work, where isolation and alienation are a fact of life, that's a big help.
 
   "A little." I tossed clothes from the closet into my travel satchel and turned my attention to weaponry. Rictus had a motto before he took a bullet in the neck, and I'd learned to live by it.
 
   "You can't prepare for everything, but you should always prepare to fight."
 
   The years I'd spent on the Night Road had proved this maxim right time and time again. Not everyone was out to kill you, but a lot of my fellow travelers were up to no good.
 
   Gun was more than enough for most combat situations, but sometimes more than enough was too much. Sometimes I didn't need to blow a hole in something, I just needed to stick a knife into its gizzard. 
 
   The company gives its scouts two places to live. One in the West, and one in the East. It has something to do with keeping the scouts in balance, some large-scale feng shui I don't pretend to understand. I know enough about magic to fire up enchantments or pop off a spell, but I'm not an egghead. 
 
   My apartment in Vegas is full of all the amenities a young man could ever need, and also several discrete armories hidden in its many rooms. I took a Thurga punch dagger from the box hidden in the arm of the recliner in the living room. I retrieved a pair of crescent-shaped thumb knives from the hidey-hole under the kitchen counter, and plucked an assortment of other blades from concealed panels in the bedroom, bathroom, and the balcony's floor.
 
   “Are you going to be okay?” Gun knew I was pissed and also knew anger wasn't my friend. It made me sloppy.
 
   Rather than answer her, I took a deep breath and absorbed the view from my balcony.
 
   You can see the Luxor from my apartment. Or at least mirror-black pyramid at its peak. Pillars of light shoot into the night sky from its four corners, punching up at the scattered clouds overhead. Its mirrored surface catches the lights of the city and twists them into abstract patterns. That shiny black pyramid reminds me that not everything is as it seems, and there's always some wrinkle I don't see until it trips me up.
 
   This job made me antsy. I couldn't put a finger on it, and there was nothing obviously wonky in the paperwork, but a paranoid itch at the back of my mind made me feel like I was being set up. "Let's just get this over with."
 
   I took one last look at the Luxor’s gleaming apex before returning to my bedroom. I dumped the knives into my satchel and slung it over my shoulder. It was time to get this show on the road.
 
   Gun was still a bracelet, and she did her best to keep me calm as we left my apartment and rode the elevator down to the ground floor. 
 
   When my thoughts turned to darkness, she pulsed against my wrist in a soothing pattern that helped me chill the fuck out. I needed that, and she knew it.
 
   The doorman caught my eye as I stepped out of the elevator and whispered something into the microphone on his lapel. My Chucks squeaked against the marble floor, annoying my neighbors and drawing a knowing smirk from the doorman. I'm not in Vegas as often as I'd like, but he and I have gotten to know each other pretty well over the past couple of years. He knew that I work for a living, unlike the rest of the moneyed dickwads who live here, and I knew he did a lot of things that made their lives easier, even if most of them don't even notice. We shook hands, and I slipped him a 50, which is another reason he's always glad to see me.
 
   "Car's outside," the doorman said with a smile. He held the door for me, and I stepped out into the blast furnace heat of the Las Vegas summer. Even at dusk, the blazing summer heat shrank the skin of my scalp tight against my skull, and I was glad I'd only have to expose myself to temperature for a few seconds. The black town car waiting for me at the curb offered a welcome refuge from the sun. The driver closed the door behind me and took his position behind the wheel.
 
   "Where to?"
 
   I don't recognize the man, which is just another thing to irritate and unnerve me today. "Where's Lisa?"
 
   "It's her night off." He shrugs. "Where to?"
 
   Gun wraps my wrist in a firm, warm embrace.
 
   “You're being paranoid. He's right. It's Tuesday. Lisa doesn't work Tuesdays.”
 
   Forcing myself to relax was harder than it should've been. "Woodlawn."
 
   “Calm down.”
 
   I tried to take her advice. I did.
 
   And it almost worked. 
 
   I watched the Vegas Strip skyline through the tinted windows. If I only looked up, I could pretend it was all a big adult playground. The bright lights and blasting music offered a perfect distraction from my gloomy paranoia. Behind the neon lights and splashing fountains, people from all over the world fed money into the maws of slot machines and converted their life savings into chips to throw onto green felt arenas. Everyone comes to Vegas for a good time. Everyone's there to party.
 
   But, as soon as I looked down, I saw the rest of the picture. The broken dregs of humanity scattered on the sidewalks like broken and discarded dolls. The empty souls who’d fallen prey to the lure of an easy way out and lost all their money at the tables, snorted it up their noses, or poured it into their swollen bellies. I'd crawled out of the sewage when I was just a kid, but I knew part of that had been luck. Most people, shadows and otherwise, didn’t pry their lives loose from the grim grip of their pasts. Most ended up here, or somewhere very much like here, bled dry by a world they barely understood.
 
   “You're doing it again.”
 
   She's right. Gun’s always right. I kept getting myself wound up over nothing. Thinking about the fates of everyone who wasn’t me wouldn’t help them. It wouldn’t even help me. So why waste brain cycles thinking about it?
 
   Because I can’t stop thinking about how close I was to being just like them.
 
   And that’s a thought I could do without.
 
   I steepled my fingers and stared down into the pyramid they formed. One by one I folded pairs of fingers over into tight knots, exhaling with every motion. The meditation helped, it took the edge off. By the time we arrived at Woodlawn, I didn't feel the need to punch anyone. It was a welcome change.
 
   The driver opened my door and waited for me to unfold myself from the town car. I'm not tall, but my legs are long, and I'm so thin people think I'm a lot taller than I am. In the 90s they would've called me heroin chic. Now, I'm just scrawny.
 
   "You need me to hang around?" 
 
   I shook my head and peeled off a 50 for the driver from the roll in my pocket. "Nope. Tell dispatch you had to wait for me. I won't be back this way tonight, so you can sneak some rest."
 
   "You need a ride back to the Luxor?"
 
   "I do, but I have no idea when." I tapped the slab of glass, plastic, and aluminum in my right pocket. "I'll call."
 
   He nodded and slipped back into the driver's seat. A few moments later, he pulled the car over to a parking space under a desiccated oak tree and killed the engine. He probably stayed there for the rest of his shift, killing time and pretending to wait for me. Good for him.
 
   You can get to the Night Road from just about anywhere if you've got the strength for it. I've met scouts so brimming with their own arcane power they don't need any help opening a door. I've met others who can use any doorway to access the dark highway. Me? I don't have that kind of grit.
 
   What I have is a nose for necromantic energy. Wherever there are dead folks, and the people who come to pay their respects to the dead, I can soak up enough juice to get onto the Road. 
 
   Woodlawn is one of those old cemeteries, the kind with lots of chintzy flat stones in the newer parts, and fancy, Gothic monuments in the older sections. I could open the door using one of the newer stones, but it feels wrong. 
 
   Somewhere along the line we made death a commodity. It lost its mystery and became just another burden for the living to shoulder. No one can afford those big honking monuments to the fallen anymore. And no cemetery will give an average Joe enough space to erect one even if he can afford it. They keep the tombstones flat and flush with the ground so the guy they hire to mow the lawn for minimum wage doesn't have to worry about going around them. We've turned our memorials into parking lots.
It's a goddamn disgrace.
 
   I walked down the long road through the center of the cemetery. Tall trees formed a natural arch that blocked out the stars and moon. Grave energy gathered around me as I made my way toward the old monuments at the back of the cemetery. The power of the dead clung to my shoulders like a dark weight, melancholy and cumbersome. But it also filled me with a strength I wouldn't otherwise possess.
 
   By the time I'd made it halfway across the cemetery, the world was fuzzy around the edges. The asphalt underfoot firmed up and changed from gooey black tar to a hard, flat ribbon of glass.
 
   The trees changed, too. Leaves fell from their branches to reveal pale, skeletal limbs entwined overhead like the fingers of dead lovers. Heat leached from the air, and I wished I'd remembered a jacket. The Night Road isn't cold, but there's something about it that makes you want to cover your skin.
 
   The cemetery's far wall faded out of sight, and just like that, I was on the Night Road.
 
   The black folder the management team had given me held a series of glyphs that burned into my brain the instant I saw them. I closed my eyes, and those sigils swam to the surface of my memories and floated in the air before me like road signs. The thaumeticians were superb at pinpointing sites of possible power and giving the scouts explicit directions. Finding the shadow worlds wasn't difficult for those of us who could walk the Night Road. The hard part was getting home in one piece.
 
   “You're nervous.”
 
   I didn't want to admit it, but Gun was right. Again. The road signs guided me with unerring accuracy, but with every step the sense of wrongness about this job grew stronger. Something was wrong.
 
   We walked for most of the night. We took a left branch off the main strand of the Night Road, then a branch off to the right. We followed a looping conduit that rose high above the main Road and then plunged down through a misty tunnel.
 
   "I don't like this." My words died as soon as they left my lips, turning flat and lifeless without so much as an echo to mark their passing. A feeling of dread rose up in me. I wanted to turn back.
 
   Something bad had happened on this branch of the Night Road, and it was going to happen again. My instincts screamed for me to get out of there, but I clenched my teeth and stuck to the path. There was a chance a terrible fate awaited me up ahead, but if I abandoned a contract there’d be an excision team waiting at my apartment. I had to take my chances. 
 
   We were so close to the end of the Road, I could feel it. The exit point throbbed like a bad tooth as we approached the grave door. In the next minute or two, I'd step off the Night Road and into a shadow world. Then it was just a matter of finding the source of power and dropping a beacon somewhere nearby. The extraction team would do the rest.
 
   Easy peasy. Nothing to it.
 
   So why did I feel like I was about to puke?
 
   “We've been here before.”
 
   That couldn't be right. No scout ever went to the same world twice. What would be the point? Once you had a beacon in place, the extraction team could get to the site on their own. The company would never waste a resource like that.
 
   "No way."
 
   Gun pinched the skin on the inside of my wrist. She didn't like it when I disagreed with her.
 
   “Wait. You're right. I haven't been here before. But you have.”
 
   That was a twist. I picked up Gun not long after I'd become a scout. Before we crossed paths the only worlds I'd traveled to were with the circus. That meant…
 
   The grave door popped open and puked us out onto a scrubby plane dotted with decrepit tombstones. The twin stink of dirt and dry rot clogged my nostrils. Clouds of dust rose around my Chucks as we walked to the edge of the cemetery. The sky was a blank, black slate. No stars, no clouds, no moon.
 
   There was something familiar about this place. Something I knew I should recognize.
 
   And then I did. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Gun squeezed my wrist until my fingers tingled from lack of circulation. “What is it?” 
 
   My breath caught in my lungs, and my pulse hammered in my ears. After all these years, after thinking I was free all this time, I was right back where I started.
 
   I was home.
 
   "No questions," I whispered to Gun. I had to get out of this graveyard. I had to get somewhere quiet and dark where I could get my head together.
 
   Were they still looking for me? Did they even remember me?
 
   Of course they did. What I'd done was unforgivable in their eyes.
 
   I staggered away from the grave door and out of the desiccated cemetery. There were no walls around it, no gates to keep outsiders away. The dead here were enough to make a sensible person avoid the place.
 
   Gun shifted and slithered around my arm. One moment she was a pistol cradled in my palm, the next she was a gun blade jutting from the back of my hand with her ammo tail wrapped around my forearm. I couldn't tell her to stop. She was as nervous as I was, and at least one of us needed to be ready to fight. Gods knew I was in no condition for that.
 
   We crashed through the trees bordering the cemetery. They were short and stunty, overgrown shrubs more than a forest, and they clawed at me with their naked branches and spiny twigs. A branch slapped against my cheek and drew blood. Another snagged on my expensive trousers and dug a thorn into the meat of my thigh. This place hated me as much as I hated it.
 
   And then I was out. The trees parted before me, and I staggered onto an open plain. There was no grass underfoot, no plants struggling to rise from the cracked, parched soil. The land was as dry and pale as bone, a wasteland that reeked of dust and emptiness.
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   There was a town ahead of us. Its lights winked through the night, flickering and feeble against the starless sky. "Home," I groaned.
 
   Neither of us spoke during the walk to the town. As much as I’d hated growing up here, there was a sense of comfort at being back again. I'd thought I'd see the place again.
 
   Turns out I was wrong. You learn something new and disappointing every day.
 
   But, while his place was familiar, there was something off about it. It'd always been boring and desolate, the kind of hardscrabble place where farmers struggled to make a living while the world tried to strangle them. Now, though, there was something else here. Something sinister.
 
   The winds no longer sighed over the barren plains, they groaned and wailed. The town below me, my town, wasn't just tiny and isolated. It hunkered in on itself as if to ward off threats from all sides. Someone had raised the low wall that encircled it from an ornamental barrier to keep out tumbleweeds into a fortified stone defense work. Something was wrong.
 
   “Well, I can see why you left.”
 
   Gun’s attempt at humor failed to lighten the mood. I dug into my satchel and pulled out the survey compass, searching for the company's target. I didn't want my suspicion to be true. For once in my life, I wanted my hunch to be wrong.
 
   Despite the wall surrounding the place, no one manned its gate. No one questioned us as we entered the city through the raised portcullis. Electric lights buzzed and flickered as we passed them, disturbed by our colliding realities, but they didn't shut off. Gun tensed as we moved into the town and the locals eyeballed us, but no one raised a hand to stop us.
 
   The thing about the Night Road is that all the worlds along it aren't that much different from Earth. Yeah, you see weird things out there in the shadows, but there are plenty of weird things where you're from, too. My hometown, for example, looked like any little speck on the map you'd find in the Midwest. If it weren't for the stone walls and the strange, alien landscape beyond them, you could believe you were somewhere in the Texas Panhandle, or maybe out on the Great Plains of Kansas during the dust bowl years. People wore clothes that were much the same as what I wore, only a hell of a lot less fancy. If I'd known I was coming here, I wouldn't have worn leather pants and a snakeskin shirt. Denim and flannel would have been a better fit.
 
   “Let's get out of here.”
 
   "As soon as I tag the place," I muttered. The compass looked like a pocket watch, something that wouldn't seem too out of place to the locals. Arcane symbols covered its face, and a pair of hands moved about it in erratic patterns. One shook widdershins while the other swept in abbreviated clockwise spasms. The intersection of those hands showed me where to walk.
 
   My heart sank because I had a bad feeling about where we were headed.
 
   I felt betrayed. Angry. This couldn't be a coincidence. There was no way the company didn't know where they were sending me. There is no way they didn't know that one of their scouts came from this dirt hole of a shadow world. They could've told me. They could've warned me.
 
   “Don't be afraid.”
 
   Gun smelled my fear. I did everything I could to tamp it down, but there was no denying it. Leaving this place wasn't just a matter of boredom or wanderlust. A bad thing happened here. Something every little boy and girl I'd grown up with dreaded.
 
   Rather than face it, I'd been lucky enough to take the Night Road and get the hell out of here.
 
   Being back dredged up all my childhood nightmares and stirred in a healthy dose of adult pragmatism. I knew the horrors waiting out there. The terrors my childhood imagination could only grope at in a primitive, naïve way, I could now envision in graphic detail.
 
   I didn't want to take another step. Sometimes, the combination of a good imagination and a lot of world experience is a pain in the ass.
 
   "I don't want to do this," I whispered. "We can just run. Get back on the night Road and never look back."
 
   “They'll find us.”
 
   Gun was right, again, but that didn't make me hate her any less. Running seemed like a great idea. It seemed like the only idea.
 
   Especially after I rounded the corner and stared up a small hill at a church I'd hoped to never see again.  It was the landmark that was hated by all of the local people, but the one that any visitor to the area wanted to see.
 
   Cold sweat drooled from my pores and ran down my spine. The wind chilled my skin and raised goosebumps in its passage.
 
   After all this time, after all this running, I was facing the thing I dreaded the most. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The church was the kind of place that would've been impressive a hundred years ago. It's a massive wooden cube with a towering steeple and bell tower stabbing at the sky from opposite ends. The years had not been kind to the place. Strips of bare wood peeked through the peeling paint and cracks spider-webbed across the stained glass. The front door was open, just a little ajar, and candlelight flickered through the gap.
 
   The compass trembled in my hand. Both of its hands pointed straight at the church.
 
   Of course, they did. Where else would they point?
This was the source of whatever magical disturbance the Company wanted me to examine. I licked my lips. 
 
   I really, really did not want to do this.
 
   “Take a walk.”
 
   Gun's advice was good. If I went into that place, there's no telling what would happen. Fear would make me do something stupid. I'd get myself killed, or kill someone else. Because terrible things have happened inside that church.
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   Nightmares from my past shook loose from the rafters of my mind like bats disturbed by a sudden light. Bobby Frank, my best friend from middle school, went into the church on his thirteenth birthday. He never came out. But that's not what I told Gun. "That's where the Rite of Passage takes place."
 
   Just saying the words made me shiver. People came from all over to watch kids walk into that church, and they placed bets on who'd make it out. The whole thing made everyone sick, but our little town depended on the gambling money to see it through the hard times.
 
   The gambling tents were gone. There were no tourists that I could see. There were people on the streets, but they looked confused about why they're there or what they're supposed to be doing. I've seen the same look on the faces of tourists as they wander under Vegas' neon lights and try to reconcile their dreams with the reality surrounding them. Nothing is ever what it seems, and yet it's exactly what it's always been.
 
   “That's why you left?”
 
   Gun transformed back into a bracelet, or maybe a bracer is more accurate. She covered most of my forearm and undulated against my skin like a snake trying to get comfortable on a tree limb perch. Her embrace was comforting.
 
   "That would be the reason." I blinked away the memories of my babysitter, Jenny Baker. Before she'd undergone the Rite, she'd been goofy, giggly, and always ready to get into mischief. We'd been friends, and I always enjoyed having her come over to keep an eye on me.
 
   And then she turned 13 and went into the church, and the girl who came out wasn't the same person. Not at all.
 
   “Can you do this?” For the first time, Gun sounded worried.
 
   We'd circled the block, and the church came back into view. I licked my lips and tried to formulate an answer that wasn't a straight up lie. Gun could forgive a lot of things, but when I didn't tell her the truth it made her pissy. Given what we were about to do, I needed her on my side. "I don't know. I have to try."
 
   Because *that* was the truth. The company had sent me here because they wanted whatever was in the church. It was my job to tag it so they could find their way here without getting lost on the Night Road. This was my job. I *had* to do this, or I'd be like those bums I passed on the streets of the city every day. Listless and useless. 
 
   It was my job. I was going to do it.
 
   So why did I feel like I was about to die?
 
   "There's no point putting this off." Either I was ready for this, or I wasn't. Walking around all night wouldn't change that.
 
   Childhood memories told me the church had only a single entrance. If we wanted in, we had to go through the front doors.
 
   But, that didn't mean anyone had to see us do it.
 
   I uttered the words of an incantation, and my shirt rippled against my skin. A heat haze shimmer obscured my vision beyond about 10 feet, which let me know the shirt was doing its job. We were invisible.
 
   I did my best to squeeze through the open door without moving it. My chest brushed against the old wood, and the hinges gave a slight creak. That was all right. That was fine. Anyone in here would just think it was the wind.
 
   I hoped.
 
   The sanctuary was just as I remembered it. Dual rows of stiff wooden pews filled the center of the room. A pulpit rose from a stage at the front of the place, flanked on either side by hooded statues.
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   Gun felt it, too. My people didn't worship an afterlife, they worshiped the dead. They believed those who passed on protected us from a fate more horrible than the grave. The old religion spoke of nameless forces lurking in the shadows beyond our world, waiting to snatch away the unwary and torture them for their own amusement.
 
   "It's hell," I whispered.
 
   There was no one here. The sanctuary was only used for services, and those were only held once a month, on the night of the new moon. The town would gather in this place to pay their respects to the dead and pray for a safe future for the living.
 
   There was no power here. No magical force to attract the Company's attention. I checked the compass, and it pointed at the church's heart. We needed to go deeper.
 
   We needed to go somewhere I'd never been.
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   Gun wasn't afraid of anything. Her warning meant there was something very dangerous not far away.  Gun's senses were keener than mine, and she knew things no mortal could ever understand. "What is it?"
 
   She didn't respond to my whisper, which did not help my nerves. I shuffled my feet on the carpet between the pews and headed toward the large door behind the pulpit. That is where the kids went. That is where the Rite of Passage began.
 
   I'd avoided that door for 25 years. I did everything in my power to escape having to pass through its shadowed arch.
And here I was, walking right into the belly of the beast.
 
   Despite my hopes, the door wasn't locked. It slid open without a sound at the touch of my fingertips.
 
   A long hallway led deeper into the church. Naked electric bulbs dangled from the ceiling, their light harsh and unyielding compared to the warm candlelight of the sanctuary. They flickered and buzzed as we passed beneath them. Crazed shadows danced across the walls and floor as we advanced.
 
   Intricate carvings of screaming children adorned the walls. Dead mothers, their swollen bellies scooped clean and laid bare, were etched into the wood with loving detail. Fathers ran across the wooden panels, dead children cradled in their arms.
 
   “Careful.” Gun tried to calm me with smooth, even pulses against my wrist. It didn’t work.
 
   My heart raced. My lungs labored for breath that wouldn't come. Sparklers danced in my vision, and I knew I was dangerously close to passing out. This was not right. There was something terrible there.
 
   And it had been waiting for me to return.
 
   The hallway opened into a large, circular room. It widened as it rose toward the ceiling, like a great bowl. Squares of darkness lined the walls, hundreds of them.
 
   A dark presence filled the air with a humming static that pressed against my skin like a blanket of needles. This was it. This was the source of the power the Company sought. I knew it.
 
   “Drop the beacon.”
 
   Fear dripped from Gun's voice. It trembled in my mind and ignited my own terror. My hands were clumsy as a groped in my satchel for the little marble. I found it, but it slipped through my fingers. The glass was a slick as oil and I couldn't hold it.
 
   There. I lifted the marble from the satchel and waited for the telltale whine to reach its peak. We waited for it to absorb the energy of the anomaly and prepare the way for the extraction team.
 
   But that never happened.
 
   A dry chuckle echoed in the wall behind me. "It's not that easy."
 
   Gun snapped into a heavy revolver, and my finger rested alongside her trigger.
 
   “Kill him.”
 
   The urge was there even before I turned to face the old man. His voice was as familiar as the church itself. He'd been ancient when I was a child, and he was no more or less ancient now. "Don't fight me on this."
 
   The preacher smiled. The wide-brimmed hat he'd always worn cast his face in deep shadow. A bolo tie around his neck seemed more like a noose now than I'd remembered. His black suit was dusty and wrinkled. Had it always been like this?
 
   He took a step in my direction and paid no attention to Gun aimed at his face. "After all these years, Chase, you've come back to face it."
 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   I wanted to shoot the preacher. I wanted to shoot him more than I've wanted anything in my life before or since.
 
   "Go on, then," the preacher said. He flashed a yellowed smile and winked at me from beneath his hat's brim. "You want to kill me? Take your shot. I'm tired. I don't want to do this anymore, and I know you don't want to be here. Go on and get to it."
 
   “I can't.”
 
   Gun's trigger was cold and dead under my finger. I could as soon move a mountain as squeeze off a shot at the preacher.
 
   The beacon was useless in my hand. It didn't even groan, much less unleash the banshee wail signifying it was ready to open the way for the company extraction team. Something was wrong, and until I knew what, killing the preacher wouldn't help me finish this contract.
 
   The preacher’s smile grew even wider until I was sure I could see his wisdom teeth in the deep creases of his parted lips. "Come on. What's the problem? Don't have the stones to kill an old man in his own church?"
 
   "What is wrong with this place?" I asked, my voice shaking. "What have you done?"
 
   The preacher was close enough to touch. His breath stank of his last meal: Hamburger, greasy fries, Tabasco? No. Sriracha.
 
   He touched his chest with a long-fingered hand. "Me? What have I done? Nothing. No one's done anything since you upset the apple cart all those years ago."
 
   My skin itched and my hair twitched on my scalp. "Just let me do my job, so I can get out of here again."
 
   "Can't." The old man shoved his hands in the front pockets of his trousers and gave a bony shrug. "If it were up to me, we wouldn't be having this discussion. But it's not my choice what happens next. It's not yours, either."
 
   My hand shook. Gun was inches from his face, but the preacher ignored her as if she weren't there at all.
 
   Gun struggled to speak, but her voice was silenced by whatever sorcery had killed the beacon. I was alone in the church with the preacher. Just like I'd been in all those years ago, when I'd decided I wasn't taking the Rite of Passage, no matter how important they said it was. "Let us go. Please."
 
   The preacher removed his hat and held it over his heart. "I swear, I do, on everything I hold holy, that I can't let you do that. You ran from your responsibility once; you can't run from it again. Did you think coming back here was an accident? You think they sent you back to us because they didn't “know” where you came from?"
 
   My mouth was as dry as if it'd been filled with sand. I didn't want to think about this. Why would the company want me to come back here? After all this time running why had they sent me back home? "It doesn't matter. We're leaving."
 
   "No," the preacher said. Something rustled behind me. I didn't want to turn and look. I didn't want to see whatever had crawled out of those gaping black squares lining the room.
 
   "I'll kill you."
 
   "No," the old man said with a ragged sigh, "no, you will not kill anyone."
 
   I bore down on the trigger with all the strength I could bring to bear. My muscles ached, and my arm shook from the effort, but nothing happened. Gun's trigger remained as still and cold as stone.
 
   The preacher reached up and caressed Gun's barrel from the tip of her sight down to her hammer.
 
   She retreated from his touch and coiled around my wrist once again.
 
   "Now," the preacher said, "that we're alone, you will do what you should've done a decade and a half ago."
 
   Bony hands wrapped around my arms and legs. Rotting arms wrapped around my chest and thighs. The stink of death and putrefaction filled my nostrils and clawed at my throat.
 
   "Please," I begged.
 
   The preacher turned his back on me. "It's time for your Rite of Passage, son. It's time to fix what you broke." 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Rotting bodies engulfed me, pinning my arms to my side and trapping my legs together. I didn't feel pain, there was no force, just an overwhelming press of bodies holding me, lifting me, carrying me. The stench of the dead tainted my every breath, and their smell coated my throat with the taste of the grave.
 
   They marched me down a hallway that seemed to go on forever. We were no longer inside a wooden building, but a stone mausoleum. Verdigris bronze nameplates marked each cube on the wall as the home of a corpse. Some names I recognized, others were strangers. We passed hundreds, thousands, an army of the dead trapped inside stone cells. A wordless wailing echoed from within each tomb, and dry, rattling thumps shook the hall behind us. The dead wanted their freedom more than I ever did, and they wanted “me”.
 
   Gun trembled against my wrist. Her struggle filled me with guilt because I didn't even try to escape. I had no leverage and the dead had no remorse. What would be the point of fighting?
 
   We stopped at last. The dead placed me on a stone slab. Slack-jawed corpses loomed over me, all reaching out to touch my flesh. The weight of their hands on my body pressed it flat to the stone and held me as securely as any shackles.
 
   My vision blurred and my lungs ached for air. My heart labors against the weight of the dead resting on my ribs.
Rotting fingers press against my lips. I clenched my jaw, but the dead were relentless. They peeled my lips back from my teeth, and wormed their fingers between my cheeks and my gums, hooking behind my molars to pry my jaw wide. I gagged on their taste and skeletal fingers dragged my mouth open.
 
   A skull loomed into view. Bony hands held aloft a carafe of cloudy fluid. The crystal is discolored by whatever it contained, and I watched with mounting horror as they tipped it toward my gaping jaws.
 
   The first taste was bitter. It was stale and salty, and it burned my tongue. The corpses pinched my nose, and I had no choice but to swallow, a great, gulping sob that scoured my throat and left me feeling nauseated and helpless.
 
   My vision dimmed from the edges. It went gray, and then black, shrinking until there was only darkness. 
 
   The weight left my body, as one dead hand after another was removed. I waited in darkness, listening for Gunman's voice, or any sound other than my own breathing. At last, I recognized the taste in my mouth.
 
   It's tears.
 
   I can't stay here. I have to move. I need to activate the beacon and get an extraction team here. I’ve still got the marble clenched in my fist, but it’s nothing more than a cold and inert glass orb. I have to find some place where it's magic isn't blocked.
 
   I struggle into a sitting position, swing my legs down, and my feet hit the floor. I try to walk and stumble into a wall. My hands feel along the carved surface, images flashing across my mind as my fingers trace the outline of the engravings.
 
   A quiet, agrarian community. Long grass blows in the breeze, fat cows munch on mounds of hay. Children run and play in the fields, carefree under a cloudless blue sky. A golden sun smiles down on a world so rich in possibility and resources its residents need never want for a single thing.
 
   The old church stands in its center, smaller than it is now, newer. Its steeple catches the rays of the sun and transforms them into a golden spire. The bell rings, and families come. They laugh and smile as they passed through the doors. The preacher greets them, a young man with golden hair and flashing eyes. His teeth are straight and white in his smile, and his suit is the color of ivory.
 
   I felt my way along the wall, and tried to ignore the presence as it wormed its way into my thoughts. There's something there, something waiting, something that wanted to be inside of me.
 
   I pushed it away, and its frustrations stung me like the nettles of a jellyfish.
 
   I groped my way along the wall, doing my best to keep from tripping, to keep from backtracking. The carvings changed under my fingers, they became more angular, the edges stabbed at my fingers and parted my flesh. Warm blood trickled down my fingers and the carvings became an image in my skull. A tombstone cracks open to reveal a grinning woman with bones tied in her hair and a glass sphere clutched in her fist.
 
   She cracked the beacon open, and the sun went dark, the grass curled and blackened, and the shadows came.
 
   "No," I whispered to myself.
 
   This couldn't be. That isn't how it was. This place has always been a disaster, always been a nightmare waiting to happen. No one ever spoke of happier times when I was a child. No one ever said there was a time before they had to feed their children to the church.
 
   "You're wrong, son." The preacher's voice was close, but I didn't dare take my hands off the wall to reach for him. I kept walking, doing my best to ignore him. He's lying. I needed to activate the beacon. The extraction team would come. I'd be free.
 
   Again.
 
   "It doesn't have to be this way." The preacher kept pace with me. "Accept the Rite. Let it in."
 
   "No." I croaked. Whatever the presence hovering around me was, whatever vile thing the preacher wanted me to let in, I refused. I've seen what happens to the possessed. I've killed men and women with nothing in their eyes and a ghost's voice gargling in their throats. I won't go down like that.
 
   "Did you ever wonder why you never found another like you?" The preacher asked. "Why you never ran into anyone from your crappy little home?"
 
   No, I'd never wondered. I was so happy to be free of this place I'd never thought to look for anyone else from this raggedy pocket of shadow. I didn't care. Why would I?
 
   "We want it that way. We've always wanted it that way. Ever since the first ones came." The preacher's voice dropped a notch. "I used to be happy. The dead used to pass on to the next life. But now we need them to keep us safe. We need them to hide us."
 
   My throat tightened. "That can't be true."
 
   The preacher's voice cracked. "Everything has a price. Your freedom, your escape from here? It cost us all. It opened a crack in the wall that surrounded our home. It let them find us through you."
 
   The carvings changed under my fingers again, they became fluid and swirled like smoke. Gleaming pyramids rose from the surface of this world like festering boils. Hidden behind veils of magic, they churned and ground and devoured. Beams of light shot from the corners of the pyramids into a black swirling vortex in the sky. The earth died. The crops turned to dust. Everything good came to a stuttering halt. And then the pyramids are gone and in their place the dead wail.
 
   "That was all a long time ago. We got smarter. We hid from them." The preacher's hand falls on my shoulder. "But we needed the help of the young. We needed brave soldiers to take their place among the Army of the dead to keep the wall strong. It was the only way to maintain the balance."
 
   My stomach turned. The memories of my dead friends, of my changed friends, came back to me. "So you turned your children into weapons?"
 
   "No. Your people did that. We turned them into shields. We sacrificed a few so many could survive. It was the only way to stay hidden."
 
   The fog lifted from my eyes, blackness turning to shades of gray turning white before my vision returned. I was alone in a room the size of a movie theater. Bones, too small to belong to adults, formed interlocking patterns marching up to the ceiling. A spiral of wide-eyed skulls wrapped around the ceiling and stared down into a hole in the floor. Something inky and black swirled within that yawning pit. Something that wants me.
 
   The orb in my hand whined. It warmed in my grip, and I realized it had come to life. There was nothing stopping me from calling an extraction team.
 
   But, if I did, I knew what came next. For the first time, I realized what it costs the people of the shadow worlds whenever I dropped a beacon.
 
   The preacher leaned against the wall across the haunted chamber and tipped his hat in my direction. "You have a choice to make. And not much time to make it."
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Gun twisted around my wrist and wriggled up my arm. She coiled around my throat like a steel scarf. 
 
   “What do we do?”
 
   The darkness swirled in the well. Hair-fine tendrils slopped over the edge and crept a few yards across the floor toward me before retreating. They formed and re-formed and broke apart. Ebony cilia lashed at the air, eager for communion.
 
   "I don't know." But I did. This was the cost of my life. The dead world, the broken children, the hollow wind. For the Company to prosper, for me to prosper, all of the best bits of a thousand shadow worlds were stripped away.
 
   Every beacon I'd dropped, every trail I'd blazed, led to the same end.
 
   I took a shuffling step toward the well. Dropping the beacon would be the easiest thing to do. As soon as it hit the well, the extraction team would be on its way. It would take them a few minutes to arrive, no more than that, and I'd be whisked back to Vegas. I'd spend the next year living in luxury, flitting from the desert to the island of Manhattan and back again at will. If I wanted to travel the Night Road, I could. There were a thousand worlds out there waiting for me. An infinity of places to plunder.
 
   But knowing my footsteps left desolation in their wake made all of that much less appealing.
 
   "We can make a difference." And it was true. But the cost would be the person I'd become. That thing in the well, that fate, was what I'd fled. That moment was what I'd spent my entire adult life fleeing. Accepting it made all my choices irrelevant.
 
   And maybe that wouldn't be such a bad thing.
 
   Another step. And another.
 
   The beacon screamed in my fist. It filled to bursting with the power contained in the well. It begged for release. It wanted me to unleash the force it contained and open the Night Road. Because if this isn't the biggest grave I'd ever stumbled into, what is it?
 
   My toes nudged against the well.
 
   “What if you don't survive?”
 
   Because others haven't. Because I knew children had died in that room and their bones lined the walls. Not everyone who drank the bitter waters lived to tell the tale. And even those who survived were not the same as they were before the drink. They left an essential piece of their souls here, a bridge between this world and the next, that kept the rest of us hidden from danger. Hidden from people like me and the monsters that were my employers.
 
   "I have to try."
 
   “And then?”
 
   I smiled and kneeled next to the well. I scooped one hand into the water and brought up a draught of the writhing liquid. "We'll see."
 
   I drank. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   I’ve made my share of mistakes, and that was one of the worst. The darkness hadn't even made it past my lips before I knew I'd fucked up.
 
   I couldn't see or hear. I was only vaguely aware of Gun wrapped around my throat. She squeezed frantically in a vain attempt to bring me back, but I was lost before I swallowed.
 
   "At last." An ancient voice sighed in my ears.
 
   This is what waited for me for all those years. This is what cost everyone so much. And then, with one drink, we were together. As it said, at last.
 
   The rest of this I got from Gun after I’d recovered. The marble fell from my hand, and the beacon triggered. But when the extraction team arrived, the well was empty. Whatever magic had been there was gone. Lost. They wheeled me onto a Vindicator and whisked me back down the Night Road.
 
   Months have passed since then. Gun is worried about me.
 
   I'm worried about me.
 
   There's something else inside me now. Something that wants to change the Earth.
 
   I thought I could use it to fix things.
 
   I thought I could use it to push back against the Company. To undo some of the damage I've done.
 
   I don't think that's going to happen. Whatever this thing is, it has plans of its own.
 
   It wants a fight. It wants the people who hurt it to pay.
 
   It wants to destroy the Moggrai Corporation and all of its subsidiaries and servants.
 
   If I let it get away with that, it won’t just destroy the Company, it’ll destroy my entire way of life.
 
   But maybe that’s not such a bad thing.
 
   Maybe I will let the thing inside me wreak its savage vengeance.
 
   Because, after all, I'm a Company man.
 
   I always get the Company what it deserves.
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   Editor Commentary – The Eclipse of Time
 
   The anthology is next graced with the return of the skillful writing of J. L. Hendricks and another installment in her Eclipse series. Her complex world of magic and battle takes her characters into new territory, both from a time perspective and into deeper layers of motivation and emotion. The combination of adventure and romance leverage the game components into an orchestral arrangement of love, loss, and regret, all controlled by Hendrick’s deepening skill as a writer and conductor of tales.
 
   The Eclipse of Time
 
   Prologue
 
   Lancer’s POV –On Sendryl
 
   “Reverend, I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me that Ash was the one for B’Lana? It would have been easier for me to handle if I had known that sooner.” I was pacing back and forth in the Reverend’s living room. I had just arrived here when he said we needed to discuss the events of the past few weeks.
 
   B’Lana was the woman I thought might be in love with me. I knew I was in love with her. On a very romantic night just a few, short weeks ago, I professed my undying love for her. Whenever I looked at her I saw the beauty of the morning sky. A halo of sunlight shone around her head. I felt as light as a cloud when it was just the two of us. Her presence gave me a sense of joy I have never felt in my entire life. I knew I could do anything if she was by my side.
 
   When she finally told me that she was not in love with me, it broke my heart. However, I had no time to feel the aching in my heart because that very day, something I never thought would happen, did. 
 
   I watched in horror and sadness as rings of ash, splashing out in a pattern of increasing density, surrounded both B’Lana and my best friend, Ash. He had been killed with a sword that was intended to kill her. Once she realized he was dead, a wave of magic so strong it knocked everyone to the ground, came out of her and caused the kaleidoscope of burnt powder to form in concentric circles moving out from their bodies.
 
   However, she was able to bring him back to life with her newfound powers, it really was a sight to behold. She pulled the magic from the surrounding witches to her and used that to breathe life back into Ash, her fated mate.
 
   The air was acrid with unidentifiable odors and eddies of blue mist, and even a bit of purple was identifiable in the area between B’Lana and Ash. For a few moments, everyone stood or sat still in shocked silence. But the silence didn’t last long. We all had held our breath and then let it out at once. The sound was like a wind tunnel hitting me at 100 miles an hour and almost knocked me over, for the second time that day.
 
   Even though Ash and I had our differences, I still cared for him as a brother. We have been through a lot together over the years, and my heart broke when I thought he was dead. Then when he appeared to be alive, I almost jumped for joy the feelings were so overwhelming.
 
   The reverend spoke, interrupting my memories of what we had all been through these past few weeks. “My son, I told you several years back that you were to never become intimate with her. You should have taken that to mean that you could never love her either. I am sorry you have a broken heart, but the events that will unfold soon are going to show you why she was never meant for you.”
 
   The Reverend leaned forward and put his forearms on his knees and looked at me with such compassion, I knew he really meant those words.
 
   “What events?” I stood up, and then turned around as I heard a sound behind me. It was like a window had opened up, and a wind storm came barreling through the room. My hair, which was worn down to my shoulders, started blowing from the wind hitting me. It was swirling around my head and then quickly turned itself and aimed for the opening of the window. 
 
   The sound was growing in volume, and I found it increasingly difficult to hear anything over the swooshing and swirling of the wind.
 
   The Reverend smiled at me, then stood up and walked back towards the kitchen. As he walked away, he turned around and looked at me as he said, “Your future is through that portal.” He pointed to what was behind me. 
 
   He turned towards the kitchen and took three steps before he turned his head over his shoulder, “But be warned, once you have completed your quest, I know not what your future holds. The ancient writings only stated what happened to you up to your quest, not what happens after. So bear this in mind when you decide if you will play your part or not.” Then he walked around the corner and all I could see was my hair spinning around my head and slapping me in the face.
 
   I turned back towards the windows and discovered a swirling cloud in front of me. It was similar to the portals to Earth, but this one showed up out of the blue and had some sort of electrical storm brewing inside of it. The roiling pattern went opposite to the direction of a regular portal. This one also had a few bolts of what appeared to be electricity coursing through the entrance to only the Creator knew what.
 
   I traveled through interdimensional portals between my home world of Sendryl, and Earth. The humans on Earth knew very little about my kind, only a handful were part of our organization. They knew the truth, the rest of the people on Earth were completely oblivious to interdimensional portals or our existence.
 
   None of the furniture or items in the room were being pulled toward the vortex, but I had this very strong sense of being pulled towards it. My body wasn’t physically being pulled into it, but my mind was. I knew that I had to go into that portal and see what was on the other side, no matter the outcome. This was my destiny.
 
   So the prophecy strikes again huh? I guess I am expected to walk through that portal to wherever it leads? There is a quest waiting for me on the other side... I really have nothing left here for me anyway. Maybe this is exactly what I need to get over B’Lana choosing Ash over me.
 
   I grabbed my Ketensa and secured it to my back then added a few of my daggers to my pockets and walked into what I hoped was the right choice.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
   I seemed to be inside a tunnel, there was a bright light that looked to fold in on itself, before exploding into another tunnel of coruscating colors. My hands instinctively went up to cover my eyes as they adjusted to the shift in bright colors. My ears popped as the pressure grew and then suddenly disappeared. It felt like I was thrown around a room with no gravity and then forced down by the hands of some invisible force.
 
   After following those colors down an interdimensional corridor, I walked out into a forest. It was a dense grove of trees, quiet with only the sounds of birdsong to break the tranquility. The trees calmed my soul, but the back of my neck told me that something, or someone, was watching me. 
 
   Slowly, so as not to warn the interloper, I turned around taking in the sights of the lush, green forest and wished I was back on Sendryl. Our trees are a much deeper hue of green, one not seen on Earth. The trees here reminded me of those on Earth, but something didn’t feel right. It couldn’t be the Earth I knew, it seemed too clean here. The air was crisp and clean. I looked up to the clear, blue sky, and there wasn’t any indication of smog or pollution.
 
   I could feel eyes on my back in every direction I turned. This couldn’t be good. Somehow I walked out of a portal into an ambush. The Reverend did say he had no idea if I would survive my quest or not…
 
   But this portal I traveled through was like none other I have seen in my entire life. The portals are all over the planet, but most humans will never even know about them. We are charged with guarding them to keep humans away from Sendryl. 
 
   The animals of the forest had either gone deathly silent or moved away for their own safety. I knew I couldn’t just stand there, so I unsheathed my sword and chose a direction. The hairs on my neck were still standing tall as I chose to move to the North. 
 
   I kept my eyes peeled for any movement around me and my ears alert for any sounds. As a warrior, I was trained to move without sound. Since there were no sounds, not even the animals, I had to assume I was being watched, possibly even targeted, by other warriors.
 
   My sense of smell of was quite keen; I picked up on the natural scent of the woods, as well as the animals. It did smell like Earth, the soil had an acidic aroma that caused my nostrils to flair anytime I took a deep breath through my nose. So far, I couldn’t smell anything out of the ordinary, which had me worried. I should be able to scent the oil used to clean a weapon or the scent of soap used on the warrior’s bodies. But I could not smell anything different. I noticed the wind was flowing southward which meant that it was possible they were all down wind of me. If that was the case, I might not be able to smell them. However, my intuition told me they were all around me, just invisible to my senses.
 
   As the wind started to change course, I did catch a whiff of something odd, leather. It could be clothing, or it could be a saddle on a horse that I smelled. Either way, they knew I scented them. Warriors came in from all sides of me. I was totally surrounded by over a dozen Sennafae Warriors. None of them were known to me. Their clothes were even different from the standard warrior uniform of black leather or black cargo pants and button up shirts. Even their weapons appeared different. 
 
   If I didn’t know any better, I would think that I happened upon a Human/Sennafae early reenactment scene. Just like the humans who reenacted their past wars, we enjoyed reenacting our first meetings with the humans all of those centuries ago.
 
   I stood up tall and addressed them in the language of my ancestors, “Brothers, I am here on an important mission from the High Reverend himself. Tell me, where are we?”
 
   The warrior who appeared to be their leader walked up closer to me and inspected me from head to foot. “You do not appear to be dressed as a warrior from Sendryl. Who are you and what are you doing here interrupting our hunt?”
 
   I pulled my hair back to reveal my ears, the main difference between humans and Sennafae was the ears. We had pointy ears that resembled a literary character called Spock, according to B’Lana. Most of the warriors chose to wear their hair down below their shoulders so that it covered their ears. We did not want any humans to notice the differences between our species.
 
   I was wearing the same leather jacket I always wore on Earth along with my standard cargo pants so that I could conceal and carry smaller weapons. “I am on a special mission; one that happened so quickly I was unable to retrieve proper attire. Please, tell me where are we?”
 
   “We are in a forested area near what the humans refer to as Englaland.” The warrior scratched his jaw and continued to observe my jacket.
 
   “Englaland? What do the locals call the year here? I do not believe I have been to this part of Earth yet.” Englaland was what the ancient English called England. If I was in this part of the world, it meant only one thing. I traveled back in time to what might be around 1000AD. That would mean over one millennium, I am screwed if that is the case. I don’t know much about this time, other than the fact that the people here are barbarians, and there is no technology. Shoot, the portals back to Sendryl might not even be in the same places as my time. What would Sendryl look like now?
 
   The Reverend did not inform me of time travel, I never even knew it was possible! Confusion started to cloud my mind as I thought about the ramifications of what just happened.
 
   “The local indigenous people refer to this time as 1024, the year of our Lord. They have a strong sense of belief in the Creator, but a lot of the people here do not live up to the standards we are accustomed to.
 
   “Be careful, they say one thing, but do another. Stay away from the local establishments selling ale, only trouble will follow you there my brother.”
 
   “Yes, I believe you may be correct. Will my attire attract attention? Is there some place I can procure the correct clothing?” In examining my ancient brothers, I realized that I would need to change before I could enter any town or village. 
 
   This assignment had changed to something else, our earliest records of interaction with the people of Earth was around the 1500’s. This is 500 years before first contact with my world, or at least what we recorded as first contact. I wondered if the Reverend knew about this, but he had to. He knew that portal was coming before I even sensed it. And he knew this was my quest to conquer. 
 
   While I was still confused, I did wonder if maybe this is a different dimension from the Earth I knew. These warriors in front of me were from Sendryl, but as far as I knew, we had not yet made contact with the Earthlings in this time line. Why were they here? And why was I here? What is my assignment from the Creator?
 
   “Yes, we keep local attire in a hollowed out tree not far from here. You may want to keep your sword hidden as well. If someone here sees it, they may try to rob you of it. Criminals are everywhere here, and the local constabulary doesn’t seem to be able to do anything about it. 
 
   “My name is Baloz, and I am the Commander of this company of Sendryl Warriors.” He reached out to grab my forearm in the traditional warrior greeting. I responded with my arm. “We were on our way back home but stopped to hunt for local game when we saw the light from your direction. What caused that light? We have never seen anything like it here.”
 
   “I believe it is referred to as dry lightning in this world. And my name is Lancer, it is good to meet you, my brothers.” There was no way they would believe that I came from a time portal, so lightening should work.
 
   After I changed and stored my clothes, I joined them in the hunt for deer. They loaned me a bow and arrow from this timeline. The people of Earth had very rudimentary hunting skills and equipment. This would be an interesting journey.
 
   We easily tracked and felled a large deer, a buck with 5 points on its antlers, “There are many Roe Deer in the area, and they make for great meals. If you are to be here for a while, you will want to learn how to kill, skin, and smoke the meat. By smoking the meat, you can preserve it longer, thereby using the whole animal before its meat goes bad.
 
   “The local population makes their clothing out of the skins of these animals as well as using them for rugs and blankets.” Another of the brothers, Porten, informed me of the various ways to use the animal without wasting any of it. I would have to learn many ways of the people of this time. The last time I was in England was in the early 21st century!
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   After my brothers left to go home, I started in the direction of the village they told me about. Something there was drawing me, I could feel the pull. It was as if there was an invisible rope tied to my body and it was slowly tugging me in that direction. I knew I wouldn’t go off course as long as I followed that magical pull. It had to be magic guiding my way, I hadn’t felt this since I first met B’Lana.
 
   That fateful night the Reverend pointed her out to me outside of her adopted parents’ home. I felt something similar, but this was stronger. There was always a pull towards B’Lana, even though at times I chose to ignore it. It was always there waiting for me to allow it to pull me towards her.
 
   But this pull, it was insistent. I couldn’t ignore it even if I wanted to. I started to pick up my pace, something felt wrong. My senses told me that danger was on the other end of this invisible rope. A feeling in my heart was warning me to go faster, I couldn’t delay anymore. My heart beat faster and faster, and I started to run as that rope pulled tighter and tighter.
 
   As a Fae Warrior, I should have noticed all of the trees and various forest animals as I quickly made my way towards whatever was pulling me, but I didn’t. All I could do was focus on the one thing that mattered most, finding the object at the end of my rope.
 
   I came out of the forest into a small village. There was a small crowd gathered outside of a building on the outskirts of town. Men were howling and laughing, it appeared to be a fight of some sort. Normally I would have ignored the stupid actions of humans, but my invisible pull was calling me in that direction.
 
   It was at that point that I heard the scream of a woman, “Let me go! I don’t belong to you, or anyone else!” My heart felt as though it had been stabbed with a knife, pain racked my body as she screamed again while the men watching just laughed and egged on the woman’s attacker.
 
   If only I had kept my Ketensa, when this was over I was going back for it. The bow and arrow wouldn’t do much for me in a close fight. I ran towards the woman, I knew she was the danger at the end of the invisible pull. As I shoved my way towards the center, I felt a knife on the belt of a man next to me. I grabbed his knife since the ones I came here with were too futuristic to carry around. One of the blades had laser inscription on it. Another actually had a jewel in the handle. 
 
   The man was too busy to notice that I had relieved him of his weapon. With all of the humans jostling each other for a better view, I doubted he would even notice it missing until much later.
 
   As I broke through the crowd of drunken men, the sight before me stopped me cold. There was a man who had a woman in his hands. His right hand held her away from him by her hair. His left hand had just slapped her across her face and drew blood from her nose. She was much smaller than he was so while she was trying to punch him, her arms couldn’t reach his body.
 
   She changed her angle of attack and scratched the hand holding her, “Let me go, you are not my husband and have no rights to touch me.” She then looked to the men of the crowd, “Why are you not helping me? He is hurting a woman in your presence, it is your duty to stop him!” She turned her head back to the man holding her and spit at him. “You make me sick! I am so grateful that God stopped our wedding before it could happen. No woman should ever have to marry an animal such as you!” Then she spat at him again and kicked her leg out at him and made contact with his shin. 
 
   He dropped her and cursed her while he grabbed his shin and rubbed it. “Stupid woman, you are just making this harder on yourself. Your father promised you to me before he died. You are mine and no one here is going to help you!” He reached out to grab her again.
 
   I stepped forward at that moment, “I beg to differ. I am going to help the woman. No one deserves to be treated this way, you are going to leave her alone.” I pulled out my “borrowed” knife and made sure he saw it as I drew closer to her.
 
   “Stranger, she is my betrothed. Therefore she is my property, and no one has a right to interfere with the way I treat my property.” He sneered at me and took a step closer to the woman.
 
   The woman backed up towards me, I had not yet gotten a good look at her face, but I knew she was frightened, I could feel the fear coming off her, and it was making me angry that any man would treat a woman this savagely, especially one who was supposed to be his mate. And the men of this village stood here cheering him on while he beat her. If this was Sendryl, no warrior would have stood for this, the monster would have been put down already. No male, human or otherwise, should ever lay a hand on a female unless it was in battle. This was definitely not a battle; it was a beating.
 
   I stood between them and eyed the man, “If you walk away now I will let you live, but if you try anything at all, you will never walk away again. No man should ever hit a lady.” I spat at him as that seemed to be the way of the people in this time. Several men spat at me as I walked to stand in front of the woman.
 
   I turned my head to speak to the woman but before I could see her face, the man in front of me tried hitting me with a left hook. I saw his arm come up out of the corner of my eye and quickly brought my right arm up to block his fist. Then I jabbed his midsection with my left hand.
 
   I felt behind me, and the woman was standing close to my back. The townsfolk who had formed a circle around the man and woman widened their circle in anticipation of the fight to come.
 
   “Lady, stay behind me, but not too close. I don’t want you to get hurt” Then I gave the disgusting example of a man in front of me my full attention. 
 
   “Mister, you are going to regret getting in the way of me and my business.” He tried again to punch me with his right fist, and I easily blocked it. He was rather slow for a man of his size and stature. I wondered if he had drunk too much ale as I could smell alcohol on his breath.
 
   I didn’t bother with any retort; I just smashed my right hand into his jaw. The knife I stole was held in my right hand with my fist wrapped around the hilt and the blade facing out. The tip of the blade scratched his chin as my fist followed through.
 
   Then I followed up with my left to his temple. He fell down and didn’t move. I leaned over and felt for a pulse. It was weak, but there. Sadly, I did not kill him. Since he was out cold, I could not in good conscience kill him now. It would not be an honorable action on my part to kill an opponent while he lay at my feet unconscious. 
 
   “Anyone else here want to challenge me?” I slowly turned around in a circle and looked at the men as they focused on their friend who lay on the ground. The woman stayed at my back as I turned around. That invisible rope which pulled me here started to hum and tighten even more.
 
   When I turned to look at her, my eyes widened in shock, “B’Lana! What are you doing here?” I took the two steps needed to get closer to her and brought her into my arms, and held her tight. “Are you ok? Why didn’t you defend yourself against that man? What is going on?” My heart beat increased with fury and excitement at seeing her here. But also confusion as she seemed quite timid for my B’Lana.
 
   She pushed against me, “Sir, I have no idea who you think I am, but my name is not B’Lana. It is Cynewyn. You may call me Wynn since you saved my life. Thank you, kind sir.” She did some sort of curtsy before me and stood looking at the ground.
 
   “Please forgive me, for a moment you reminded me of a woman I recently lost. May I escort you home to your family?” Her hair was the same shade of auburn and her eyes sparkled when the light hit the green in her hazel eyes just right. I couldn’t believe this was not my B’Lana, well I guess B’Lana isn’t my B’Lana anymore, she is now Ash’s B’Lana. As I looked closer, she appeared to be a few inches shorter than my friend.
 
   She eyed the crowd who had started to dissipate. Her hands were folded in front of her, and she had a tear that dropped from her chin.
 
   I reached up and wiped the other tears from her face, “Hey, are you ok? Do you need medical attention?” I ached to hold her, but I knew she would not let me.
 
   Who was this woman that looked so much like a smaller version of B’Lana? And what was she doing here in this time and place? I couldn’t understand what was happening, but one thing I knew for sure, she was my quest.
 
   I looked at the small space between us and could barely see the outline of an invisible rope surrounding the both of us. There was no doubt that I was to stop this attack on her today. But what now?
 
   “I have no family left, it is just I and my family farm.” She used her booted foot to draw a circle in the dirt at our feet.
 
   I sighed and looked back at the man I had just knocked out, his friends were dragging him into the building next to us. This was not good, she was unprotected, and that man would be very angry at her when he came to. She was in danger.
 
   “I am worried for your safety Wynn. May I take you home and help you until you can figure out what you are going to do? I am afraid that when he wakes up,” I pointed to the man who had attacked her. “That he will come after you again.”
 
   She nodded and sniffed, then turned around, and quietly walked towards her home. I followed close by while looking around at our surroundings. It was only a twenty-minute walk from the scene of the fight to her farm.
 
   The fields were noticeably bare, and the small building that must be the house was falling apart. It was made of something that looked like wood slats and clay that should hold it all together. Later I would learn that it was called “wattle and daub.”
 
   There were a few sheep and one horse in the fields grazing. I hoped that maybe this one field was barren for a season while others had crops growing. “Wynn, what crops do you grow? And where are they?”
 
   She sighed and looked out to the field, “I have some hay and potatoes growing now, a few vegetables are on the other side of my house, but not enough for more than one person.” She looked down at her hands and started to pick the dirt out from underneath them.
 
   This woman looked to be on the verge of dying from starvation. Her dress was hanging from her thin shoulders, and I could see her shoulder blades sticking out from the edge of said dress. If she didn’t get some help to rebuild her farm soon, she would be forced to marry the first man who came along. From what I saw in the village, she would most likely not make it.
 
   I couldn’t let her die. Nor could I let her marry any of those animals parading as men. I felt some connection to her I couldn’t explain. That rope must be forcing me to care for her. Perhaps the Creator wanted me to protect her as she is someone important in human history. I couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t anything more than the fact that she resembled B’Lana either. 
 
   “When was the last time you had meat?”
 
   “I butchered a sheep not too long ago, maybe three months? But I can’t afford to lose any more wool. I shear my sheep and make clothing from the wool to sell when we have market days. That is how I supplement my food and care for what is left of my father’s farm.” She looked off into the distance and I noticed another tear forming in her eye.
 
   “What happened to your family? Why are you all alone now?” I walked over to her and put my hand on her upper back, but she pulled away. Something in my heart ached to touch her again, but I knew she would not allow it. At least, not yet.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   “Come, let’s get the tea on before I clean up. Then I will tell you my story.” She led me into her small home.
 
   There was a large room that looked like it might be the kitchen, dining room, and living room all rolled into one. Against the back wall was an oven that had a tube going outside the wall. It was most likely the ventilation tube so that she could have a fire going all of the time in winter and not suffocate from the fumes. It seemed to serve as her stove and fireplace all in one.
 
   She took a pan and scooped some water out of a bucket and put it to one side. Then she got the fire going in the pit and put a metal rack over the top where she then placed the pan with water on top. 
 
   There was one room off to the other side of the large room, it had a door that was closed. 
 
   “Please wait here while I clean up. If the water starts to boil, please take it off the fire and make yourself some tea.” She then walked over towards the door and disappeared behind it. I assumed that was her bedroom.
 
   I looked around the Spartan room. There wasn’t much here other than a few places to sit and a couple of tables. This woman was barely surviving and something inside of me knew I had to take care of her. She was now my responsibility.
 
   The water began to boil before she returned, so I started to prepare two cups of tea while waiting for her. It wasn’t long before she came out all cleaned up and dressed in what one might consider “proper attire” for this day and age.
 
   Now that she was clean, I could see that she only just resembled B’Lana. This woman was young, maybe twenty, and she had long auburn hair like B’Lana, but she wasn’t nearly as tall as the other woman. Wynn was about 5’4” whereas B’Lana was closer to 5’10” and her hair was a bit shorter as well. Wynn’s hair went down to her waist. She was wearing it down and it was beautiful. I had to pull my hand back before it touched her silky locks.
 
   She smiled demurely up at me and thanked me for the cup of tea I prepared for her. Her face immediately fell again when she saw the cloud that covered my features as I inspected her face. It was just as I feared, that monster had left marks on her beautiful face that would become bruises. 
 
   I gently put my hand under her chin and guided it up so I could get a better look, “I am sorry you had to go through that, where I come from, women are cherished, and no man would dare harm a woman in such a way.” I turned her face from side to side so I could get a better look at the damage that had been done. I cold chill ran down my spine, and I thought about what I was going to do to that animal when I saw him next. Make no mistake, I would see him again and teach him a lesson.
 
   She was most definitely going to have a black eye and bruising along her left jaw. It also looked like he had boxed her ears as both had bits of blood coming from the inside and they were very red.
 
   I slowly led her over to the chair she had in the living room portion of the room. It was wooden, most likely handmade, with some sort of animal skin covering it. “Please, I am fine. That wasn’t the first beating I have experienced, nor will it be the last.” She quickly lowered her head again to her hands. This woman was either quite embarrassed about the whole situation or she was taught to not look a man in the eyes, I started to believe it was the latter.
 
   “Why would he continually beat you? It makes no sense.” I squinted my eyes and rubbed my temples as I could feel a headache coming on. Which was very strange as I never succumbed to such things, unless I had just been hit hard in the head during a battle. And that hasn’t happened for a few weeks.
 
   “I was betrothed to him two years ago, but when my parents were killed, and I was left alone, I broke the engagement. That is almost never heard of, but he wanted to sell my family land for the money. I knew he was a bad man, but there are very few good ones left these days. 
 
   “Most people in my village have shunned me. No one ever helps me when he takes to beating me in public. You may have stopped him this time, but he will get me again next time I go to the market.”
 
   “No, he won’t. Isn’t there some sort of law here about the way a woman is to be treated? Is there no lawman or sheriff we can petition for your safety?” I reached out and gently took hold of her hands. She had done a good job of trying to fend him off. Her knuckles were bloody and the skin broken. I leaned over her hand and kissed each knuckle.
 
   She hissed as though she was in pain, I quickly sat up, “I am sorry, did that hurt?”
 
   “No… it’s… it’s just that no man has ever touched me so tenderly before. Well besides my own father. When I was a little girl, he would kiss my cheek each night before I went to sleep. I remember one time when I fell out of a tree and scraped my elbow, he cleaned it off slowly and then bent down and kissed it to make it feel better. It didn’t feel better, but I felt better. However, as a woman, no one has shown me any tenderness. Even all of my friends have turned their backs on me. No woman in my situation would turn down someone who appeared to be a good man, and who could provide for her. Especially since my father had already approved of the union.
 
   “But there would be no way he would have approved if he really knew how Hengist, that is the name of the man from earlier, was going to treat me.” A lone tear ran down her cheek and my hand itched to smooth it away.
 
   “What happened to your parents, if you don’t mind me asking?” I still held her hands in mine. They were so small and hard. Most women would have soft, silky hands. But Wynn’s were hardened with callouses. She must have been the only one here for months, maybe longer, working to keep the farm going.
 
   She sighed and looked up at me, “They were robbed and murdered on their way back from the market in the village next to ours. Almost two years ago my parents and my brother went to the market while I stayed here planning my wedding with my friends. Normally I went with them. The road to Aber’s market is usually safe, but it wasn’t safe to travel after dark. 
 
   “My mother and I would drive the wagon while my father and brother would keep watch with their bows. Mother is not good with the horses, so I always had to help. I should have gone with them, if I had, they would have been safe.” She broke down and cried. 
 
   I leaned down, “Shh, you can’t know that. If you had gone with them, you might be dead as well. I am very glad you survived.” I leaned in and kissed her temple.
 
   She leaned into my chest, and I wrapped a hand around her and the other I ran down her hair along her back. It was a very intimate gesture for this era, but she seemed to accept my offer of comfort.
 
   Once she had cried herself out, she pushed back from my chest, “Thank you, Lancer, I haven’t cried in a very long time. When my family died, I did not have time to mourn their loss, who was going to take care of the farm? But I am sure you can tell I haven’t done a very good job of taking care of the place. It is too much for me so I am only doing what I have to do in order to survive.”
 
   “I can help you, I will be here for a while.”
 
   “No, I couldn’t ask you to help.”
 
   “You aren’t asking, I am offering.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be right, taking your help without being able to pay you.”
 
   “How about I sleep outside in the barn with the animals, and you feed me in exchange for working here, helping you to get things back in shape again. I think that would be appropriate, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I suppose. As long as you sleep with the animals, no one would be able to claim that anything inappropriate was going on here. I may not know any men I want to marry, but I still want to make sure that my reputation is safe in case I do meet someone one day who will love me and my farm.” She was so cute when she gave me her half smile. There was a little dimple in her cheek when she did that.
 
   “Alright, what do you need most around here? The house looks like it could use some patching before the weather turns, but what about your fields? Do you have enough planted? When will you harvest what you have in the ground now?”
 
   “Have you worked on a farm before?”
 
   “Yes, as a boy I helped my grandfather with his farm when I wasn’t training.”
 
   “What did he grow?”
 
   “Nothing that would grow here, he lived in a tropical climate. But I am sure I could still use what I learned to help you with your crops. Is there anything else here I should know about?”
 
   “Well, we do have the occasional wild animal that tries to get to my sheep, so they stay inside the barn along with my one horse. She was the only survivor two years ago.” Wynn heaved a heavy sigh and looked out the window.
 
   “There is something else…”
 
   “What? Anything I can help with, just ask.”
 
   “Um, could… would you be able to teach me to fight? I saw how you fought Hengist, he is one of the bigger men here in my village, no one ever stands up to him. You hit him twice, and he was out. At first, I wondered if you killed him!” Her eyes were so wide with awe I couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “I have been training my whole life to be a warrior. Training you to defend yourself will be my honor.” I stood up and bent at the waist and grabbed her hand and kissed it. Just like in those silly Jane Austen movies B’Lana loved so much. I hoped what they said and did was somewhat close to how things were done in this era.
 
   The next few days went past quickly, I awoke early in the morning and met Wynn at the door when she unlocked it for the day. We spent all day going over her farm and taking notes as to what was needed and what could wait. She informed me that the cold season would be coming soon so I decided that part of each day I would spend making sure that her home was weather proof. We also worked all morning in her fields making sure that she didn’t lose any of the crops growing now as well as plowing some space to plant more vegetables and potatoes so she would have enough for the winter. 
 
   After a week, I went out and hunted for deer. I knew she didn’t get much in the way of protein, and she would need it if she wanted to get stronger. She was going to need muscles to work her farm as well as defend herself from the animals claiming to be men.
 
   “Thank you, Lancer! I haven’t had venison in so long.” She looked to the side, and I could see the wheels moving in her head, “I don’t think I have had venison for close to two years. After my parents passed a few of the local men brought me meat for the first couple of months, but when the time came for me to marry Hengist and I told him I would not, all of the other men turned their backs on me and I no longer received any meat. A couple of my friends snuck me some stew a few times during the winter, but there wasn’t much meat in it.
 
   “I have managed to trade at the market some of my wool for beans, but they just aren’t as hearty as meat.”
 
   “I am glad I could put a smile on your face. Protein will be very good for you. You need to put on more muscle and meat will help it go on faster.”
 
   She looked at me with a furrowed brow, “What is protein?”
 
   Drats, I forgot that they did not know what food groups are. “It is how my people group food. Meat and certain beans are known to have protein in them, and that is what helps to keep muscle on your body and makes you strong.” I brought up my arms and flexed so she could see my muscles through the shirt I wore.
 
   Her laugh was beautiful. It sounded like music to my ears. Whenever she laughed, I felt lighter and didn’t want her to stop laughing. While I enjoyed this lighthearted feeling, I couldn’t help but feel guilty. It was only a few weeks ago I was professing my love for B’Lana. Although, it was she who turned me down.
 
   Maybe this time here would be what I needed to get past her.
 
   “Lancer, where are you from? You never did tell me.” 
 
   “Wynn, I am from far away. It is a much warmer climate than Englaland.”
 
   “What is it called? And is that why you talk so differently from us?”
 
   I laughed, “Yes, we do speak a bit differently there. My home is called Sendryl. It is a wonderful place, and I miss it. But, I don’t think I could leave right now, even if I was called home.” I smiled at her and lightly touched her cheek.
 
   Wynn turned away shyly, and I caught a pink hue to her cheeks. It was quite refreshing to see a grown woman who was so sweet and innocent.
 
   “How are we doing with meat? Should I hunt some more deer? Or is there anything else you would like?”
 
   “We have plenty of smoked deer left, but I would be forever grateful if you could hunt a wild boar? I have not had bacon since before my… well in over two years. I would love to make you a proper breakfast. Although, we would need some eggs as well, which I don’t have.”
 
   “Where can I find chickens? We should have fresh eggs. I noticed you had an empty chicken coop at the other end of the barn. It could use some work, but once it was fixed, you could easily house ten or more chickens and maybe a rooster.”
 
   “Oh, that would be wonderful! But I doubt anyone in this village will sell anything to you, not after the fight with Hengist. He has probably told everyone to shun us both now.” She put a hand on her forehead and one on her waist while she sighed.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders, “What about another village? Could we go to one where we can buy some chickens? Do you have anything to trade with?”
 
   “Sadly, I do not have anything of value. I have already sheared the sheep once this season and can’t shear them again. It will be too cold for them once the snow comes if I shear them this late in the season.”
 
   “Would it be possible to trade venison or boar meat for chickens? I could go out and hunt more game to trade.”
 
   “Yes! If you could trap three or four deer and one boar, that should be enough to trade for the chickens and a rooster. But I don’t have a cart to carry it all to the next village.”
 
   “Don’t worry about a cart, I will get us one to use for the day. When is the next market day? I might need a couple of days to get the wagon.”
 
   “The next market is in three days’ time.”
 
   “Perfect! I will find us a wagon to use so we can get some chickens. Now, how about dinner?” We both smiled, and she went to making dinner while I cleaned up and thought about who I could borrow a wagon from.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Getting a wagon was proving to be more difficult than I thought it would. Hengist had done his best to ensure that everyone shunned me, as well as Wynn. There wasn’t time for me to make a wagon myself, but there was time for me to quietly ‘borrow’ one from an unsuspecting neighbor.
 
   Early on the morning we were to leave, I went out and killed a wild boar. It was close to a neighbor’s house that had a wagon. They had already told me no, but I took that wagon and left the wild boar as payment. Normally, I would not have done such a thing, but I was on a quest. I knew that it was my job to make sure that Wynn made it through the winter. In order to do that, she needed more food. Chickens would make for great protein, one of the food groups she was lacking in.
 
   I quickly made it back to Wynn’s place, and we loaded up what we would need for the day and headed out before the sun was even up.
 
   “I can’t believe you were able to convince someone to loan you their wagon! I guess Hengist hadn’t gotten to everyone after all.” Wynn was so happy that one of her neighbors would agree to this I couldn’t tell her.
 
   We made good time getting to the market, most of the vendors had just set up their stalls. On the way into the village, we stopped so that I could hunt for deer and boar. Only the freshest meat would get us what we needed. I hoped that boar went for more than deer meat as I could only find two deer, but I found three wild boar and easily killed them all with the bow and arrow my brothers had given me before they went home.
 
   “Wynn, will this be enough to get what we need?”
 
   “It will actually get us more than what we need. It’s a good thing you are so handy with the bow and arrow. We can now get some flour and oats as well.” 
 
   I let her do the negotiating with the vendors. I would have given them more than the going rate if I had tried my hand at the negotiating. She had a flare for haggling with the vendors.
 
   By the time we had everything we needed, it was already late afternoon and time to head back. I needed to return this wagon before anyone called in the sheriff, or figured out it was I who ‘borrowed’ it. I did pay for it with the boar. I think after seeing how far our meat got us today, it’s possible I may have overpaid with that nice, fat boar.
 
   While we made it back without getting attacked on the road, my luck did not hold out. Hengist and the neighbor were waiting for us when we returned to the farm.
 
   “Hengist, what are you doing on my farm?” Wynn put both her hands on her waist after she stepped down from the wagon.
 
   “Did you really think you could steal from the Eabers and I would not find out? Come now Cenewyn, I thought you were smarter than that.” He laughed and spit at her feet, barely missing her boots.
 
   “Wynn, why don’t you unload the wagon and I will take care of this.” She narrowed her eyes at me and stomped towards the back of the wagon. She knew what I did.
 
   “Mr. Eabers, did you not receive payment for the use of the wagon?”
 
   “I certainly did not!” Mr. Eabers was a short, round man who looked like he might have some intelligence. His eyes held a glimmer of intellect, and age, I had not noticed in any of the other men of this time. He had a glass he wore that covered one eye and was held on a string that went around his neck. His left hand kept it in place as he looked me up and down. “Did you use just the one horse to haul that wagon and all of those supplies? You are going to wear out that mare before she even has a chance to provide you with a foal to keep going. It’s a shame really, I had high hopes you were more intelligent than that.”
 
   “Yes, and I had high hopes that our neighbors were more helpful and protective of a single woman who was on her own.” I raised my eyebrow as I stared him down. He tried to straighten his rumpled clothing while looking anywhere but at me.
 
   “Well, you are here now, and it is your duty as her husband to care for her.”
 
   “Excuse me, I am not her husband, I am her hired hand.” I could see him start to turn red in the face, and I stopped him before he could say anything. “I sleep in the barn with the animals. All is proper here. My job is to take care of the mistress and her farm. In order to do that, I need for the good people of this village to work with me, not try to stop me at every step I take in the right direction.”
 
   Hengist spoke up at this point, “You will have to be arrested for theft.” He smiled and then leered at Wynn as soon as she was back in his line of sight.
 
   “Why? I paid Mr. Eabers with a wild boar for the use of his wagon. Wasn’t that payment enough?” I stood in front of Hengist as he tried to intimidate Wynn with his glare.
 
   “No you didn’t. Mr. Eabers told me he denied your request as well as any payment you offered for the use of his wagon. You have already stated that you used his wagon today, so you will come with me and I will take you in to the sheriff.” He reached out for me with one hand and in the other he had a rope.
 
   I pulled my hand back and told him he would not be taking me in. “Mr. Eabers, do you really want to have me arrested and leave Wynn here all alone? Why anyone could come and hurt her in the middle of the night! How would you feel if something happened to her because you were afraid to tell Hengist that you did receive payment for the use of the wagon? If the boar wasn’t enough, I could also make sure you get a deer later this week.” I stood my place and smiled at my neighbor, letting him know that he would be responsible for Wynn’s safety if I wasn’t around.
 
   He stuttered, “www…well, I guess if you promise to pay the rest of the fee with a deer this week, I think I can forgive the misunderstanding.” He looked over at Wynn and shook his head and huffed out, “I will expect you to bring my wagon back by first light tomorrow. Your horse is too tired to work anymore tonight. Be sure to brush her down good tonight and give her an extra helping of hay.”
 
   “Yes, sir. I wouldn’t dream of putting her away wet and without enough food.”
 
   I looked over at Hengist, “I guess you came all the way out here for nothing. Please leave Miss Wynn’s property before she has to report you to the Sheriff for trespassing.” I winked at him.
 
   He narrowed his eyes and flared his nose at me, “You better sleep with one eye open! I don’t take kindly to strangers who steal from my neighbors.” He turned on his heels quickly and left with Mr. Eabers following behind him.
 
   “I think we need to find a way to secure the barn at nights, and I should start sleeping inside.”
 
   “No, that would be very inappropriate. I couldn’t allow that.” She gasped and put her hand to her neck.
 
   “Aren’t you worried he will come back with some of his friends and try to hurt you, or worse?” I walked over to her and put my hands on her shoulders.
 
   “Of course not! That would be against the law. He wouldn’t go so far as to do that.”
 
   “He has hit you repeatedly, what would stop him from coming here and destroying your property or killing you?”
 
   Her eyes flew open wide, and she pursed her lips, “Lancer, are you trying to find a way to climb into my bed?”
 
   “Wh… what? No! I would never do that to you. You are an honorable woman, I would not defile you in such a way. I only want to protect you. That is all.” My shoulders slumped as I realized she still didn’t trust me. I have spent the past few weeks working side by side with her, doing my best to ignore the strong romantic feelings I have for her. But she still doesn’t trust me.
 
   “I will take the horse inside the barn and get her ready for the night. Do you need any help from me with the rest of the unloading?”
 
   “No, I have it all. Good night Lancer, and thank you for your help today. I know having these chickens will make a big difference in how we live.” She looked down at her feet and hesitated, “Do… will you still keep training me to protect myself?”
 
   “Yes, of course I will. After I get back from returning the wagon, we can have our next lesson in self-defense.” She looked up at me with a timid smile and then left with the last load of items for the house.
 
   While I was putting the horse away I thought about Wynn and what I had started to feel. She was beautiful, and that smile of hers when she was happy. It was what inspired love poems. I smiled to myself as I remembered her smile earlier today when we were at the market. She had just negotiated for some chickens and received a very advantageous deal, or so she thought. When she turned her back to the vendor her face lit up with that smile of hers and I could see a sparkle in her eyes. One I did not see very often at the farm.
 
   One hour later, I quietly made my way to the house to check that all of the doors and windows were properly shut and locked. I made a mental note to start carrying the bow and arrows with me at all times, and I needed to train her on how to use them as well. Getting her a set would go a long way in making me feel more secure in her safety. That was more important than planting the next field. We could make it through winter with what we had as long as I kept killing deer and boar.
 
   A few hours after I fell asleep I woke up, there wasn’t any noise, but something was telling me to get up and check the perimeter. After all of the battles I had survived, I have learned to listen to my instincts. Quickly, I dressed and gathered my weapons, I even put on my Ketensa. A week ago I went back to where I stashed it and brought it back. It had been hiding in the barn until now.
 
   Quietly, I made my way around to the back of the barn and listened intently for any noise. There was nothing, but something felt off. As a Sennafae Warrior, my senses were much more heightened than the average human and I could see over 100 yards in the dark.
 
   So far I didn’t see anything, so I slowly made my way towards the house. I saw something moving close to the back of the house, where Wynn’s bedroom was located. I made my way quietly as I crossed the open space between the house and the barn. I still couldn’t see Wynn’s bedroom window, but my senses told me something was wrong.
 
   I had this feeling of dread and evil intent. It crawled along my arms like spiders crawling across a web making their way to the prey caught in their trap. I knew they were here for her. I picked up my pace while still being very quiet. I made it to the edge of the house and peered around the side, there were three men in all black with masks on. One was slowly cutting the edges around the window; it looked like he knew how to take a window out of its frame. The other two were faced out, waiting for me. They could only be Hengist and his friends.
 
   Slowly, and quietly, I pulled my bow and knocked an arrow and aimed for the tallest man. I released my arrow, but the man closest to me moved so that he was now in the line of the arrow. It hit him, and he went down. That alerted the other two to my presence and they began to run. I let the smaller one run, I didn’t care about him at this moment, it was Hengist I wanted.
 
   I yelled out, “Hengist, you fool! I would have left you alone if you left us alone. I know now that Wynn isn’t safe with you alive.” I ran after him and chased him through the woods. It didn’t take me long, and we were still on Wynn’s property, but barely.
 
   When I caught up to him, I grabbed him by the back of his shirt and pulled him down, hard. He had the knife in his hand still and lunged at my face when I leaned over him. Thankfully I was much faster than any human could possibly understand.
 
   I grabbed his hand holding the knife and twisted it until he dropped it. Then I pulled off his mask. His eyes were wild like he was on some sort of drug. He reeked of alcohol.
 
   “What you going to do? You can’t kill me, my friend made it out, he will tell them that you attacked us and killed Rupert. If you kill me too, that is a double murder. You will hang for sure. But if you let me go, I am sure we can come to some sort of understanding. I would even let you leave the county without sending the Sheriff after you.” He sneered at me, I could tell he thought he had the upper hand.
 
   I was done playing nice with him, “Sorry, but I am not one of your stupid lap dogs. You will die by my hand tonight.” I grabbed his head between both of my hands and quickly twisted his neck. I heard the snap of his spinal column before I saw the light leave his eyes.
 
   In order to make sure that no one knew I intentionally killed him, I carried his body back closer to the house and made it look like we fought close to the back of the house. Then I went back to where I actually killed him and cleaned up that area so that no one would suspect anything other than the fact that I was protecting Wynn from a group of men who were trying to break into her bedroom window.
 
   It wasn’t difficult, I mean it’s not like they had CSI units in this era. Who was going to be able to read the scene and take prints or hair and DNA samples to tell what really happened?
 
   The voice in the back of my head said what I did was wrong, but my heart told me it was the right thing to do. Hengist would never leave Wynn alone. She was in mortal danger because he couldn’t handle her saying “no” to him. What kind of man does that? He had to go or one of these days he would kill her. If she died, I know I would not make it.
 
   The entire time Wynn slept peacefully and didn’t even know what dangers lurked outside of her window.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   She had to be woken up, I knew she did. But it was going to bring her pain to see the death. Maybe she would even fear me after this.
 
   I knocked on her window. “Wynn, are you awake? We had some prowlers trying to get in tonight. I need you to wake up.”
 
   I heard her moving towards the window, my heart was racing with the dread of having to show her this.
 
   “Lancer, wha… Oh, good heavens! What happened? Are you ok?” I could see the worry on her face. Her eyes were wide and her shoulders stiff.
 
   “Yes, I am fine. I caught these men trying to break into your window. There was a third, but he got away. Um…” I was having a tough time telling her who it was. From her vantage point, she couldn’t see his face. “It was Hengist and two of his friends.”
 
   She leaned her head out of the window to get a better view. “Oh my, we are going to have to report this to the Sheriff.” She turned around and walked away from the window. “Meet me out front, I have to change, “she yelled over her shoulder.
 
   I walked around to the front of the house, keeping my eyes and ears open wondering if that other man would come back with more friends.
 
   She walked out of the house looking a bit tired, there were some bags under her eyes, and her shoulders drooped. “Are you ok?”
 
   “Yes, of course, I am fine. I am more worried about you. Did they hurt you?” She looked me over, but my clothes were only dirty, there were no holes or blood. I didn’t fight very long with Hengist; he wasn’t a worthy opponent for a warrior like me. He was only a disgusting excuse for a man who got off on hurting women, well one woman in particular.
 
   “Come on, we have a long walk in the dark to get the Sheriff.” I reached for her hand, and she let me hold it. That was a good sign. At least she didn’t seem frightened of me.
 
   She did stay quiet for the beginning of the walk, but after about ten minutes she started asking me questions. “How did you know they were there? My bedroom window is on the opposite side of the house from the barn. I never even heard anything, how did you?” The expression in her eyes hurt my heart, she was worried. Her forehead was wrinkled, and her beautiful lips were tightened as she looked up at me sideways.
 
   “Something woke me up, I am not sure, maybe they made just enough noise for me to wake up. I am a light sleeper. There was a feeling of foreboding, so I got up and walked the property until I saw them. I had my bow and arrow with me, and at first, I didn’t know who they were, only that they were trying to get into your bedroom in the middle of the night. So I shot one of them with an arrow. Then one ran away and the other I fought with until he died. I saw who it was while I was fighting with him. I am sorry you have to experience this, I wish I could have scared him away for good without killing him. But you won’t have to worry about him ever again.” 
 
   There really was a small part of me that regretted having to kill Hengist, but the rational part of me along with my heart, all said I did the best thing for everyone.
 
   “You’re right, I won’t.” Then the most amazing thing happened, she looked up at me and smiled, and my whole world turned upside down. I realized right there what it was like to meet your true mate. I don’t know why I didn’t understand this sooner, but she was the one fated for me! 
 
   My whole body hummed from the invisible rope connecting us. I could see the vague outlines of the rope tightening up between us and turning a different shade of color. It was like a golden halo around her midsection that just extended itself to me. In that moment I finally understood what Ash and B’Lana had. I smiled back at her and squeezed her hand.
 
   “Wynn, I think…” We arrived at the Sheriff’s house, and he was already up. Someone had come to tell him that there were intruders at Wynn’s house. It was probably the man who got away from me. I wished he wasn’t outside waiting for us, I was about to tell her she was my mate. Maybe I should plan some romantic gesture first? 
 
   “Cenewyn, it is good to see you are well, can you introduce me to your friend?” The Sheriff looked down at our intertwined hands and tried to cover up his shock with a scowl, but I caught the slight shift in his facial features. His eyes went from wide to narrowed and his mouth from open to a tight straight line.
 
   “Sheriff, I would like you to meet Lancer, he is staying in my barn and helping me to get my farm back in order. Lancer, this is our Sheriff. He is also a distant cousin of mine.”
 
   I let my wide eyes show, “If you are her cousin, why have you not protected her from Hengist and his friends? It was him I caught trying to break into her house tonight, and I don’t doubt that he would have harmed her greatly, maybe even killed her.” Now my anger was starting to show through, and my hands were fisted at my side, I had to let go of Wynn’s hand so that I wouldn’t squash it with my anger.
 
   “Lancer, she was Hengist’s property, I had no reason to step in. He would have stopped hitting her if she had just married him like she was supposed to do. My uncle wanted her to marry Hengist, and she broke off the wedding, against the wishes of her family. I had no right to step in when he was only trying to get what was his.”
 
   “Sheriff, that is the worst excuse for not protecting your own family. Is that what you would have said when he killed her? That he was just getting his property back? Doing what he was supposed to do?” I huffed and thought about all of the women in this time and how horrible life must be for them if this is the type of men that they must marry.
 
   “No, if he had killed her, and I do not believe he would have, then I would have to hang him. We are very progressive now, which is why Wynn was able to call off the wedding. We no longer force women who are of age to marry the men they were betrothed to if they don’t want to.” He smiled and puffed out his chest like he was proud of the fact that they were so “progressive”.
 
   “Wait,” I put up my right hand, palm towards him, “Beating up a woman repeatedly is progressive? I will never understand you humans.” I shook my head and then both Wynn and the Sheriff gave me a puzzled look, which reminded me that I needed to be careful what I said.
 
   “Sheriff, who told you that Hengist was killed while trying to break into Wynn’s bedroom window?”
 
   “What? I did not know that is what he was doing. I just heard that there had been a scuffle at Cenewyn’s house and that Hengist was killed while trying to break in.” Now he looked worried.
 
   “Wynn, did he touch you? Was Lancer in your room with you?” He pointed at me while his eyes bugged out, like me being in her room was so much worse than anything else.
 
   “No, Lancer caught them outside. I think he heard them from the barn and went to investigate and found masked men outside my bedroom window trying to break in. That was when he fought them and killed two while one ran away.”
 
   “Sheriff, why don’t you come and take a look at the scene.” I suggested so that he could get the bodies away from the house and we could get back to some peace and quiet. It was also time to have a long talk with Wynn. She was my mate, and I had to let her know that, somehow.
 
   The Sheriff hitched his wagon and horses then we all rode back to Wynn’s. Along the way, the Sheriff asked me questions about what happened, and I told him exactly what I told Wynn.
 
   Once we arrived back home, I showed him where the bodies were, and he looked around at the scene, “Yes, he was planning something horrible. You don’t break into a woman’s bedchamber in the middle if the night unless you plan on killing her, or something else just as bad.” He looked back at me and then at Wynn.
 
   “You really sleep in the barn every night? You don’t sleep in the house with Wynn?”
 
   “Of course not cousin! That would be very inappropriate and you know I am not like that. No matter what Hengist would have everyone believe, I have only done what is right. And the events tonight just prove what type of man he really was!”
 
   “Yes, I believe you might be right.” He scratched his chin while looking down at the bodies.
 
   “Lancer, did you know it was Hengist when you shot your arrow at Rupert here?” He pointed to the other man’s body.
 
   “No, I did not know it was him. They all wore masks, and it was dark, but I did suspect once I got closer. Then when fighting him, I knew because I took off his mask and I could see his face in the moonlight. There was something very crazy about his eyes. I wasn’t just worried for Wynn’s safety, I worried for mine as well. I truly felt he would have killed me if he had the chance. I know he was here to kill Wynn.” 
 
   Man, that had to have hurt her. I could feel her pain through our connection. That rope tying us together seemed to be feeding me some of her pain. What I felt were anguish and betrayal. She was hurting, my mate needed my comfort. I didn’t care that her cousin was there; I walked over to her and put my arms around her. She laid her head on my chest, and it was the most exciting and exhilarating feeling on earth! Maybe even on two planets!
 
   She looked up at me and sighed, “Thank you, Lancer, since my parents died you are the only person to show me any compassion. I don’t know how to thank you enough.” She wrapped her arms around my torso and squeezed hard then let go.
 
   The Sheriff cleared his throat, “Lancer, will you help me carry these bodies to my wagon? I would like to get them back to the village for burial right away.” He looked between the two of us, “If you want to marry my cousin, I am her closest relation so you will have to come speak to me first.” 
 
   I could see out of the corner of my eye that my Wynn was blushing. Hmm, I liked that color on her cheeks.
 
   When we were out of earshot, I stopped the Sheriff, “Why did everyone support Hengist and shun Wynn. What is the real story here?”
 
   “Hmph.” He was having a hard time holding his end of the body, I probably should have just carried it myself, but then I would have to answer questions about how I could easily carry a two hundred pound man. “Let’s get this body to the wagon first.”
 
   When we dumped Rupert in the back of the wagon, the Sheriff wiped the sweat from his brow with his arm. “You seem too smart for a farm hand. But you are right, Hengist had his hand in everyone’s business. Everyone either owed him money, or they had sold part of their land to him. Wynn was the only hold-out. I am not sure how he had so much money, but I do know he had some sort of backer. The next few weeks might be interesting.” He raised his eyebrows and smiled.
 
   “Do you think his backer will come here looking to cash in on everyone’s debt? Or did all of the loans only have Hengist’s name on them? How much trouble is everyone going to be in now that Hengist is dead?”
 
   “I really don’t know. My papers just had his name on them, but if he left everything to his partner, then those debts aren’t erased. They just transfer to whoever gets his documents.”
 
   “So there could be a lot of trouble coming. I wonder why someone wants all of the land here? What is so special about this place?”
 
   “I wish I knew, but I do know that Hengist wanted the entirety of Wynn’s property. Once they were married, I know he had planned on leveling the place and doing something, but I couldn’t tell you what.”
 
   “I will be extra vigilant in protecting her and the land.”
 
   He stopped me with a hand to my shoulder, “Do you really care for her?”
 
   “Why do you care all of a sudden? You did not care when Hengist was beating her up in public.”
 
   “I was told that if I ever tried to stop him, he would call in my papers, and I would lose everything I had. I have a wife and three children that I have to take care of. I couldn’t let them down.
 
   “Others here have the same story. I suspect that once word gets out, many people will come and offer you their help, well at least until the secretive partner shows up.”
 
   We made our way to the back of the house and picked up Hengist and dumped his carcass in the back of the wagon and the Sheriff took off.
 
   This situation was getting very strange. Did this silent partner have designs on natural resources that these people had on their land? Did they even know what they had under their feet? I stood in place contemplating the possible scenarios here. Someone was out to grab as much land as they could, they had been biding their time too. It seemed as though Hengist was the one who was trying to hurry things along. Once Wynn died, her land would go to her cousin, as her nearest living relative. Then Hengist could easily buy it for cheap.
 
   “Lancer!” I could hear Wynn calling my name so I put my thoughts aside and I went in search of her.
 
   “Wynn, is it too late for you to get some sleep?”
 
   “Yes, I am fully awake now. The sun will be rising soon so I should get a start on the day. Would you like breakfast now or later?”
 
   “Now would be nice. I have been up for several hours already and am famished.”
 
   As we ate breakfast quietly, I sat there wondering how I could broach the topic on my mind. Back home, this wouldn’t be necessary, both warriors would feel the bond forming, and it would be wonderful, exciting even. But with a human who has no clue about my race or what is going on, I find myself nervous.
 
   Then I wondered what my actual assignment here was. Stopping Hengist seemed like a real quest. So why is it that Wynn is my fated mate? Did the Reverend know this would happen? Or was this just a gift from the Almighty Creator?
 
   She broke the silence with her question, “Lancer, would you like to move inside the house with me? I mean sleep in the living room, on the sofa. Or I could bring in a pallet from the barn with plenty of straw for you to sleep on.” She was fumbling her hands and seemed quite nervous.
 
   Her question and her reaction to her question brought a smile to my face. She was so pretty when she blushed. “Why do you want me sleeping in the house now?”
 
   “For your safety as well as mine. I don’t want someone coming here and trying to kill you while you sleep. The barn is very easy to get into, the house isn’t as easy.”
 
   “I like your way of thinking, at least in regards to my safety. I will come in here tonight instead of the barn. Thank you.” Through the growing bond, I could feel her happiness at the thought of me sleeping inside tonight. Could she feel my emotions as well? Or was this just something the Sennafae could do? I needed to speak with her about this soon.
 
   Over the next few days, as we worked side by side, she told me stories of her childhood growing up here on the farm. 
 
   “Over there, see that oak tree? My brother and I were playing one day, and he climbed up into the tree to hide from me. I saw him climb up so I followed him. He never thought I would, but I wasn’t about to let him get out of my grasp just because of a tree. We sat up in that tree for hours talking about nothing in particular. We did it as often as we could.” She smiled and her eyes were off in another world, remembering a simpler time.
 
   “We would sit in the tree and look up to the clouds and point out all of the different animals we could find. Did you ever do that when you were a child?” She looked at me with a wistful expression.
 
   “No, I never played that game. But when I was a child, I spent long days either working on my grandfather’s farm, or training. All I ever wanted was to become a warrior. My family has a long history of farming the land and most of them follow that tradition. Farming is a noble profession, but I wanted more. So instead of playing, I trained.”
 
   Wynn looked at me and smiled, her eyes sparkled with joy. I couldn’t imagine a more beautiful woman, or a more perfect moment. Learning about her youth just made me love her even more. I felt my heart swelling with pride over a woman who seemed meek and week on the outside, but was really a very strong person.
 
   She picked up her story about her brother, “One day he started talking about a girl he wanted to marry. Her name was Clotilde, she was a pretty girl, but she came from a merchant’s family. I knew her father would never agree to the betrothal.”
 
   “Why not, if they both were in love then what was stopping them?” 
 
   “We are farmers, Clotilde was a merchant. The two classes never mix. I was surprised she even let him think she wanted to marry him. But my father tried. He wanted us to marry better and make more of our lives than just farming. I think that is why he agreed to let me marry Hengist when he asked.
 
   “Anyway, my father tried helping my brother many times, but Clotilde’s father would never agree. Then about a month before they were killed, another farming family approached my father and asked if he would consider their daughter as marriage material. My brother didn’t want to meet her, but the moment they met, he knew. They were to be married after I was.” She looked down at her hands in her lap and sighed.
 
   “Do you ever hear from that family anymore?” I asked.
 
   “No, they came to the funeral and then a week later Merienne, that was her name, was betrothed to someone else from their village. I haven’t seen them since. Not even at markets. I heard she already has one son. I hope she is happy.” Wynn looked off into the distance while she composed herself. It was obvious she was about to cry, but she stopped herself.
 
   “Lancer, I think we need to increase my training. I don’t want to be overtaken by someone if they come after me again. I want to be strong, I need to be strong.”
 
   “You are strong, don’t sell yourself short. I saw your hands that first day I met you. You fought back against a man twice your size. Only a strong woman would have done that. You will get there, but if you want to train more, we can. How about now?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   We spent the next few weeks working and training. All day long we would work on the farm, train for battle, and share stories of our fondest memories. Each day I wanted to take her in my arms and profess my love for her, but I knew she wasn’t ready yet.
 
   One day when the market was in our village we went to sell some of the vegetables we had grown, I had this feeling that now was the time to ask her to mate with me. Well, marry is the proper term for humans. But it was the same thing.
 
   There was a feeling of dread when we made it into town. No one had set up their stalls for market day, “Did we get the day wrong Wynn? Why aren’t there any stalls set up yet?”
 
   I kept my senses alert for any danger as I looked into the eyes of the people of this village.
 
   “Lancer, Wynn, I am very happy to see you two! Have you come into town to prepare for the wedding?” The Sheriff was a bit loud when he greeted us and his smile was pasted on. He also raised his eyebrows as he mentioned wedding. Something was off, I could sense it in the way everyone was looking at us with fake smiles.
 
   Wynn almost gave us away, but I interrupted her, “Yes, we have. Who do we register our petition for nuptials with?” I looked at Wynn and touched her shoulder and nodded to her. She needed to play along with this game.
 
   Just then a stranger walked up to us and introduced himself, he was a fae warrior! How could another fae be here in this timeline mingling with the people like this? Hunting in the forest was one thing, but coming into the village and interacting with the humans should have been against the laws of this time.
 
   “Good morning, I hear congratulations are in order for the happy couple. My name is Shomeir.” He held out his hand in greeting for me and then for Wynn. He was not one of the warriors I met when I first arrived here. But something was off with him, my senses were telling me to protect Wynn from him at all costs.
 
   “Nice to meet you, I am Lancer, and this is my betrothed, Wynn.” He looked at her from head to toe and back to me again. I could tell he knew what I was, his eyes rested on my hair hiding my ears.
 
   “Lancer, may I have a word? I have a business proposition for you.”
 
   “Yes.” I turned toward the Sheriff and could see the fear in his eyes. Was this the partner to Hengist?
 
   “Sheriff, please take good care of my Wynn while we discuss his proposal.”
 
   I walked away with Shomeir wondering what he was up to.
 
   When we were far enough away from prying ears, he turned towards me with a scowl on his face, “What are you doing here? And with my prize too! She should have been mine, along with her property. Why are you interfering?”
 
   “I did not realize you had claimed this piece of Englaland. When did the Sennafae council start claiming foreign lands?” I stood with my feet apart and my hands at my sides, but ready for any possible attack.
 
   “Those fools! They don’t know what they are missing out on by leaving this planet alone! We are the stronger ones, we should take back what is rightfully ours!” He slammed his right fist into his left palm.
 
   “Shomeir, this planet is not ours to take. It belongs to another race of beings who were here first. We need to leave them alone.”
 
   “Oh, like you are leaving them alone? Really, mating with a human? How disgusting. They should be worshiping at our feet, not sharing our beds.”
 
   “Isn’t that exactly what you came here to do? Mate with a human?” I raised my eyebrow at him while letting him know I knew what he was up to.
 
   “I was only going to mate with her long enough to kill her and take her property. The area is rich with natural resources, once I own all of this land and its inhabitants, I will be a king, or even a god amongst these people!” Just then I saw a lightning bolt strike not too far away. Thankfully, it didn’t start a fire. It only hit the ground not far from us, but the hairs on my skin were all standing up straight.
 
   While we were talking, I saw a man approach us out of the corner of my eye; he had on a blood stained version of a Sennafae Warrior’s uniform that was ripped and torn. He appeared to have been in a fight with a bear. Exhaustion clouded his features, but once he saw Shomeir, he stood tall and erect. “Sir, a lightning bolt struck us all down. I am the only one who survived; we need to get everyone back to Sendryl before anyone finds my squad dead along the road.”
 
   I looked over to Shomeir, “You keep a squad of warriors here, but not dressed as the local people do? Are you out of your mind? Do you want them to know who you are?” I shook my head at him and realized he was too concerned with power to care about the humans. His actions had proven that. Slowly he was taking over the village and all of its land just so he could mine the resources here and become rich.
 
   “Take your men back home for a proper warrior’s burial, they don’t deserve to rot here on this planet. I am sure their families will want them home.” I looked over to the warrior, “Do you require any aid? Wait, how did you walk away?”
 
   He looked down, which was not something a regular warrior would do, “I had followed a pretty female into the forest, but before I could approach her, I heard the strike of that bolt and went back to my men. Had I been there, I would have died as well. As it is, I was still close enough to get knocked around by the power of the lightning.” He looked down at his uniform, or what was left of it, and shrugged.
 
   “Lancer, you need to help us as there are too many of the bodies for us to take on our own, it will take too much time, and they could be discovered.” Shomeir was now worried about being discovered, how convenient. He probably only cared about having others do the work for him.
 
   “I can’t go back through the portal yet, my mission is not completed. But I can help you bring the bodies to the portal. How many?”
 
   “I have a squad of 8 warriors under me. None of them made it. The bolt seemed to target them, why is that?”
 
   I looked between the two warriors wondering the same thing. The bolt struck just as Shomeir was spouting off about his soon to be wealth and success, and being a king among men. Maybe the Creator didn’t like that. Secretly, I hoped that was the case.
 
   I helped them carry the warriors to the portal, thankfully it wasn’t too far. And now I knew where it was as well. If I ever needed to go back, I could at least find my way to Sendryl. It might be the wrong time, but maybe their Reverend could help me. There might be a need to go and warn the Reverend about what was happening here as well.
 
   The noon hour had passed before I made it back to town. Wynn came running out of the market stall she was in when she saw me. “You’re alive! I thought for sure you died, and that man did something to your body!” She looked around and then at me, “What happened? Did you fight him?”
 
   “No, we were close to the lightning strike, we both received a bit of a shock but are otherwise fine. I went to where it struck, but no fire was started. Do you get a lot of lightning strikes when there isn’t a storm brewing?”
 
   The Sheriff walked up at that point, “No, it is unusual to see so much dry lightning.”
 
   “I missed noon day meal and am famished. Is there anything around here to eat?”
 
   “Yes, come back to my house, I would like to discuss this new man and what he wants from us all.” The Sheriff led us to his house where his wife had plenty of food waiting for us.
 
   “Sheriff, that man, Shomeir, wants to marry Wynn and take her property. I can’t allow that... Would you give me your blessing to marry your cousin?” Wynn was off helping to clean the lunch dishes while the Sheriff and I were discussing the current threat to the village.
 
   “Yes, but I hope you aren’t marrying her just to protect her? I would prefer it to be a love match, for both of you. But I do believe she needs a husband to protect her from the likes of Shomeir.” He was scratching the back of his head while considering my request.
 
   I laughed, “I was going to ask you soon for your blessing, this situation has just made it come sooner than I planned. She is the one fated for me, I know this.”
 
   “Then a celebration is in order! And you must marry her as quickly as possible. It is important that she be protected. I can’t do that with the situation I am in, but if you can marry her before he returns, then there is nothing he can do about it.”
 
   “Let me talk to her before you plan the whole thing, she deserves to be treated like a woman who is loved and cherished. Planning it all before she even agrees, is more like an arranged marriage, than a love match.” I stood up looking for Wynn. All I had to do was focus on her and the invisible rope shined just enough for me to see which direction she went. I followed the rope until I found her outside getting water from the well.
 
   “Wynn, let me carry that for you.” I grabbed the pail from her hands and walked with her back to her cousin’s house. “We should head back home, I need to speak with you about today and what I learned.”
 
   After we said our goodbyes, we headed back home together. She kept glancing at me from the side, and I could tell she wanted to ask me something but couldn’t. When we arrived home, she took my hand, “Lancer, what happened with that man? What did he want? Are we in danger?”
 
   “I will be honest with you, we are in danger, you more than me. But I spoke with your cousin, and he has given me his blessing to marry you.” She opened her mouth to interrupt, but I put up my hands to stop her. “Please give me a moment to explain. I was planning on asking his permission soon anyways.”
 
   I took her hand and led her over to the chair, and we sat down. “I am in love with you Wynn, I have been since the moment I laid eyes on you. I just didn’t realize it until recently. Even if you weren’t in danger, I would still want to marry you.”
 
   I had read some of those Jane Austen books that B’Lana was always going on about, so I took a page out of one of those and got down on one knee and took her hand, “Cenewyn, I love you, and I want to spend every day with you for the rest of your life. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife and make me the happiest being on the face of this planet?” I looked up into her glassy eyes, I could see tears starting to form on the inside edge of her eyes.
 
   “Yes, oh yes, Lancer! I love you too!” I stood up and took her into my arms and kissed her. She tasted sweeter than molasses and more pure than honey straight from the comb. It dawned on me that I might be the first man she had ever kissed. That made this mating so much more powerful! To know that she will never know the feel of another man’s kiss on her perfect lips makes me the luckiest warrior on two planets!
 
   Surely this is what the Reverend meant when he said that there was nothing more in the prophecy about me after I accepted my quest. This must be a wonderful gift from the Creator! I wasn’t about to mess this up. While I wanted to wait and have a proper wedding I knew we had to act fast. 
 
   Once we were married, Shomeir would not be able to interfere, and I doubt he would try to kill me to get to her. Where would be the honor in that? Sennafae were nothing without their honor! Only the rippers had no honor, and their time hadn’t come yet. In this era, there were no vampires or rippers.
 
   Our kiss ended a bit too early, but we needed to plan. “Wynn, I want to marry you as soon as we can get a priest to perform the ceremony. How do we do this?”
 
   “A wedding announcement must be placed on the door of the church, we only have a roving priest, he comes once a month, and we can marry when he comes next. I believe he will be here in a fortnight. If we post the announcement right away, there should be no problem with marrying when he is next in the village.”
 
   “Perfect, tomorrow I will go into the village and find someone who can post the notice. We are going to have the best wedding anyone could ever have. But I must tell you a few things before that happens, about me.” This was it, I had to tell her about being a Sennafae, at the very least she would be freaked when she saw my ears. This entire time I have been very careful to make sure she did not see them.
 
   “You can tell me anything.”
 
   “Are you sure about that? I have kept some fairly large secrets from you, for your protection.”
 
   “Lancer, I know. I saw it when you were sleeping one morning. I woke up early and came in here before you awoke and I saw it. I know who you are.”
 
   “Um, what did you see exactly? How does that tell you who I am?” If she saw one of my ears, she may think I am someone else from their folklore.
 
   “Your ears. I know you are descended from the Nephilim. There is a legend that states the Nephilim are taller than most regular men, have strange ears, and are stronger than any man on Earth. With the priest only visiting once a month, my father had us reading our Bible every night as a family, and on occasion, he would share some of the myths surrounding the Nephilim that are not in the Bible. But how are you here? I thought God removed all of the Nephilim from Earth?”
 
   “Actually, I am Sennafae, not Nephilim. We are not of Earth, we come from a different dimension, another planet. Shomeir, he is one of my kind, but not a very honorable representative of a Sennafae Warrior. We have a law that prohibits us from interfering with humans, in fact, if anyone knew I was to marry you I might be taken away from you.” I held my breath as she processed that bit of news.
 
   “You…aren’t human? Your people are not from this land, and you aren’t a fallen angel either? What are you?” She sat up straight and stared at me with wide eyes while her mouth formed an “O” shape. I had hoped she would be ready to hear this, especially since she thought I was a Nephilim.
 
   “My race is made up of warriors. We have spent many centuries battling each other, and we are finally just starting to get along again as a species. We are not supposed to be on your planet for a few more centuries, but some have secretly made their way here. Our planet is overrun with warriors; even after all of the battles we still have too many warriors to live off of our planet’s resources. 
 
   “Some warriors come here and hunt for food to take home. But the law is to not interfere with your people. My case is different, I was sent to you… You are my fated mate, and we are to be together for as long as you live.” I reached a hand out to cup her face.
 
   “So you mean to tell me that your people know who you are to marry, and they send you to them, even if they are human? How is that possible? Is it witchcraft?” She sat back and looked at me like I had just grown a second head.
 
   “No, it isn’t witchcraft. We worship the Creator, He is your God. But some on my planet have a special connection to Him, you might call them prophets. One of them sent me here, and I felt a pull towards you since before I even saw you.” I tried to get closer to her, but she pushed me away.
 
   “I need some space, I don’t think I understand how this is possible. Do all of your people know about my planet? How many come here and steal our meat or our people?”
 
   “Not many hunt here, but as far as I know, I will be the first to mate with a human. That is not done at this time, but in the future, it will happen a bit more than now.” I smiled as I thought of B’Lana and Ash, I hoped they were having a wonderful time on the island and were safe. They needed this time alone together without any threats. I am not sure a day went by while they were in California, or on Sendryl, where they weren’t dealing with the rippers or some other forces that were trying to kill them.
 
   “Why are you smiling?”
 
   “I was thinking of my two closest friends, B’Lana and Ash, they recently mated, and I was hoping they were enjoying the honeymoon. They went to an island just the two of them, well the two of them and a dragonette.”
 
   “A dragon? Are they real? Are any here on Earth?”
 
   “Yes, they are real. But I do not believe you have any real dragons here. If you do, they are in hiding.” I didn’t want to tell her they were most likely hiding in plain sight, shifted to look like humans. A dragonette wouldn’t be caught dead on Earth, but the shifters might have found a portal on their planet leading here. That would not go down well. My heritage is more than enough for her to handle at this moment, I think.
 
   There are many planets situated in different dimensions. One planet my people have interacted with are shifters. It was a planet full of Wolf Shifters, but they were very aggressive and not open to having a political relationship with the Sennafae. 
 
   I know from that little bit of interaction that there are many other planets in different dimensions which have other types of shifters. I have long wondered if the dragonettes came from a planet of dragon shifters, but there is no way to prove that.
 
   “Why don’t we go outside and take a walk around the fields? It has been a long day, and I think some fresh air will do us both some good right about now.” I know she wanted space, but I didn’t want to be without her, not now that she was having some doubts about me, about us.
 
   We were headed towards the back of her property when I noticed there had been someone there.
 
   “Wynn, do you get many people trespassing on your lands?”
 
   “No, why?
 
   “Because I see marks that indicate someone has been here watching for some time. There are multiple indentations of the same footprint, and I also see signs of discarded rubbish. They were watching us, but not doing a very good job of keeping their spot a secret.”
 
   “Could it be Shomeir? Do you think he has been here for a while?”
 
   “No, he is a warrior and would do a much better job of hiding his trail. I think this is someone else. Maybe one of his informants, but not sure. We will have to be extra careful now.”
 
   I reached for her hand as we turned around and I noticed that there were several trees here that had a great vantage point of the house, “Wynn, stay right here, I am going to climb up these trees and see what they were looking at.”
 
   When I got to the top, I could see the house. It was a perfect view of the front door. They were watching to see who came and went. Maybe even getting our schedule down. We were going to have to shift things around, I couldn’t have them knowing everything we are doing and when. 
 
   I looked around some more and noticed that someone was walking the path up towards the front door, I practically flew down the tree.
 
   “Come on, let’s hurry up. Someone is coming to your house right now.” I grabbed her hand, and we ran to the house.
 
   By the time we reached the front door, an elderly lady who was stooped over stood waiting for us.
 
   “Hello, are you the couple who live here?” She greeted us with a smile.
 
   “Yes, I am Wynn, this is my family farm. How can I help you?”
 
   “My name is Cambra, I came by to check on you. I was in the village earlier, and I saw that man and how he treated everyone.”
 
   “My name is Lancer, I am new to the farm. Are you from this area? I don’t think I have seen you in the village before?”
 
   “Yes, yes, I am just passing through to visit my family. I come from the village of Gatone. Have you heard of it? It is rather small, which is why my daughter married a man who lives so far away.”
 
   “I am sorry, I have not heard of it. How can we assist you?”
 
   “I am but an old lady and I need a place to sleep for the night, may I sleep in your barn? I could pay for my stay by making breakfast tomorrow for everyone.”
 
   Wynn and I looked at each other, “I suppose you could sleep in the barn, I used to sleep there, and it is quite comfortable if you don’t mind the animals.” She really shouldn’t be staying here, but she would most likely be safer in the barn anyways.
 
   “Oh, that man. What was he up to? I got the impression he was out to steal your lovely wife from you.”
 
   “Yes, he is looking to take her from me. But we aren’t married, yet. I hope to have the priest perform the ceremony the next time he is in town. However, we are betrothed.” I put my arm around Wynn and smile at the old lady. She had graying hair and something in her eyes didn’t seem right. On closer inspection, she appeared to be younger than I thought, maybe fifty years old at the most.
 
   “Ah, I see. You are afraid for her safety? That is wise. Keep close to your love, only you can protect her.” Cambra looked at Wynn, and something glinted through her eyes. I had a feeling of death and destruction when I looked into them. Almost as though she was death, come to claim someone. I only hoped it wasn’t us.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   The next morning right as the rooster crowed, Cambra knocked on the door. I got up to open it and was still clearing sleep from my eyes when she walked in.
 
   “What are you doing still in bed, the day has already started. Get yourself cleaned and dressed while I make you both breakfast.” As she walked inside, she looked around, “Oh, so you did sleep out here? I wondered where you might have slept last night. Good, good.” She made her way to the kitchen area and just started looking through everything for what she needed.
 
   The noise woke Wynn as well, and she came out shortly thereafter ready for the day. She gave me this quizzical look, and I just shook my shoulders. Who was this woman who was taking over the house?
 
   We all sat down together for a hearty breakfast and spent time getting to know this woman better. She had four children, all grown and married. The daughter she was going to see was the closest of them all. Normally she could ride with someone most of the way but on this trip, there wasn’t anyone coming this way, and her daughter was due to give birth any day to her first grandchild. She wanted to be there for the momentous occasion.
 
   “If we had a horse and wagon I would take you to your daughter’s house, but sadly we do not.” There was something about this woman which was familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. She couldn’t be familiar since this was not my time, I went back in time over one thousand years, she couldn’t be fae and witches aren’t immortal, so I have no idea what is familiar about her.
 
   “Oh aren’t you a gentleman, thank you, but I enjoy the walk. I get to meet so many wonderful people along the way, and learn so much.” She winked at me as she went back to her eggs. Not sure what she was getting at, but maybe she is just a crazy old lady.
 
   “Well, I suppose it is time for me to leave. It was nice meeting you both and thank you for the use of your barn.” She got up and left the house without even looking back.
 
   “That was strange. Have you seen her before Wynn?”
 
   “No, I have not. But we get travelers coming through the village every now and then. Usually they visit when the priest is here. Maybe she will come back through for our wedding day.”
 
   “Wynn, I will meet you in the barn for our morning training session.” I yelled out to her as I went outside and she washed the dishes. I thought that by now I would tire of working on a farm and fixing the house and barn, but I didn’t. We spent our days alternating between working on the farm and training. Wynn was a quick study, she would be able to defend herself against most of the men who might try to harm a woman. She still needed more work to defend against any possible fae threat, but Shomeir had not returned yet. I didn’t doubt that he would come back, but for now, he stayed away.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Today was the day we were to wed. I couldn’t believe that the Creator was going to let me marry my mate! Over the past week, Wynn had asked more questions about what it was going to be like to mate with me. She was very shy and not well versed in the ways of love, but she understood the basics. Her biggest question was whether or not it would be same since I wasn’t human. I had the same equipment as any human man.
 
   Our mating ritual was similar to a wedding in that we exchanged vows and a gift. Although for us it was done in private.
 
   Part of the mating ritual between Sennafae was to exchange bites near the neck. This marked them taken forever. We don’t divorce or mate more than once. If a Sennafae lost his or her mate, then they were single the rest of their lives. They might find someone to spend time with at some point, but they could never mate again. The mating bond would not work. 
 
   She spent the night before our wedding with her cousin in town, and I stayed at the house. Shomeir visited me right before I went to sleep last night.
 
   I walked outside to speak with him, he was not going to get an invite from me.
 
   “Shomeir, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I came to wish you well. While I am not happy that you have taken my prize, I can understand you wanting a mate. But the weird thing is that no one at the council has heard of you. Where on Sendryl do you come from?”
 
   “I am of the Xaren clan. We are a large farming clan in the south. That could be why the council did not know my name. I suggest you speak with the High Reverend if you want to know what I am doing. My orders come directly from him. Now if you will excuse me, I have a wedding to attend.” As I walked back inside, he put a hand on my shoulder.
 
   “Lancer, you may not know this since you are from the south, but there is a civil war coming, and the Reverend will not be on the winning side. I urge you to consider what you are doing. Is this something that will help to advance the Sennafae? Or is it another one of their strange religious beliefs that you are just following along with?”
 
   I pulled his hand off my shoulder, “I assure you, I am on the winning side. We all have our roles to play. This is mine. So please let me do my job.” I closed the door on his shocked face. And I hoped that he believed I might be a rebel spy, or at least, a sympathizer. 
 
   It took me hours to get to sleep after he left. Even though the year here was 1024, the events that were playing out reminded me more of what our history books taught us. According to those, we had our first encounter with the humans in Germany, over 500 years ago. I believe it was the Black Forest somewhere. After a few years of working together, we stopped coming to Earth. It was more than five centuries before we came back here. Why wasn’t this in our history books? History was created by the winners of war, or some such nonsense, so maybe what is happening on Sendryl right now is so important that our historians just left this out?
 
   But what was Shomeir up to? I needed to focus on my mate and not on what he said last night; there would be time to think about that later. Now I needed to get to the church before it was too late.
 
   When I arrived, everyone was there waiting for me, except for the priest. But we were assured he was on his way. We were all a bit early. Not one person from the village was missing; everyone came to wish us a happy and long marriage and wanted to witness it as well. They had this event called a potluck celebration. After the priest married us, we would all go inside the church where food was waiting for a large celebration. Everyone brought enough food to feed the entire village. It sounded like fun, but I wanted to get my bride home and make her my mate as soon as possible.
 
   “Wynn, you look beautiful! Blue suits you nicely.” My eyes gazed upon her figure slowly as I moved from her feet all the way to the top of her head. Her smile was as bright as the sun and warmed me more than any sunshine ever had. Apparently, in this era it was common to wear a blue dress and not white. 
 
   She was all mine, today we would complete not only the human marriage ritual but also the Sennafae mating ritual and our bond would be complete. We will always be connected.
 
   There was a little voice in the back of my head that wondered if I shouldn’t go back to Sendryl and warn the current High Reverend about Shomeir, but today was not the day to think about that.
 
   The priest showed up, and the actual ceremony was very simple and quick. The reception, however, was not.
 
   I think I met every single person in this small village, but it isn’t as small as I thought it was. There had to be over two hundred people in attendance, at least. And every single one of them spoke to me today. It was exhausting as well as frustrating. The human tradition held that the bride and groom could not leave until they had spoken to every single person in attendance. I have never been a talker, I would have preferred no reception and for Wynn and I go home alone. But, I couldn’t exactly get her away from all of these people. She looked so happy and was enjoying the day immensely. So, I just put on a smile and spoke to everyone as quickly as I could.
 
   It was almost dark when we returned home. We were both exhausted. I suggested we wait until the morning to perform the Sennafae mating ritual and that we should get some sleep. But my wife wouldn’t hear of it. She was ready to complete our bond as per my customs as well as hers.
 
   The next day we slept in and took our time getting out of bed. Her bed was much more comfortable than the couch, thankfully.
 
   Shomeir gave us two days as newlyweds before he came knocking again. This time, it was the middle of the day, and he had four warriors with him. But this time, they were dressed in the garments of this era.
 
   “Shomeir, what do you want this time?” He was frustrating me to no end. A Sennafae warrior did not interrupt a warrior during their first week of mating, and he knew this. It was a long-standing tradition that went further back then even this time. Humans would call it a honeymoon.
 
   “Lancer, it is good to see you as well. How is the new wife?” Then he whispered, “Does she know the true you yet?”
 
   “Yes, I have told her everything. She even knows who you are. I would appreciate it if you left my mate alone, as per the customs of our people. She is not a warrior and therefore not someone you should consider an enemy or a target. Unless, of course, you are one of those without honor who target women and children?”
 
   “Of course not! I would never go after a true mate, especially if she was not a warrior. I came by to see if you were interested in selling this property.”
 
   “I am not interested in selling, and neither is Wynn, so you can stop trying to get this land.” 
 
   “You really should take your mate to a nicer place. It won’t be long before I own enough property to begin my little project. You wouldn’t want to be subjected to multiple companies of warriors working in the area would you?” His sneer grated on my nerves and caused the hair on the back of my neck to rise. He was up to something more sinister than he was letting on.
 
   “Shomeir, we are very happy here. This land has belonged to Wynn’s family for generations, she is not moving and neither am I. Please leave our property and don’t bother us again.” I closed the door on him and heard him stomp away.
 
   “Who was that?” Wynn asked as she came out of the bedroom.
 
   “Shomeir, he wants to buy your land. I told him no, then asked him to leave us alone.” I walked over to my beautiful mate and put my arms around her and drew her near. She was the world to me, and I had never felt so complete, or happy. A smile couldn’t help but appear on my face as I leaned down and kissed her.
 
   Today was looking to be a day for visitors, not long after Shomeir left, someone else knocked on the door.
 
   Wondering who would be knocking, I opened the door with a scowl on my face. Only to be greeted by Cambra.
 
   “Good day Lancer, and congratulations on your marriage. But why the unhappy face?”
 
   “Sorry, I thought you might be someone else come to bother us again. Please, come in for some tea.” I stepped back and allowed her to enter our home.
 
   Wynn immediately went to the kitchen to make some tea for us all. “Cambra, it is good to see you again, how is your daughter? Did she give you a healthy granddaughter?”
 
   “Thank you, my daughter is quite well, and she gave me a grandson, we are all very happy to have another boy in the family. He is hearty and will prove to be very helpful in the future.” I could tell she was very proud of the new addition to her family. She was sitting up tall in her seat, and her eyes were shining, but not with unspent tears, with joy and happiness.
 
   “Ah, that is wonderful news! Are you heading home so soon after the birth?” It was my understanding that mothers would stay with their daughters for quite some time after the birth of the first child.
 
   “I had business that called me away, but I will be returning to my daughter soon. I already miss my little Godwine. He is such a happy baby.
 
   “We are glad you came by for a visit, do you want to stay the night before continuing on your journey?”
 
   “Thank you, but I only stopped by to warn you, Shomeir will stop at nothing to get what he wants. I have something for you, use it as you see fit. But be warned, it will not do anything to humans, only to those who come from another land.” She eyed me as though she knew something. I got the feeling she knew who I really was. This woman appeared to be wiser than I originally gave her credit for.
 
   “Lancer, please walk me out to the road and I will explain to you how to use my gift.”
 
   Wynn and I exchanged glances as I walked Cambra to the door. 
 
   When we were outside Cambra handed me a vial with a dark liquid in it. “I am a mistress of potions; this one if baked into bread will read the heart of the one who tastes it. That warrior will be judged, and if he is found to be pure, he will suffer no ill effects. But be warned, if the warrior is judged to be impure, he will surely die.”
 
   “You are a witch?”
 
   “Oh heavens no!” She chuckled, “I am just an old lady who happens to do as the Good Lord tells her.”
 
   “Are you a prophetess? I thought they all died out?”
 
   “Prophetess, widow, old hag, I have been called many things. I just do as I am told.”
 
   “You know what I am? What Shomeir is?”
 
   “Yes, I know you both are not of this place, and you my young friend are not of this time. Strange to meet someone from another time and place. You are my first, and I hope the last. Mixing the timelines is a dangerous business. I hope you understand what a gift you have been given.” She paused and looked into my eyes, “and will honor and respect that gift?” Her eyebrow raised as she considered my response.
 
   “Yes, I love Wynn with all I have. I will never love another like I do her. The Creator has given me a wonderful gift, one I do not deserve. But I will protect and cherish her for as long as she lives. Our children and our children’s children will always have a protector in me.” 
 
   “Lancer, did you really think your mission for the Creator was over? It is just beginning; don’t get too comfortable with your life here.” A sadness came over her features as she reached out and squeezed my hand holding the vial.
 
   “Don’t forget, use this in bread when your foe returns. He will be judged, and that judgment will be final.”
 
   “Will it hurt Wynn or myself?”
 
   “No, she is human, the potion will not affect her or any future children she might have. And you have already been judged, and deemed worthy.” She let go of my hand and walked away humming a tune I hadn’t heard before.
 
   As I walked back to my house and my mate, I considered her words. My mission had just begun? What did that mean? And when was I judged?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   It was a month before Shomeir came back. This time, he had two squads with him, a total of eighteen warriors on my land staring me down as I opened the door. 
 
   “Shomeir, have you come to forcibly remove us from our land?”
 
   “Of course not, I have come to introduce you to the warriors who will be residing next to you, well some of them. Over the course of the coming months more will join us. These will be camped right outside of your border, to make sure that you are kept safe of course.”
 
   “Yes, of course. And what will your warriors be doing on the land next to us?”
 
   “That is a secret only shared with those who partner with me. If you should partner with me, then I can bring you in on our little endeavor here on Earth.”
 
   “Let me guess, I have to sell you my land to partner with you?”
 
   “Oh no, you have to give me the land in order to be my partner. I understand your new mate wants to live here. Her life will be short in comparison to ours, if you give me the land, you can live here until her death. You will also become a partner in the adventure I have set up and will have something to do for the rest of your days, besides being a lowly farmer.”
 
   “Interesting offer, may I have some time to think about it and discuss it with my mate?”
 
   “Sure, sure, just know that my warriors will be keeping an eye on your land, you know, to make sure that no one else tries to take it from you, or harm your mate.” My senses went into overdrive at that point, it was all I could do to keep from killing him right then and there. No, there was another way. One that would involve all of his warriors as well.
 
   “Thank you for the protection, that is very kind of you.”
 
   After I closed the door, Wynn came up and wrapped her arms around me. “It’s time, isn’t it? I think I should bake them some sweet bread to welcome them into the neighborhood.” My wife, my mate, winked at me and got busy in the kitchen.
 
   Over these past months while we had worked on the farm and the house, she had filled out a bit better than before. She was now eating properly and combine that with all of her practice, she was going to be a warrior. My warrior.
 
   I had worried that she wouldn’t be ready for this, but of course, she was ready. Only my mate would be able to handle what was to come and the consequences of it. She seemed determined to be the one who tackles this task.
 
   Once the bread was ready, she sliced it up and went with me to serve it to our new neighbors.
 
   “Shomeir, Lancer told me you were going to spend the winter right next to us, making sure that no one interfered with our farm. Thank you for looking out for my family’s land. You have no idea how much that means to me. Please, help yourself to my homemade bread, it is a special recipe made just for you.” She handed him the plate of bread.
 
   “This looks very good and still warm I see, please join us in trying your bread.” He handed the plate to me, and I took a slice with a smile on my face. Then I passed the plate to Wynn who took a slice and handed it to the next warrior. When all of the warriors had a slice, I took the first bite. It was a bit sweet.
 
   Wynn must have overcompensated with the sugar in an attempt to make sure that she covered up the taste of the potion. I watched her use half of the contents of the small bottle that Cambra left me all of those weeks ago. However, it was still a good slice of bread.
 
   The rest of the warriors ate their slices along with Shomeir. I watched to make sure that everyone ate their bread.
 
   “So, you are all planning on sleeping out here during the winter? Have you seen a winter in Englaland before?” Wynn was trying to engage them in small talk while I kept my eyes on the warriors. I did not know how long it would take before their “judgment” started.
 
   “We will build a shelter for all of us to sleep in during the cold months. I was here during your last winter and experienced the snow. Where I come from, snow is only seen on the highest of our mountains. Our weather is very calm and warm most of the year. Has Lancer invited you to visit his homeland yet?”
 
   “We have talked about it, but isn’t if forbidden for me to visit? I would like to see where Lancer grew up.”
 
   “I think that could be arranged, don’t you Lancer?”
 
   “I was planning on going back soon to visit a few friends. If Wynn would be welcome there I would love to bring her with me.”
 
   “It’s getting late, I need to get back and start on our dinner, Lancer did you want to walk me back?”
 
   “Of course my love.” We walked back home without a word. But once we got inside and closed all of the windows and doors, we discussed our concerns.
 
   “What happened? I thought it would be a poison of some sort? I used half of the bottle. Was I supposed to use the whole thing?” She narrowed her eyes and looked around the room as though she was looking for something, or someone.
 
   “I don’t know, Cambra said it would judge them. But she didn’t say how long it would take to do that. Maybe it is something that happens over the course of a few days? We will just have to keep up the charade and act like nothing happened.”
 
   I walked over and kissed the top of her head, “You did great today! I am so very proud of you.”
 
   “Thank you, I better get dinner started. I hope that they are not here much longer.”
 
   The next day two warriors were sick, and another was dead, he had died in his sleep.
 
   “Lancer, what have you done to my warriors? You will pay for poisoning them!”
 
   “Shomeir, if I did anything to your warriors, wouldn’t it have hurt me as well? Or my mate? I gave you nothing that I did not also eat. Maybe they just picked up something from the humans here.”
 
   “Hmph, perhaps. Those who are sick have never been here before. I will have to send the sick home along with the one dead warrior and bring more back. Our healers will help them and ensure that only the stronger warriors come here going forward.” He eyed me warily, I could tell he didn’t fully believe me. But since I also at the bread, and couldn’t say much.
 
   “Yes, I am sure that the healers will do everything they can. Wynn and I are going into town, do you need anything while we are there?”
 
   “No, if I need something I know where to get it.”
 
   Wynn and I couldn’t wait to get out of the area so we could talk about this new development. “Do you think it was the potion? Will it keep working?”
 
   “Wynn, for our sakes, I hope it quickly kills the rest of them. Shomeir will eventually figure it out if it takes too long.”
 
   When we returned home that evening, the rest of the warriors were gone and had been replaced by a new group. Shomeir had stayed back on Sendryl after taking the sick home. Another died along the way, so two had died that we knew of so far.
 
   This new group of warriors had more of a rough look to them, they reminded me of assassins or mercenaries. Their leader was a tall warrior, he was at least six feet, seven inches tall and had a scar across the left side of his cheek. His hair was long like ours, but he wore it tied up with a leather strap. He did not worry about covering his ears. When he noticed me looking at his ears, he said, “I am proud of who I am, and if the insignificant humans can’t handle that, then they can leave. We do not worry about what they care or want. I am surprised that they have not been turned into slaves yet. Isn’t that the plan? When we have all of the land the remaining humans will become our slaves?”
 
   “You better watch your tongue! My mate will never serve you or Shomeir. She is to be treated just like all other Sennafae mates!” I got right up into his face, even though he was at least an inch taller than I was. He would be no match for my rage if he ever tried to make my mate a slave!
 
   “Lancer, calm down, of course, we have been apprised of your situation.” He stepped back away from me two steps, “Your mate is Sennafae now, she will not be harmed. Although why you chose a human, I will never understand. They are too soft and weak to handle us.” He chuckled and turned to walk away.
 
   This was new; they were going to enslave the humans. I knew it wouldn’t stop there either. Once they conquered this village, they would expand until all of the Earth was conquered. It was up to me to ensure that did not happen. These humans are too weak, he was right about that. They would not be able to defend themselves against the power of the Sennafae Warriors.
 
   By the next day, we got word that half of the warriors who ate the bread were dead, and at least one hundred warriors who hadn’t even set foot on Earth were sick. So the disease spread. Or it had nothing to do with the bread at all.
 
   Shomeir came back after a week, and he was showing signs of the sickness, but he wanted to check on his properties. “It seems this might be something that originated on Sendryl, more and more are sick or dying from the disease. None of the original seventeen warriors you met over a week ago are alive. So far, I am the only one who is still alive from that group.” He eyed me up and down.
 
   “Have you been sick? I understand that three of the replacement warriors went home sick yesterday.”
 
   “No, I am not sick yet. What do the healers think this is?” I was getting worried now, the potion we used should have only killed the group who ate the bread if their hearts were not pure. I didn’t understand how it could have spread like a virus on my home planet.
 
   “At first, they thought it might be something from Earth, but when other warriors who had never been here got sick, they thought it might have something to do with the meat we brought back from the hunts. When they examined the meat, there was nothing wrong. Then they discovered that a lot of the sick warriors hadn’t eaten any of the meat. It must be something that started on Sendryl, which is why I came back here. Too many over there are sick, it is better to be here.”
 
   “Shomeir, you appear to be getting sick, you do realize that you have contaminated all of the warriors here, right?”
 
   “It is more important for me to get better. Since you have not fallen ill yet, I assume that Earth is safer, and maybe even the cure to this. A healer will join us soon to examine everyone, including you. We must find a cure before we lose more warriors.” He was very anxious and paced back and forth in front of me as he spoke.
 
   The next day several of his mercenaries, for that is what they were, fell ill. I went into our village that day and discovered that his mercenaries had been going around to all of the farmers and letting them know they had to leave their land or be subject to their new leader. Shomeir was claiming to be ruler of this village and all of its lands.
 
   Even the Sheriff wasn’t safe, “Lancer, I am glad you have come. How is Wynn? Are you two safe out there? I heard Shomeir has set up camp next to your land.”
 
   “We are safe, for now. He is still trying to get our land, he even offered to make me a partner in his scheme, but I know that is a lie. Anything to get the land. He wants to set himself up as some sort of king. What has he demanded from you?”
 
   “I am to help him take the lands from everyone and get them out of here, and he will let me and my family stay until he has control of everything. But I don’t think he wants everyone gone. I heard him say to one family, that they could stay and work the land for him if they swear loyalty to him.” The Sheriff huffed a sigh and looked back towards his family.
 
   “I can’t go against him, but I can’t serve him either. What are we going to do? I tried to send a message to the King, but the messenger was intercepted and killed. No one seems to be able to leave, even though he has said he wants us to go. What is happening?”
 
   “Shomeir wants to enslave everyone. He thinks he should own this land and all of the people on it. He won’t let anyone leave who he thinks could either hurt him or serve him. It might be smart to arrange for the elderly and young to leave if he will agree to it. I will ask him if he will allow me to escort them to another village, outside of his domain. If he doesn’t allow it, then I have one more thing I can try. But it will be dangerous for Wynn if I try that one.”
 
   “What is it? Why would she be in danger?”
 
   “He does have someone over him, I could go find that person and see if they know what he is up to. If he isn’t working under their orders, then they will bring him in and deal with him, but if they did give him those orders, then Wynn and I might both die. I find it hard to believe that Shomeir is working on his own, not with all of the troops he has under his command.” That was the tough part, how could he have access to all of these warriors without the High Council, or at the very least, the High Command approving it? While the High Council was the political rulers, the High Command controlled the warriors, but ultimately they reported to the Council.
 
   In our history books, there was never an edict from the High Council allowing this type of activity, in fact just the opposite. They even ordered the closure of the portals for a very long time after first contact.
 
   “No, it couldn’t be.” I said aloud.
 
   “What, what is it Lancer?”
 
   “I might have figured out what he is up to, but I have to go. I will try and come see you in a couple of days if Shomeir agrees to allow the elderly and young to leave.”
 
   I was only gone a couple of hours, but in that time, two more mercenaries had died. Shomeir was escorting them along with a couple of sick mercenaries back to the portal.
 
   “Shomeir, how many are sick? I thought Earth was the place to be, not Sendryl?”
 
   “These must be weak warriors, they could not fight off the illness like I have. They are to go home and see if the healers can help them. Tomorrow you should expect a visit from the healer assigned to come here and see why you are not sick yet.”
 
   “Of course, what about the humans? I haven’t seen any of them sick yet. Maybe we should send the elderly and young away so that they won’t contract any disease we have brought with us? We don’t want your future slaves to get sick and die do we?”
 
   “NO! No one is to leave the village. I have stationed warriors on all of the roads with orders to kill anyone trying to leave. If they are too weak to survive this illness, then they don’t deserve to live in the new world I am going to create! I trust you have decided to help me with this endeavor?”
 
   “I am more worried about the illness right now then grabbing all the land. Don’t you think we should focus on figuring this out first?” I already knew what was going on, but I needed him to focus on the illness.
 
   “Hmm, I think you have gone soft. Why should I care about the humans or even weak warriors? If they are not strong, then they die. It is the way of our world. We could use a culling of our population. We have gotten too large for our planet to sustain much longer. Everyone knows this, why do you think other planets are being explored?” He raised one hand over his head in exasperation. 
 
   “Other planets?” What was he talking about?
 
   “We need a new planet to expand into. But I don’t agree with the Council, Earth is perfect for our needs. We should take this planet and forget finding an uninhabited planet.” 
 
   “How many other planets have our warriors visited?”
 
   “Many, but they all have advanced life similar to ours. We would not be able to conquer those worlds. But Earth is ripe for the picking.” He started walking again towards the portal. 
 
   “You should choose an area for yourself to rule. Take your pretty mate and find another land that has not already been claimed and conquer it. You could be King of your own area and I will be Emperor of the Earth. All will bow down to us, and we will rule this planet, and maybe one day, Sendryl as well.” He began coughing and then pushed me aside and went to the portal.
 
   “I will think about your proposal. You might be right.” Anything to get him to start trusting me. I needed to get these people to safety if he wasn’t going to die, and I also needed to know who on the Council was supporting him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   “Wynn, I think I need to head back to Sendryl and see what is really going on. It sounds like most on the Council may not know what is happening here on Earth, but I don’t know who to trust at this point.”
 
   “How are you going to discover who you can trust?” Wynn asked.
 
   “There is one person I will start with, if he doesn’t know anything, then I will just observe. There isn’t much else I can do at this point.”
 
   “Can you take me with you? I don’t want to be here without you.” She edged up to me and put one arm around my waist.
 
   “I would love to take you with me, but I am afraid it wouldn’t be safe for you. We are not supposed to bring humans back with us, I have never even heard of a human going to Sendryl.” I pulled her closer and put both of my arms around her.
 
   “What am I supposed to do while you are gone? I don’t want to be here alone, not with all of those warriors staying so close.” She shivered as she thought of them along our border.
 
   “Maybe you should go visit your cousin. I bet she could use some help with the kids right about now. That should be safer for you than being alone here.”
 
   “Okay, but hurry home. I don’t like the idea of you leaving me, even for a day.”
 
   I leaned over and kissed her, “Neither do I.”
 
   The next day, after the healer visited me, Wynn and I took off. I wanted to walk her to her cousin’s house before I left. Even though she shouldn’t be in any danger, I doubted that Shomeir would keep his word with me. He was not an honorable Sennafae, he reminded me of the rippers from my time. They only cared about their needs and advancing their agenda. To them, Humans were nothing more than food or fodder. Is this how it all starts?
 
   In my time, the rippers turned into vampires if they spent too much time on Earth and then needed human blood to sustain them. On Sendryl, they only needed an infusion of blood about once a year. All of the warriors donated blood so that the rippers wouldn’t need to hurt anyone. This also kept them healthy. But something on Earth made it so that they became monsters.Even their physical appearance changed.
 
   History told us that the plague that almost wiped out our species and created the rippers, didn’t happen during this time, it was 500 years from now. But we also should not have been here at this point. I wondered if I was on a different Earth. Or did my trip in back here already cause ripples in time?
 
   Ugh, thinking about time travel and the effects it has on the timeline is giving me a headache. Maybe this is just something else, and history didn’t know about what Shomeir did.
 
   I made my way to the portal without any issues, but once I was on the other side, I was stopped.
 
   “Who are you? I don’t recognize you. How did you get to Earth?” The warrior guarding the portal demanded.
 
   “My name is Lancer, and I was sent there by the High Reverend himself. Excuse me, I must report my findings to him immediately.” I started to walk away, but the warrior reached his hand out to stop me.
 
   “Shomeir warned me about you, what are you doing here? The High Reverend wouldn’t have sent you to Earth unless you were spying on us.” He arched an eyebrow and started writing something down in his journal after removing his hand from my shoulder.
 
   “Oh thank the two moons! I wasn’t sure who would be guarding this gate, I work with Shomeir. He did not tell me he controlled this gate on our side. I have come to gather my personal belongings and head back to Earth, for good.” Again he stopped me.
 
   “Why are you coming now? You have been on Earth for several months, have you not?”
 
   “Yes, but with the disease spreading here, I plan on staying on Earth longer. I am going to wait for the cure before coming back here again. But I needed a few things, like more clothes and weapons. If Shomeir is going to take over as planned, I need to be ready to assist.” I looked him up and down trying to memorize his features.
 
   “Will you let me pass, brother?”
 
   “I am Nohan, and yes, you can pass. But don’t stay long, there is a curfew in effect now. Only those on official business are to be out right now.”
 
   “Thank you for the information, I won’t be long.”
 
   Even though it was 1000 years in the past, the city didn’t look too different. Yes, the skyscrapers were missing and the buildings of today were made of stone and marble, but the layout was similar. Some of our historical landmarks are here in this time as well, like the Creator’s Fountain near the courthouse, or where the future courthouse will be.
 
   I found myself thinking about B’Lana and wondering how she and Ash are doing. Strange, thinking about B’Lana is different now than it was before. Now that I have my mate, my feelings for B’Lana have changed. There will always be a place for her in my heart, so much has happened since I met her. If I hadn’t of met her, I doubt I would have found my mate, so in a way, I owe her. Will I ever see her or Ash again? Part of me wants to see them again. Maybe there will be a way to leave them a message here, one that will last until their time comes.
 
   Ash is going to make a great mate for her, he just needed the right woman to come along who would take him out of his misery and realize what a great warrior he was. I would never tell him that last part, but he really does have what it takes. Not too many warriors have been able to keep up with B’Lana and protect her the way he has.
 
   Maybe I can find B’Lana’s dragonette, or at least her family one day. That is probably the best way to get a message to them, I want them to know I am happy for them and that I finally met my mate, too bad she was 1,000 years in the past. The dragonettes could be trusted with that information, I hoped.
 
   The landscape was as I remembered as well; lush tropical foliage everywhere, maybe even more than in my time. The Reverend’s residence should be in the same place as from my time; it was high atop the hills overlooking the city. As I passes a fruit tree, I hoped I would remember to bring some fruit back to Earth with me. My mouth was watering thinking about all of our tropical fruit, the kind I will never have again once I step back through that portal.
 
   I reached the residence of this timeline’s High Reverend, he was our religious leader. All of the Reverends held seats on the High Council throughout history, and they all seemed to have held the hearts of the people, where the other councilmen always stood in the Reverend’s shadow. Most Sennafae would agree to abolish the council if the High Reverend requested it.
 
   None of them ever did. There were a couple who almost moved to abolish the High Council, but they didn’t stay in power long.
 
   It was now or never, I knocked on his door, which was different from the door of my timeline. In fact, the whole house was different, but I shouldn’t have been surprised considering how long ago this is, or was? Whatever, stupid timeline questions.
 
   A Sennafae opened the door, but he resembled a warrior more than a religious figure. “Yes, how can I help you?”
 
   “My name is Lancer, and I am here to see the High Reverend. Is he in?”
 
   “Please, come in and have a seat. I will see if he will meet with you.” The warrior, maybe a soldier here to protect the Reverend, led me to a small room with one window and only two chairs next to a small table.
 
   “Can I get you something to drink while you wait?”
 
   “No thank you, I am fine.”
 
   “Very well, please excuse me.”
 
   In my time, the Reverend had his own soldiers, they were the Creator’s Soldiers, and they only protected the Reverend. I wondered if it was that way throughout time.
 
   A male wearing a black robe entered the room, and I instinctively knew he had to be the High Reverend. I stood up to greet him by grabbing his forearm as he grabbed mine.
 
   “Lancer? I am the High Reverend Maloy. How can I help you, my son?”
 
   I had to smile at what he called me; my Reverend always called me ‘my son.' “Sir, I am here to see if you understand what is happening with this disease and if you have heard about what is happening on Earth?”
 
   He looked over his shoulder to one of the soldiers, “Please bring us some tea and then leave us to discuss things in private.”
 
   We sat down at the two chairs and discussed how bad the virus was. There were thousands of Sennafae who had contracted the disease, already several hundred had died.
 
   “Is there any cure or understanding as to how this happened?”
 
   “The only thing that makes sense is one of our off-world teams brought it back with them through the portal. Have you been off world?”
 
   “Yes, I am working on Earth right now. I have seen many warriors and a few mercenaries succumb to the illness. A commander seems to be sick, but he isn’t getting any worse, yet.”
 
   “Earth you say? Who is the commander that has our warriors there?”
 
   “Commander Shomeir is the warrior who leads those on Earth, except for me.”
 
   “Who is your commander if not Shomeir?”
 
   “You are… well, in all honesty, the Sennafae who holds the High Reverend position from another time.”
 
   “Time travel? You traveled to Earth from another time? Was it the future?”
 
   “Yes, I have come back over…”
 
   The Reverend interrupted me, “Please, don’t tell me when you came from. I can’t know too much about the future. Our Creator shared with me in a dream only a few nights ago that I would meet you soon.”
 
   “Really? He speaks to you directly?”
 
   “Not directly, but indirectly through dreams, or other means.” 
 
   The tea was brought in at that point, and we stopped our conversation while the soldier poured it. I watched him closely, and he seemed to have a softer demeanor than a standard warrior did.
 
   While the Reverend stirred his tea, he watched me. “Are you wondering about my soldier?”
 
   “Yes, he does not have the standard uniform of a warrior. Do you have your own platoon of soldiers?”
 
   He waited until the soldier left the room and closed the door.
 
   “Doesn’t your High Reverend have his own soldiers?”
 
   “Do you really want me to answer a question about the future?”
 
   “No, you are wise to not let me know. This is a new development. I am not sure how much you know about this time, but there have been a few attempts on my life, some from the very warriors who were assigned to protect me.”
 
   “That can’t be! Who would attack our religious leader?” I almost jumped up but stopped when I saw the calm demeanor of the Reverend.
 
   “It is probably the same in all times, but here we have a group of dissidents who don’t want to have religion as part of the government and leadership. They want the power I have.”
 
   “But the only reason you have so much power is because you don’t use it. Once that power is used and lorded over the inhabitants, then whoever has that power will lose it. It is only powerful if you don’t use it.”
 
   He took a sip of his tea and clinked the porcelain cup against the plate. “I see you understand politics better than most of the warriors. That is good. What do you know of this time? Are things different than you thought they would be?”
 
   “Yes, it is very different. What seems to be happening now shouldn’t happen for a long time yet. Or did our historians change the dates for some reason?”
 
   “You figured it out haven’t you? There are some things I can’t tell even you, just as there are some things you should not tell me.”
 
   “I understand Reverend, even in my time my Reverend was not able to tell me much… But is there a prophecy about a girl yet?”
 
   His eyes opened up wide, and he sloshed the tea in his cup as he quickly put it down on the small table between us. “How… how did you know? I am the only one who knows about it so far. I haven’t even told my apprentice yet.” He put his hand over his mouth and held his breath until I answered.
 
   “That prophecy, it is what brought me here. Although I must tell you, I don’t know much about it. In my time, most of the details have been kept from the people. Most believed they were lost over the years.” I stopped talking and considered what to say next.
 
   “Is… is it the prophecy about a hybrid girl who saves her people?” I watched him intently as I clenched my jaw, hoping he would tell me more of it.
 
   “Yes, I was just delivered the prophecy by a dying prophet. As he lay on his death bed, he confessed the entire prophecy to me and told me to keep it a secret. Only the Successor to the High Reverend title could know the details. But he told me it was a human girl who would be born to a warrior from… No, I can’t tell you any more. I am sorry my son, but I was sworn to secrecy.”
 
   I chuckled, “Of course, you Reverends are all the same.” I stood up and shook my head as I walked to the small window and looked out.
 
   “Lancer, I am sorry, but it would not do well to share these details with you. It could alter the course of history, yours and mine. I can’t do that to our future. Can you understand?”
 
   “Yes, but tell me one thing. Is my quest finally over? Do I get to stay on Earth with my mate until she dies?”
 
   “I am sorry, I cannot tell you what you want to know. Just know that you are where you are needed most. Enjoy the time you have with your mate for we never know what the Creator will do next. Love her and spend every minute you can with her. Either way, you won’t have her long. She is human, she won’t live more than another thirty years or so? Maybe fourty if she is blessed to be healthy.” He picked up his tea and started drinking it again.
 
   I walked back to my chair and sat down, “Of course, I shouldn’t have asked. It’s just that,” I sighed, “I met a prophetess on Earth who said something cryptic and I was left wondering if my journey was over… or not. 
 
   “I have come far and seen many things. More than most warriors will even if they live to be 300 years old. I am ready to settle down and raise my children with my mate.”
 
   “Is she with child?”
 
   “Not yet, we only just mated a few weeks ago. But I hope to start a family once the Sennafae leave Earth alone.”
 
   “I see, and what is happening on Earth right now?”
 
   “Shomeir is trying to buy up all of the land surrounding my village. He has full ownership of a lot of the farmland, the rest he has partial ownership and is trying to make them either leave or serve him as servants. He has even tried to get my land. Well, my mate’s land. We refuse to sell or give it to him. He has offered to include me in his plans to rule Earth if I help him.”
 
   “Will you help him?”
 
   “No, I don’t want any Sennafae on Earth to interfere in their development. They should be left in peace. I know what happens in the future, and I don’t want that to happen to them.”
 
   “Would you stop the future from happening if you could?” He leaned his head to one side and considered my answer.
 
   “I actually thought about that. But if I change the future, then I don’t meet my mate. There is no way I could do that to her, or to me. 
 
   “However, what is happening right now should not be happening if my future is to come to be.”
 
   “And that is the crux of the time travel issue, is it not? Do you interfere or do you let things take their natural course?”
 
   “Or is my being here actually what makes the future happen?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Now, that is something I cannot tell you. If I do, you will have information that no one in this time should have. But some of the major issues facing the Sennafae today have to do with me and Shomeir.”
 
   “So you mean this disease? It is more than it appears, isn’t it. It is spreading far too quickly for a regular disease.” He put his cup down and scratched his chin while gazing out the window.
 
   “Is there more to this disease than you have told me so far?” I asked.
 
   “Reports are coming in from areas that have had no contact with the capital for the past few months or even with other worlds. Unless it is being transmitted by the birds, there is something else spreading it.”
 
   “Interesting theories, I think you might be on to something there.” It felt good to be cryptic with a High Reverend, for one.
 
   “Lancer, the Council has plans to close off the portals soon if the disease does not stop spreading. You might want to go home to your mate and enjoy the time you have with her. I can’t guarantee you will be able to get back to Earth if they close the portals tonight.”
 
   “Thank you Reverend, is there a way to leave a message for my future friends and family? I know my Reverend seemed to have information about me before any of the events of the prophecy showed themselves to us. I imagine he had a letter or something from me. He knew a few things about me personally. If this is to be our last encounter, I would like to leave a few letters for my family.”
 
   “Hm, yes I believe we can do that. As long as no one opens the letters until the time comes, I think it won’t hurt. And as long as you don’t say anything about what happens and who the girl is.”
 
   “I can work within those constraints. Do you have a pen and paper I can use?”
 
   “I will come back with them and some more hot tea as well.”
 
   I spent the next couple of hours writing letters to my family and friends. We decided the outside envelope should have my High Reverend’s name on it, no date. It was so that no one knew when it was going to happen, only who the High Reverend would be. 
 
   I also wrote a letter to Fillie and put a date I thought she would be alive on that one. Since dragonettes lived so long, it wouldn’t really tell them much. I just hoped that the High Reverend of that year would deliver it to her. I couldn’t tell her too much, just enough to let her know that I made it and asked that she let my friends, whom she would know at some point, know I was happy and healthy in the past.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   The Reverend had two of his soldiers accompany me to the gate. He said it was so that no one would try and stop me, but I think he just wanted me off the planet during this timeline. If I stayed, I could really mess things up with what I knew. And if anyone found out, oh the damage to the timeline! 
 
   I got home and Wynn wasn’t there, so I went to her cousin’s house. It looked like someone came through with a tractor and mowed it all down. That could mean only one thing, Shomeir’s mercenaries took my mate, or killed her. They would all pay for this.
 
   One of the neighbors saw me and she ran out with a message from Shomeir, “You betrayed me, so you are getting what you deserve. If you want your mate back, you will hand over the land and leave. I don’t care where you go as long as you leave this region.”
 
   “Did you see where they took Wynn?”
 
   “They went back towards your land, but I don’t know where they are. The Sheriff was injured and his wife and children taken as well. Are you going to give him what he wants? He promised we would all be safe if you left.” This woman who had attended our wedding was now shaking and appeared to want us to leave.
 
   “I am going to end this problem. Stay inside and if he or his men come back just do what they tell you. Don’t fight back, you won’t win.”
 
   “Oh, we aren’t going to fight back, none of us. We just want this to be over with.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I will end this. Shomeir is sick, he will most likely die from the illness he has.”
 
   “Please just leave us, and let us stay here and work our lands. That is all we know.”
 
   I put my hand on her shoulder and said, “Don’t worry, everything will be just fine soon. You will see.” It was no use trying to get them to stand up to Shomeir and his warriors or mercenaries, they wouldn’t win. For the humans, the safest thing would be to wait out the sickness that should be ravaging Shomeir by now.
 
   I walked back to my house and went to the barn where I had buried my sword. I was going to be the full warrior I was trained to be. Shomeir would not survive this night, and neither would anyone who supported him.
 
   I walked into the field closest to where they had set up their camp, “Show yourself, you cowards! Only a coward goes after women and children!” I knew where my mate was because of the invisible rope that tied us together as one, but that didn’t mean Shomeir was next to her.
 
   Through the bond, I could sense that she was still alive. However, I could feel her fear. That is what drove me and my anger. My mate should never be forced into a situation that brought out this level of fear.
 
   One of the mercenaries came out from the tree line, “But these aren’t women and children, they are our slaves. We can do with them as we please. Everyone in the surrounding area is now property, and nothing more. Like cattle.” He looked back over his shoulder and laughed. I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise and I sensed my mate nearby, and she was in danger. Her fear turned my stomach to acid, and my instincts were taking over.
 
   “It is against the code of a warrior to harm another warrior’s mate. Why have you harmed her?”
 
   “I told you, humans are no more than cattle to us, and you deserve to lose your property after what you have done tonight.” Shomeir walked out of the tree line holding my mate by the neck. She had been beaten up pretty badly, but it looked like Shomeir had a nice gash across his face, one that might leave a scar to match his other one. 
 
   “What have I done? I went back to Sendryl as I was ordered. I did nothing wrong. Let the humans go and I won’t attack your men for harming my mate.”
 
   “Oh they didn’t harm her, I did.” His smile was like that of a jackal, he really was deranged. He was also sweating an awful lot for this temperature. The evenings had cooled down considerably in preparation for winter. His illness was getting worse.
 
   “You went to see the High Reverend! He is the last person you should be speaking with! If you were really ready to serve me, and the greater good of Sendryl, then you would have ignored any orders you received from him and stayed here to protect your little human!” He spit at her, which only increased my fury and hers.
 
   I couldn’t believe my little mate, she made me so proud. She distracted him by bringing her booted foot up and then smashing the heel onto his foot as hard as she could. He let go of her neck and she smashed between his legs with her knee, just like I taught her. Thank you B’Lana for that bit of wisdom!
 
   B’Lana had a habit of hitting, and slicing, her foe in the ‘family jewels’ as she liked to call it. And I used that bit of advice to train Wynn. It worked too.
 
   Shomeir was bent over in extreme pain, and she ran towards me while one of the mercenaries came at me with his dagger. I unsheathed my Ketensa and sliced his hand off as he brought it up towards me with his dagger in hand.
 
   His dead hand fell to the ground along with his dagger. While he was busy screaming over his lost arm, I picked up his dagger and handed it to Wynn as soon as she reached my side.
 
   “Cover my back, don’t take on more than one at a time, they are far more powerful than you can defend against. Let me know if you see more than one coming towards you. I love you!” I turned back around as four mercenaries came towards me.
 
   One came at my back but Wynn was able to hold him off with the dagger, it seemed that all of those hours we spent practicing with hand to hand combat and swordplay really stuck with her. I couldn’t have been more proud of her than if she was an actual Sennafae warrior.
 
   “You might want to check on your leader over there, he hasn’t gotten up yet, most likely the disease is taking him away even as we fight.” One of the mercenaries tried to get in a strike with his short sword, a pale imitation of a Ketensa, but he missed me as I moved back far enough out of his reach. However, he was not far enough out of my reach. I pointed my sword right at his heart and leaned in to stab him in the chest. He moved slightly by the time I stabbed him, but it only slowed down his death, for death was his only future.
 
   Two more mercenaries tried to attack me at once, but I was able to defend and block their attacks. One of them came in close enough that I used my body and one arm to hold him to me while I moved him in front to use as a shield. When the other mercenary came back in to strike me, he killed the one I held. I dropped him quickly and used my sword to decapitate the mercenary in front of me. 
 
   Decapitation was one of my best moves; it only made sense to use that here. It wasn’t necessary, but the move did shock the other two mercenaries coming my way. Back in my timeline, decapitation was the only way to kill a ripper, what the humans called a vampire. In this day and age, they don’t exist yet so my moves will be something they can’t expect or even defend against very well.
 
   “How did you cut his head off with one slice? None of our swords have that power in them. It takes multiple strikes with an edge that has been ground to a very sharp point. Where did you get that sword?” One of the mercenaries had stopped and was gawking at the body that was missing its head. 
 
   “Only an honorable warrior has the strength or the power to wield a sword such as this one. You will never carry a sword like this. I grabbed the handle of my sword with both hands and decapitated them both with one swift move. They had formed a sideways line as they gazed at their fallen comrade, and I couldn’t pass up the chance to get two heads for one.
 
   My arms were tired, it had been many months since I last fought any strong opponents, but they were no match for my mate and me. She had killed two warriors on her own while I dispatched the ones who came at us from the front.
 
   This was exhilarating! I was in the field and fighting an enemy again. Granted, it wasn’t a fair fight, I had much more combat experience than any of them could ever survive plus my Ketensa. They had medieval swords and knives. It was no contest.
 
   Also, these were not real warriors, they were from Sendryl, but they were only paid assassins or bodyguards. They didn’t have much real battle experience.
 
   By the time the fight was over, I had killed eight mercenaries, and Wynn had killed three. Wow, what a warrior!
 
   Shomeir had gotten away, but he would not last long. There was no way that disease wasn’t going to kill him. And if I ever saw him again, there would be no hesitation. I would kill him on sight.
 
   “Wynn, you are a wonderful warrior! Great job!” I went over to my mate and kissed her hard on the lips. She returned my kiss with as much passion as I gave her, if not more.
 
   “Lancer, I was so worried you were hurt or worse! Shomeir kept promising that he was going to kill you as soon as you stepped foot back on Earth.
 
   “Come help me, my cousin and his family were injured in the fight to take me. They refused to give me up, and I refused to go quietly.” She led me back to the building that the mercenaries used for shelter.
 
   Inside was the Sheriff, he was bleeding quite badly from a wound to his side. His wife was trying to stop the bleeding using her skirt, but it wasn’t enough.
 
   “Move away, I have to get him to the house right away. Wynn, pick up all of the weapons you see as we make our way back. Once I patch up your cousin, I will come back out here and take care of the bodies.
 
   I carried the Sheriff to our house and set him on the kitchen table, “Quickly, I need a fire as hot as you can make it. I also need any clean linen we have, and some fresh water.” I looked to his wife, her name was Nerienda, and asked her to gather the water and to tear the linen into long strips.
 
   “Wynn, once the fire is hot, let me know. Here is a knife, I will need you to heat it up so I can cauterize the wound, unless you know how to stitch up a wound?”
 
   “No, how do you stitch up a wound?”
 
   “I will show you sometime, but for now, we need to get him cleaned and stop the bleeding.”
 
   Nerienda brought me the linen and then she went for the water. I had most of the blood cleaned up from around the wound by the time the fire was hot enough. I put the blade of a dagger in there until it was scorching hot, but not red, and then I put the tip to his wound, pushing the skin together trying to get the heat to melt the two sides together again. I was careful to only touch his skin in 2-second bursts so that I didn’t destroy the healthy tissue.
 
   Even though he was unconscious, he cried out in pain. I moved slowly from one spot to another until his blood stopped flowing. There was no way I could know if he had any internal damage, not in this day and age, but I did what I could. If only they had antibiotics in this time! He would most likely get an infection. We could only hope that I cleaned out the wound good enough for him to heal.
 
   I wrapped his wound with the clean cloth, loosely. The only thing I could remember from my basic medic training was to get some aloe vera on that wound, soon.
 
   “Do you know what aloe vera is?” Both women looked at each other and then to me and shrugged their shoulders.
 
   “What do you use to put on wounds to keep it from getting infected?”
 
   “Honey, I have a jar in the kitchen, once his wound heals a little bit more I will start putting the honey on it.”
 
   “Hm, honey? Interesting. And it helps to keep infection away?”
 
   “Yes, it can. Nothing works all of the time. What is aloe vera?”
 
   “It is another form of antiseptic and helps to heal wounds. It comes from a succulent plant. A very particular one. When we get past this, I will have to check the countryside for any healing plants that I know of.
 
   “But for now, we need to keep the Sheriff comfortable. I hate to move him yet, I don’t want that wound to open. Do we have any blankets or pillows we can bring out here for him?”
 
   “Yes, I will get them and then help to get Nerienda and the children to bed.”
 
   “No, I want to help with my husband. I will stay with him if you don’t mind tending to my children?”
 
   We all went to do our part and then met back up in the kitchen. Nerienda had put on the tea, it looked like it was going to be a long night.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   I had fallen asleep sitting in the chair by the stove, and when I awoke, I saw that the Sheriff had much better color.
 
   Last night when we fought with the mercenaries, my mate was so concerned about her cousin she said nothing to me about her injuries.
 
   As I stood up to stretch, I noticed that the back of my wife’s dress had a gash in it, and there were blood stains all over it.
 
   “Wynn, what happened? Why didn’t you tell me you had been injured in the fight last night?” I went over to look at her back, but she shied away from me.
 
   “Lancer, I don’t want you to worry, and my cousin needs more help than I do. I will be fine.”
 
   “At least let me look at it and clean it. I don’t want you to get an infection. Have you put anything on it yet?”
 
   “Nerienda cleaned it for me while you slept.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you put on a clean dress? Putting on your dirty dress will only infect the wound. We need to get you into something else.” I started to walk towards our bedroom, but she stopped me.
 
   “We can’t go in there, it will wake the children. Let them sleep a bit longer. My wound will be fine.”
 
   “Let me look at it, I want to make sure it isn’t already infected.”
 
   She turned around, and I peered through the holes in her dress, the wound wasn’t long. It looked like most of the damage was to her dress. But there was one gash that was at least an inch long, although not very deep. She should be fine with proper care.
 
   “Ok, it looked worse than it really is. I think if you went into the room quietly you could get a clean dress and not wake them. Having all of that old blood and dirt on your back worries me. A simple infection here could kill you, so please do as I ask and put on a clean dress? It will help me to feel better.” I kissed her cheek and pulled back to see her smiling at me.
 
   “Ok fine, if only to make you feel better. But just know, that when you are injured, I will treat you the same way.” I laughed as she walked off to the bedroom to change. I doubted she would have to worry about me getting injured or even sick. Sennafae didn’t injure easily, and we almost never got sick. Well, at least until this new disease showed up.
 
   By the next day, the Sheriff was awake, and we were able to move him to our bedroom. It felt good to have the kitchen table back.
 
   Everyone was in such good spirits that we decided to have a feast in celebration of making it through, and because no one had seen or heard from any of the Sennafae since the battle almost two days ago. 
 
   The weather was holding out, and the sun was shining. It was cold, but the sun gave enough warmth to make it possible for us to gather the last of the vegetables and potatoes in the ground before they all died. We should have harvested everything already, but with all of the warriors and mercenaries right next to us, I wanted more time practicing with Wynn and less time farming. It all turned out alright, she needed the extra practice since she was forced to fight. 
 
   Today the children helped Wynn and me finish up the harvest while Nerienda stayed inside with her baby and injured husband. She cleaned the house so well, I felt bad for dragging in the mud and dirt when we brought all of the food inside.
 
   “We should have a feast for dinner today! All we need now is meat. Do you have any around? I could make a stew and bake some bread along with a pie. I noticed you have a few berries left that need to be eaten before they go bad. I could make a berry cobbler with them.” Nerienda needed to keep busy so both Wynn and I agreed this was a great idea.
 
   I went out and killed a deer. It took me a while, it seemed as though most of the animals who usually roamed our area were either scared away or had been poached already. That must be how Shomeir’s warriors fed themselves. But I was a good hunter, and the animals here were easy to track.
 
   Once dinner was on the table, it reminded me of easier times. Maybe thirty years ago, I was just starting out as a Sennafae Warrior. I lived in a large barracks not far from the city. We had plenty of meat, vegetables, and even desserts. It didn’t matter what time of day I went through the dining hall there was always an abundance of fresh food that would satisfy even the pickiest of eaters. 
 
   All of the dining hall tables would groan with the weight of the food that was always the perfect temperature. I never did figure out how the food was kept so fresh and warm at all times of the day. Perhaps it was because they were constantly restocking it. Warriors have very healthy appetites on a normal day, but when training all day long, they were voracious eaters!
 
   As I sat there watching my new family, I realized this was going to be a wonderful life! Man or warrior, I couldn’t ask for anything more than a loving family with a plentiful table. Silently, I gave thanks to the Creator for sending me back in time to my perfect mate.
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   Editor Commentary – Red Sky at Morning
 
   Presenting an addicting tale of struggle and personal development, Samantha Maguire is another of the returning game participants. This story of Sky, a woman struggling to change her fate, shows an extensive development of a writer’s skill and the expanding depth that all of her readers have come to expect from Samantha. Her ability to interject hope and glimmers of positive emotion into the darkness of the situation weave a compelling story of determination and resiliency that will appeal to many. 
 
   Story Introduction by Samantha Maguire
 
   Is there honor among thieves? One woman intends to find out.
 
   In the Low Belt, everyone walks with their heads held down, staring at the filthy street like slaves. Full of bandits, sailors, and the desperate, its streets don’t forgive mistakes. Screw up here, and there’s nowhere left to sink. It’s a rough place where people and hope go to die, and one woman is determined to get out.
 
   Sky thinks of herself as a moral person, a good person, but she jumps at the opportunity to join the infamous band of thieves and bandits known as the Red Guild when they offer her a way out of the Low Belt.
 
   To prove her loyalty and earn herself a place among their number, Sky must complete an errand. One that requires her to infiltrate a place she’s never seen, one that requires her to trick more than a hundred bystanders, one that requires her to trust the Guild. And when Sky realizes too late that things aren’t always what they seem, she’ll have to learn that in a world of subjective morality, each thief creates his own code.
 
   Red Sky at Morning 
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Sky pretended not to notice the man vomiting in the corner. If she didn’t acknowledge the mess, then it didn’t exist, and she didn’t have to clean it up. On a rowdy night, pretending to ignore an occasional knife hilt poking out of the bottom of a trouser leg or the too-loud and too-exaggerated stories of drunken sailors was easy. She would busy herself with one innocuous thing or another until a bar-back walked by and she could enlist them to the task.
 
   Tonight, though, the crowd was mellow and introspective. They stared down at their beer mugs deep in thought and requested droning, slow ballads from the bard, who obliged and the loudest sounds in the room were the hollow notes coming from his lute. The card game, usually bawdy, was calm. Even when the other men had caught Peter Skint stacking the deck, there had been little more than frustrated grumbles.
 
   There was a tension in the air. Even without her gifts, Sky could sense it. It was like the dark calm of a gray sky and its distant, rumbling thunder without the bright flashing of lightning. It was the drawn breath. The inhale. The prickling feeling on the skin before the sky unleashed its fury, and a tree was split in two.
 
   Sky pretended to clean a dirty table with a dirty rag while her eyes scanned the dour crowd, wondering what had taken place out at sea. Something disappointing, surely, to leave the familiar crew so spent. Not a one of them had hired a whore and brought her inside.
 
   She would have preferred a fight.
 
   Something bloody, even.
 
   Anything other than this edged, painful, extended silence that mirrored the tension in her own mind.
 
   The bar-back walked behind her toward the back room.
 
   “Boy,” she said, whipping the rag at him.
 
   He blinked at her as though she’d caught him in the middle of a thought. Not him, too.
 
   “Clean that up.” She pointed to the corner.
 
   The boy glanced at where the man had been sick just moments before, and he looked back at her with a shrug as though he saw nothing wrong. He was learning fast, that one. Sky would have to remember his name soon.
 
   Sky tossed the dirty rag at him. “You know what I mean,” she said. “And pay more attention next time.” As she scolded him, she scooped up several mugs and balanced them in her arms. There were only six around the empty table, but she could hold as many as ten full mugs without spilling a drop. “I don’t know where it is you run off to, but you need to keep your eyes open and watch more. You’re always so up in your head.”
 
   The boy stood calm and still until she finished. He was so young. Ten years, maybe. A jumpy little thing, but his eyes never welled up with tears, even at her worst tongue lashings. Sky sighed. Her bad mood wasn’t his fault, it was the damn knife-sharp, syrup-thick tension in the air.
 
   The front door opened, and Sky’s chest tightened as she looked up. Was it Garen? Was it time? Already?
 
   Her eyes fell on Smith, first mate to Captain Jordan—or was it Jerren? some small-time “captain” at any rate—and Sky exhaled, though the tension didn’t leave her gut. Not yet.
 
   Someone whistled to her left and held up his empty mug. Sky nodded and returned behind the bar to unload the dirty dishes and grab a fresh pint. No one else so much as looked up.
 
   Sky poured three pints and lined one up for the man barely clinging to the stool at the high top before the asshole could knuckle the bar at her again.
 
   “What if I wanted a stronger drink?” he slurred.
 
   Sky ignored him and crossed the room without having to bat so much as one hand away from grabbing at her skirt. She dropped one of the mugs off with Smith, barely stepping in and scanning for a seat. She let him drop his coin over the lip of her bodice and rolled her eyes at his cat-that-got-the-cream grin. Men aged, but they never grew up.
 
   The whistling man got the last mug.
 
   “You getting fancy on me now, love? We can expect fresh cups with every round, then?”
 
   Sky took the drained mug and two coppers from the man with a smirk.
 
   “No,” she answered. “I’m bored.” The truth was that she had to do something with her hands, had to keep moving. Time stood still on a night like this.
 
   Blood would have been better.
 
   She had reached the bar when the door opened again. She looked up and her breath caught, the dirty cup in her hand hovering inches above the counter behind the bar. She felt a quake when she saw the stranger in the doorway. It was the unmistakable tremor of a split in a timeline. Everything from this moment on would be altogether altered. She had felt the quake twice before in her life, and each time, she pointed back to a moment which divided her memories: those that came before, and those that came after.
 
   The stranger looked unassuming enough. He was tall, with broad shoulders and dark hair and tanned skin. Old enough to be a captain, too old to be much of a success if he wasn’t. He surveyed the room but paid it little mind. When he spotted the bar, it was as though he barely noticed Sky behind it.
 
   “Ale,” he said as he approached.
 
   She couldn’t hear an accent. Couldn’t decide if the voice was familiar, though there was something about the air around him. It crackled and set her teeth on edge.
 
   He repeated himself and Sky blinked, realizing that she hadn’t so much as set the last mug down.
 
   “Right,” she answered, and turned, taking a deep breath as she did so. She had to focus to pull the pint without spilling. Sky realized too late that she was about to serve the fresh beer in the dirty mug that she’d never let go of. With a shrug to herself, she slid it across the bar.
 
   Distantly, she heard the door open again, but her thoughts drifted back to the stranger. He had eyes the color of half-dried moss that studied the bar as she worked.
 
   He placed a silver coin on the high top and stepped away. A king’s coin. Sky’s eyes widened, and she snatched up the treasure before too many eyes spotted it. The stranger hadn’t waited for an exchange coin, though warm ale in a dirty mug was hardly worth a king’s coin. Sky felt a pang of guilt as she saw the man seat himself at an empty table beside the wall and take a long mouthful of the beer. But she slipped the silver into her bodice, anyway.
 
   “Whassit?” slurred the drunk at the high top. As he asked, he leaned forward to point at Sky’s bodice where the coin had disappeared, and he slid off of the edge of his stool and had to stumble to regain his balance enough to reseat himself. He seemed to have forgotten the weighty coin by the time he was upright. “Flaming chairs,” he complained, rubbing spilled ale into the bar counter. “Is the balance, yeah? Why don’t you fix this place up right, huh?”
 
   Sky rolled her eyes. She stole another glance at the stranger. He sat at a small table with his back to her and leaned against the wall, facing the door. If he was a new captain, where was his crew? He didn’t have the stink of Queen’s Authority on him, nor did he have the easy look of a merchant, even a foreign one who might not know any better than to come into the Crow and Fish without bodyguards. There was a purpose to his movements. They were choreographed. But for whose benefit?
 
   “Need a moment?”
 
   Sky’s head swiveled back, and she saw Garen standing at the bar, looking from her to the stranger and back. She shook her head no.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said, and didn’t wait for her to respond before turning away.
 
   The bar-back walked in from the back door where he’d finished throwing the drunk man’s vomit out onto the back street. Sky waved him over as she made her way from behind the bar to follow Garen. The boy rushed over, green in the gills and looking like he had already done the calculations to remember just how badly he needed his job.
 
   “Take over,” Sky said.
 
   “The Crow and Fish?” he asked.
 
   “No, the flaming empire.” She rapped him on the back of his head. “Yes, the Crow and Fish.”
 
   Garen had already reached the door.
 
   “But I can’t—”
 
   “Gods, kid, it’s not like it’s hard.” She walked toward the door. “Serve beer. Take money.”
 
   Smith stepped between Sky and the door and reached around her to offer his empty mug to the bar-back for a refill. His hands were too close to her waist.
 
   “Leaving us so soon?” He leaned even closer and Sky could feel his breath in her hair as he spoke. Looking over his shoulder, Sky could see Garen narrow his eyes at her. Her window was closing. She didn’t have time for this.
 
   “I’ll be back in less than an hour.” Sky hoped it was a lie, but best not to let the clientele know that she was leaving the bar all but unattended.
 
   Smith didn’t move back after the boy had taken his mug.
 
   “But it’s so quiet tonight,” he cooed. “So lonely.”
 
   His breath tickled her neck, and she curled away from the man. Garen was stepping out of the door.
 
   She took a risk and shoved Smith aside. He was sober enough to take the brush in good humor, and his face broke into a mischievous smile revealing his trademark silver front tooth. To the boy, Sky called out, “And don’t pocket any of the coins. I’ll know.”
 
   The boy returned a full mug with too much head to Smith, who surveyed the badly poured beer and exhaled through his teeth. The bar-back shook his head at Sky, a silent promise not to steal, but Sky knew full well that no Low Belt kid would waste an opportunity like this. He would steal every copper he could lay his hands on, drink all the beer he could stomach, and stumble off to his next desperate profession. She’d never see him again. Oh, well. One less name to memorize.
 
   She took one last glance over her shoulder at the stranger as she reached for the doorknob. He was staring toward the lute player or perhaps the card game, not even so much as glancing her way.
 
   [image: ]
 
   Kevin watched Sky go and as the door closed behind her, the sounds of the street vanished and the thick air of the bar pressed in again. He glanced around the room and made eye contact with no one, but the gravity of the grown men’s presence threatened to throw him into a panic. If one of them wanted to cause trouble, Kevin would be as powerless as a kitten.
 
   Sky had never left him alone in the bar before. He had pulled beer and poured rum and spotted for weapons, but he had never been in charge. Of anyone. At every turn, Sky reminded him that he was a boy. A kid. She didn’t even call him by his name, though he’d worked for her for nearly two months.
 
   No one else seemed to notice that the patroness had left. They studied the warped wooden tables in front of them and nursed their drinks, or they played cards, or they spoke to one another in mumbled tones. Quiet. Calm. Gods willing, it would stay that way until Sky got back.
 
   Kevin retreated to his usual seat at the corner of the bar. He could see most of the room, all but one empty table on the far side. Pulling his hat down low and holding very still, the grays and browns of his clothes matched the grays and browns of his surroundings so fluently that patrons’ eyes drifted over him without ever seeing the boy on the stool. Kevin was a master of invisibility, a trick that served him well. More than once, he had startled a nearby drunk who hadn’t noticed Kevin sitting still and quiet.
 
   “Hey,” rasped the drunk at the bar. “Hey.”
 
   Kevin met his gaze, but didn’t answer.
 
   The man held out a half-full mug. “Top it off for me, yeah?” His words slurred so heavily that his speech was difficult to understand.
 
   Kevin felt his stomach drop. Some free beer to a man ready to hit the floor wouldn’t be missed. Half a mug. Kevin had stolen more than that most nights after dinner, and if Sky had noticed, she’d never mentioned it.
 
   But one free beer could lead to two, and if Kevin was unlucky, every man in the room would want his share of the keg until it was dry and then Sky would no doubt fly into a rage. He’d never seen Sky angry, not really, not the kind of focused fury he’d seen in others. But Kevin knew how anger like that changed a person, how it twisted their features and made them froth at the mouth and made their eyes bulge and their hands clench into cruel fists.
 
   “Hey.” The drunk’s rough voice brought Kevin back to the present with a start.
 
   Kevin wanted to fade into the wall, to make himself invisible again. But he would have to say something. The drunk had already attracted the attention of a tall man Kevin didn’t recognize sitting alone by the wall.
 
   “Finish that first,” Kevin said. His throat tried to close up around his words and choke the air out of him, but his voice stayed steady.
 
   The drunk squinted at the mug as though he’d forgotten about the warm beer. With a shrug, he put the cup to his lips and Kevin watched with relief as beer dripped out around the edge of the mug and down the man’s unshaven face, pooling into an old stain on his filthy shirt.
 
   The tall stranger motioned for Kevin to walk over. Kevin’s steps were as silent as a cat—he had learned long ago how not to make a sound walking on the wooden floorboards. Men could let their boots crash into the floor, had no fear of heavy footfalls that echoed their presence, but Kevin knew that his skinny arms and boyish face left him at the mercy of those around him. One day, he would be a man. Gods willing, a big, strong one, and he would never again be at the mercy of anyone.
 
   “You need something, Mister?”
 
   “This ale is terrible.”
 
   “Yeah,” Kevin agreed. He stared at a chip in the table just to the right of the stranger’s hand. Big hands, like Kevin’s father had. Hands that could do damage. Hands that hurt. Kevin wanted to tell him to go somewhere else, that the Crow and Fish was no place to be picky. But he couldn’t afford to be smart to a man with hands like that. Not when he had nowhere to run.
 
   “What was that?” the man asked.
 
   “The ale? I don’t know. Sky would know, she—”
 
   “No. Just then. You had a thought that you didn’t say. What was it?”
 
   Kevin glanced up into the man’s green eyes. Not the dumb, cruel, glassed-over eyes of someone overfond of the drink. They were sharp, calculating, weighing. The kind of eyes that could see through smoke and mist and hidden thoughts. Kevin couldn’t be invisible in front of those eyes. No one could, he suspected. 
 
   “It’s just that… well, no one really comes here looking for good drink, you know? You go up to Middleton for that.” Kevin bit his lip and his fists clenched and the hairs on his arms prickled, ready like cat whiskers to sense movement around him. Against his instinct, he stared back into the man’s eyes. Men could be quick as lightning, but Kevin could usually dodge the first blow. The eyes always gave them away.
 
   But the man’s eyes didn’t change. They just stared and considered until his lips slowly curled into something like an amused half-smile. “You see a lot from that stool over there, don’t you?”
 
   “Enough, I guess.”
 
   “It’s a real talent to be able to see without being seen.”
 
   Kevin shrugged. Unable to stand the intensity of the stranger’s scrutiny, his own gaze broke away and scraped across the room, then the uneven floorboards, until it finally settled on a cup with a broken handle that had sat who knew how long in the dark corner at the edge of the room. He wondered how long it would lay there feeding the bugs before Sky would see it and tell him to clean it up, all the while lecturing him to keep his eyes open and pay closer attention.
 
   The man would surely tire of his awkward company soon enough, and Kevin could go back to his spot by the wall, back to the bliss of obscurity.
 
   “What’s your name, boy?”
 
   Before Kevin could answer, a sharp crack sounded from across the room. Kevin’s shoulders shot up to pinch at his ears and his hands moved reflexively to protect his face. His father’s voice rang in his head. Keep your guard up, boy. Where are your hands? Why don’t you try to stop me, already?
 
   Smith leaned over the card table and ignored the fallen chair behind him. He glared, his face contorted into a dark rage, at Peter Skint, who glared back from his seated position. The other men at the table stood carefully, staying stooped as they stepped away.
 
   Panic gripped Kevin into a vice and it pressed in from all sides until he could barely breathe and stars began to pop in the corners of his vision. Why had Sky left him alone?
 
   For what felt like hours but must have been seconds, neither man moved. But in an instant, like a match sparking, Peter Skint stood and Smith lunged toward him. The two grabbed at each other, arms swinging and blows connecting with loud smacks egged on by an amused crowd.
 
   The stranger moved to stand in front of Kevin. The man knelt down with his back to the fighting men and stared at Kevin. He reached out and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. After an instinctual jerk, the pressing vice of panic began to ease and Kevin felt a warm, soft feeling. It was the feeling of his mother rocking him to sleep, humming lullabies he’d forgotten.
 
   “Kevin, I need you to listen to me.”
 
   The crowd grew louder, more intense, and Kevin looked over to see Smith pull a forbidden knife from a strap in his boot.
 
   “Wait, but I didn’t tell—”
 
   “Do you have a place to hide?”
 
   Kevin nodded.
 
   “I need you to go there now.”
 
   Kevin nodded again, but he didn’t want to walk away. He didn’t want to run back out of his mother’s comfort and into the cold arms of panic.
 
   “Go now,” said the stranger, and he shoved Kevin back toward the bar as though he knew exactly where the boy would run.
 
   As the man’s hand left him, icy fingers of pain and fear tried to worm their way back into Kevin’s gut. He ran on numb legs back behind the bar and into the cupboard below, the only one with a door. Kevin heard something spill as he crawled inside, but he didn’t care. The sounds of the room muffled as he shut the door behind him. Most boys hated the darkness, Keven knew, but he loved it. In the darkness, no one could see him. He was invisible.
 
   The sounds grew louder, more intense. Someone yelled. Not like a stall vendor on the street, or like a shill chasing after a pickpocket. It was a primal, animal scream that made Kevin want to claw at the wooden walls around him.
 
   A rushing of boots.
 
   Someone called out from the street, but Kevin couldn’t make out the words.
 
   And then there was silence.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Sky walked a half-step behind Garen through the streets of Low Belt. Out of habit, she kept her head on a swivel and her eyes sharp for would-be pickpockets or drunk sailors, but there was no real need with Garen nearby—the people gave him a wide berth and crowded onto already crowded walkways to avoid touching him.
 
   Even with the luxury of space granted by Garen Black’s reputation, Sky felt the tight space of the narrow streets close in, as though the looming, windowless buildings on either side pressed in on the people shambling or scrambling through the streets. There was never air in the Low Belt. Not air fit for breathing, anyway.
 
   Every time that Sky walked in the streets of the Low Belt, she had to fight the urge to gag or scowl at the stench of the place. She had a habit of holding her breath as long as she could before the need for air finally trumped her nose’s unwillingness to breathe in the scents of waste, filth, and hopelessness. Dumped chamber pots and tossed food that spoiled in the street blended with the fishy air blowing in from the brackish rivers and canals that traversed the city. No puddle was safe.
 
   In the winter, the mud of the streets would freeze, and people didn’t sweat as much, and apart from the rotting fish guts along the canal banks that ran behind every neighborhood, the stench wasn’t so bad. But in the summer… gods help her. She had to get out of the Low Belt.
 
   Sky walked fast to keep up with the man leading her. Heart pounding in her chest, she tried to ignore the constant throng of the desperate walking the street in their sad, pathetic, endless stroll from one disgusting hovel to another.
 
   Whatever it took, she would not be one of them. Not forever, anyway.
 
   Whether from holding her breath—she made it two streets this time—or from the weight of her plans, Sky felt a tingling in her nose and was so lightheaded that she almost walked into Garen Black when he stopped in front of the building three blocks away.
 
   The building. The one everyone knew, and no one entered. Not uninvited, anyway. To an outsider’s eye, it might have looked like any other broken-down structure—could they even be called houses?—in the neighborhood. But a keen observer would note that everyone crossed the street when approaching. They braced rain and sleet to avoid it.
 
   Garen raised an eyebrow at her. Sky cleared her throat and looked down. She could see his meaty hand clench into a fist, and she tensed reflexively. When he lifted his arm, she flinched, and he paused before rapping the door with his knuckles to look down at her.
 
   Sky stared up at his scarred face and tried to collect herself. Never in her life had her actions and countenance mattered more than they did right then, but the tension in the bar and the quake she’d felt when she saw the stranger had shaken her, and she had to fight to pull her edge back. It took two breaths, never looking away from Garen, and then she nodded.
 
   She didn’t jump when Garen’s fist beat on the door, though she did check over her shoulder for any curious eyes. No one looked over. No one looked up. They just walked on, staring at the uneven cobblestones and the mud and the muck.
 
   The door opened into a dark hallway, and Sky could just make out the outline of a short, stooped man in the falling light of the evening. Garen Black stepped in before her, and she followed, blinking in the dark. She reached her hand out along the wall to guide her. The wood was damp, and Sky kept her thoughts from wondering as to why that might be. Still, she pulled her hand back.
 
   They reached a door at the other end of the hallway, and Sky heard someone rap on it three times, pause, then four times, pause, then once more. She heard a lock slide and the door opened. Candlelight spilled through the doorway, and Sky continued to follow Garen into a room roughly the size of the common room at the Crow and Fish.
 
   Though the size might have been familiar, everything else was wholly foreign. Sky focused to keep her jaw from dropping. Her eyes immediately drew to a roaring fireplace and then fell on a lush velvet blanket draped easily over the back of the plushest sofa she’d ever laid eyes on. Not only did the chair legs all look exactly the same length, but they were identically carved into animal claws. The mantle around the fire looked heavy and was decorated with a golden jewelry box, a set of crystal goblets, three carved lanterns, and a painting of a woman dressed in silks and furs. Half-dressed, at least.
 
   So much light. All around the room, in every cranny, there was a lit candle resting in a gilded candlestick or a lantern with thin wrought metal and real glass panes that threw swirling patterns of shadow onto the surfaces nearby. A chandelier hung from the high ceiling with what must have been a hundred candles, all lit. She could see a golden, flickering glow on flashes of silver and caught an occasional glint of a jewel. She couldn’t work out how, but the room even smelled rich.
 
   Everything was mahogany and burgundy. Each detail was dripped in luxury and detailed with beauty. Her heart raced at the sight of it, and she became aware of how she must have looked in her plain skirt and ill-fitting, hand-me-down bodice surrounded by so much opulence. So much wealth.
 
   This was the home of the Red Guild.
 
   This was what she wanted.
 
   This was why she had come.
 
   “First time?” asked a grinning man with a two-day beard. Sky noted his patched coat and sagging, threadbare vest underneath. He looked as out of place as she felt.
 
   Four men sat behind a counter near where Sky and Garen stood. She hadn’t noticed them at first, taken as she was with the room, but now that she saw them, she almost wished that she hadn’t. They destroyed the illusion of grandeur that had taken her breath away. They looked like they belonged back on the street.
 
   And worse, they made Sky wonder if the Red Guild was all she thought it was cracked up to be.
 
   “She’s a quiet one then, huh?” the grinning man asked Garen.
 
   “She’s here to see Anthony.”
 
   “Ohhh,” said another, a broad man with a tightly-fitted shirt that showed the bulges of his arm muscles. Sky recognized him. He was hard to miss in the street. A fighter, if she remembered correctly, and one of the few people of the Low Belt who walked looking ahead rather than down. “A new recruit, then?” He looked her over. “Standards must be slipping, eh?”
 
   Sky kept her face still. She was used to men discussing her as though she wasn’t there. Whether one man was commenting to another about the size of her hips or the straightness of her hair, it made little difference. As a barkeep, she’d learned to ignore most chatter.
 
   “I know you,” said the grinning man, addressing Sky. “The inn, right? What’s it called? Crow and something?”
 
   “Fish,” she answered.
 
   “Oh, she does speak!” The man raised his hands to his chest as though in shock.
 
   Annoying as the men may have been, their familiar manners calmed Sky’s nerve. She knew how to handle assholes. She didn’t know how to deal with luxury.
 
   “Did he ask for her?” asked the man who’d led them in. He sat in a high-backed seat and chewed his gums as he frowned at Sky. When he held his jaw closed, his whole face seemed to fold in on itself. Everything from his stringy, greasy gray hair to his beady eyes dripped with malice. Sky hated him already, and he hadn’t even said a word to her.
 
   “Wouldn’t be here if he didn’t,” Garen Black answered. By the impatient tone of his voice, Sky could gather that he hated the man, too.
 
   The old man stood, though he didn’t gain much height by doing so. Still, he looked stronger than Sky would have guessed for his thin frame. He moved with a kind of easy grace usually reserved for young dancers. Something about him made the hairs prickle on the back of her neck.
 
   He motioned for Sky to follow him. She looked up at Garen Black as though for permission and felt foolish immediately after doing so. The grinning man caught her stumble and chuckled. Squaring her shoulders and jutting her chin out as far as she could without looking ridiculous, Sky followed the man as though he were her servant leading her to dinner. Or whatever it was that rich people did with servants. After all, she had a king’s coin resting in her bosom. She belonged there.
 
   The greasy man led Sky up a stack of stairs lit by candles sitting on silver plates bolted to the wall. She took care not to let her hair get too close and wondered how any of the men of the Red Guild survived flames at eye level while drunk.
 
   The stairs opened up into a mezzanine with several rooms, all of them with their doors closed. Bedrooms, perhaps? There was another story above them, but the greasy man led her to a door at the end of the open hallway. He knocked three times. His raps were so quiet that Sky wondered how anyone inside might have heard.
 
   But someone did hear. “Come,” said a voice inside. The greasy man opened the door and stepped through it. Sky followed suit.
 
   Her breath caught. If she had been surprised by the common room downstairs—and certainly it could be called “common” compared to this place—she was shocked to the core by the room she stepped into.
 
   Everything was gold. Well, gold-plated. Brushed. Gilded. Sky didn’t know the difference. She realized that the thin, sweet scent she had smelled on the landing was a trace of incense spilling out from this room. The fragrance was so thick that it made her want to cough and find clear air somewhere, though she hadn’t smelled clear air for so many years that perhaps this was clear. It was the scent of money.
 
   Heavy shelves were built from the floor leading up to the ceiling, and they were filled with rows and rows of heavy books. Sky had never seen so many books. Or so much gold.
 
   Anthony—or the man Sky assumed to be Anthony—sat behind a desk as large as Sky’s bed. He had more books along the outer edge, held upright by gilded dragon bookends. Two of the book ends had red-tinted incense smoke curling out of their mouths. Sky caught herself staring at it. She had never seen red smoke before. What a silly thing to waste money on, red smoke that no one would see.
 
   The man himself was as impressive as the room. He wore a velvet overcoat in a deep red, almost burgundy, color. In stark contrast to the four disappointing characters downstairs, he looked exactly like the kind of man Sky expected to see in a place like this. His hair was slicked back with some kind of oil or pomade, not the greasy grit of the Low Belt. His buttons shone in the diffused candlelight in the room.
 
   Behind him looked like a heavy curtain over a floor-to-ceiling window, but Sky knew that it had to be a facade. The building had no exterior windows. No one in the Low Belt could afford glass, and even if they could, there were no scenic views to be had from any angle of the neighborhood.
 
   He motioned for her to sit and she did so. As she sat, he stood. Sky briefly wondered why. In a room like this, dressed as he was, clearly some kind of power figure in the Red Guild for the gods’ sakes, he hardly needed to prove himself to her.
 
   The chair was as luxurious as Sky imagined that it would be, the velvet as soft. She worried that her dirty skirt would leave a mark when she stood up.
 
   “What brings you?” he asked.
 
   Sky opened her mouth to answer, but hesitated. What were the best words? Was it a rhetorical question? There was only one reason that Sky would be in that room, and she gathered from Anthony’s reputation that he wasn’t in the habit of asking questions to which he didn’t already have the answer. Was it some kind of test?
 
   He stared down at her, waiting for a response.
 
   “You know why,” she answered finally.
 
   Anthony grinned. “Yes,” he said. “I like to hear you say it, though.”
 
   The words hung in her throat, in the air around her. She had said them a thousand times to Garen Black. She had begged, pleaded, even once tried to bribe the man to bring her. But now there was a net somewhere inside, holding her back, pulling the thoughts back up into her mind, where even there, they didn’t feel safe.
 
   “I want to join the Red Guild.”
 
   Once she had voiced them, the words floated in the air, reverberating like a rung bell.
 
   He nodded and clasped his hands behind his back. “We used to be anonymous, once. No one knew who we were.”
 
   She scoffed, then cleared her throat at his sharp glance. He romanticized the past, a particular annoyance to Sky. There were only so many stories of the old days, when the fish were bigger and the streets were cleaner and the battles were grander and the booties were golder that she could stomach. Since its inception, everyone had always known what the Red Guild was. That was its power.
 
   “Why?” he asked.
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why do you want to join the Red Guild?”
 
   Sky took a deep breath, trying to buy herself time. What was the best answer? Honesty? Dishonesty? Diplomacy? She tried to reach out for her gift, willed it to tell her the answer, to give her a sign, but she knew that it didn’t work that way. She felt for a spark, listened for a crackle, but only dusty, stale silence answered.
 
   There was the real answer: she wanted out of the Low Belt, wanted to get as high as Middleton at least. Then there was the flattering answer: she was taken by stories of… bravery? Power.
 
   Anthony sat back down and leaned forward onto the surface of his carved, claw-footed desk.
 
   “Money?” he asked.
 
   She shrugged.
 
   He leaned back in his chair and stared at her as he might a horse. “Exit strategy?”
 
   Sky shifted in her seat before she could stop herself and Anthony nodded again.
 
   “Right.” He tapped his lips with a fingertip. “Didn’t need the Red Guild for that, though.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Could’ve married your way out,” he said. “Pretty enough.”
 
   She scoffed again. It never ceased to amaze her how so many men were so sure that a pretty face solved women’s problems. Sky couldn’t marry in the Low Belt, much less anywhere else. She was a barkeep. Of the shittiest, shiftiest inn in the shittiest, shiftiest neighborhood. Men wanted to look at her, wanted to bed her, but they didn’t want to keep her any more than they did a whore.
 
   “Not that simple,” she said.
 
   He shrugged. “Could’ve whored your way out. Got the tits for it.”
 
   Surely he wasn’t that stupid? Whores in the Low Belt had to give half of their earnings to the pimps in the Red Guild. They were lucky if they could eat after a week’s worth of work. She didn’t want to be on that side of the trade. She saw where the work-to-money ratio was, and she wanted to be alongside the pimps.
 
   She didn’t answer. She didn’t need to.
 
   “Got that inn,” he said, tapping his mouth again. A thousand pins pricked Sky’s skin. Finally. Her gifts were speaking to her. She studied Anthony’s face, trying to see what her gifts saw in his words. His expression gave away nothing. She stared down at the smooth, polished desk, the next best thing to closing her eyes in order to concentrate.
 
   In her mind, she pictured feelers like half-numb hands reaching out, grasping, pulling. It was a trick she’s tried before, alone in her room in the early pre-dawn mornings when the streets were quiet. She’d found that she had been able to guess the face-down playing card on the bed before her. But the trick took all of her concentration. The moment her mind flickered, the smoke-like tendril vanished and she had to reform it, starting all over.
 
   The walls around her curved inward. Time stretched and the sound of Anthony’s already slow breathing magnified and echoed in the room until the noise didn’t even resemble breaths anymore, but rather a dull rushing. Weights dragged on Sky’s eyelids and her vision blurred and it was almost, almost as though she could sense something, like viewing a painting through a warped glass window across a wide street.
 
   The heady-scented incense cracked as it burned and Sky’s feelers vanished. Time raced forward and the tiny ruby eye in the sculpted dragon burner glinted. The smoke choked her grasping lungs that must have forgotten to breathe while Sky was searching. She had to fight not to cough.
 
   “The inn won’t cut it,” she said, her voice coarse and rasping. Upward mobility wasn’t a reality for the legitimate. Not in the Low Belt.
 
   Anthony just stared at her and nodded.
 
   “You could use someone like me,” Sky continued, eager to change the subject away from her lack of prospects.
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah. I have a pretty face.”
 
   It was his turn to scoff. “So do many of my whores.”
 
   His whores. She let it go.
 
   “It’s pretty enough,” she continued, “but not too much. I blend.”
 
   “Blend?”
 
   “Blend. With the company, with the walls. Not ugly enough to catch an eye. I can go unseen when I want to.”
 
   “That must serve you well as an innkeep.”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “But I suspect that more people notice you than you realize.”
 
   She shrugged again.
 
   “You really want to carry the mark?”
 
   No. But she would if that’s what it took.
 
   “Depends,” she answered.
 
   “On?”
 
   “Which mark would that be? The tattoo? Or the brand?” She had seen the Red Guild symbol burned into the flesh of whores, beggars, and anyone considered to be property of the Guild. The thought churned her stomach and left a foul taste in her mouth.
 
   Anthony grinned. “I like you,” he said.
 
   “That wasn’t an answer.”
 
   “The tattoo. The mark is always a tattoo. The brand is, well, just a brand.”
 
   She had seen sailors getting tattooed at the inn. Sharp needles tapped into skin thousands of times before black ash was rubbed into the tiny holes that formed lines that turned into images. The idea made her only slightly less nauseated than the thought of a brand.
 
   But she would do what she had to do.
 
   “Whatever it takes,” she answered.
 
   Anthony scratched his chin and stared at Sky, still lounging back in his velvet seat. “Is that right?” he asked, as though to himself.
 
   Sky glanced around the room again. Her eyes fell on a portrait hanging on the only part of the walls not covered by bookshelves or curtains. It was a man, dressed like a king—maybe it was a past king—with a sword in one hand and holding a book in the other. Sky squinted, trying to see what the book was titled, but from the distance, she couldn’t make out the writing in the candlelight.
 
   Anthony followed her gaze. “Can you read?” he asked, and Sky had to work to keep her face calm. Could he read her thoughts?
 
   “Sure,” she answered. Not that she had much opportunity. Books were expensive luxuries in both money and time.
 
   He rubbed his chin again. “I have something for you, then.”
 
   Her eyes darted back to him. “What does it pay?”
 
   He laughed. “Right to it. I like you.”
 
   “So you said. What does it pay?”
 
   “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
 
   “You brought it up.”
 
   “So I did.” He paused before continuing. “Alright, I’m in a generous mood. You succeed in this, and I’ll admit you to the Red Guild for a probationary period of a year, pending the payment of your dues. At the end of the year, if you’re deemed worthy, then you’ll be made a member and given the mark.”
 
   “And if I’m not deemed worthy?”
 
   He inhaled through his teeth. “Well…” he said, letting his voice trail off as he held up his hands and shrugged.
 
   Sky swallowed and focused to keep her face calm. Her life as collateral, then.
 
   It was a heavy price. Whatever she had to do.
 
   “Dues?”
 
   “Mmm, yes. They’re expensive.”
 
   Her heart leapt into her throat, and she swallowed it down again. “I don’t have any money,” she said in a thin, faint voice.
 
   “No, you’re right. You don’t.”
 
   Sky tried to keep her face from wrinkling in disgust. Wanted his pound in flesh, then.
 
   “You do have an inn.”
 
   Or not.
 
   “I… the inn?”
 
   “Mmm.”
 
   She would have preferred the pound of flesh.
 
   “I’m not giving you the inn.” Besides, she carried so many debts on the place, it wasn’t even hers to give.
 
   “You said, ‘whatever it takes.’ That’s what it takes.”
 
   “I’m not giving you the inn,” she repeated.
 
   “You don’t need to give it to me, that’s certainly not what I’m asking.”
 
   “Well… no. That’s, that’s exactly what you’re asking. Literally. You called it paying my dues.”
 
   “Right. Just loan it while you’re gone.”
 
   Sky furrowed her brow.
 
   Anthony sighed. “Alright,” he said. “Then tell me: why are you here?”
 
   “I…”
 
   “The Red Guild is all in, Sky. What did you think this was?”
 
   Sky took a deep breath. He was right. What had she expected? Risking her livelihood for a chance to risk her life for a chance to get out of the Low Belt. 
 
   The finality of what she was agreeing to pressed down on her shoulders, forcing her further into the plush chair. Sky’s future loomed above and around her until it threatened to press in and suffocate her. If she risked the inn and failed, she would lose the only thing that kept her independent, the only thing that kept her out of rotting, stinking, filthy street.
 
   Scared money never wins, so the gamblers always said. But those men had never played against Peter Skint, the man with tricky fingers as invisible as wind, who could steal from a thief. Sky could be like him. She could learn the Red Guid’s game. She could learn the rules, then learn how to set up the deck like she’d seen Skint do a thousand times, sometimes stealing from the same fools over and over again. Sky glanced at the gilded things around her. They glinted and sparkled, their golds and browns catching the warm candlelight. She let the luxury pour over her, imagined what it would be like to be surrounded by such things all the time.
 
   She could walk away. She could go on with her life and live well enough—the world would always have thirsty sailors to sell to—and never go hungry. But she would never live better than she already did. After damages, ale, entertainment, security, and the endless stream of debts, there were never coins left over to squirrel away somewhere for a chance to retire in Middleton. She would never have golden things.
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “Okay. Right. Sure. I’m in. What’s the job?”
 
   Anthony’s face slowly broke out into a wide grin. Sky felt the tingle on her skin again, felt goosebumps break out along her arms. This time, she ignored them.
 
   “Do you think that you could kill a man?”
 
   The glimmer faded and shadows grew, like a dark cloud blotting out the bright summer sun. Sky’s throat tried to close itself, and she forced out a choking cough. “I… what? N—I mean…” Was that her heart she was trying to swallow down, or her lunch?
 
   Anthony smirked. “Relax,” he said with a wink. “It’s a joke.” His smile didn’t touch his eyes, and Sky felt lightheaded. The shadows stayed dark. Curse her lungs refusing to breathe.
 
   “I—I can’t—”
 
   “You’re not the type. Relax, I said, it’s not the job. It was a joke. You’ll like it,” he promised. “You’re going to a party.”
 
   “A… party?” A joke. Bloody terrible joke.
 
   “I’ll give you a dress and everything.” His eyes traced down to her shabby clothes, and she shifted again in the seat.
 
   “A dress?”
 
   Anthony stared at his fingernails while he answered. “Yes. It’s a thing that women wear. To parties.” He looked back at her. “Nice ones. Uptown ones.”
 
   Sky forced a smirk onto her face even as hot waves of resentment threatened to break her composure. She wanted to vault over the stupid polished desk and clock him in the jaw, or to shove the ridiculous golden dragon incense burner down his condescending throat. Of course she knew what a dress was. She’d even seen examples of fine ones. In paintings.
 
   She took a deep breath and reminded herself to learn the game.
 
   “When?”
 
   “Tomorrow.”
 
   “Short notice.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow, but continued. “The hostess has something of mine. I want it back.”
 
   “What is it?” Sky was as skilled a swipe as any in the Low Belt, but anything big would be hard to conceal.
 
   “A letter.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “She keeps it hidden somewhere in one of the guest bedrooms, I understand.”
 
   “So she runs an inn?”
 
   Anthony grinned and the grin turned into a giggle, which set him off into a fit of laughter. Wiping his eyes and with his shoulders still shaking, he corrected her, “In her home.” He chuckled again, shaking his head.
 
   Sky felt heat rise to her face. How should she have guessed that someone owned a house with extra rooms?
 
   “It’s a letter addressed to the Countess Villanova.”
 
   “A letter addressed to someone else that belongs to you?”
 
   “Yes, exactly.”
 
   Sky nodded. What did she care about rich people writing one another? She would have stolen a crown after Anthony’s stomach-dropping question about murder. Maybe that was his intent. She hoped that was his intent. Surely he hadn’t been serious? The Red Guild was a band of thieves, everyone knew so. No one ever said anything about murder.
 
   “It’s in a blue envelope, you won’t be able to miss it.”
 
   Blue paper. Rich people.
 
   “That all?”
 
   Anthony’s good humor melted and he leaned forward over the desk, and it seemed to Sky that the room grew darker. More prickles on her skin.
 
   “I can promise you,” he said, “that if you succeed, the Red Guild will take you out of the rotting Low Belt and into a life of luxury.”
 
   “If,” she said dismissively, though her mind was an explosion of excitement, fear, and apprehension. His promise—so perfect that he might have reached into her and pulled out her deepest desire just to dangle it before her—mixed with his sudden serious, dangerous manner confused her senses. She was sure that he could hear her heart beating from across the massive desk.
 
   And then, as quickly as his face had darkened, Anthony’s features relaxed and he leaned back with a self-satisfied smile. “That’s all.”
 
   Sky nodded and rose. Her head spun, and her legs threatened to give way as she put weight on them. She took half a moment to steady herself and then she walked toward the door, though she could hardly feel the floor beneath her feet. Or maybe that was just the thick piling on the rug.
 
   She opened the door and shooed away the lurking greasy man. “I know the way,” she said.
 
   “Red Sky at morning,” called Anthony from his seat at the desk. “You know what they say.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, and walked out.
 
   She’d heard that one before.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Immediately upon opening the door to the Crow and Fish, Sky knew that something was wrong.
 
   It took a moment for her racing mind to take in all of the details. The bard was gone. The guests were gone. The room was silent. Some of the chairs were turned over, and the tables had been moved.
 
   "Boy?" she called out, keeping her hand on the door in case announcing herself was the last thing that she wanted to do. She heard a shift on the floor and held her breath for any other sounds. Nothing.
 
   Putting one foot in front of the other, moving as quietly as she could and keeping her hand on the door until the last possible moment, she crept deeper inside. Two paces in, and she could see the evidence of violence leaking out and crawling along the floor from behind one of the overturned tables.
 
   It looked sticky and black in the low light, but she had seen enough of it in her life to know the unmistakable fluid spilled out on the floor.
 
   Blood.
 
   Another step, and she could see enough blood on the floor to drain a body. No one could survive losing that much. Her heart sank.
 
   Surely not the boy?
 
   Sky took two more steps, her heart still pounding furiously in her ears.
 
   Gods, but there was so much blood.
 
   She walked behind the table, and her eyes scanned the scene faster than her mind could process what she was seeing. She asked herself three times what she was looking at before her eyes finally rested on the lifeless face looking up at the ceiling without seeing anything.
 
   Smith.
 
   She felt air rush out of her lungs, and it took a moment more for her to register another person. Not lying, but sitting, staring up at her with wide eyes. The boy's face was as bloodless as the dead body's, but he blinked.
 
   "I think he… he's—"
 
   "Yeah," said Sky, reaching down to help the boy to his feet. "He is."
 
   She had to watch her step. Pooled blood stained the wooden floor and covered the boy's clothes.
 
   "Any of this yours?"
 
   He looked down at himself, and started at the sight of the blood on his hands and clothes. "No. I…" his voice trailed as his eyes went back to the dead man and the boy lurched, but nothing came up.
 
   "Was this you?" Sky asked quietly.
 
   He shook his head, still staring down at the man.
 
   It must have been his first dead body.
 
   “Hey, I…” Sky wondered how she might tactfully tell the kid that she’d never learned his name. Giving up, she simply asked, “What’s your name again?”
 
   The boy didn’t look up. “Kevin,” he said in a steady, lifeless voice.
 
   "Come on, Kevin," said Sky, gently leading him away by his shoulders. "Let's get you cleaned up."
 
   He followed her directions as though drugged. When they reached the bar, Sky heard the door open, and she turned to see a sailor already well into his cups stumble in. She recognized the man's face, knew he preferred rum to ale, but had never learned his name.
 
   "Closed," she said.
 
   The drunken man's brow lifted when he saw the blood on the boy's clothes. He looked around him and seemed to notice for the first time that the room was empty and that overturned chairs and tables barred his direct line to the bar. He stumbled again, mumbled an apology, and turned to go.
 
   "Hey," called Sky, and the man turned back. "Send in some Authority men, will you?"
 
   "You want the shills?" the man slurred.
 
   "We got a body," she answered. "They need to come take it—him—away."
 
   The man shrugged and stumbled out into the street.
 
   Maybe he would remember to send someone around, maybe he wouldn't. With a sinking feeling in her gut, Sky realized that it wasn't her problem anymore.
 
   It was Anthony's mess to clean up now.
 
   The back room smelled like stale beer and the stink that seeped in under the door leading to the back alley. Sky could only afford to light two candles, so the kegs and caskets loomed in the dark like people staring down at the two of them.
 
   “Give me your bloody clothes,” instructed Sky. “I’ll get them washed.” Or burned, if need be.
 
   Kevin removed his shirt and stared down at the red smears that had seeped through the fabric. Sky could see his chest rise and fall faster than normal, and heard his breathing turn into a panicked wheeze. She dipped a clean rag into the bucket of water and rinsed his skin until the blood washed away. She ran the rag down his arms and had to rinse it before she could get the red off of his hands. The water was cold, but it was clean. The bar of soap that she rubbed into the rag smelled of the goose fat used to render it, but it was effective.
 
   She handed the rag and the soap to him. “Finish up,” she said. “Don’t forget under your arms and behind your ears.”
 
   Kevin nodded. He dipped the rag and wrung it out and rubbed the bar of soap onto it with as much concentration as Sky had seen smiths give to red iron. He touched the rag to his skin and gingerly rubbed it over his forearms. His knitted his brow as he started to scrub a little harder at the stubborn stains under and around his fingernails. The rubbing turned to a kind of half-crazed, manic scraping.
 
   “Woah, woah, hey.” Sky pulled the rag from his hands and dipped it back into the water. She reapplied soap and gave him a moment to steady his breathing before handing the cold rag back to him. “Take it easy. Don’t rub off your skin, yeah?”
 
   He took the rag and started again. Sky waited a minute or so to make sure that he wouldn’t hurt himself, and then stepped back into the common room.
 
   The body was gone. Sky glanced from one end of the room to the other. She had expected the Authority men to question her, to want to know what the boy had seen. Murder was as commonplace as childbirth in the Low Belt, but the shills still reacted severely, if only for the thrill of hanging another criminal. But they had apparently come through and disposed of the body without so much as letting her know that they had been there.
 
   The train of thought led to prickles on her skin, but even the thought of sending out feelers made Sky’s gut churn and she could smell Anthony’s incense in her nose all over again. She shuddered. No, she didn’t want to know anything else.
 
   “I blew out the candles.”
 
   Kevin’s boyish voice was quiet, but it made Sky jump. She hadn’t heard him leave the back room, and she almost jumped again when she saw that he had walked up behind her. He held out his bloodied shirt, more red than brown, and Sky took it.
 
   “Gods, kid, but you move quietly.” She sighed when she saw the angry red skin where he’d been scrubbing. She wanted to tell him that he couldn’t clean off a memory, but she figured that was a lesson he’d already learned.
 
   He stared down at the pooled blood on the floor where Smith’s body wasn’t.
 
   “They took him away,” Sky said.
 
   He nodded, still staring.
 
   “You gonna be alright to get yourself to bed?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   He nodded again.
 
   “Okay,” said Sky. “Go on and go. Try to get some sleep.”
 
   He turned and obeyed, leaving Sky alone in the room holding a bloody shirt and standing near a bloody floor.
 
   She had to get out of the Low Belt.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The next morning came all too soon, and Sky’s eyes gritty eyes ached even in the low light of the common room. She mixed in another half-shot of the finest rum she had—swill on a good day—into her tea and sipped it, trying to ignore the grating, scratching sound of Kevin’s brush bristles scraping across the splintering floor.
 
   “It’s a blood stain,” she said. “It’s not going to come out, kid.”
 
   The scratching stopped for a moment, and she exhaled with relief, but it returned with her next sip.
 
   The poor kid had already rubbed his own skin raw with near-boiling water, now he was trying to do the same to her floor. Anthony’s floor. Somebody’s floor. But Sky walked closer and confirmed again that the deep brown stain was there for good. White-knuckled with dark circles under his eyes from lost sleep, the boy kept scrubbing.
 
   Sky knelt beside him and pulled his hands toward her.
 
   “Hey,” she said. “Hey.”
 
   He looked up, his bloodshot eyes searching, asking, begging. She offered him some of her sailor tea, and he stared at it a moment before turning back to his scrubbing.
 
   “No,” said Sky, and she pulled his hands back again, accidentally spilling some of the searing hot liquid on both of their hands. “Gods’ teeth,” she muttered under her breath, though the boy didn’t react to either the burn or the swear.
 
   “Look at me,” she said. “I said look.”
 
   He finally did so.
 
   “It’s alright,” she told him. “Hey,” she reached up to turn his chin back toward her as he looked away. “People die. This is why we don’t allow knives in the place, yeah?”
 
   He blinked.
 
   “Look,” she continued, “it bothers me too, right?” It did bother her. She felt her own stomach threaten to spill up its contents whenever she remembered the sound of Smith’s voice, or the way his breath tickled her ear just before she had left the night before. She suppressed a shudder. “But it happens. You need to know that it happens. Every time you see people, it may be for the last time. So…” her voice trailed as her advice ran out. So what? She had never figured the rest out.
 
   The boy’s lip trembled, and Sky sighed. “First time, huh?”
 
   He nodded. Tears welled in his eyes. Sky was surprised he had enough fluid in him to still form tears, as much as he’d cried the night before.
 
   “Count it as a blessing you lived this long in the Low Belt without seeing death this close.”
 
   He didn’t look blessed, though. He looked like he was just this side of a breakdown.
 
   Sky handed the cup of spiked tea to the boy and held it out until he took it. Reluctantly, he sipped, coughed, and then swallowed a mouthful.
 
   “What happens now?” he asked with a horse, wispy voice.
 
   “Now?” Sky looked around her. “Well, now, we pick up these chairs, put the tables back, wash the glasses, and get ready for guests.”
 
   “But…” Kevin looked down at the stain.
 
   “Anthony will sand down the boards. If it’s too deep, he’ll have to replace them.” She swept her hand around to point out several spots of different-colored wood dotting the floor. Each one represented another lien on the inn. Not all of them had been blood, of course, though three were. After the second replacement, Sky had instituted her infamous no-weapons-allowed policy which had worked well enough. That, or the violence had just shifted to another place on its own. It did that, violence. Moved from one place to another like a storm cloud circling forever over the Low Belt.
 
   “Anthony?” the boy asked. He sat back on his heels.
 
   “Yeah, he’s, uh, he’s gonna hold the place for a while. Just… until I run an errand for him.”
 
   He took another drink of the tea and Sky saw that the cup was almost drained. He hadn’t seen death, but surely he knew who Anthony was, and the nature of any errands run for him. He must have understood. The questions had stopped.
 
   “I hope it’s not busy tonight,” he said.
 
   “Nah. The big ships are all out. Should be dead. Um, sorry. Shouldn’t be busy.”
 
   “Good.” He drained the tea and handed Sky the cup.
 
   “You can always leave, you know.”
 
   The kid looked up at her. His cheeks had begun to flush from the rum. “Where would I go?”
 
   “You don’t have to stay here. There are other inns, other jobs, you know.”
 
   He shrugged. “Probably the same thing as there.”
 
   “Yeah.” Poor kid. He learned fast.
 
   The door opened, and Sky looked up. The man who walked in had to duck his head to avoid hitting the top of the door frame. Like a walking mountain, his heavy boots made the boards beneath his feet groan. Sky was surprised that he had found a tailor with enough wool to make him a coat large enough to fit across his shoulders. She could spot the mark of the Red Guild peeking out above his collar. The three-pointed head of a trident. Sky felt her hand clench around the empty teacup.
 
   “Here for Sky,” he grumbled.
 
   “Already?” Sky asked. She looked down at Kevin, wide-eyed and afraid. She didn’t want to leave him alone again.
 
   “Your carriage is here.”
 
   “My what now?”
 
   The boy twisted to see around the man through the empty door, probably trying to get a glimpse of a carriage outside of the Crow and Fish. No one in the Low Belt rode in carriages. No one had a horse. No one outside of the Guild, anyway.
 
   The man didn’t repeat himself, he just stood to the side and motioned for her go follow him through the door.
 
   Sky traded glances with the boy.
 
   “Your errand?” he asked.
 
   “Guess so.” She stood up and set the cup on one of the upright tables. But why was the man there so early? It was morning. She didn’t have to be in Hitown until the evening. How long would it take to put on a dress?
 
   “You gonna be okay?”
 
   Kevin looked down at the stain, swallowed hard, then shrugged and nodded. Still a boy, but he had aged ten years overnight.
 
   Sky returned the nod. She knew that it was a lie, knew that he needed a friend and maybe a hug, but she didn’t have a choice. She could sooner jump up into the air and decide not to come back down again.
 
   “Get this place ready for guests,” she said. She reached out and ruffled his hair. He forced a grin that didn’t spread to his eyes. Gods, those sad eyes.
 
   Sky stopped herself at the door and looked back again at the inn. She wondered if she’d ever be able to shake the feeling of leaving things unfinished. She saw the boy duck back into the back room and silently sent out a prayer for him. The gods had never listened to her before, and she’d given up on them long ago, but maybe Kevin wouldn’t be so lost.
 
   She swallowed down a sob and took a deep breath as she prepared to step out into the street and get into the awaiting carriage without breathing in any more of Low Belt’s filth.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Sky stepped timidly into the Middleton dressmaker’s shop. She must have been in the right place—the carriage had stopped outside, and she knew that she was going to buy a dress—but Sky worried for a moment whether the proprietor would ask her to leave.
 
   Unlike an establishment in Low Belt, which would have been a crowded, dark room full of used clothes that carried all the smells and stains of their users before them, the room was bright with early afternoon light streaming through floor-to-ceiling windows along the walls at the front of the shop.
 
   Sky could see out into the street, and she watched as people in fine clothes walked by, talking or laughing or smiling at each other, always looking up. Always looking ahead. The other walls were lined with racks and racks of clothes hanging—not piled—in coordinating colors and sizes.
 
   The dressmaker looked up from a clean workbench where she had laid out a man’s shirt made of golden silk. Middle-aged, with thick black har streaked with gray piled neatly on the top of her head, she considered Sky for a moment before speaking.
 
   “Must be Anthony’s girl then, yes?”
 
   “Anthony sent me,” answered Sky. She ignored the possessive label; she belonged to no owe, and she hadn’t been called “girl” in over a decade.
 
   The woman snatched a measuring tape and strolled to meet Sky near the door. Without a word, she wrapped the tape around Sky’s neck, studied the number, then whipped it back, only to repeat the process on Sky’s waist, arms, hips, and bust.
 
   The dressmaker’s touch was invasive and cold. She stood so closely that Sky could smell the perfumed powder from the woman’s hair. Day-old roses—mature, but not molding. Sky felt herself aware of what must have been her own smell, coming from the Crow and Fish.
 
   Completely calculating and impersonal, the dressmaker might have been measuring a table or a dog. Sky recognized the act as a necessary evil, but it didn’t make her want to crawl out of her skin any less. Standing in front of the bright windows with the glamorous people strolling along outside, she was a freakish creature on display. Her limbs tried to tuck in and she kept her face turned from the light, as though she could make herself small enough as to be unnoticed and invisible.
 
   After an agonizing few minutes, when Sky was beginning to wonder if she had any parts that hadn’t been quantified with the tape, the dressmaker stood back. She pinched at the side of Sky’s bodice and tutted and Sky reflexively jerked away.
 
   The older woman made her way back to her work table and began furiously scribbling on a piece of paper with a sharp pencil. Sky looked down and pulled at the bodice herself. Sure, it was a little wide around the waist and tended to cut in at her hip, but it was the nicest she had been able to afford in years, and she felt oddly protective of the garment.
 
   “So, do I just wait here, or…”
 
   “I’ve run a bath,” the woman answered without looking up. Her hand didn’t slow in its relentless scribbling and flew across the page. “In the back. Come up front when you’re done.”
 
   When Sky returned, dripping wet and wrapped in a soft, fluffed robe and smelling of vanilla, with the king’s coin safely in the palm of her hand, she saw that there were now two women waiting in the front room. In addition to the dressmaker, who glanced at Sky with squinting eyes before turning toward a shelf and pulling at various garments, another woman stood. She was a cheerful, rotund woman around Sky’s age with rosy cheeks and a bright smile.
 
   “Well, hello there,” she said in a too-loud voice. “I’ll be pinning your hair. Won’t you sit down?” She motioned to a chair behind a curtain probably put up to protect Sky’s modesty—such as it was—from the floor-length windows at the front of the shop.
 
   Ten minutes later, Sky understood why the old wives always warned that the brightest roses hid coiled adders beneath their leaves. Had droplets of blood dripped down from Sky’s scalp, she wouldn’t have been surprised. The woman wasn’t the friendly, chatty, kind creature that she appeared to be at first glance. No, she was a cruel, insidious monster with the unlikely weapon of a comb who seemed determined to rip the hairs from Sky’s head until she was bald.
 
   “You need to hold still,” the woman scolded in a sing-song voice.
 
   Sky winced and held back stinging tears as another pin scraped mercilessly across her scalp.
 
   “Here,” said the dressmaker, thankfully pulling Sky from the half-crazed grip of the sadist with her comb and her pins. “Try this one.” She pressed a blue silk dress into Sky’s hands.
 
   Sky waited for the women to leave her, or at least to turn around, but neither woman moved.
 
   “I… should I… here?” Sky hoped that the sheer curtain was harder to see through from the other side.
 
   “Well how else do you expect to be able to dress?” asked the dressmaker. She spoke as though Sky were silly for thinking that a grown woman could dress herself.
 
   With a shrug, Sky acquiesced. Minutes later, as both women pulled and laced and tied behind Sky, she understood why they had implied that Sky would need help. Never in her life, not even the time that she had tried to force herself into her smaller cousin’s dress, had Sky had such difficulty getting fabric around her person.
 
   The king’s coin she tucked into the boned corset under the dress. The other women pretended not to see the rude gesture. Sky didn’t want to trust the treasure away from her skin. Besides, it was like a lucky talisman of sorts. Sky looked from the mirror to the clothes and felt a clench in her chest. She tried not to think of what it would feel like to step back into her old rags at the end of the night.
 
   “Up,” said the dressmaker, gesturing to a pedestal before a three-panel window. Sky obeyed and the dressmaker knelt down to pin the hem of the dress.
 
   “She’s the prettiest one, I think,” said the hairdresser.
 
   One? Sky wondered how many women there had been before her. How many had tried and failed before Anthony had resorted to Sky? She took a deep breath to ease the tension building in her chest. One step at a time. Don’t think about it. Scared money never wins.
 
   “Well, it’s the best that I can do.” The seamstress pushed herself up from the floor and stared at the mirror as she fluffed Sky’s round skirt and tugged at the connected bodice.
 
   “Looks good to me,” said Sky. She was surprised to feel a foreign kind of sadness at her own image. Just like a portrait.
 
   “Like I said, the best I can do with something off the shelf. Fit’s not perfect.”
 
   “It’s not?” To Sky’s eye, the dress might have been made for her, it fit so well. It didn’t pinch or droop anywhere, and she had no urge to pull or shift anything. She could wear that dress for the rest of her life. And her breasts had never looked better.
 
   “It’ll have to do. Next time, tell Anthony to give me more notice, yes? At least a week.”
 
   Sky held back a laugh. Next time. A week to fit a dress. As if she could tell Anthony anything. She hoped that there would be a next time. In the future, missions from the guild were likely to be less glamorous. She pushed the thought from her mind, a trick she’d learned working long nights behind the bar. Tonight. All she had was tonight. Don’t let tomorrow’s gloom ruin tonight.
 
   “We done?” Sky asked.
 
   The woman dropped her still-fussing hands. Staring at the mirror, she nodded. “Done,” she said, and held her hand up to help Sky down from the pedestal.
 
   Sky descended and noticed a man walking by outside of the window. He was handsome, smiling, and was admiring Sky through the window. He wore a short hat on his head, which he tipped with a wink when the two made eye contact. Sky smiled as the man walked by. She had received plenty of winks in her day, all of them lewd and suggestive. And if she had smiled back, she would have been bothered for the rest of the night. But the man just walked on by, leaving her with a silent compliment.
 
   “Cobbler sent over your shoes.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   The seamstress produced a round box and opened it to reveal lightly heeled and pointed-toe fine boots. “Dropped these off this morning. Hope they fit better than the dress.”
 
   Sky sat in a nearby chair that was as soft and balanced as Anthony’s chairs had been. She realized as the woman slid one boot halfway up Sky’s calf that there were no other shoes in the shop. “You don’t sell shoes?”
 
   The woman chuckled. “Gods no, girl. I’m a dressmaker.”
 
   Sky shrugged. Clothes were clothes, she figured.
 
   The shoes didn’t fit as well as the dress had. They pinched in the front and distributed her weight unevenly as she stood.
 
   “I think they’re a little small.”
 
   “You don’t want people to think that you have big feet, do you?”
 
   What an absurd thing to ask. What did Sky care if people thought she had big feet?
 
   “You can’t see them under the skirt,” she replied.
 
   “Yeah, looks like I got the skirt length just right.” The woman crossed her arms in front of her with a satisfied nod.
 
   “Do you think I can get away with my old shoes?” Sky took a few steps around the empty area in the room. Her feet didn’t cry out in protest, but she could tell that they would in an hour’s time.
 
   “I think that you should burn your old shoes,” the woman replied. “You really can’t get away with those on the street.” 
 
   The hairdresser gestured toward the window. "Looks like they're here for you."
 
   Sky turned and saw a polished black carriage waiting in the street. The driver was better-dressed than half of the men walking nearby and wore a glossy hat and white gloves.
 
   "That's not my carriage," said Sky. The one that had delivered her into Middleton was an unpainted wood with a Red Guild mark on the side. This one looked like it rolled around asking for bandits to stop it.
 
   The seamstress nodded again and waved to the driver, who nodded. "Yes, it's for you."
 
   "But—"
 
   The hairdresser cleared her throat. "They, uh, wouldn't want you to show up in a… well, in a marked carriage." She dipped her chin and gave Sky a meaningful look.
 
   "Oh. Right." Spies and thieves hardly announce their presence with a Red Guild brand on the sides of their carriages. Handy enough for the Low Belt, but Sky was traveling in Midtown now, and she'd be in Hitown before night. She had to play her part.
 
   "Do I just go, or—"
 
   The seamstress shooed her toward the door. "Yes. Go. He's waiting for you."
 
   "Will I come back here for my clothes?"
 
   The woman shook her head. "Pick up your clothes from Anthony."
 
   Sky nodded. Right. Back at the Low Belt. She glanced again at the carriage. But not yet.
 
   "And if anyone asks," the seamstress said, "your dress was ruined. Wine or something. You had to make do."
 
   Sky smiled, knowing full well that if anyone asked why her perfect dress wasn't perfect, she'd crack a bottle over their skull.
 
   "Wish me luck."
 
   As Sky walked out into the street, passersby made room for her. A few stole second glances. It was a good feeling, dressing well. The coach climbed down from his seat and opened the door for Sky. It seemed to her that it opened backwards, but a door was a door. She struggled a little to get the whole of her skirt and its half-dozen petticoats through the door, but she managed.
 
   Gods, even the inside of the carriage was lined with velvet. She tried to take it all in but did her best not to stare. She had to act like riches and luxury were the norm, like she'd been exposed to softness and perfume her whole life. Still, after the door closed behind her, she pulled off a glove and ran it along the soft fabric.
 
   She could get used to this.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   The docks in Middleton even smelled better than the Low Belt banks. Same rivers, different water. The air was crisper, less salty, less fishy. It smelled like mineral oil and fresh water. People gathered with one another as carriages stopped to let their passengers out.
 
   “Your boat is reserved under the name of Agillia,” whispered the driver as he helped her descend the stairs. “I’ll wait for you behind the stables at the estate. Come find me when you’ve got what you’re looking for.”
 
   “Thank you,” she replied. He tipped his hat.
 
   Stables? At a house?
 
   The line up to the water taxis was a short one. People conversed with one another in low voices. Ushers announced the names of the arriving reserved boats without screaming. Sky didn’t hear a single oath muttered by anyone.
 
   Sky idly looked from one group to another, trying to guess who the people were, what their stories might have been. She heard someone announce the names for the incoming boat and stepped forward when he called “Agillia.” Was that her alias? Did she need an alias? Should she have clarified these details with Anthony?
 
   Sky had to shift her skirts in order to see the narrow plank she had to walk over to step safely over the water without falling in. The petticoats did wonders for her silhouetted shape, but they could spell disaster if she wasn’t careful. One of the other passengers who’d already boarded offered a hand to help her. She took it and immediately regretted doing so.
 
   White-hot sparks flew up her arm and sent her mind spinning into a panic. She stumbled. Her foot reached out to regain her balance, but she misstepped and found only air beneath her. A collective gasp sounded around Sky, and she heard people rustle around her as she felt herself falling downward toward the river below. The hand in hers gripped tighter, and she felt someone wrap an arm around her waist as she stared down at the quickly approaching water.
 
   The arm pulled her back, and she straightened once her feet were solidly in the boat. Heart racing, she looked up at the other passengers, whose faces were masks of alarm and concern. She turned to thank her savior, and her words froze on her tongue.
 
   It was him.
 
   The stranger from the night before.
 
   With his moss-green eyes and dark hair.
 
   The one who’d incited the quake she’d felt.
 
   The one who’d given her the king’s coin hidden in her bodice that now burned so white hot in her mind that she worried that the crown face might brand her skin.
 
   Well. Shit.
 
   “You alright?” he asked, releasing both her hand and her waist.
 
   Sky’s rational mind fought to gain control enough to nod, but she knew that her face spelled out every fear and surprise that she felt.
 
   Maybe he didn’t recognize her.
 
   Maybe he didn’t notice.
 
   He’d hardly looked at her the whole time he’d been in the Crow and Fish. And she had seen herself transform in the mirror. She looked wholly different from the woman who left the Low Belt. She might not have recognized herself in a painting.
 
   “Well saved, sir,” said a man with a sash across his chest and a sword in his belt. He held out a hand to shake the stranger’s. The green eyed man took it and shook with a smile. To Sky, the armed man said, “You’re fortunate this one was around, yes?”
 
   Sky tried to twist her lips into a smile. She hoped it looked coy and not terrified. No, she wasn’t fortunate at all. She wouldn’t have slipped in the first place if it hadn’t been for the shock—what in the gods’ names was that, anyway?—she’d felt because of the stranger.
 
   “Nathaniel Archer,” said the stranger, extending his hand. Sky took it and tried to shake, but he bowed over her hand. Right. Rich people.
 
   He straightened and looked at her as though waiting for Sky to introduce herself. Shit. What was her alias again? Something like Agina? Akilla?
 
   So Sky smiled, raised an eyebrow, and said, “Pleasure.” She’d try the mysterious tack, then.
 
   The stranger—Nathaniel—escorted Sky to a seat beside the railing and she sat down with relief. She hadn’t realized until she was off her feet how much her shoes pinched. A woman several years Sky’s senior in a bright green dress sat down next to Sky with a polite smile and a nod. The stranger seated himself across from Sky with his back to the front of the boat. She looked out at the orange and reds of the sunset reflecting on the gentle river waves and tried to ignore the man.
 
   She almost caught herself hating Middleton. It wasn’t the place or the dress or even the pinching shoes. She didn’t know what she had expected, but Sky felt herself feeling like one of the half-alive fish towed up to the market in barrels. Flopping around gracelessly in a foreign place without enough sense to know that it’s supposed to be dead. The joy she’d felt at the dress shop had evaporated, and now she just tried her best to mimic the movements of the people around her.
 
   One night. She had to get through one night. The Red Guild would pay her enough that she could move to Middleton on her own terms, in her own way. With her own name.
 
   The woman in green made small talk as they pulled out. Oarsmen positioned alongside the port and starboard moved in unison. The boat was small and sat only five—though it might have seated twenty if the guests hadn’t required so much room for their dresses and their luxurious personal space—but it still moved at roughly the speed of dripping fish oil in winter. Sky wondered how far Hitown was and how long it would take to get there.
 
   The river fed into several canals and the boat turned to float down one of the narrower choices. In the darkness, the edge of the water cab scraped against the higher side of a raised street. The passengers let out a collective “Oh!” and the starboard oarsmen raised their oars.
 
   Hitown. Sky could have reached out and touched the stone bank with her gloved hand, and she tried to keep the smile she felt from reaching her face.
 
   The streets lowered as they crawled along and the orange glow from street lanterns spilled over the sides of the retaining walls and into the boat, giving the passengers visible features again.
 
   “You’re too young for this, I’m sure,” said the woman in green to Sky, “but I remember when hansoms were the fashionable mode of arrival. Not these awful things. Oh, they make my stomach turn, don’t they you?”
 
   Sky tried to smile and nod. One night. That’s all she needed, and not even that. An hour, two tops.
 
   “And you’re out of luck trying to find anyone who can drive them properly, without ramming us all into the walls.”
 
   The nearby oarsman didn’t move or show any reaction to the woman’s insult, but Sky was sure he heard her, and she blushed on his behalf.
 
   The boat docked outside of the largest building Sky had ever laid eyes on. It was roughly the size of an entire block in the Low Belt, and it took her several moments to realize that the whole thing was, in fact, a single structure. She heard chatter around her and saw lines of people disembarking from water cabs that had gone before and realized with a start that the building was her destination, which meant that it was someone’s house. Someone’s house. She tried to keep her jaw from dropping.
 
   Sky followed the woman in green and tried to mirror her movements. Two of the oarsmen waited on either side of the plank set up between the boat and the dock with their hands extended to help the passengers off. The woman in green went first, followed by Sky. Sky resisted the urge to look over her shoulder at what the other passengers were doing. She kept her eyes in front of her, marveling at the tower they all walked toward.
 
   “Have you not been before?” the woman in green asked.
 
   “No,” said Sky.
 
   “Ah, yes, I can see it in your face. Breathtaking, the first time, isn’t it? We certainly don’t have anything like this in Middleton.”
 
   Sky nodded. “Middleton’s still lovely,” she offered.
 
   The woman smiled. “Be sure to see the rose garden. I’m sure that Countess Villanova will have it lit for the party, she always does. It’s beautiful at night, but you have to come sometime during the day to get the real effect.”
 
   “I’ll be sure to do that,” lied Sky.
 
   The woman in green waved to a woman wearing a dark blue dress who waved back. The two rushed toward one another and embraced. The woman in green didn’t turn back to say anything more to Sky.
 
   Blend, thought Sky. I have to blend.
 
   She walked up the graveled walk toward the house. She could hear music coming from tuned string instruments inside. She had never heard melodies so beautiful. She wondered if she’d ever be able to enjoy a drunken bard in an inn again, then she recalled that she probably wouldn’t hear another drunken bard in an inn.
 
   “So what are you really here for, Agillia?” Nathaniel had caught up to her and now walked alongside. Agillia. Damn, why couldn’t she have remembered that earlier? Again Sky could hear the air around him cracking and again her skin prickled.
 
   “A party,” she said.
 
   He smiled and stared ahead, keeping his voice low. “One of Anthony’s?”
 
   Sky’s heart raced. “Who’s Anthony?” She hoped that the heat she felt under her skin couldn’t show in her features in the low light.
 
   “We all work for someone,” said the man. “I just hope you’re not here for the same thing I’m here for. Or I’m afraid you’ll be out of luck.”
 
   “I’m here for a party,” repeated Sky.
 
   “Right,” said Nathaniel.
 
   Sky walked on in silence until she reached the entrance. “Oh, look,” she said. “I found the party. Guess I’m not out of— Oh.” She turned to see that Nathaniel had gone, and she was now talking to a mustached man with a red sash. “I’m sorry,” she offered. “I thought you were someone else.”
 
   The man grinned and winked and motioned for Sky to walk through the door first, though there was ample room for them both.
 
   It took all of Sky’s resolve to keep walking once she stepped inside of the entrance. She had never seen—could never have imagined—the like. Gold glittered on almost every surface. Sky’s eyes traced the decorated walls up, up, and up until they finally reached the ceiling at least twenty feet above them. Before her, a circular staircase split and wound around the entryway leading up to a second story, though Sky judged by the size of the exterior of the building that it couldn’t have been the top floor.
 
   Different perfumes swirled in the air, and the sounds of music and murmuring conversations and greetings surrounded her.
 
   “When will we be introduced?” the red-sashed man asked a liveried servant.
 
   “It’s an informal event, Lord Carness, there won’t be introductions tonight.”
 
   Informal. Sky tried to let that sink in. Informal. This was informal. Her mind rejected the idea.
 
   A few of the women had worn fur stoles, though with the warmth of the season, Sky couldn’t work out why. As soon as they entered, they handed the furs off to servants dressed better than most of the citizens she’d seen in Middleton.
 
   Sky wandered around the first floor, trying to get a feel for the place, trying not to be seen. With every room she came to, her stomach clenched a little more. Seven rooms she had walked into. No bedrooms. Her eyes were growing tired from scanning and watching, and she felt time slipping through her fingers. She had to find the letter.
 
   Something pricked her skin. It was such a sharp sensation that Sky looked to her right to see if she’d accidentally bumped into something as she walked. She hadn’t. When she turned back the way she had been facing, she felt the sensation again. She looked up. Ahead was a library, which she’d already walked through. It had taken the breath out of her, and was large enough to dwarf Anthony’s shelves so much that she wondered why she’d ever thought that he had a lot of books, but she wasn’t focusing on books. She didn’t care anymore about the luxury or the smell of leather-wrapped pages or the quiet ease of the mostly empty room. She was focused on her task.
 
   Still, she couldn’t ignore the feeling of boar bristles being rubbed against her skin or the pulling sensation she felt when she looked at the room. She walked back toward the room. Without any real thought, she walked past the books and the plush sofas and the man sitting in silence reading and smoking a pipe. As though she hadn’t consciously moved, Sky found herself at the twenty-feet-tall window looking out into a lit garden. It must have been the rose garden that the woman in green had told her about. But then, Sky didn’t see any roses. Could the countess have more than one garden? By the gods, how many things did one person need?
 
   But as she was thinking about flowers, movement caught her eye. Sky saw the unmistakable face of a woman she knew all too well. Mistress Smart. What was a woman from the Low Belt doing in a place like this? She was a middle-aged woman with gray hair and a slight frame. The whores swore by her medicines that rid them of their permanent reminders of their craft, but Sky never trusted the wicked glint in the woman’s eye. It seemed to her that the women who sought her help suffered more than was necessary. Sky had let more than one woman stay for a few days without charge to recover from the inn, and there were always rumors bouncing around the neighborhood of women who took Mistress Smart’s cure only to die in agony in their sickbeds.
 
   And yet, there she was, standing outside among dimly lit shrubberies, a reminder of the Low Belt even here. She was talking with a tall man whose fair hair caught the light of a distant lantern. In the dark, the man’s head almost looked like a floating white-yellow mist. Sky wondered for a moment if she had mistaken some other guest for Mistress Smart, but her gut told her that the woman was exactly who Sky thought she was. With a shudder, she turned away from the window and ignored the brushing tingles running up her arms.
 
   As she circled back toward the entrance, smiling and nodding when she caught someone’s eye, she examined the staircases again. The bedrooms must have been somewhere up there. She knew that there were a number of them. Anthony had mentioned one of the guest rooms. Sky wished he could have been more specific. She hadn’t realized how many rooms there would be.
 
   She felt more than saw a man come to a stop beside her, and she ignored him, hoping that he would go away. He held a glass of wine out to her. She turned to look at him, thinking that he might have mistaken her for someone else.
 
   The man smiled. He had short, blond hair and narrow eyes. He offered the glass again. Sky took it—what else was she supposed to do?—and smiled. “Thanks,” she said.
 
   “You’re welcome.” He reached out and tapped the glasses together and took a drink from his. She smiled again, though the tapping crystal cups had made her wince.
 
   She held the glass up to examine it. She’d seen crystal a few times, stolen treasures certainly, but they had been cloudy and swirled with dark streaks. These glasses were absolutely clear, and they caught the light and bent and twisted it in a beautiful, mesmerizing display.
 
   The man seemed amused with her, and Sky brought the glass down.
 
   “Quality control?” he asked.
 
   “My, um, uncle. He sold… I was just… Anyway.”
 
   He nodded up the stairs where Sky had been staring before. “So what are we looking at?”
 
   “Oh. I was just admiring the…” Sky’s eyes scanned what she could see of the upper level for something she might have been admiring. “Portraits,” she said finally.
 
   “The countess has some really beautiful ones. Would you like to see?”
 
   Sky smiled. “Yes,” she said. “I really would.”
 
   He extended his arm, and Sky stared at it, briefly unsure of what she should do. After a beat, she took her arm in the same fashion as she’d seen women being led to the dance floor. Rich people. They probably had a different way to hold an arm for every step they took, but she only knew of one, and she would play it out as though it was the most normal thing she could have been doing.
 
   The blond man said something about someone Sky had never heard of, but assumed it was some painter or another. He chattered on about tempura and oils, and Sky wondered if he was actually talking about fish, but she just smiled and nodded as they ascended the stairs. She looked back over her shoulder, half expecting someone to jump out to try to stop them. No one even glanced their way. She scanned for Nathaniel, but didn’t see him. If she had known it would be this easy to get upstairs, she would have just gone up on her own.
 
   They reached the landing, and the man pointed at the large painting at the beginning of the hallway. Sky nodded and tried to give him the impression that she was listening as she glanced down the empty hall. There were a number of doors, all shut.
 
   She closed her eyes and tuned out the man’s droning voice. As though a whisper, she could sense or hear or feel—it was difficult for her to put her finger on the familiar sensation—that she was nearing the right place. Sky sent a silent prayer of thanks to her gifts and smiled with relief. Success was nearby.
 
   “See the learned man?” the man asked.
 
   Sky looked back at the painting. “The who?” Her next step would be to lose the escort.
 
   The man pointed at the statue in the background of the painting.
 
   “Oh. Yes.”
 
   “Do you remember it?”
 
   Sky shook her head as she studied. Nothing in the painting looked remotely familiar. Behind the bold face of an older woman with a long nose and tight lips was a landscape that seemed to go on forever. There was so much space in the fields behind her. No other people. All that room for one person.
 
   “Right. Are you from out East, then?”
 
   “West,” Sky corrected. She was technically telling the truth. The Low Belt was west of Hitown.
 
   “Oh, of course. The learned man. That thing was hideous. A huge bronze statue in the middle of the Converse Gardens.” The man chuckled and shook his head. “It was the landmark that was hated by all of the local people, but the one that any visitor to the area wanted to see. They tore it down a few years ago, finally.”
 
   “Right,” said Sky. While the man was distracted, she drained her glass. “Oh, looks like I’ll need another,” she said. Her mouth revolted against the bitter aftertaste that the wine brought. She’d tasted better warm ale. Did rich people not have proper tongues?
 
   “Here,” the man offered, “let me.”
 
   Sky handed the man her empty crystal glass.
 
   “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll show you the best painting down at the end of the hall, but I want to tell you all about it first.” He had the eager smile of a boy with the glinting eyes of a man. A painting at the end of the hall. Right. And all those bedrooms in between. Did he think Sky was born a week ago?
 
   “Can’t wait,” she said with what she hoped would pass for a genuine smile. With any luck, she’d have the letter in hand and be back in the hansom before the blond ever made it back up the stairs.
 
   He whisked himself away, and Sky took another glance over her shoulder before scurrying down the hallway.
 
   Her heart was racing, and she tried to concentrate and reach out with her gift. If she were a letter, which room would she be in? She passed three doors without so much as a shiver. When she approached the fourth, a door to her left, she heard a strong warbling coming from inside. It was like sound bent itself around the place. She put her hand on the doorknob and felt a shiver run up her arm.
 
   This one.
 
   The door swung soundlessly inward. Sky blinked to see a frilly, lace-filled room decorated almost entirely in a pale pink. Early morning sun filtered in through the window, giving everything a surreal, golden glow. No, not the sun. Sky blinked again, and the room was dark. She shook her head. Must be in the right place, then.
 
   With only the light streaming in from the hallway, Sky had to leave the door open in order to see. She glanced around the room and stumbled in the dark. Her pinching shoes made her aching feet complain, but she ignored them. Not long now.
 
   She made her way to the vanity and squinted to see any signs of paper. Bottles of perfume and crystal bowls with powders blinked in the low light, but no sign of any letters. Sky’s head spun in excitement, and she turned to survey the room. She could hear her own breathing. The room hesitated before turning with her. She shook her head.
 
   Get it together, Sky.
 
   A small drawered table sat between the bed and the door. Sky reached out and tugged on the drawer, and the whole thing came out in her hand. She hadn’t realized how hard she’d pulled. The contents spilled out onto the floor, and Sky paused before stooping down to listen for alarmed sounds coming from the hallway. She heard nothing.
 
   There, laying on the ground next to a small book and a bracelet of glass beads, was the letter. “Thank the gods,” whispered Sky. She knelt and snatched the letter. After a heartbeat, she also grabbed the bracelet. She folded the envelope in half and slid it into her bodice, shifting her body with her other hand to make room. She had to hunt for a minute to find the hidden purse under her skirts to secure the bracelet.
 
   When she stood, the room tried to spin again, and Sky thought she might lose her balance.
 
   Maybe she wasn’t cut out for this work after all. The excitement was getting to her. She shook her head—an unfortunate move in hindsight—and steadied herself.
 
   Sky had to lean on the wall to make it back down the hallway that felt a mile longer on the return journey. She realized too late that she had left the bedroom door wide open, but she ignored it. Going back seemed an insurmountable distance.
 
   The stables. She had to get to the stables. She had to find the stables, then she had to get to them. The driver had said that he would wait for her there. The stables. She approached the landing of the circular staircase, and the ground floor tried to rush up to her, and the sight made her dizzy. She didn’t trust the railing and again leaned against the wall again for support. Every step was a challenge and Sky could feel herself falling before realizing that she was still upright.
 
   If this went on much longer, she was going to be sick.
 
   The blond man met her halfway up the staircase. He held a wineglass in one hand and with his other, he reached out for her arm to steady her.
 
   “Are you alright?” he asked.
 
   Sky grunted. He helped her keep her balance, but she realized a moment later that he was leading her back up the stairs. The wrong way.
 
   “No,” she said. “Down.” Her voice sounded foreign to her ears. It was as though she forgot words before the reached her mouth.
 
   He said something else, something about a painting, that Sky couldn’t make out.
 
   She shook her head and reached out to point down. The man grasped her tighter and pulled harder.
 
   Trying to struggle against him, Sky lost her footing and felt herself falling again. This time, she felt the sharp edge of a step dig into her thigh and knew that she really was succumbing to gravity.
 
   “You’re making a scene,” the man hissed in her ear.
 
   She didn’t want to do that. She wanted to blend. But she wanted to get the the stables more.
 
   Someone said something. Then there was another person around her, then a third. Their faces spun, and she closed her eyes against the onslaught of words being flung at her.
 
   “She needs to lie down,” said a man’s voice.
 
   “She’ll feel better once she’s had some air,” another said.
 
   “Air,” Sky said.
 
   She felt another set of hands on her, and she struggled against them until she realized that she was going back down.
 
   She was shuffled one way and then another. All around her, voices swirled and collided with each other. She heard screeching and groaning before realizing that it was the sound of the musicians she’d heard earlier. They had sounded so nice before, but now with her spinning head and her sick stomach, they might have been shrieking monsters.
 
   “Agillia,” said a familiar voice, and Sky tried to turn toward it.
 
   She could feel the moment that Nathaniel’s hands touched her arms. Their hot prickles were unmistakable.
 
   “She’s with me,” she heard him say, and she felt the other men surrounding her begin to disperse. In Sky’s ear, he whispered, “Slow down.”
 
   She didn’t try to fight him. She could feel waves of heat from his hands, from his whole body, pulsing into her. Her mind began to clear. She started to feel as though she was upright again, and she could feel the ground below her as her feet met it. After a few more moments, her shoes began to pinch her feet again, and she almost sighed with relief.
 
   “I have to go to the stables,” she said. Her voice felt hoarse and her throat sore.
 
   “What’s at the stables?” he asked.
 
   “Driver.”
 
   She felt them turn and risked opening her eyes. They were far away from the house, now, walking toward darkness. Sky took a breath and tried to pull away.
 
   “Wouldn’t recommend that,” he said, and his hand gripped her arm.
 
   “I’m going to the stables,” Sky protested.
 
   “Yes, you are.”
 
   “Are they this way?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Her stomach started to untie its various knots until she no longer felt like she would be sick at any moment.
 
   “What did you drink?” he asked.
 
   “Wine.”
 
   “A barrel?”
 
   “A glass.”
 
   “Who gave it to you?”
 
   Sky didn’t want to answer. She had seen enough drugged women while working from behind the bar to want to admit to such a rookie mistake. She felt like a fool.
 
   “I know that you have it,” he continued.
 
   “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sky lied. She could see the stables up ahead and could no longer hear the music streaming out from the party. The driver leaned against the only hansom waiting ready to go.
 
   Nathaniel stopped and turned her to face him. He kept his hands on her arms, and Sky didn’t want to pull them away. She knew without knowing that he was keeping her from feeling the effects of whatever the blond man had drugged her with.
 
   “I’ll pay you handsomely,” the man said.
 
   “For what? An hour of my time?” Sky tried to smirk, but her face didn’t feel recovered enough to do so.
 
   “For the letter.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “We all work for someone,” he said.
 
   “Yeah, you mentioned that.”
 
   “My someone pays better.”
 
   What could be written in a letter that was so valuable to so many people?
 
   “I don’t know anything about someones.” Her words were still a little slurred, but Sky tried to keep her face from drooping the way drunks’ did. “I just want to go home.”
 
   “I could get you out of the Low Belt.”
 
   Sky guffawed. “Doubt it,” she said, tasting bitterness on her tongue again that reminded her of the poisoned wine’s aftertaste. “I don’t live there.”
 
   Nathaniel nodded toward the stables. “Last chance,” he said. “I could change your life.”
 
   Finally, Sky pushed his hands away. She didn’t want anyone to change her life. She wanted to do it. Under her control. On her terms.
 
   As soon as Nathaniel’s hands broke away their contact from her skin, she felt the sick sensations return. She tried to right herself enough to turn and stumble in the right direction. If she could get close enough to the stables for the carriage driver to see her, he could help her get back to the Low Belt. Back to the Red Guild. Back to the rest of her future.
 
   She took a few steps before the world curved in and fell around her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Sky woke with a monster of a headache. She looked around desperately for a nearby chamber pot, but couldn’t find one, so she grabbed something that looked like a trash bin, and her stomach vomited its contents out into it.
 
   “Good morning.” Anthony stood above her and held out a cup and a handkerchief. She sat the dirty bin aside. Wiping her mouth with the coarse cloth, she sniffed of the cup.
 
   “Water,” said Anthony. She drank it down and paused, worried that her gut might reject it back up again. But her churning stomach tried to steady itself instead.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Anthony asked.
 
   Sky grunted. She looked around herself. They were in a lavish room--or at least, what would have passed for lavish to her two days ago. She looked down. She had slept in her party dress on a plush couch. She bent her neck one way and then another to try to ease its stiffness.
 
   In a rush, the previous night’s events flooded back into her mind. She reached for the hidden letter, but found only skin. Sky pulled back her tight bodice as best she could, trying to pull the corset away from her skin. She found only the king’s coin.
 
   “Shit!” she said, still searching as though it might have migrated to another place under her dress.
 
   Anthony didn’t move to stop her. On the contrary, his eyebrows shot up, and he assumed a pleased smile.
 
   “I had it,” she promised, forgetting her headache and her misery and her stiff neck in the sheer rush of panic.
 
   “I know,” said Anthony. “You gave it to me last night.”
 
   “Gods!” Sky cried out. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   He shrugged. “Would have seen a lot less skin.”
 
   If he hadn’t been the leader of Red Guild, she’d have decked him.
 
   “So… is that it?”
 
   “That’s it. Did you have any trouble?”
 
   She cleared her throat. “Not that I remember.” Her headache was crawling back into her skull from a point in her neck.
 
   He laughed.
 
   “Do I just go, or…”
 
   “Your ride’s already waiting for you.”
 
   “My… what now?”
 
   “I promised you that if you did this for me, I’d get you out of the Low Belt, right?”
 
   “Right.” Apprehension and hope fought inside of Sky’s mind.
 
   Anthony offered a hand, and Sky took it, rising to her feet. Her shoes reminded her immediately how uncomfortable they were, and that she hadn’t taken them off the night before. She winced in pain, but hobbled down the stairs into the Red Guild common room with all the morning-after dignity that she could muster.
 
   “I’ll take good care of the Raven and Fish.”
 
   “Crow and Fish,” Sky corrected. And he wouldn’t bother. For the second time, her thoughts went out to the nameless boy working there. She wished him all the best.
 
   “Have a nice life,” Anthony called out as she walked out onto the street. Sky tried to hold her breath, but her stomach churned, and she gave way and inhaled Low Belt’s perfume, which made her gut threaten to double her over in another fit of retching. Even the gloomy gray light of the Low Belt was too much for Sky’s splitting headache, and she blinked in a futile attempt to keep it out. She recognized the carriage that had originally taken her out of Low Belt. Had that really been only a day ago?
 
   The driver didn’t get down to help her in, but Sky didn’t need it. She was tired of men trying to open things for her, anyway. The familiar dismissal was enough for her.
 
   She climbed gracelessly into the cab and dumped herself onto the seat. It wasn’t velvet, but it was still the seat of a carriage. She leaned her head back against the surface behind her and tried to relax as she felt the box on wheels lurch forward.
 
   When she opened her eyes, she saw Nathaniel.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   He smirked.
 
   “I think I hailed the wrong ride.”
 
   “You’re where you’re supposed to be, Sky.”
 
   Was she? Her mind drifted back to the Crow and Fish, back to Kevin and the blood stain on the floor. The carriage moved on and she felt herself traveling without having to move, pulled along a road toward somewhere else. Somewhere better.
 
   They tossed to Sky’s right as one of the carriage’s wheels hit a break in the cobblestone.
 
   “I may throw up on you,” she warned.
 
   “No, you may not.”
 
   Sky studied him. His clothing hadn’t changed remarkably, but there was something about the way he sat, with his moss-green eyes staring into her, through her. He commanded the space around him, the space that included Sky, and she swallowed down the urge to lean forward and hit him, if only to prove that she didn’t respect the authority pressing into her.
 
   “You were a test,” she said.
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Did I pass?”
 
   Nathaniel grinned. “You’re alive, aren’t you?”
 
   “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   Nathaniel pulled back his sleeve and revealed his Red Guild mark, neatly tattooed on his inner forearm.
 
   “I told you,” he said. “We all work for someone.”
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   Editor Commentary – Daughter of the Realms
 
   The paranormal tale from first-time player Sabrina Sable explores what happens when grief, expanding horizons, and self-discovery meet up with the shallowness of modern perceptions and the facile nature of personal judgment. Sabrina’s exploration into the many aspects of finding a personal compass for morality and ethics in a complex world is insightful and evocative. Her use of the game components has been well leveraged into supplying plot points and scenic depth for her story in such a manner that makes us look for the next chapter in her protagonist’s journey.
 
   Daughter of the Realms 
 
   Chapter 1 - Chase
 
   Chase Dawson smiled at the lawyer the way he always did during a negotiation. It was his poker face. No one ever knew what lay behind the smile. Not the men on the other side of the desk or the women he offered to take back to his bed.
 
   The lawyer sat down at the table, replied with his own menacing grin, and said, “Deal.”
 
   Both men shook hands, each believing they’d outwitted the other. But Chase knew the truth. He’d expected the lawyer to settle for that large sum of money. Who wouldn’t? Little did the lawyer know that not only were Chase’s problems with that company going to disappear, but he’d gain his boss’s money back by buying that company outright and dismantling it for parts. He’d triple his boss’s money within the next year, and Chase would finally have what he’d been working for since he started at Dane & Smith-- his own profitable business. Bought and paid for by Mr. Smith himself. 
 
   Chase called his own lawyer to tell him the news. After the lawyer calmed down enough to see Chase’s side of things, he congratulated him and offered to draw up a proposal for the sale.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 - Megan
 
   Megan Fowler laid a bouquet of flowers on her husband’s grave. Two years had passed since his death, yet this was the first time since his funeral that she’d seen the marble in which his name was etched. Time had given her a sense of peace and acceptance. She could never forget him, though. Their love had been perfect. Pure. Devotion was too underwhelming a word. 
 
   She returned to the small porch on her white one-story house with bright blue shutters and sat on the rocking chair she’d begged Henry for when they had first married. Many a lonely night had passed with her on that damned chair since he’d gone. Her adoptive parents were several states away, as were all of her childhood friends. Neighbors had retreated into oblivion after all the press his death had gotten.
 
   It was there on the anniversary of his death that Megan felt it again.
 
   There was an inner buzz, something she couldn’t put her finger on. The closest thing she could describe to it was anticipation—that feeling you get when you’re on the edge of your seat waiting for something to happen. Suspense. 
 
   She walked inside, trying to will it away. Eight o’clock. That meant her favorite show was about to start. 
 
   She’d had moments where she forgot time and found herself in the bathroom of her house. Once she was even at work late in the evening without knowing how she’d arrived. Talking to her doctor about it didn’t help. He put her on some medication for a while, but it only made her sleepy. 
 
   Being a high school teacher had its stressful moments, and she considered the possibility that her mental health suffered from the workload she put on herself. Besides teaching all day, Megan had agreed to be in charge of the Science Fair as well as the Science Honor Society. She was also taking over counselor duties while one of the counselors was on maternity leave.
 
   Megan sat down on the armchair nearest the television. Then it happened again, just like she was afraid of—she was at the school without any knowledge of how she’d gotten there. The doctors did say that stress can have a funny reaction sometimes, but this was ridiculous. 
 
   It was dark, but she was able to find the switch on the wall of the teacher’s lounge to turn on the light. The clock on the wall indicated that it was 8:01. Only seconds had passed since she’d been in her living room. Impossible. 
 
   She walked out of the building wondering how she’d get home, and instantly she appeared there, with the theme song of her favorite show still playing. What the hell? Could it be that she wasn’t losing her mind, as she’d previously thought? She was frightened yet hopeful at the same time.
 
   She quickly imagined somewhere else-- that nightclub those single teachers were always talking about. Seconds later, Megan found herself there, looking down at her lounge clothes while heels, a short dress, and flashy earrings might’ve been more appropriate.
 
   She took a turn around the club, so dazed that she didn’t care about the stares, especially from that man in a suit who looked like trouble. Ignoring him, she faced the bar, trying to wrap her head around the whole situation. 
 
   Megan then imagined a tropical beach, and just like before, she was instantaneously transported there. How and why she did not know, but she felt someone touch her arm just before the music and laser lights disappeared.
 
   “What the fuck?” a male voice interrupted the stillness of the Thai beach. 
 
   “What the fuck?” she echoed upon seeing him-- that man in the suit. He was on the beach with her, his eyes bugging out and mouth open in shock.
 
   “We were… I was just…” he managed to say.
 
   “I know this is strange,” she started to say, not knowing how she was going to explain something that she didn’t even know she could do until five minutes ago. “I literally just found out that I can… I don’t know what you would call it… Go somewhere in the blink of an eye?”
 
   “Like teleportation?” His eyes were still wide.
 
   “Exactly!” she shouted. “That’s the word. So, you must have come along for the ride when you touched my arm at that awful club.”
 
   His eyes narrowed then. “I own that club.”
 
   She winced. “Sorry. It’s just not my kind of thing.”
 
   “No, I can see that.” He gestured towards her outfit and messed up hair.
 
   “Well, I was supposed to be at home watching TV, but then I wound up there and now here.”
 
   He stayed quiet, and she took the moments of silence to study the beauty around them. It was the kind of place that would cost her a fortune to travel to, and the fact that she stood on the most amazing beach she’d ever seen was simply incredible.
 
   “This is nuts,” he said, breaking her reverie. “How do we get back?”
 
   “The same way I guess.” She shrugged her shoulders, not knowing how well that would work. She’d simply thought of a beach in Thailand, and that’s where she arrived. She walked over to him, the smell of whiskey and smoke from the club invading her nostrils. He put his hand on her arm like he’d done before, and she imagined the alley behind the club. 
 
   The sounds of the birds and the soft waves on sand disappeared. A muffled thumping noise emanated from the building, and the dark of night surrounded them.
 
   “How do you do it?” he asked, in no rush to return to his club.
 
   “I don’t know. This is new. I think I need to rest.” She made to leave, but then panic seized her. “You can’t tell anyone.”
 
   “Yeah, of course.” He frowned at her agitated state.
 
   “No, really. This isn’t normal. I don’t want to be on the news or the subject of experiments or something.”
 
   “Ok, you’re not like Spiderman or a mutant. Calm down.” For the first time, she noticed the light color of his eyes. It was too dark to tell the exact color, but they were so light they practically shone with the moonlight bouncing off of them. What a contrast his lovely eyes were with the complete ass that he was being.
 
   “Calm down? I think I have a legitimate concern here when I have strange abilities and the one person in the world that knows is a complete stranger. I don’t even know your name.”
 
   “Chase.”
 
   “Pfft. Of course it is.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Look at you. The rich clothes, owner of a nightclub devoted to hedonism, the arrogance. And then that name. You’re like a cliché.”
 
   “Well, aren’t you the judgmental bitch? Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.” He held a fist up to his heart and then stalked away. What a jerk! Maybe she was being judgmental, but did that warrant him calling her a bitch? The only consolation she took from leaving that man with her secret was that he knew nothing about her-- not where she lived, not her name, not a thing.
 
   Megan thought of her porch and was instantly standing on it, watching a car drive down her street. This is too easy, she thought. I’m dreaming. Or hallucinating. This is a psychotic break from reality. She stepped inside, uneasy and shaking. Popping open a prescription vial, she counted two pills and let them put her to sleep.
 
   Waking up to knocking on your front door is always a bit frightening. Megan jumped out of bed at the sound and rushed to look through the peephole. She recognized the sheriff department’s uniform.
 
   “Hi Logan.” Her voice was still raspy, and surely her breath was a stink. She stayed far back enough so that the policeman couldn’t tell.
 
   “I’m sorry to bother you this early, Mrs. Fowler, but the Detective has something related to Henry that he’d like to speak to you about, if you don’t mind coming in as soon as you’re able.”
 
   “What is it?” she asked him. Logan had been the kindest soul to her during the entire investigation two years earlier. Whenever Detective Kearns had given her updates in his own unsympathetic way, Logan’s mild manners and support gave her the needed boost to plow on. She wondered why he was even a cop.
 
   “I can’t say, Mrs. Fowler. Only that you should be prepared for some more questions.” He tipped his hat to her and strode back to his cruiser.
 
   As she contemplated how long it would take her to shower and eat a small breakfast, Megan’s thoughts returned to the previous night’s event. More than ever, it felt like a strange dream. Even the edges of her memory were diluted with fog, and Chase seemed more like a character out of a movie.
 
   Just in case, Megan gripped the wheel tightly as she drove to the station. The last thing she wanted was to suddenly appear there out of thin air in front of police officers. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 - Chase
 
   Why did he have to deal with so much incompetence? Chase left his office feeling more frustrated than he could ever remember. He was at the pinnacle of success-- the biggest and baddest in the acquisitions game. The side bonus was the gift of that nightclub. Not too shabby. 
 
   But when Chase finished pouring a glass of champagne the night before for that tall blonde sitting next to him, hed had to do a double take for something he’d seen out of the corner of his eye. No, it was someone. A woman. In pajamas. At his exclusive club with a guest list and the city’s most expensive bottle service. 
 
   There was only one thing to do. The woman had to go. She didn’t fit in with the atmosphere he’d tried so hard to cultivate in his place, and the first thing he’d do after showing her the way out was to fire his man at the door.
 
   The flashing lights and loud music made it necessary for him to approach her and invade her personal space. He was about to lean in to her. She looked lost, and her expression showed her confusion. Her eyes were big and bright, the reflection of the laser lights beaming off her face. The bun piled atop her head was a dark nest, and as he caught a whiff of the flowery soap she’d recently used, he touched her arm to get her attention.
 
   It felt like falling-- like when you’re asleep in the dream where you fall off the sidewalk or a bike, and then you wake up with your heart racing. Chase’s heart raced as he stared at the endless blue sky in front of him dipping into the ocean. The salt in the air distracted him for a second until his brain registered the impossibility of the situation.
 
   Thinking back on it the next day, Chase wondered how he could have let her go without asking her name. Sure, she’d insulted him. But how often does one meet with that kind of unique gift? After he’d come to terms with what had happened and accepted it as reality, Chase went home. As he’d returned to the leggy blonde, he’d had an epiphany. He’d seen the woman in pajamas before. Somewhere.
 
   By the next morning, Chase remembered where he’d seen her, but he couldn’t recall the specifics. She’d been on the news, the wife of a man assaulted and killed for the cash in his wallet. The research into a widow in the past two years in a city like that one turned up quite a few results, and Chase didn’t have the time to sift through all that. He had his assistant do it, and when the woman couldn’t locate a single good-looking dark-haired female that matched his description, he was convinced that every one of his employees were not worth the paper their paychecks were printed on.
 
   And so, when he left his office for lunch and then received a text from his assistant with a link to a very recent news article, Chase admitted that his assistant had redeemed herself. On the top of the article was a picture of a couple. Pajama woman and her dead husband. The details underneath the picture summarized the incident but now called into question whether it was a random killing or premeditated murder.
 
   He watched a live stream of the local news filming right outside the police precinct. Chase grinned when he realized it was two blocks away from where he was at. He passed his car and continued to a crowd gathered outside the station. Finally, he saw an officer speaking, and to the back and left of him was Megan Fowler, or so the news article had read.
 
   Her stance exhibited tension. She stood straight but grim-faced. God, she’s beautiful. Her hair slinked down her shoulders and over her breasts in a silky mass of waves, and her jeans displayed her fuckable curves. Chase wondered how he hadn’t noticed all of this the night before. Oh, yeah. I materialized on the other side of the world. 
 
   Megan’s eyes were lifeless, staring at no one in particular in the crowd, but roving in an apathetic way. Until they saw him. Chase saw the sharp intake of breath in the quick rise of her chest. Her eyes grew, but her lips remained in that same pursed fashion. What if she suddenly disappeared? Obviously, she’d rather be anywhere but there.
 
   Her gaze was distracted until the end of the press conference, at which point she declined to comment, but as soon as she started walking down the steps, she was surrounded. At least ten people holding microphones and cameras fired questions at her. Her eyes blinked wildly in confusion, and Chase rushed over. He pushed his way in and put his arm around her shoulders, guiding her out of the zoo of reporters while repeating “No comment” over and over.
 
   She didn’t question getting in his car, and once they were inside, the muffled sounds of the reporter’s inquisition snapped her back to life.
 
   “Why are you here?”
 
   “You’re welcome,” he said.
 
   “I can take care of myself.” She looked angry, and he couldn’t understand why. It wasn’t often he went out of his way to help someone, and this ungrateful harpy wasn’t making a case for it.
 
   “Obviously. I guess I should have just kept watching while you fumbled for words and left you trapped in there.” He saw that she took a deep breath. Her silence as she looked at him with those intense brown eyes made him afraid she was about to cry.
 
   “Look,” he said quickly, “I want to know if you can replicate what happened last night. Can you go anywhere?”
 
   She scrounged her face in disgust. “I’m not helping you break in anywhere.”
 
   “Did I say that? I didn’t say that.” He wasn’t used to such hostility from a beautiful woman.
 
   “Listen, Chase, I’d really like to go home right now, but my car is on the other side of the parking lot. “
 
   “I don’t recommend you pop over there.” He tried giving her one of his panty-dropping smiles.
 
   “I won’t be popping anywhere. I need you to drive me over there please.” Damn, this ice queen is tough as nails.
 
   “What do you do?” he asked.
 
   “Like a job? I’m a high school teacher.”
 
   “There you go! That makes sense now. No wonder you’re all prickly all the time. Dealing with those idiot kids has got to do that to a person.”
 
   “No, they’re rather nice kids. It’s dealing with douchebag adults that puts me in a sour mood.” She gave him a pointed look, and he stopped himself from bursting out laughing. He rewarded her instead with a real smile and put his car into reverse.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 - Megan
 
   Maybe it wasn’t so much his choice of words the night before when he called her a bitch, but the entire package. His thousand-dollar suit, two hundred dollar haircut, the swagger, the smile, the arrogance… the car. She didn’t know anything about cars, but Megan would bet the one she was sitting in cost as much as her apartment. He was a player, and Megan had served herself well in life by keeping a distance from players. That’s why she’d fallen for and married the sweetest guy in the world- Henry Fowler. 
 
   Her mind returned to the current scene in which she had to jump into her car a foot away while reporters were still crowding both cars.
 
   “Thank you,” she said begrudgingly and left his car without finding out why he’d sought her out. Clearly, it was for some self-serving opportunity in which he’d use her to make millions in a devious manner. She shook her trembling hands for a couple of seconds and then drove home, hoping she’d find some peace there.
 
   But that’s not what she found. Soon after her arrival, she started getting phone calls and knocks on the door. She hung up on all of them asking her questions about her husband and slammed the door on every cameraman’s face.
 
   She was about to go off on that line that was ringing before she disconnected her phone, but then she heard a familiar voice.
 
   “You’re not getting any peace in there. Meet me at my club,” his voice said.
 
   “I can’t leave. They’ll follow me like they followed me home. Like you followed me home apparently.” She peeked through her blinds and saw Chase’s slick sports car parked on the other side of the street.
 
   “I wanted to make sure you were OK when I saw them form a caravan behind your car.”
 
   Megan paced her living room and sighed. “I’ll give you ten minutes to get there.”
 
   “I only need five,” he ended the call. 
 
   Megan ran around stuffing her purse with a few extra things in case she decided to stay at a hotel. A toothbrush, her phone charger, a fresh pair of underwear. She looked at the framed photograph of her and Henry on their honeymoon in Hawaii and quickly looked away, thinking of the same spot she’d arrived at in the club the night before.
 
   The place was wildly different in the daytime. The room she was in had light streaming in through high windows, and the lack of people made it feel like a hotel lobby. She dropped her purse on a table and walked around. 
 
   “You Megan?”
 
   She spun around to see a large and heavily tattooed man carrying a large box of liquor.
 
   “Yes,” she said cautiously.
 
   “Mr. Dawson warned me you’d be in here. He said he’s on his way. I’m Kurt, bartender, bouncer… whatever Mr. Dawson needs me to be for the night.”
 
   She approached him, intrigued by his Southern accent, but then noticed his eyes. One was a nice, normal blue, but the other was a dark red color. She stopped for a moment, unsure of what to make of him.
 
   At that moment Chase walked in, dropping his keys on the table where Megan laid her purse. 
 
   “Hey, boss. I’m finished for now. I’ll be back at 8 to start the night,” the man said.
 
   “Thank, Kurt,” Chase said, and they did a quick fist bump on the bouncer’s way out.
 
   “He’s... um…” Megan started to say, but didn’t want to be rude.
 
   “Interesting? He served as a Marine and had a bad eye injury in an attack, but he doesn’t talk about his time over there. Not even to me.”
 
   “Ah,” she said in understanding. Suddenly she felt very self-aware. Megan walked around again, admiring the rich velvet curtains.
 
   “Why do they think your husband was murdered?” 
 
   She whipped around and narrowed her eyes at him. “You too?”
 
   “Well, you don’t want to talk about your cool gift, talking about your job reminds you that I’m more immature than your students apparently, so all that’s left is the other elephant in the room.”
 
   “What about you? Tell me where you’re from.” 
 
   A noticeable darkness clouded his face, and she knew she’d struck a nerve. This man was making up for his past with the grandeur of his present. If she had suddenly become so transparent and vulnerable to this stranger, then he had to as well. She pressed on. “What’s your family like?” She sat down at a booth that circled a small table.
 
   He cleared his throat, “They were assholes. It’s not a story to cheer you up, and I think you need a pick-me-up.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” She raised an eyebrow at him, suddenly aware that she was alone with a man for the first time since her husband died. Not that she was thinking about doing anything with Chase. 
 
   “Take us to Disney World.”
 
   Megan blinked a few times. “That’s the place you want to go to?”
 
   “I’ve never been. Have you?”
 
   “Once. When I was ten,” she said it like she was mocking him, but secretly she loved the idea. “Ok, fine. But I’m not going with you in that suit.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 - Chase
 
   She slid out gracefully from behind the booth and walked over to him. A sudden rush of anticipation washed over him as she touched his face. What was she doing? Was she going to kiss him? He hadn’t taken her for the take-charge kind of woman.
 
   He was instantly relieved and disappointed that she hadn’t kissed him, but had instead transported him somewhere else. A bathroom? She opened the door to let them out, and he gave the mom and two small kids that were waiting outside a sheepish smile as he and Megan walked out. They were at a mall.
 
   “Where are we?” he asked.
 
   “A mall in Orlando. Look, here.” She pointed to a clothing store and forced him to buy casual clothing. Several minutes later he was wearing shorts and a T-shirt.
 
   “What do I do about this?” He had his suit folded neatly in his hands. She took it from him, disappeared, and then reappeared in front of him.
 
   “Safe in your office at the club.”
 
   His mouth dropped open. “That was fucking incredible. You literally vanished in front of my eyes.”
 
   “I think I love my new ability.” She giggled, and he didn’t think he’d heard her giggle yet. He kind of liked it. He zeroed in on her lips, wondering how soft they were.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said. He didn’t like the way his thoughts were going. What he needed was to focus because meeting Megan and learning of her gift was his ticket to the top. He didn’t have to limit himself to what he could reap from Dane & Smith. He was going to be Dane & Smith.
 
   Thoughts of company takeovers and backstabbing his boss were thrown to the wind when Chase held Megan’s hand and saw that they were standing in front of Cinderella’s castle. 
 
   He had to hold in the excitement he felt because he felt like he was six years old as they spent the day going from ride to ride, watching the characters interact with the children, eating park food, and then just sitting and observing the families that passed them as they sat on a patch of grass in the Tomorrowland area. 
 
   Chase’s thoughts sometimes hovered on murderous whenever he unwillingly remembered his own childhood and how coming to a place like this would never have happened. The thoughts were instantly blocked, and he insisted they ride Splash Mountain one last time before the fireworks. Megan complied a little too easily. 
 
   Did she feel sorry for him because he’d told her his family were assholes? Did she somehow know that coming to this place was probably the biggest wish for him as a child?
 
   He peered at Megan out of the corner of his eye while they sat on a bench waiting for the evening fireworks. She was obviously exhausted, but the easy expression she wore showed that she’d had a good time too. 
 
   “Why did you do this?” he asked her. Chase had to sit closer so that she could hear him above the hum of the crowd.
 
   “Come to Disney?” The smile on her face was familiar to him now. He hadn’t seen it before their spontaneous trip to the theme park, but now it played regularly on her features, lighting up her entire person. He hated to admit it, but the woman was fun to be around.
 
   “Why did you agree to bring me?” He wanted to know why such hostility towards him had turned into a quasi-friendly attitude.
 
   She searched the area for something, probably the right words, and said, “Two years ago, the love of my life died. The worst part about it is that very few people know how to deal with you when that happens. They say the same things, some keep their distance, and then you just feel their pity. I went through all that then, and I’m not going through it again. You, however, don’t know me. You don’t pity me. You don’t care. Plus, all the reporters. Disney was the perfect choice.”
 
   “You make me sound like a sociopath.” 
 
   Megan’s eyes snapped over to meet his, and when she realized he was teasing, she said, “I’m choosing the next place.”
 
   “Next place? I have to work tomorrow,” Chase said, though the idea of another adventure sounded fantastic. Since when was he trying for a good attendance record anyway? “Never mind. I’m game.”
 
   The show started then, and Chase was more than amazed at the spectacular display. They had to stand to see it since the crowd around them was closing in. The songs, the lights, the fireworks, the energy in the crowd, Megan standing by him so that every once in awhile their arms grazed each other… It was a good night.
 
   As the crowd dispersed to go home, Chase wondered if he could make it a great night.
 
   “What if we make it a special evening? I’ve got my credit cards. We can stay at a nice hotel?”
 
   “You’ll pay for my room and yours? Such a nice offer!” Her smile was so wide and sarcastic that Chase couldn’t stop the grin that spread over his face. Damn, that woman was getting to him. He was used to having complete control of his emotions. In fact, he depended on it. Maybe it was a good idea for them to have separate rooms. Or not, he thought as she strolled away from him, leaving him with a perfect view of her silhouette. 
 
   Chase followed her into a dark area of mouse-shaped bushes where he drew in a deep breath as she grabbed his hand.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 - Megan
 
   They landed at the entrance of a building next to a thick column. They stepped back to take a look and were almost run over by a fast-moving couple who looked surprised to see them but still kept on at a brisk pace.
 
   “Is this the fucking Plaza?” Chase asked, looking around.
 
   “It is.”
 
   “You expect me to stay at The Plaza in a room by myself?” He acted as if it was something sacrilegious.
 
   “I can take us home,” Megan said, inching towards him. He jumped away from her and walked into the lobby.
 
   She could tell he wasn’t all too pleased with the room arrangements as they opened their doors to adjacent rooms and said goodnight. Her first impression of the hotel and her room left her giddy, but the realization that this could be her life from now on was overwhelmingly exhilarating. 
 
   Why couldn’t she spend the rest of her life flitting from place to place? It’s not like she saw her family all that often, and she would be able to pop in whenever. Most of her spare time was spent doing more and more projects for work, and anyone that she’d once considered a close friend had basically disappeared when she’d stopped being her usual cheerful self after Henry died. There was nothing holding her back from living like a nomad.
 
   Except for money. How would she pay for stays at The Plaza? She couldn’t very well cart Chase around the world. She wondered if there was some way she could use her gift to bankroll her travels. By the time she fell asleep, Megan still hadn’t come up with a plan—at least not a legal one that she would actually put into action.
 
   Dream after fitful dream kept her from sleeping well that night. She tossed about the king sized bed and threw off the luxury linens in frustration. Sometime around three in the morning, she drifted off. 
 
   Megan was standing on an open roadway. Its surface was pristine, with no tracks or signs of wear. How unusual. Where am I? Something made her glance to her left, and her heart thrashed wildly inside her chest as Henry came toward her.
 
   She began to sob, her legs weakening, and she fell to the ground. She wanted to ask him how this was possible, but her crying prevented the formation of words. He knelt down beside her and put his arms around her shoulders. Still, she couldn’t say a coherent thing. She clung to him, now considering the possibility that this wasn’t reality. Wasn’t she sleeping? Was this a dream? She wrapped her arms around his neck.
 
   “Forget me, Megan. Forget the police. Be in peace, sweetheart. Leave my death in the past, and don’t try to avenge it.” His voice rang several octaves lower than what she remembered. She loosened her grip on him and stood back, watching as his face changed before her eyes into something unrecognizable.
 
   Her eyes snapped open as a cold sensation washed over her. She was in her hotel room at The Plaza. Light was seeping in through the cracks in the curtain. The ringing telephone gave her such a start that she had to take some deep breaths before answering.
 
   “Ready for breakfast?” asked a raspy, male voice. They agreed to meet in a few minutes.
 
   Megan put down the phone, and imagined her closet. She found herself there and went about picking some clothing suitable for a day in any temperature zone. She walked around the house checking that everything was still in its place. The phone rang and rang. A look outside showed a news truck parked out front. Ugh.
 
   On the coffee table in the living room were her car keys and, next to it, the papers Detective Kurt had given her. She grabbed those and left, appearing in the hotel room.
 
   Chase answered her knock on the door wearing nothing but a towel. Her first instinct was to turn around and apologize, but she couldn’t. Her eyes were glued to his chest and the perfectly indented lines on his abdomen. He cleared his throat, and she blinked a few times, noticing his raised eyebrow.
 
   “I brought you some clothes,” she blurted, shoving them in his arms and walking past him into the room.
 
   “These smell like detergent.”
 
   “They were Henry’s.”
 
   “Ah,” he replied before stepping into the bathroom. Megan sat on the bed, her hand roving over the wrinkled sheets. Maybe she should abort the entire day and just return home. No temptations lay in her house.
 
   “Done. Breakfast?” He was fully clothed now.
 
   She looked at him in Henry’s shirt and realized it had been a bad idea. Convenient, but not ideal. Chase was a bit taller than her husband, but with shorts that didn’t matter. That T-shirt, however, was struggling to hold all of his muscles in.
 
   As they ate, Megan took out the papers she’d been given at the police station. There was a copy of Henry’s work phone records with highlights of long conversations made to Prague. Detective Kurt said that Henry’s company assisted with the investigation and discovered that none of their clients are based in Prague. Megan told them that her husband had never mentioned anyone from Prague before, nor did they know anyone personally from Central Europe.
 
   She looked at those numbers now, wondering if her new gift could help solve this mystery in any way.
 
   “Is there a way to find out the address to a phone number if it’s not a listed number? The police said found a location supposedly to this number,” she pointed on the sheet of paper, “but they wouldn’t give me anymore information.” Of course, she then had to explain that these phone calls were pretty much the only evidence they’d given her that her husband had been murdered. It didn’t sound like evidence to her. They must know something else.
 
   “I have a contact,” he said, taking his phone out and texting someone.
 
   “Who?”
 
   He looked up at her and smiled, “I’m a very powerful man, if you don’t know, Ms. Fowler.”
 
   “Mrs.” She practically hissed it at him. And she wasn’t sorry either. If he was going to start being a jackass again, then she’d leave him in New York to find his own way home. Undoubtedly, he had enough contacts to make that happen.
 
   “I see someone got up on the wrong side of the very comfortable bed this morning.” He continued typing away on the device.
 
   “Listen, I haven’t forgotten that you called me a bitch the other night.”
 
   “You listen to me. You’re the one who decided I was worth nothing but the clothes I wear and the car I drive. My reaction was probably on the offensive side, but you deserved it, dammit.” 
 
   She softened, appreciating that maybe she’d been a little too outspoken in her first impression of him. “Well, then tell me what your worth is. Because all I know about you is that you own a nightclub where you like to party with beautiful, tall blondes.”
 
   “Jealous?”
 
   “Ugh!” Megan jumped up from her chair and marched out of the restaurant. She stood outside, letting the fresh air calm her down. Why did that man have to aggravate her so? Was she being overly sensitive? It’s possible.
 
   When Chase finally caught up with her, Megan was much more amenable to his company.
 
   “I have an address. Let’s go to Prague.” He held up his phone to her face. She nodded and stood back into the shadow of the column, pulling him with her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 - Chase
 
   They were in the doorway of a side street. He followed Megan as she tried to get her bearings. The cobblestone seemed to distract her, as did the architecture of the building to her left. Chase pulled out his phone to use the GPS.
 
   “You brought us pretty close. It’s on the next street,” he called out to her. The address led them to a storefront with boarded up windows and a chain with a lock blocking the door handles.
 
   Feeling they were approaching a dead end, they looked to the brightly lit space to the left and wandered in, taking in the many knickknacks with handwritten price tags displayed. The storeowner was a middle-aged man with a large forehead and in his thick accent said, “The store has been closed for two years. The owner was a strange person. Always coming and going at strange times. He lives somewhere in Stare Mesto. Too busy, too many tourists there. But maybe he moved.”
 
   They thanked the man for the information, but armed with nothing more than a general area and not even a name, the task in finding him seemed impossible.
 
   “He probably doesn’t want to be found,” Chase commented once back out in the street.
 
   “What if he’s responsible? What if they were involved in some deal, and Henry didn’t want to go through with it, and then this man killed him?”
 
   “From an ocean away?” He looked at her, remembering how they got there. “Never mind.”
 
   “Henry came to me in a dream last night. He said not to avenge his death.” She had an eerie tone to her voice, and Chase laughed.
 
   “Is that why you’ve done a 180 from yesterday? I thought it was just my charm that had set you off,” he said.
 
   “It didn’t help. But, for real. The dream was so vivid. He was different, somehow. It was scary.” She folded her arms as if to shield herself from a cold wind.
 
   “It was just a dream, Megan.” He wanted to hug her, but he knew she wouldn’t welcome it.
 
   “A few days ago neither one of us would have thought that what I could do is possible. Now I just can’t get rid of the idea that anything else could be possible. He could be speaking to me from beyond.”
 
   It was obvious she believed her dream was a sign from her dead husband. He didn't want to argue, but today wasn’t as much fun as the day before, and they weren’t going to find anything. 
 
   “Come with me,” he said, taking her hand. Surprisingly, she let him hold it as they walked down the street, made a left and headed towards the river. It was a long walk, but soon the streets were congested. He knew they were close. Souvenir shops abounded, and eventually they ended up in an open square. 
 
   Chase let go of her hand, and she crossed the street to get a better look at the Charles Bridge and the castle across the river. She turned back to look at him, the delight apparent on her face, and she waved at him to go over.
 
   “What do you think?” He asked as he approached her and the throngs that were crossing the bridge.
 
   “Wow. This place is spectacular.” 
 
   “It looks like a lot of Europe.” He shrugged. 
 
   “I’ve never even left the US.”
 
   “That changed pretty quick with your new powers,” he said. There was something about seeing how taken she was with the city…
 
   She laughed. “Powers? I…” She stopped abruptly, and Chase had to double back. She looked horror-stricken, and a nasty feeling hit the pit of his stomach.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “That… That man. Standing at the end of the bridge. He’s staring at us.”
 
   “Just some creep. Don’t worry about him. I’ll tell him off if you want when we get there.” 
 
   He was about to grab her hand again when she said, “That’s Henry.”
 
   Chase froze. Huh? He looked at the man, who was real enough. She had to be confused, though. Her husband had been killed. And right in front of her, if he remembered the news stories correctly.
 
   She started walking again, and he instinctively reached out and stopped her.
 
   “Let go of me,” she spit out. Her eyes were intense, a deep hurt buried within and struggling to escape. He released her and watched as she crossed the rest of the bridge. The man did not move. In fact, he was as still as the bronze statues lining the bridge. Chase followed her, wary of this husband look-alike. Or worse. What if it was the real Henry and he’d faked his death?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 - Megan
 
   He didn’t move towards her, but she picked up speed. Soon she was passing everyone, zigzagging around the strolling tourists on the bridge. Why didn’t he come closer? She knew him from afar, and now that she almost reached him she was absolutely certain it was him. Henry. But how?
 
   “Henry!” she called from several feet away.
 
   “I told you to move on,” he shouted. She slowed down, now just a car’s length away.
 
   Her heart pounded, her breathing was shallow, and her mind swirled. Black speckles entered her vision, and suddenly she was falling, unable to keep herself upright.
 
   Arms caught her. A hand brushed her hair away from her face and kept sweeping across her forehead. Muffled male sounds were close to her ear, but she couldn’t understand. The black was taking over.
 
   She struggled to open her eyes. It was such a comforting and dreamless sleep. A blue sky above flickered along with her eyelids. Then a face.
 
   “Megan. Megan. Open your eyes.” It was Chase. He was bothering her again. He’d tried to stop her from going to Henry.
 
   “Holy shit, Henry,” she whispered.
 
   “He left when you fainted. How do you feel?”
 
   “Why would he leave?” A tear fell towards her ear. She wiped it away and sat up.
 
   “Whoa. Slowly,” Chase said, propping her up on the bench she’d been laying on.
 
   Megan looked around scanning for Henry’s face, but he was truly gone.
 
   “I don’t get it. How is it possible he’s alive? And he just… left. What the hell?” her mind couldn’t comprehend it.
 
   “It doesn’t look good, Meg. He might have faked his death.” He said the words she was afraid to think. First, her birth mother abandoned her as a baby, and now her husband pretended to be dead to be rid of her. Was she that unlovable?
 
   She shook her head. “But the mugging… There was so much blood. I was screaming and screaming… and he just lay there. And then the ambulance came, and I saw him in the hospital after he was pronounced dead. It’s not possible!”
 
   He had his arms around her now, and she put her head on his shoulder, trying to silence the screaming in her head. It only got louder and louder. 
 
   Chase must have sensed that she needed a distraction because he began to tell her of his childhood. “You know, I was about 4 when my dad first hit my mom. Well, maybe that’s just the first time I remember. Anyway, he hit her repeatedly with the back of his hand, and I remember thinking, ‘Why?’ She cried, I cried, she recovered, he apologized, and I kept my mouth shut after I held her hand through the worst of it. Even as I grew older I didn’t tell anyone. It didn’t happen all too often, but then one time my mom had a bloody face when I got home from school. My intention was to really give it to my dad, to let him have years’ worth of pent up anger. When I went to confront him, my mother came up behind me and told me that she’d spent all of their money in a casino and that she deserved the beating. It blew my mind that someone would think they deserved a beating. I left that day at 17 years old and never went back.”
 
   “Do you know what’s happened to them?” She lifted her head and saw that he was in another time and place.
 
   “I ran into an old neighbor once in the city. Said my parents were still together though they were dirt poor. Don’t know how much worse it could have gotten though. Many times I went to school without having eaten breakfast or dinner the night before.”
 
   “Sorry you had to go through all of that,” she said.
 
   “Me too. But look at me now. I wouldn’t be the charming jerk you think I am if I didn’t have the motivation to make something of myself.” He noticed her smile and said, “I know that’s not pity I see. Didn’t you say that the reason you brought me along was because I was a stranger who wouldn’t pity you? I expect the same.”
 
   “You are too much,” she said, standing up. 
 
   “Too much of a good thing?” he stood close beside her, and she felt the warmth emanating from his body.
 
   “I need answers.” Megan looked up at him, their eyes locking for far longer than she would have thought was appropriate. She looked away.
 
   “Right. Well, let’s see if we can draw Henry back out.”
 
   “How?” she asked. He took her back to the middle of the bridge, checking on her every once in awhile. She reassured him that she was feeling fine now, though she didn’t understand why Henry would come back just because they were on the bridge.
 
   “He’s watching,” Chase said once they were at the designated spot.
 
   “How do you know?” Her eyes were big and just a little bit desperate.
 
   “Because no one would be able to let you go that easily.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him, crushing her lips with his in a kiss that Megan hadn’t expected. She wanted to push him away for being so presumptuous. This was a low blow, a bad excuse for a kiss. 
 
   But what a kiss… It was gentle, yet firm…demanding a little more with each second. She suddenly realized she was enjoying it and hadn’t pushed him away yet. The wind played with her hair and tickled their faces. They parted long enough for her to give a nervous laugh. Chase looked at her in such a way that she knew the kiss wasn’t over.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 - Chase
 
   She was every bit as soft as he’d thought she’d be. Her lips, her embrace, her skin… heaven. He could only imagine the rest of her underneath those clothes. The way her breasts were pushed up against him gave him a pretty good idea.
 
   When she stopped the kiss, he saw she was blushing. He knew she’d felt it too. His hand cupped her face. Whether she was struggling internally over the kiss or not he didn’t know, but she welcomed a second kiss, her arms circling his neck. 
 
   It was a full minute later when they broke apart, Chase’s body fighting the separation. Her skin was flush, her eyes bright, her lips a lusty red. She fidgeted with her hair, putting it behind her ear, and then twisting it all in her hands. He liked that he’d made her visibly nervous. 
 
   “I don’t think that had the effect we were hoping for,” she said.
 
   He was about to respond with something witty when another voice spoke to them. “I think it did.” Their attention moved to the man sitting on the low bridge wall.
 
   “Henry,” she said with a little too much emotion. The son of a bitch glared at Chase, who rewarded the dead man with one of his daring smirks. 
 
   Chase could tell that Megan was torn by the way her gaze wavered between both men. She must have sensed Chase’s shift in personality. The need for him to always be number one had taken over, and he knew that at this moment that wasn’t possible if she was to get answers.
 
   “I’ll be over here if you need me,” he said. He walked backwards toward the other side of the bridge, avoiding the tourists and their cameras. A man playing a strange kind of string instrument absorbed some of his attention while he kept an eye on the reunion unfolding before him.
 
   Megan was talking very animatedly to Henry, who continued his stoic stance. If he could only be a fly on that side of the bridge…
 
   They talked for nearly an hour, sometimes their voices raised in argument. He saw expressions of shock and rage from Megan, but Henry remained calm and apathetic. It was rather difficult to watch, and Chase actually wanted to punch the ass into the river. He settled for taking a walk along the bridge and purchasing a snack. It occurred to him that if Megan were to be in any trouble, she could simply work her magic and leave if need be. 
 
   When he returned, she was standing alone and looking out to the river and castle.
 
   “I guess it wasn’t what you wanted to hear,” Chase said, keeping his distance, but resting his arms on the edge of the bridge.
 
   “Time to go home,” she said. 
 
   “What about Henry?” he asked.
 
   “I’m taking you home.” Her voice was decisive. Her eyes were cold.
 
   “Wait, what’s going on?” 
 
   She reached over to touch him, and he pulled back. 
 
   “Not in front of everyone,” he warned her.
 
   “I have no choice,” she said, and her hand caressed his face before he could do anything about it.
 
   Chase looked around in his club, the warmth of her touch still on his cheek, but she was nowhere in sight. He heard banging in the back room. He knew it was his bartender, Logan, from the whistling. But Megan was gone. She’d disappeared as quickly as she’d brought him back.
 
   Fuck.
 
   He paced, he poured himself a couple of shots of his finest whiskey, and he slammed his fists on the bar.
 
   Goddammit.
 
   He spent the rest of the day making up for lost time at work. Originally, he’d planned to make Megan think it was her idea to return to Thailand. It was where his latest venture was taking place, and having access to certain offices that would be off-limits during a normal business meeting could give him a major step-up on the negotiations. But he’d never gotten that far. He’d forgotten his agenda somewhere between enjoying himself and helping her.
 
   Fuck.
 
   He went home exhausted. None of his things, not even his prized car, had the same luster. His TV seemed too big, his furniture too plain, his bed too empty. Chase landed on the couch and slept soundly until the next morning.
 
   On his way to the Dean & Smith office the next day, Chase received a call from the nightclub.
 
   “Boss, you better come in quick,” Kurt’s voice sounded urgent.
 
   “For what?” Chase asked, but the call dropped. He made a U-turn and tried ringing the club. Kurt didn’t answer. What could possibly be such an emergency that his man would disrupt his morning?
 
   When he walked inside he stopped short. Kurt was tied to a chair, duck tape over his mouth, rope around his arms and legs. Henry stepped out of the shadow of the bar and stood in the middle of the room. Chase felt for the gun he had strapped to his hip. Something had told him he had better bring it from its secret spot in his car.
 
   “That gun won’t help you,” said Megan’s husband. Chase ground his teeth. How did the fucker know?
 
   “I can read your mind,” Henry said.
 
   “I’m sorry, what the fuck did you just say?” Chase took a calculated step forward.
 
   “I can give you the whole explanation, but I’d rather not. I’ll just show you.” He lunged at Chase, who whipped out the gun, cocked it, and shot. The blow simply delayed the man’s advancement, but soon he was on top of Chase, and then they were gone.
 
   They reappeared in the dark hallway of a house. Henry was holding Chase’s hands behind his back, and he overpowered him in a surprising way.
 
   “Tell me what you want with me.” Chase quickly realized he was dealing with something supernatural. And he’d transported them instantly to that dingy house as quickly as Megan could.
 
   “I want to know where Megan is.”
 
   “I don’t know where she is. She left me at my club and took off.”
 
   “Hmm. You’re telling the truth. Oh, well. Now that I have you here, I can’t let you go to waste.” Henry pushed him through to a bedroom with dark curtains pulled shut. He tied Chase to the bed.
 
   “Get off me, you piece of shit.”
 
   “You think you’ll get out of here? You won’t, I guarantee it. I might have been okay with that once, back when I was part human, but things are different now.” Chase was about to yell some more derogatory things, but then his captor’s eyes glowed yellow. What does he mean part human? What other part was he? And what is he now?
 
   “I’m bored by your questions. And I have to find Megan. If only she’d exhibited her magic while we were married then I wouldn’t have to hunt her across the globe. Or take you. So you can blame her for your death. Toodles.” Henry disappeared, and Chase yelled for help. The ropes binding his wrist to either bedpost were too tight for him to undo, no matter how much he struggled. 
 
   That sadistic superhuman son of a bitch was after Megan. How could he warn her if he didn’t know where she was, and he was trapped here like a helpless animal?
 
   “Megan!” he yelled, over and over, wishing she could hear him across space. His voice grew hoarse, and his head hurt. No one heard him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 - Megan
 
   She watched everyone at the market. Dust flew up every time someone with a cart passed by. Sounds of a language she didn’t comprehend filled the air. She knew it was a matter of time before she was found, but she wasn’t going to go willingly.
 
   Then she saw him. What had once been Henry. He walked around, pretending to admire the wares being offered in each stand, but he looked behind veils and scarves to find her.
 
   Megan imagined another place. She was in a dense grove of trees, alone. It was quiet, with only the sounds of birdsong to break the peace. It calmed her for a few minutes, until the back of her neck prickled with the idea that someone was watching. She didn’t even check and quickly left.
 
   Now she was in the middle of a cornfield, but no, that was too scary. She imagined instead another crowded spot. She landed in Times Square, nearly run over by the crowd crossing the street. She joined in, letting the flow of the traffic take her. Scanning faces, she realized she couldn’t do this forever. It was exhausting doing it so often. She ran straight into another person. 
 
   “Gotcha,” he said, and she let out a scream just as he touched her face.
 
   She was still screaming when they landed in a dark room. Megan was trying to come up with another place to disappear to when she heard her name.
 
   “Oh my god!” she cried, kneeling next to the bed where Chase was being held. “Why are you doing this? Let him go!”
 
   “I warned you to come willingly.” Henry’s face was like a mask. Emotion didn’t lie there, not even anger or hate.
 
   “Leave, Megan. Get out of here,” Chase growled.
 
   “You idiot. She has nowhere to hide. And her feelings for you won’t let her leave now. Ah… so you didn’t think she felt that way, did you? Not for long. Not when I tell her that it was your plan all along to use her magic for your personal gain. Yes, he wanted you to help him infiltrate a company he was planning to take over. Then he’d never need you again.”
 
   “That was before I got to know you, Megan,” Chase shouted. She felt a sharp pain in her heart when he didn’t deny it.
 
   “Yes, yes, now he wants in your pants, too. So instead of dropping you immediately after wooing you into helping him, he was going to fuck you until he got tired of you.”
 
   “That’s a lie. Don’t listen to him.” Chase struggled against the ties on his wrists.
 
   “Enough!” she yelled. “What do you want from me?” 
 
   “To come with me,” Henry said, his eyes glowing. Megan wanted to fall back, but she knew weakness and fear were no good at the moment. 
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I told you on the bridge everything that’s expected of you.”
 
   “And if I don’t?” she asked defiantly.
 
   “I eat him,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   “What?!” Chase blurted out. “Megan, don’t listen to him. He’s bluffing. He’s not going to eat me.”
 
   “I’ve eaten many people already, Mr. Dawson, since my death and rebirth.”
 
   “What are you?” Megan’s fear and curiosity battled within her.
 
   “I’m a demon, love. You were watched by a demon your whole life, and he recruited me to keep a closer eye on you until you came into your powers. When you didn’t, he had me killed and turned for his personal army.”
 
   “This is nonsense. Don’t let him sway you,” Chase said.
 
   “It’s all true,” she said, knowing from the glow in his eyes that what used to be her husband was no longer human. She couldn’t forget his horrific death either. If she could leap from place to place, then why couldn’t demons exist? “On the bridge, he told me to dump you and leave with him, or he’d hurt you and expose me. I tried to protect you, but then I got scared. Not now. I’ll go now.”
 
   “Go where? Where are you taking her?” Chase demanded.
 
   “To my master’s home. She will be our Queen.”
 
   “You’re going to give your wife to another man?” Chase practically growled. Megan looked at him pulling on the rope, his wrists bleeding from the struggle.
 
   “He’s my master, and she’s no longer my wife,” Henry said in his monotonous tone.
 
   Chase insisted, “But you came back on the bridge when we kissed. There’s something in you that still feels something.”
 
   “At times there are residual feelings, yes. But that will fade with time.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Megan said, accepting her fate. “Release him before we’re gone.”
 
   “Don’t go with him,” Chase repeated.
 
   “Live a happy life,” she said. If she weren’t so scared, she might cry for him. She was hurt he’d tried to use her and exploit her ability, but that didn’t take away the fact that what Henry had said was true. She had developed strong feelings for Chase, and that kiss… That kiss… She shook her head and took Henry’s hand. With a flick of his wrist, the ropes loosened. Chase hurriedly worked on them, but Henry pulled her with him through a full-length mirror.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 - Chase
 
   They disappeared into the mirror. How? And why? If they could both teleport at will, then why the mirror? He tried to get out of the ropes quicker to see if he could also step into the mirror, and was already off the bed when the glass came crashing down. 
 
   He picked up a shard in disbelief and threw it against the wall. A rage unlike anything else he’d ever experienced grew inside until he had no desire to control it. Chase ripped through the house, throwing anything in his path onto the floor and at the walls. Vases smashed against the banister. Chandeliers crashed down when hit with candelabras. 
 
   Afterward, the journey home was epic. Sure, he had his credit cards and license, but without a passport, a flight into the U.S. would be difficult. It turned out Henry had brought him back to the Czech Republic in a suburb of Prague. Chase went to the U.S. embassy, and therein started the long ordeal where he had to wait 24 hours for an emergency passport. 
 
   The long and uneventful flight home gave him plenty of time to ruminate on all that had happened in the past week. Before that, he’d never even met Megan Fowler in her pajamas at his club. He couldn’t help but smile at the memory. It vanished when he remembered how she looked when Henry told her of his plans of spying on that company. He felt her hurt at that moment. He felt the betrayal of the goodwill they’d formed. 
 
   Fuck that. They’d kissed, and they’d both loved it, and if Henry weren’t in the picture, Chase would have returned to the hotel and spent the rest of the afternoon finding new positions to pleasure her with.
 
   Landing in the U.S was only the beginning of his way home, because as soon as he entered through customs, a team of officers was at his side.
 
   Apparently, someone had heard the gunshot at the club and called the police. They told Chase they’d found Kurt unharmed and released him. For that much Chase was thankful. But then when Kurt described Henry, and the police put two and two together, they began to question Chase on Megan’s disappearance, which had been reported by her mother two days earlier
 
   Chase was usually quick on his feet, but how could he explain that Megan was basically blackmailed into leaving with her ex-husband that was now a demon through a mirror? He couldn’t.
 
   He kept repeating that he hadn’t seen Megan, but he did positively identify Henry as his captor. Unfortunately, he had no good explanation as to why he didn’t report the crime to the local authorities in the Czech Republic. He sensed that he was a suspect in Megan’s disappearance, and the harshness in the Detective’s tone confirmed it, especially when they told him not to leave the city should they need to question him further.
 
   None of that mattered, though. His every thought lay with what Megan could be going through. Knowing that she was in the hands o demons was enough to give him the creeps. He was powerless to help her, and that weighed heavy on him. If only he had a lead—something to go on. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 - Megan
 
   Since they’d walked through the mirror, Megan had to adjust her eyes to the darkness. Only what little light the torches and candles produced gave her sight of this strange world. 
 
   They had stepped through the mirror, and she shrieked when the mirror broke behind them.
 
   “That’s seven years bad luck, Henry,” she said after realizing her way out was gone.
 
   “There’s no such thing as luck,” he told her in the same tone he’d been using since the bridge.
 
   “Tell me then. How is it that I have been the one chosen to marry you and then come here with you if it’s not my bad luck?”
 
   “You are a daughter of the three lesser realms, which gives you the ability to be as strong as a demon. My master doesn’t like that, of course.”
 
   She stopped following him in the stone tunnel they’d been traveling through. “Lesser realms? Strong as a demon? I don’t understand anything.”
 
   “You wouldn’t, would you? But it’s not my place to instruct you. Come, he knows we’re here and is waiting.”
 
   Reluctantly, she continued to follow him, wondering what any of this could possibly mean. When the tunnel finally ended, they stepped out into a large courtyard. They walked across the brick floor towards what looked like a tall stone fort. It was difficult to see just how high it went because the torches were at their level and the dark above was pitch black. Not a star or moon in sight.
 
   They walked through a doorway, and Megan couldn’t tell if they were inside or outside. The darkness above looked the same no matter how many doorways they walked through. The people (demons?) she passed largely ignored them, their attentions on each other. They all looked normal to her, except for their odd way of dressing in old-style clothing. It looked like something out of a Victorian period movie. Occasionally, she noticed a pair of glowing eyes. 
 
   The fear that she’d tried so hard to push aside now threatened to consume her as Henry announced that they were in his master’s abode. She felt her entire body trembling as various unsavory scenarios crossed her mind. 
 
   A figure in the distance began his long walk toward them, his features more prominent as he neared the torch Henry carried. Not precisely handsome, but very distinguished, his face was all hard lines and strength. His large build was nothing to his enormous height, and Megan wondered if he wasn’t at least a foot and a half taller than her.
 
   “I think we can turn on the lights,” he said, waving his hand. A hundred candles lit up, and Megan’s anxiety increased at the power of this man.
 
   “Why is it so dark everywhere?” she asked, hoping to stall whatever was planned for as long as possible.
 
   “I’m sorry, master,” Henry said. “She’s always been very curious.”
 
   Megan threw him a nasty look. She was sickened by him and wondered how he could have faked all those years of marriage between them.
 
   “I’m Aldi. And you, my dear, have been a long time coming. It’s dark here because vampires don’t do too well in the light, as you might have heard in those stories humans tell. And this is the realm of Vampira. Only two things are a certainty here. Darkness and Immortality. Which is a welcome to us demons, because those are the two traits we share with vampires.”
 
   “What about the sun?” Megan asked. She curled her hand into a tight fist to release some tension. Every word this man uttered was a shock to her.
 
   “The sun doesn’t exist here. This is a different world than you are used to. No Earth, No solar system. Only dark.”
 
   “It sounds very empty,” she said.
 
   “No one chose to become a vampire, but they all chose to live forever as one because things are much more fun in the dark. You’ll get used to it. Then you’ll see everything we can see.” The idea of her getting used to something was surprisingly reassuring. It meant they weren’t going to eat her—at least not right away.
 
   As much as this entire situation repulsed her, she wanted to hear more about this world she’d just come into. “So then demons can’t be in the sunlight either? Then how was Henry out in Prague during the day?”
 
   Aldi looked at his protégé and gave what looked like a forced smile. “Henry’s new, and it takes some time to achieve the full demon lifestyle. Sunlight does not kill us as it does vampires, but it does drain our energy, which in its own way could be quite harmful. But no more questions for now. Let me show you to your room.”
 
   “Please, Aldi,” she started, hoping politeness counted for something. “Could I know what’s to be done with me?”
 
   “Henry! Did you not tell her?” The shout from the tall demon was so unexpected that Megan jumped and put her hand over her mouth.
 
   “I told her she’d be Queen because she was a daughter of the three realms,” Henry said, not at all affected by his master’s displeasure.
 
   “Sometimes I think you are useless. These new ones take forever for their brains to return to full-functioning form. Of course, a steady diet of human blood hastens this,” Aldi gave him a pointed look, and Henry disappeared, presumably to have some blood. Megan felt like she was going to be sick.
 
   “That’s another thing we share with vampires. Blood. It gives us energy and powers our magic like gasoline to a car. I’ve spent many nights roaming Earth, you know.”
 
   She nodded, hoping that both of them knowing what a car is was enough of a bond not to get her eaten.
 
   “I’d have no use in eating you,” he said.
 
   “Did you just read my thoughts?” she asked, remembering that Henry seemed to have done that with her and Chase. Oh, Chase! She’d been so preoccupied she didn’t have a chance to even hope he’d escaped.
 
   “I don’t have that luxury, no. Henry, though. He was born a fairy, so mind reading and mind communication—those were amplified when he became a demon and started drinking blood.”
 
   “A fairy?” she asked, wondering what other fantastical things were going to come out of his mouth.
 
   “You know nothing, do you? And you’ll probably be stronger than all of us. How funny,” he said, but he didn’t laugh.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 - Chase
 
   Reporters were at his front door daily now. Word had gotten out that he was a suspect, and no one wanted to say it, but he knew they all thought he killed Megan. The irony of it is that in trying to protect her from the reporters he’s the one that’s now being hounded day and night. Mr. Dean even suggested he take some time off. Imagine that—taking time off when the company’s largest takeover was happening. They passed off his work to his rival, and Chase seethed all of last night. 
 
   The next day he wasn’t feeling anymore at peace with the way things were going. He had to do something, and if he couldn’t work to forget about Megan, then he had to do the impossible to find her.
 
   He went outside and, against the advice of his lawyer, told whoever was out there that he’d be talking to them in twenty minutes. He closed the door on the questions that were already flying and wrote down a carefully worded statement. 
 
   Twenty minutes later exactly, after countless knocks on the door, Chase opened up. He wore one of his suits and a polite and calculated smile. Vans lined the street with TV channels plastered on them. A crowd had gathered on his spacious lawn, and he walked toward the center where some room had been left for him. Microphones of varying sizes and colors had been set up on a portable podium. Though he hadn’t expected such a turnout, it worked well to his advantage that he gets as much media attention.
 
   “I will begin by saying that I met Megan a week ago. In the short space of time that I knew her, I grew to think she’s a very nice, very lovely woman with the bad luck to be married to a liar and a psychotic man. For reasons unknown, Henry—whom I can identify as such because we have all seen his face on the news in recent weeks, not to mention two years ago— kidnapped me and held me hostage in Europe a few days ago. That is all I have to say on that.
 
   But I do have a favor to ask everyone out there because I, as much as the police would like to find Megan. I got the sense from Henry that he was not the same man he’d been before. He was different from all of the stories we heard of him around the time of his death. Like when you think that someone might be possessed by a demon. It’s like he stepped through a mirror and became someone else. He wasn’t master of himself. I got the feeling that he wanted Megan for strange reasons, uttering things about her being a daughter of the three realms. If anyone has any information whatsoever as to the mental health of Henry Fowler, past or present. Please contact me directly. Thank you.”
 
   As Chase spoke, he could see the looks of confusion in the sea of reporters. When he finished, however, an explosion of questions followed him as he walked back inside to wait. Either someone who knew something about this magical crap would knock on his door to help, or he’d just painted a big target on his back, and who knows what kind of demon would appear right then to take him out… or worse.
 
   Between that night and the next day he got a few tips, none crazier than an old woman who said that Henry was not crazy and that she was the daughter of the three realms. He congratulated her on that and hung up, feeling like his plan was a bust.
 
   Until he had another knock on his door. Chase pushed the curtain on a side window, revealing a lone man. No microphone or camera. He opened the door for a man about his height and build. Chase didn’t see any glowing eyes, but then again, Henry’s eyes hadn’t glowed until in that dark room with the mirror.
 
   “I heard what you said, and I think we can help each other out,” the man said. Then he looked past Chase into the house. “Can I come in? We might be overheard out here?”
 
   “One question. What about my statement made you come here?”
 
   “You said Henry had changed like a man possessed by demons. I find that of interest and think we should discuss it… inside.”
 
   Chase nodded and let the man through. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Darick.”
 
   “Darick what?”
 
   “Just Darick. And Henry is just Henry. Fowler is a name he must have added on to fit in.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I see that,” Darick said. “There’s a lot you don’t understand, or if not you wouldn’t have said such things on national television.”
 
   “How else would I get someone so knowledgeable as yourself to visit me?” Chase liked this guy. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he thought the guy was trying to be truthful with him, though obviously there were a lot of mysterious secrets behind him.
 
   “Well, let’s just say that there are more demons than the one possessing Henry.”
 
   “He took Megan. I saw it myself. Through a mirror.” Chase laid it all out. At this point, what was there to lose? For some reason, self-preservation took a backseat to whatever was going on.
 
   “Can you take me to this mirror?” Darick asked, eyes expectant.
 
   “It shattered when they went through. What is this about her being the daughter of the three realms?” Chase wondered how much this man would tell him. 
 
   Darick spoke slowly and cautiously. “There are many realms, but three original and unique realms of magic exist. The others are hybrids or creations. Those three realms are inhabited by their original occupants for the most part.”
 
   “Is this one of them?” Chase asked, trying to follow along this incredulous story.
 
   “Earth? Humans? No. Humans are nothing, no offense.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “No magic here,” Darick said, shrugging his shoulders. “But without humans, some realms would die out, so it’s safe to say you’re not unimportant.”
 
   “So what are the three realms, and why is she a daughter of them, and what does it mean?” Chase’s frustration was evident in his voice. He wanted answers.
 
   “This isn’t all too easy to explain, and more likely than not, I’ll have to erase your memory afterward, but perhaps I can help you if you tell me everything that you know,” Darick said.
 
   “Erase my memory?”
 
   “Yes, I’m from the realm of fairies. Other realms refer to it as Fae, though we just call it the homeland. And, yes, I can erase your memory.”
 
   “So why should I tell you anything? How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” 
 
   “Because though I’m trying not to read your thoughts, your mind is screaming at me that you want to save Megan. And you won’t do that without me.”
 
   Chase considered this. Again, what did he have to lose? This guy seemed like he would be on his side, anyway. He told him the whole story, about the teleportation, the demon master… everything. Except the kiss. For some reason, he left that out.
 
   “Here’s our predicament, Chase,” he said. “I’ve never been to the realm where demons dwell. For some reason, it’s not one of the original three. My people have only recently learned about the all of this, actually, and for a long time, we thought we were the only other realm besides Earth. Turns out there is a dark and twisted history between the three realms and demons.”
 
   “But you know how to get there?” Chase asked, hearing the excitement in his own voice?
 
   “If we had that mirror…”
 
   “If that mirror was still in one piece I would have gone through it myself.” Chase walked around his living room wringing his hands.
 
   “That wouldn’t do any good. As a human, you’re powerless. But we do have other connections in the homeland, and maybe someone can guide us.”
 
   “Who?” Chase looked up at the man, wondering what other fantastical things he would say.
 
   “Henry’s brother. He lived with Henry out here for a year before returning home. Maybe he knows how he met this master demon.”
 
   “Wait, Henry’s brother lives in Fae?”
 
   “Henry was born fairy. He chose to stay in the human realm.”
 
   “Holy Shit.” Chase sat on the sofa.
 
   “Yup. So I’m going to erase your mind now.”
 
   “The hell you are!” Chase jumped to his feet. “You’re going to need me. And why do you care so much about Megan anyways? That’s the first thing I should have asked you.”
 
   “The rumor is that the demons are slowly taking over the three realms. The other two are that of witches and vampires. We have no contact with vampires, but the there are some intermediaries for witches at the moment. The prophecy goes that fairies will rule all realms when the daughter of the three realms becomes Queen. Right now the most powerful beings are the demons, and it would be in their interest to get a hold of this Queen before she rules for the fairies. You can see now why we’d like to find Megan and fulfill the prophecy. She might be our chance to stop the demons.”
 
   “A week ago she was a normal woman.”
 
   “A week ago she thought she was a normal woman. She’s always been what she is, if it’s true.” Darick focused his eyes on Chase, who was about to protest, but then he forgot why.
 
   “Thanks for having me,” Darick said to him, extending his hand.
 
   “Yeah, no problem,” Chase was confused about why that man was in his house. Oh, yeah, another interview. Well, he hoped that he’d finally made it clear he’s innocent. He’s never so much as seen Megan Fowler, except that one time she showed up at his club in pajamas.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 - Megan
 
   She spent days locked in a dark bedroom with velvet curtains on windows without panes. The bedcover was also a rich red velvet. It was like time had stopped in this land, and she felt like she was stuck in it too.
 
   Stuck. She was so, so stuck. Aldi had come by twice to give her tidbits of information, but there was something else going on. Either they would use her for something or kill her, but she knew in her gut that there was something else afoot. 
 
   Time inched forward, and days turned to weeks. The only person (well, vampire) she talked with was the one that brought her food every day. Once a day. They’d tried to bring her blood once, but she refused emphatically.
 
   The darkness was always present, but Aldi was right. She was used to it now and saw other things. Outside her tiny windows she could see life—a different kind of life, but it looked like demons or vampires mingling in celebration. Some nights they were louder than others. 
 
   Her time was spent thinking. She thought of her parents, and she promised herself she’d call them more often. Her thoughts always ended up circling around to Chase. Ever since they kissed… Well, she just couldn’t forget it. 
 
   She thought of him fondly now, thinking that perhaps Henry’s words dripped with lies to convince her to come with him to this realm. Chase couldn’t be that selfish to actually trick her into using her ability to break laws.
 
   She’d considered breaking out. Surely her power to disappear at will worked there if Henry’s did. But what would be the point? Where could she possibly go in this realm that would aid her in escaping? 
 
   These thoughts were constantly making her dizzy, and she was in the third round that day when she heard her bedroom door open. Thinking it was the vampire servant, Megan didn’t even look up.
 
   “Megan?”
 
   She shot up, seeing two full-grown men dressed in nothing but… cut up shorts? 
 
   “Who are you?” Her heart raced at seeing strangers. She’d gotten too complacent, Megan realized.
 
   “I’m Darick. This is Axel. Chase helped us find you,” said one of the men.
 
   “Chase? Wow, ok. How do we get out of here?”
 
   “Can you teleport us to that archway?” Axel asked, pointing out the window.
 
   She reached for both men’s arms, touching them lightly, ignoring how awkward it was to touch two strange bare-chested men. All three were transported to the archway.
 
   Darick whispered, “Take us to that set of trees.” She did. Once amongst the grove of trees they led her to a hollowed out tree. Axel kept watch, making sure no one had seen them. Then Darick disappeared into the tree, instructing Megan to follow.
 
   They appeared in a tree by the side of a road. The two men stuffed the tree with large rocks. As they did this, they explained to her as best they could all that had transpired and why they needed her in the fairy realm.
 
   “But, I’m back in the human realm. I just want to live my life as normally as I can.” She backed away from them and ran out into the street, nearly getting run over by a car. Megan didn’t turn to see if they were following her. She found that she was several states away from home without a phone or even a nickel to her name.
 
   She transported herself home, and then realized it was probably not safe at her house. What would stop the demons or fairies from finding her? She would find Chase, warn him, and let him decide what he wanted to do. She waited until nighttime because she knew where he’d be. 
 
   Once again, she was in less than stellar clothing at Chase’s nightclub. She drifted around until she saw him, a different leggy blonde than last time perched on his side. When they made eye contact, he rolled his eyes. Then he returned to his conversation with said blonde.
 
   She saw his face, and something wasn’t right. Where was the recognition of the hours spent riding roller coasters and watching fireworks? Where was the sexual tension, the rush of emotions from that kiss? His eyes were empty. He wore a smile like he was meeting a pretty woman for the first time.
 
   She thought that he would explain his betrayal away, that he’d sweet talk her with his charm and help her forgive him. She thought this would be his second chance.
 
   “His memories have been erased,” Darick said, touching her arm. They’d found her. She blinked furiously, the only hope she’d had for a normal life gone. How stupid she’d been to think that she could go back to being a simple high school teacher, make up with the guy she’d been crushing on and maybe go out on a few dates.
 
   “Come with us. Let’s save the realms,” Axel persuaded.
 
   Megan looked back at Chase and realized it was true. He didn’t remember any of it, and she didn’t want to either. 
 
   “Where to?” She reached for both men’s hands.
 
    [image: ] 
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   Editor Commentary – The Dead Miner’s Mother
 
   There are some stories that are dark and violent. There are others that are emotionally evocative. This entry by new game participant James Aaron walks the line that merges the powerful imagery and emotion of repressed and rigidly-controlled feelings, with an explosive and transforming event. This catastrophe releases the pent-up pressure of overwhelming grief and regret, transmuting the pain into action flavored with the guilty relief of accepting the pain of truly feeling. His tale of suppressed love, rage, and grief will pull at your heartstrings, while still raising echoes of any personal regret that still hides in your heart.
 
   The Dead Miner’s Mother 
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Alis Krin was the woman with poison in her mouth, ready to spit. Her neighbors and co-workers shrank from her biting tongue, her slicing judgments, her seemingly endless anger. After thirty-two years in the crystal mines of Trinsa Station, she was fifty-one and still as lean and hard as a drill bit.
 
   Focusing on the rough wall in front of her, she lifted her drilling rig to adjust its attack on the stretch of pale, living crystal. She charged the drill and pushed into the silica, A cloud of white dust blew past her shoulders, filling the air around her with a dense cloud that made her seem alone in the tunnel. The dust roiled before coalescing into feathery structures as it settled, already hardening as they collected around her boots like snowflakes. 
 
   No one would accuse Alis of being superstitious – but in her deepest worries she sometimes thought of the rope-like crystals as muscle tissue and Trinsa Station the long-dead organ of some defeated monster. . . the surrounding asteroid field its scattered body. If this were true, then everyone on Trinsa was a parasite.
 
   She released the trigger and let the drill wind down, motor whining. It wasn't until she adjusted her breathing mask that she heard the yells coming over the local channel. The crystal flakes covering the floor crunched as she adjusted her stance. 
 
   Someone was yelling "Accident!" and "Stop the drills!" 
 
   Alis paused along with everyone else, turning to look back down the dust-filled tunnel behind her, assuming the stop meant a broken piece of machinery in another nearby dig. 
 
   She cursed because an accident meant a work stoppage. With the new quotas, they didn't have time for everyone to stand around like fools, pointing headlamps at each other, respirators covered in crystal dust. If it was especially bad, one of the new Serensian overseers might march through, shouting orders at a group of engineers behind them, complaining about the poor equipment, the shoddy maintenance, the general worthlessness of the Trinsan miners and their former administrators, the Garens. 
 
   Alis hadn't cared one way or another about the Garens until they left and the Serensians arrived, dressed in their blood-red uniforms, with new plans for the thousand-year-old mine. Plans that pushed her people to breaking.
 
   Without the familiar vibration of the drill, her arms and fingers started to ache. She rolled her shoulders, stretching her neck. She felt a rivulet of dust run down her collar, hardening against her skin. 
 
   The shouts continued to stop work, frantic on the channel. Then another voice said: "Someone's been killed!" 
 
   The open channel crackled in her respirator as voices asked: "How many?"
 
   Someone answered, "I don't know?" Alis didn't recognize the voice. 
 
   "Three?"
 
   "One."
 
   "Who?" 
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Does anyone know?"
 
   "Bryal Krin."
 
   "Who?"
 
   "It's Bryal Krin."
 
   Alis frowned at the carved wall of the tunnel. The dust running down her back felt like a slow finger. Bryal? Her Bry?
 
   Her son's name caught in her mind like shards of glass. It couldn't be him. 
 
   Her son Bry was working in another dig not far away. It couldn't be her boy. It had to be a mistake. She stared at the specters around her, knowing them by the way they stood, by their staring eyes behind goggles, by the tools gripped in gloved hands. They knew who she was. She watched glowing face masks swivel to face her, staring as they absorbed the news.
 
   "It's Bry Krin. The wall collapsed and caught his drill. He couldn't get away fast enough."
 
   Her first thoughts were of the drilling withdrawal procedure. Bry could complete it with his eyes closed, in his sleep. He could power down the drill, drop it and run in less than two seconds. She'd trained him herself on the basics of dig safety. So it couldn't be her Bryal. They had to be mistaken.
 
   With the work stopped, the sounds of breathing and the crackle of boots on the flake-covered floor filled her ears. 
 
   She would have to march over there and show them it wasn't her son. She would have to leave her own crew here. She flipped through options, her thoughts pretending at control. She could leave Ralli in charge. He wasn't tough enough to be a true crew leader, but he would do for the short term. She could do that. He would serve.
 
   Alis searched among the glowing headlamps until she found one at chest-height. Ralli Kassit was a good head shorter than her. She grabbed him by the shoulders, put her face close to his so they could talk off-channel.
 
   "Ralli!" she shouted. Her voice sounded weak in her ears, barely escaping the respirator.
 
   He nodded, looking up at her. She could see in his eyes that he knew what she was going to ask, and he was ready for it. She probably didn't have to say it out loud for others to overhear but she wanted to make sure he understood. She couldn't assume anything.
 
   "You need to watch the crew," she said. "Keep them moving." She waved at the dusty air. "The crystal is already starting to clot. If it gets too bad, you need to pull back from the active dig."
 
   He nodded emphatically. For a second she thought he was excited to be in charge, and she wanted to cuff him on the side of the head. He shouldn't be enthusiastic. He should be solemn. He should start looking to the welfare of the team, having them check each other's equipment, stare into each other’s eyes for signs of dust asphyxia. 
 
   Already the dust was starting to form filaments all around them, gathering in strands that would soon harden into the beautiful, feathery webs. If they stayed in an active drill site too long without cleaning off the airborne crystal, they could be trapped. The dust motes sparkled as they floated, almost as if they called to each other.
 
   She wanted to make Ralli repeat back what he was supposed to do as crew leader, but she didn't have time. She didn't have time to go from face to face, shouting at them until she could see understanding in the wide eyes. They had said it was Bry who was hurt. She hadn't heard the medical response on the open channel, which meant the Serensians hadn't called yet. They didn't want to stop production any longer than necessary.
 
   They were going to let her son die.
 
   Alis swam through the press of bodies in the newly-dug tunnel. Her boot caught on a drilling rig lying across the floor and she almost tripped. She caught herself, glove sticking to the rough wall, then pulled free and straightened. Her mouth filled with angry shouts about letting equipment rest too long, about losing the drill to the crystal. 
 
   She the words go and launched into a run down the tunnel, boots sliding on the loose floor. Her breath roared in her ears.
 
   At the dig intersection, a clot of Serensian engineers looked up from a data panel, a bright glow in the waist-high dust. They were all wearing the gray overalls of miners, but she knew they were Serensian by their knee-high black boots and articulated gloves, worth more than any Trinsan miner made in a year. One of them pointed. He may have shouted at her, but his voice was lost behind his respirator. She had turned off the local channel.
 
   She scanned the open corridors, then turned to the one filled with dust. It was the closest to the group of engineers. They must have been going over their mistake on the data pad while her son lay inside under a pile of hardening crystal. Alis walked past them into the roiling wall of dust.
 
   The crystal was already forming light webworks that draped across her face and arms. She brushed them away, wiping off her goggles every few steps. Her headlamp made little impact on the cloud, showing her only as far as she could reach. 
 
   The floor was loose with thick drifts of flakes, as well as piles of equipment rapidly disappearing under filament. She passed battery packs, extra drill bits, a cooling coil. A portable wall finisher – the giant heat gun used to melt walls into a fixed state – lay bent in the middle of the tunnel.
 
   There was so much dust in the air that it seemed they hadn't drawn off any of the crystal extract in this excavation. Where were the miners? The crew should have been pulled out into the dig intersection for treatment and debrief. They should be pulling the data off the equipment. Why hadn't the StationMind, Kailiv, given any direction over the open channel? She had never experienced an accident, but she vaguely remembered the protocol stating that Fleet had administrative authority for any investigation. Had the Serensians pushed out Fleet? That didn't seem possible.
 
   Out of the dust emerged three soldiers in blood-red uniforms. Each carried a black projectile rifle. They wore slick black vacuum helmets rather than goggles and respirators, concealing their faces behind mirror-like screens. 
 
   Alis jerked to one side of the tunnel, staring at them. Had they seen her? One of the helmets swiveled her direction, tracking her movement, and Alis froze, hoping they might go by. She still didn't know if this was the right tunnel.
 
   The helmet tilted. He must have been trying to reach her by local channel. Alis shook her head, pointing at her respirator and then her ear, making a fist. She couldn't tell if the soldier knew what she meant or not. 
 
   The soldier closest to her stepped forward, slinging his rifle over one shoulder so he could hold out both hands. As he did that, she realized the two behind him were dragging something. It was a man in dusty gray overalls. From the waist down, the overalls were caked with a combination of wet dust and blood. The feet pointed in unnatural directions. 
 
   Alis felt her heart go through her throat. She pushed away from the soldier in front of her and moved so she could see the head dangling against the man's chest. He was still wearing his goggles and respirator, but the shock of dusty black hair hanging over one ear was unmistakable. It was Bry.
 
   The soldier in front of her pushed her shoulder. Alis ignored him, shoving past, and he took her arm in some kind of lock that twisted her wrist into the small of her back. Pulling away sent daggers of pain up her shoulder. She turned into the soldier in a weak attempt to push him against the wall. 
 
   She didn't know what she was doing. The sight of her son was like a blinding light. Her mind went blank. She had to touch him. She had to try and wake him. She was screaming inside the respirator.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   The soldiers dragged her out of the corridor through the thinning clouds of dust. Back in the intersection, she was thrown on the floor. Her shoulder scraped on broken crystal. She sat up quickly, ignoring the pain, scrambling to get her knees underneath her. She backed up against the wall.
 
   The soldier who had been holding her slid his rifle off his shoulder and held it front of him, vaguely pointed in her direction. It wasn't quite a threat. She couldn't tell without seeing his face. His posture was steady. What did she know about soldiers, anyway? Bryal's father had been URCA, part of the special forces Fleet assigned to stations like Trinsa, an explosives expert. . . but he hadn't talked much about that. He rarely carried any kind of weapon that she remembered, other than what they had embedded in him.
 
   Movement behind the soldier pulled her attention. Alis watched the other two soldiers drag Bry to the far side of the round space, near the corridor leading back to Station Regular. At least they laid him down with some bit of respect, pushing his heels together and setting his arms at his sides. His head rolled limply her direction. Her eyes flooded with tears, and she couldn't wipe them behind the goggles. She blinked, lowering her face. 
 
   She squeezed her eyes closed to try and make herself stop. She clenched her fists, squaring her shoulders, willing her body to show strength, to hold herself straight even as her thoughts melted and ran.
 
   The group of engineers had dispersed. Several were studying their own data pads now, shaking their heads. Without being on their communication channel, she couldn't tell what anyone was saying. 
 
   Alis raised a hand, which she noticed made the soldier watching her tense slightly. She gave him a little wave, then tapped the side of her respirator to activate the local channel.
 
   Immediately, her ears filled with an emergency notice repeating: "All active work zones beneath Dig 61 are placed on hiatus for the next thirty minutes. All unaffected work crews return to assignments. Dig Integrity Alert. All active work zones beneath Dig 61–"
 
   Alis turned down the channel. Dig Integrity Alert made it sound like they had breached the outer skin of the asteroid – again, something that hadn't happened for as long as even great-grandparents could remember. 
 
   Trinsa Station was called a mine but worked more like a farm. The crystal was ground out of various portions of the station, only to reform and harden into the rock that made up the rest of the barrel-shaped asteroid. 
 
   As far as she knew, the mine had been in operation for at least a thousand years. The Serensians had been on Trinsa less than a month, and now these unthinkable things were happening. Bry was lying on the floor. She had just seen him this morning before they left for work. He had waved from across the corridor, standing next to his fool girlfriend, Karan. He had been smiling so broadly, his face full of excitement for the day, for life. He'd had his arm around Karan and Alis saw her drinking in her son's vitality, his intelligence, his strength. He looked too much like his father.
 
   Alis looked back up at the soldier's smooth faceplate. "Please, let me go to him," she said calmly. Her eyes were still wet, but she had controlled her sobbing. "Please."
 
   The faceplate didn't move. She wished she had a drilling rig so she could crush the smooth alloy and get at the person inside.
 
   Another Serensian in a red working uniform walked from the other side of the intersection, a data pad in one hand. He stood straighter than the others. He had two silver bars on his collar, some kind of rank. His respirator looked clean and barely used. He noticed the soldier holding her back and took an irritated expression.
 
   "You," he demanded. 
 
   His voice barked inside her communicator, surprising her. How was he able to connect like that? Alis jerked her head in his direction. When it was clear his attention had focused on her, she steadied herself with the wall and stood. Her knees were sore.
 
   The soldier with the rifle took a step back, actually taking aim now. The black muzzle of the rifle followed her as she leaned close to the wall, then straightened. 
 
   When the Serensian with the bars on his collar reached her, she had readied herself. "Are you speaking to me?" Alis asked.
 
   He stopped next to the soldier with the rifle and put his hands on his hips. "Of course, I am. What are you doing here? All the work units were either confined to their areas or sent off shift. Why aren't you with them?"
 
   "My name is Alis Krin," she said.
 
   "I didn't ask your name." The channel squashed his voice slightly, leaving static on the edges of his words. His eyes were nearly black. He wasn't much taller than her, but he used his height to stare down at her like he was pushing on her shoulders.
 
   Alis pointed at Bry's body on the other side of the chamber. "That's my son," she said. She shifted her hand to jab at the soldier with the rifle. "These people of yours won't let me go to my own son. I'm a shift leader. I did good work for the Garans for twenty years, and I've done good work for you. Now my only son is hurt and you–" she spat the word: "people won't let me go to him. Do you have any hearts? Are you all drones under those blood uniforms of yours? Will you even tell me how he died? We haven't had a work-related death in a hundred years. What kind of leader are you?"
 
   The black eyes watched her. He'd left the channel open, and she could hear him breathing. He sighed. Maybe her complaints as a mother had no effect, but her attack on his effectiveness as a leader seemed to reach him.
 
   "His drill malfunctioned," he said finally. His voice was softer. "The bit caught in a flawed vein, and he couldn't retract in time to get away from the tunnel collapse." He pointed to the three soldiers with silver facemasks. "My people went back into the collapse to pull him out."
 
   The image of Bryal caught with the drill as the tunnel collapsed filled Alis' mind. She could easily imagine the surprise and fear on his face. But the drill shouldn't have malfunctioned. It shouldn't have even completed the wake sequence if the bit was out of alignment. Her throat went dry.
 
   "Who was the crew leader on this dig?" she demanded. "I want to know who oversaw the functions checks on the equipment. Was it Arron Kan?" Her mind raced through the people she knew had been on this side of the mine. She tried to remember who she had seen walking alongside Bryal on his way to work. She couldn't recall. She had been too busy thinking about reasons to dislike his girlfriend, Karan. When she drew a blank, she turned her face back to the Serensian officer. "Who was it?"
 
   He straightened. "I oversaw mining operations on the three digs in this section," he said.
 
   Alis stared at him. The memory of Bry and Karan faded into confusion. "Why would you do that?" she said. "The Garans never oversaw crews. It's not safe. You don't know the procedures."
 
   "We needed to increase production," the officer said. His voice became more certain as he spoke. He sounded like he was repeating directives he had been given. "Operations are inefficient. Rotations are too slow. We can increase volume by splitting existing crews into smaller teams and sending them into new dig areas. Younger crystal webs can be exploited sooner."
 
   The words moved through her mind like storage containers on a belt. She could see the individual ideas as he said them, but they didn't create any overall meaning. "My crew wasn't split," she said. "I haven't heard anything about this."
 
   "We are testing the new systems," the man said. He added, "Results have been favorable until today."
 
   The idea of changing the crew composition was so foreign that he might as well have said they were becoming fisherpeople, that the station would be flooded with water to boost production. They had been performing to quotas set by the Garans, and she assumed the Galactic Authority, for as long as anyone could remember. Mining wasn't the best life, but it was reliable, dependable. Until the Serensians came, it had been safe.
 
   His last statement about pushing teams into younger crystal sites made even less sense. The crystal needed time to reform, to harden. If anything, they should study why some parts of the station saw faster regrowth cycles. 
 
   "You have no idea what you're talking about," she said, more to herself than to the officer.
 
   "Trinsan," he said, growing angry again.
 
   Alis looked up at him, face growing hard. He had called her Trinsan to remind her of her place, his authority over her, his superiority as a Serensian. 
 
   "You killed my son."
 
   The officer cleared his throat. "Your son's death is regrettable," he said. "You will be compensated. His name will be entered in the station record. However, this behavior–"
 
   Alis pulled her hand back, and the soldier beside the officer grabbed her arm with a black-gloved hand. She struggled against him, but he was too strong for her. 
 
   The officer watched, blinking. Had she surprised him? Had anyone stood up to him before? Alis wrinkled her nose. If she hadn't been wearing the respirator, she would have spat at him.
 
   He took his data pad out from under his arm and wiped pale dust off its face. "Krin, you said your name was?" He jabbed at the glassy surface. "Yes. Here you are. Alis Krin." He glanced at her face as if to verify her features. "You should learn more humility, Trinsan Krin." 
 
   The officer lowered the data pad and fixed her with his black gaze. "This isn't the first conversation I've had with a Trinsan who seems to have failed to understand that Gara System no longer has authority over Trinsa Station," he said. "Everyone on this rock, the dirt you produce, and the Gate that connects you to the rest of the Authority are under the protection of Serens now. You should remember that. Everything you eat, drink, the air you breathe, the clothes you wear, your respirators, your drills, all of it is provided by your protectors. If it wasn't for the fact that the Authority wants your crystal so badly, we'd leave you on your asteroid and close your gate. Then you could complain all you like. Trinsan."
 
   There was little passion in his voice as he told her this. He might as well have been stating facts about crystal output. Alis wanted to scream at him that Fleet would never allow that, that the station still had an Administration, a police force. The Trinsans were a people before they were a workforce.
 
   Behind the officer, someone knelt beside Bry's body. They did something she couldn't see; then two people lifted him onto a transport cart. Sadness rolled over her again. All thought of the officer and his speech left her mind. She pushed between the two men and ran across the room to Bry, kicking up a cloud of dust as she fell to her knees beside him on the cart. She collapsed on his chest, pushing her ear against the closure running down the middle of his overall. She wanted to listen to him, to feel his skin, but the respirator covered too much of her cheek and ear, and she couldn't get close to him. She lifted herself, denying how stiff he felt, and took his head between her hands. 
 
   Her little boy had become a man overnight, it seemed. And now he was gone. His eyes were closed behind the goggles. Alis screamed inside her respirator. She barely noticed the slicing sound as the officer ended their communications link.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   She had a small, clear globe the size of her fist that showed the three of them in its center: her, Bradley and Bry, standing together in a grove of broad-leafed trees. The leaves moved behind their heads when she turned the globe. Bry had been ten when the artist made the globe, and Bradley was newly out of the URCA. He was clean-shaven, and his blue eyes gazed clearly ahead. She didn't remember when the bleary look came into his eyes from the constant drinking, but the image either showed a time before that, or the artist had done a good job smoothing away the evidence of how their lives had really been. Bry was smiling. Her own face was expectant, happy even, and her hair was still the silver-blond it had been before finally turning gray.
 
   Alis squinted, holding the globe close to her face. She was sitting at the small table in her kitchen. She could see the family room and the front door from where she sat. Noises from the corridor reached her occasionally, and Karan's brat next door was crying. 
 
   Bry's girlfriend: Karan. She had never understood what her son had seen in the fool and her baby. 
 
   Normally, she would have gone over there and pushed her way in to see what Karan was doing wrong. If she was in a good mood, she would show her how to hold the baby, feed him, soothe him finally asleep. Most of the time the woman was crying, talking to the baby – his name was Gihral, whatever that meant – like he could understand her.
 
   Everything about the image in the globe was false. Bry had rarely smiled like that. This was not long after Bradley first hit her. Her skin was unblemished. There were no trees on Trinsa. They had been living in an apartment even smaller than hers now, a set of two rooms close to the old marketplace that always reeked of burnt cooking oil and buzzed with activity from the hallways on either side. There were green things inside the asteroid, various forms of moss, lichens, vines she had never bothered to learn about. Certainly, no tropical trees hinting at beaches just out of view. 
 
   She turned the globe in her fingers. The faces continued to look at her even as the tree rotated. There were secrets in the image, the keys to memories she had worked hard to keep dead. 
 
   She recalled the first time Bradley had gotten so drunk he couldn't take her yelling at him anymore, and he swung. She recalled watching the arm arc around at her. She clearly recalled thinking how stupid he was to fall for the taunt. He opened his fist at the last moment, hitting her with an awkward open slap that slid across her hair. He didn't want to hit her, and it didn't hurt as much as it could have. Bradley was always a solid piece of muscle, formed by his time in the army and kept strong by moving crystal carts and lugging mining equipment all day. 
 
   Alis remembered the sense of power in that moment. He was weak for wanting to hit her. He couldn't hurt with words because he wasn't smart enough to attack her with her own weapons.
 
   Brad had stood staring at her, surprised and terrified by what he had done. Then he lumbered off, slamming the apartment door, and didn't come home for two days. That night she comforted Bry as he cried himself to sleep, afraid because his world seemed to be crumbling apart. She had tried to make him understand, explaining, "Daddy made a mistake," but that hadn't helped. Bry was a sweet boy. She would be the center of his world.
 
   Had she made a mistake? Had she been wrong back then to comfort her little boy and give him hope that his world would be all right, that they weren't really dangling on the end of a long fragile line that could break at any moment? Should she have told him the truth? That his father was a drunk who longed for his days as a soldier when violence solved his problems, married to a woman who enjoyed spurring him, hitting with words, scratching him with his failures, because it was the only way she felt anything toward him anymore? She clearly remembered the throbbing in her cheek as she rested it against the smooth stone bedroom wall, letting her little boy cry against her stomach. She remembered the slow cadence of her pulse in the aching bruise. 
 
   Bradley had given her complete control over him that day. His guilt would give her whatever she wanted. For a while she used his self-hatred like a tool, pushing him to stop drinking, to bring home more money, to spend more time with Bry. Simply touching the side of her face while they were talking was enough to get him to do stupid little things like dishes, cleaning. 
 
   Her parents, both miners, had fought like caged animals. She couldn't help seeing his lack of retaliation as weakness. She knew it was a broken way to view the world. But she couldn't deny the pleasure she took in exercising this power over him.
 
   She didn't know where Bradley was currently. He had been living in a one-room apartment near the loading docks for a while. She thought Bry had gone to see him every couple weeks, but she had never asked. Karan might know if Bry had taken her to meet him. That would have been important to Bry, that his father meet his girlfriend. Not because he loved her, but because he would want her to know exactly what she was in for. Bry was honest to a fault.
 
   Alis swallowed, setting the globe on the table. When had she realized that Bry was smarter than his father? When he told her she couldn't talk to him that way anymore? That he didn't care what she thought of him?
 
   She smiled. You didn't say that sort of thing if you didn't care; but to tell your mother, and then hit her with a threat that could really hurt – the threat of leaving, with a plan, with the money, all explained in a calm, controlled manner that was like she was looking in a mirror – that meant he had learned from the best. He had figured out how to hurt her. He wouldn't lash out like his father had. He would just leave, render her powerless over him.
 
   Closing her eyes, Alis took a deep breath and thought of that moment when Bry was barely sixteen, when he had stood up to her in such a careful and controlled way, his father's blue eyes clear in his face. It must have been what Brad looked like as an elite soldier. Feelings of love and pride and loss washed over her. The loss of a future she had taken for granted. The loss of such a strong mind, a person who had fixed his parent's broken influences, a person who was moving forward into a better life. He had even talked of leaving Trinsa, joining the Fleet.
 
   None of that would happen now. They dangled at the end of a fragile line sent swaying by these new intruders, the Serensians. 
 
   Alis opened her eyes. She set her hands on the table, forming fists. She looked down at the creases in her skin, hardened from work, still covered with dust from the corridor where Bry died.
 
   She would need to tell Bradley.
 
   She would need to learn the name of the Serensian officer.
 
   Alis stood slowly. Memories of Bry blew through her mind, making her dizzy. She didn't want to cry and then she was sobbing, clutching her stomach as if she had been stabbed. She sucked a deep, angry breath and raged at the empty apartment. Next door, the baby stopped crying for a moment, then released another long, hungry wail. Better to kill him now, Alis thought. Her gaze fixed on the globe in the center of the table. Better to let him wither away, hungry and alone than to mother him and lose him.
 
   The brat renewed his screaming, spitting and spluttering. The sound might as well have been in the same room with her.
 
   Alis grabbed the globe off the table and flung it at the wall separating their apartments. The glass hit the stone wall and shattered into thousands of pieces. 
 
   There was silence, finally.
 
   She gaped, realizing what she had done. She stared at the pool of shiny fluid on the floor, the broken glass. She tasted her loss of control. 
 
   She was no different than drunk Bradley, swinging his stupid fist, regretting it at the last moment.
 
   Slowly, touching the table with her fingertips, then going to the counter near the sink, she opened the cabinet set in the wall at chest level and took down a bottle of clear vodka. She pulled off the cap and took a long drink, gulping as her throat burned. She slammed the bottle on the counter, sloshing vodka on her hand.
 
   The baby started wailing again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   A crack of light appeared in the dark. Alis blinked at the widening yellow band. She raised a hand and let it drop, then reached for the floor where the bottle had rolled away. She lifted her head a little to look but let it drop when a wave of pain rolled down her forehead. A gasp at the headache turned into gagging.
 
   "Turn off the light," she croaked.
 
   "Alis?" a high voice asked. It was Karan, Bry's girlfriend. The woman's round body warbled in the doorway like she was standing in water. 
 
   Another voice said, "Where's the panel?" Alis recognized Ralli Kassit.
 
   The overhead lights came up as bright as a sun and then dimmed. Alis covered her eyes with her hands and pushed her head back in the couch cushions. She groaned.
 
   "Leave," she ordered.
 
   "Alis," Karan said again. "You need to come. They're committing Bry in an hour." The woman's voice choked when she said "committing." By the time she managed to finish the rest of the statement, she was sobbing. "Oh, Alis," she cried.
 
   Alis tried to raise her head again. The world swam around her. She was still drunk. Her head pounded. One side of her face was numb from the hard couch cushions. How long had she been here? She looked around for the bottle again but couldn't find it. Alis closed her eyes to keep out the light and immediately wished she hadn't when Karan grabbed her. The woman pulled her into a hug, sliding her wet cheek against Alis' forehead.
 
   Alis pulled free and sat up on the couch. She felt something hard against her back and found another bottle between two cushions. She lifted it against the light, tipping it to one side. It looked empty, but she held it upside down over her mouth anyway. A drop of vodka hit her tongue, and the burning sensation heightened her dizziness. She felt herself falling backward into Karan and she couldn't stop.
 
   Eventually, she managed to ask, "Where is he?"
 
   Ralli answered, "He was in the clinic for two days. They've moved him to the Remembrance Chapel until it's time for the committing, which is coming up soon." His voice sounded different in her apartment than it did in the tunnels. 
 
   Alis pushed herself away from Karan again and dropped the bottle. It rolled across the floor and stopped beside the wall by the puddle of fluid and smashed glass. She rubbed her face, pulling on her cheeks, squeezing her nose between fingers that felt like pieces of hardened crystal. Ralli's words sank into her mind slowly. "It's been two days?" she asked.
 
   "Nearly three days, Alis."
 
   It was quiet in the room. They had left her front door open, and she didn't see any activity in the corridor. That was strange. There should have been people walking by, standing outside gossiping, whispering about her. The brat should have been bawling. All the sounds of the neighborhood were gone. Was it her? Had she drunk herself deaf?
 
   "Why is it so quiet?" she asked.
 
   Karan wiped her face, sniffling. "You've been screaming at people from your doorway, Alis. Everyone is staying away from this end of the corridor. You threw a bottle at me and Gihral. He's at my mother’s. I couldn't stay in the apartment last night. You kept kicking the wall."
 
   As more of the room came into focus, Alis saw pieces of plates, bowls and cups shattered against the opposite wall, mixed in with the broken shards from the picture globe. Her other chair was lying on its side. There was a long crack running across the face of her control panel just inside the door. She focused on Ralli leaning against the wall that wasn't skirted in broken things. He was watching her sadly, which was a strange expression on the jovial little man's face. His expression made her want to start sobbing again. 
 
   Alis glanced at Karan. The young woman's round face was slick with tears, her eyes bloodshot. She didn't look like she'd slept in the two days. Alis couldn't remember.
 
   Ralli seemed to see the change in Alis' face as she took stock of her situation and righted herself. She didn't know if she could stand yet. Her head was still reeling. But she could sit upright and hold her head steady. She could do better than Karan, at least. What had Bry seen in her? Had it been a sex thing? Really?
 
   Everything about Karan was on the surface. There was no guessing how she felt, no question whether she was ecstatic or miserable. She was wearing a faded blue work overall with the sleeves rolled up in a vaguely fashionable way. She usually wore her long brown hair in a ponytail, showing off her long neck. Today her hair hung over her forehead in oily ringlets. 
 
   As Alis watched her, seeing the anguish plain on her face, she considered that there might be comfort in that kind of honesty. If someone voiced every thought that came into their head as it arrived, you didn't have to wonder what they wanted, who they were. You could do whatever you wanted to them if you were so inclined. Hurt them however you wanted.
 
   She stopped the line of thought. Bry hadn't been like that. He had told her he wasn't going to be like that. Had she done him wrong to let him stand on his own? Had she let him grow up weak?
 
   Alis took a deep breath. "Do they know any more about what happened?" 
 
   She had directed the question at Ralli but Karan surprised her by speaking first. Alis swiveled her head to look at her. 
 
   "They keep saying the same thing," Karan said, anger steadying her voice. "The drill malfunctioned in the middle of a collapse, and he couldn't disengage." She blew her nose. "It was the collapse that killed him; that's plain enough. But they won't admit whether they did the proper safety checks or not. They won't admit who was crew leader on the shift."
 
   "What do you mean?" Alis said. "The Serensian officer, the captain, was crew leader. He told me himself."
 
   "He said what?" Ralli demanded.
 
   "The tall Serensian. He was there in the intersection. He said he'd split the teams to increase productivity."
 
   "We haven't heard anything about that," Ralli said. "Why didn't they split our crew?"
 
   Alis had to pause and choke down another wave of nausea. Her mouth tasted bitter like dust. Talking about the Serensian brought the memories of the clouded tunnel fresh in her mind, the sight of Bry's limp body lying on the other side of the room, the feeling of his skin gone cold beneath her hands.
 
   "I asked him," she said. "He told me they hadn't gotten to us yet. Bry's dig was a test bed, but it had been successful, and they were going to roll it out to the rest of the crews."
 
   "No one has said anything about this," Ralli said. "There were two similar accidents yesterday. They aren't taking the time to shore up new digs properly, and tunnels are collapsing."
 
   "Didn't Bry's crew say what happened?" Alis asked.
 
   "They won't talk about it," Ralli said. He looked at her. "What was the Serensian's name?" he asked.
 
   "I don't know," Alis said. She was trying so hard to remember the scene in the intersection that her headache rose stronger than before. She wanted to lay back down but she couldn't. She had to stand, to clean herself up, to get out the door to Bry's ceremony.
 
   Though it galled her to say it, she put her hand on Karan's shoulder and asked, "Help me up. I need to get ready."
 
   As Alis struggled to her feet, head swimming, Ralli stepped away from the wall and pushed up his overall sleeves. The little man looked restless, still uncharacteristically humorless. "Where is your broom, Alis?" he said. "I'll try to clean this place up a little." He cracked a small grin. "When you make a mess, you do it right."
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   There were more people at the ceremony than she expected. The Remembrance Chapel was packed with at least a hundred people in work overalls. She saw a few Fleet uniforms, some Station Police and Administration workers. When the chapel filled, people lined up in the two corridors on either side of the room. The doors were left open so the various speakers could be heard. 
 
   When had Bry met all these people? Alis stood against a wall with Ralli on one side and Karan on the other. She still had a hand on the woman's shoulder. Karan hadn't complained, even seemed to wear the unusual closeness as a badge of honor. 
 
   Alis spotted Bradley across the room. His eyes were so sunken he looked like had two black eyes. He slouched against a drawn-looking woman with dyed red hair. Alis stared at him for several minutes, waiting for him to look her direction and meet her gaze. He didn't look at her. His gaze never left Bry's draped body in the middle of the room. 
 
   For two hours, people stepped into the cleared area in front of Bry and spoke to him and to the group, sharing stories, thanking him, vowing to live as he had. At first, Alis couldn't help but think of it all as theater. Everyone was caught up in the moment, speaking for their own benefit and not Bry's. They hadn't known him like she had. They hadn't loved him. They hadn't made him into the man they were all so glad to have known. It had been her. He was her son. He belonged to her.
 
   Karan made a pained sound and shifted under Alis' grip on her shoulder. Alis glanced at her and relaxed her clawed fingers digging into the woman's skin. 
 
   It was only when Karan had gone forward to speak and could only fall to her knees and clutch at Bry's chest, just as Alis had done in the dig, that her perspective shifted. Her head cleared a little, and with the clarity came the understanding that Bry had touched everyone here in some way. She had made him, pushed him into the world, but he had become his own person. He had created these shared emotions. Had she missed whom he had become? Memories flashed through her mind of Bry laughing, telling a story, carrying a mining rig, wrapping an arm around Karan.
 
   He didn't belong to her alone. The group made that obvious. Every crying face. Every bitter smile. They had known her son. He had created something she had never realized, something the disdain in the Serensian officer's voice couldn't touch.
 
   Alis couldn't go forward to speak. She nodded woodenly from where she stood and croaked, "Thank you." Her head still ached. The room seemed to let out an anxious sigh when that was all she could manage. She realized word of the last two days would have made it out among these people. They wouldn't have known how she was going to respond. Well, that was all she was going to give them. She was done screaming into her respirator. She was done clawing at the dust trying to see, trying to find Bry. There he was in the middle of the room, dead, on his way to committing.
 
   As the room cleared, Alis realized she still didn't know the Serensian officer's name. The disgusted way he had called her Trinsan stung her thoughts like a brand, watching her people console one another, remembering her son, smiling to each other, sharing moments. These were Trinsans, miners, workers, dangling at the end of the fragile cord, and she was proud to be one.
 
   She let herself be led out into the corridor, to the elevators rising to the mid-level where the marketplace and a crowded restaurant waited. Her mind kept circling around the Serensian's face: the mirror-helmets on either side of him, his reckless assurance that he owned her, owned them, his disregard for Bry's lying behind him, overalls wet with blood and crystal dust. 
 
   When had she ever even seen a Garan? Their old overseers in green and brown uniforms had seemed more like people from another town. They inhabited other parts of the station. They monitored transport ships and brought in updated equipment. Since the Serensians had arrived, she felt the impact of the Authority more than she ever had in her life. These people were gripping them in fists, looking down on them, actively working on ways to grind them up with the crystal dust. People were cheap. Cheaper than equipment, or tunnel safety.
 
   The restaurant was more crowded than the chapel. Every seat appeared to be taken; people squeezed in shoulder-to-shoulder at round tables covered in small bowls of finger foods. Alis came out of her reverie as Karan pressed a piece of flatbread into her hand, saying she should eat something in a motherly way that immediately made Alis angry. She pushed the irritation aside and looked at the bread, still warm from the oven. She tore off a small piece and nibbled it, not knowing how her stomach would react.
 
   She was pressed in tight between Karan and Ralli Kassit, both still looking out for her, but the rest of the table was like a sampler from the remembrance ceremony. There was a Fleet petty officer in a white uniform, a police sergeant in black fatigues, and a man wearing worker's overalls who didn't look like he'd ever been below the mid-levels. She quickly learned his name was Jian Tarlen and he worked in the Station Administrator's office.
 
   The background noise made it hard to hear everything he said, but she soon understood that he was complaining about the Serensians. It was almost as if her internal dialog had manifested itself in the conversation.
 
   "The Administrator's afraid of them, that's what I'm saying," the man said. He had a nasal voice and thick lips. He smacked his food as he spoke. "Lord Karak already threatened to have him silenced if he tried to raise any further issues about their resource allocation. They've doubled the power demands to increase production and the grid can't handle it for long. We'll have brown-outs all over the station if this continues."
 
   The petty officer had a concerned expression. She shook her head emphatically. "Fleet Operations wouldn't allow that. We can't sacrifice station integrity for production."
 
   Tarlen shrugged. "Tell that to Karak." He glanced at Alis and inclined his head slightly. "Pardon me, Ms. Krin. But we've seen how little the Serensians care for safety or station integrity. They're here to increase crystal production, and apparently, they're going to do it with us around or not. I sometimes think they'd be happy to open the gates to hard vacuum, clean us all out and bring in their genetically modified subspecies to take our place."
 
   "Subspecies?" Karan said, her voice nearly a squeak.
 
   Tarlen waved a hand. "If you haven't seen them yet, you will. They have little helpers they call Coorin. Have you ever seen a picture of a fox? It's like a walking fox or dog with human hands and human eyes. They're unnerving the first time you see one. They're bred for complete obedience."
 
   "But they're human?" Alis said.
 
   "Maybe," he answered. "Is there a line you cross at some point? I don't know. I find drones less unnerving, but the Serensians don't like them."
 
   Alis looked at the petty officer. "Does Fleet take orders from the Serensians?" she asked.
 
   The petty officer looked uncomfortable with the question. "Serens System is very influential in the Authority," she said. "I'm not an expert, by any means. I'm a targeting officer, not Intelligence. But there's obviously a reason Serens was given control of Trinsa. Garan has controlled crystal production for centuries, like clockwork. Why change operations now? I don't know, but the Serensians wanted Trinsa, and they got it."
 
   Alis took another bite of flatbread, chewed and swallowed. It tasted like dust in her mouth. "I never thought of myself as a political person," she said. "But I'm not sure how we're going to avoid it."
 
   Karan laughed beside her, thinking she'd made some kind of joke. She stopped when she saw Alis' face and looked at her plate.
 
   The police sergeant grunted. "It's tough to be political when you're trapped in a can with ten thousand hungry mouths to feed, all dependent on the same food dish." He emptied his cup and held it up for one of the passing servers. "We'll do what the Serensians tell us to do. We may not like it, but we'll do it. I've been worse places than this. Two or three dead a week? That's doable. People cry, people forget, people move on. You'll see."
 
   He was trying to get the server's attention as he spoke, so he didn't see Alis Krin's hard expression across the table. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Alis woke to the sound of her control panel squawking a general alert. She rose slowly, knowing she was home but forgetting what day it was. Had there been a shift change? If Ralli hadn't told her about it, she'd dress him down in front of the crew. They couldn't get anything done if they didn't communicate, couldn't be keeping secrets from each other.
 
   As she sat in the middle of her bed, angry at the idea of secrets, she realized what she was really thinking about was the remembrance ceremony, and how it felt that Bry had been keeping a secret from her ever since he left home. He had been keeping the secret of how many people loved him, how well he had done without her, how much he meant to everyone. Would anyone ever show up for her remembrance? Maybe to kick her corpse. She smiled briefly. That might bring them all together in shared relief she was dead. 
 
   She thought about the week before her mother died, coughing up blood from crystal inhalation. Her mother had been hard as stone all Alis' life, judging and meting out punishment like an iron queen. But in that last week her hands were soft, groping, clinging to Alis like she might be able to save her. Only Alis had seen her like that. Bry would have been too young to remember, and Bradley had left years before. Everyone still spoke of her mother as the crew leader she had been, hard but fair, looking after her own.
 
   The panel was still squawking. Alis stood finally and left her bedroom. The sound grew more insistent as she passed the kitchen and walked into the family room. The chairs were back in their proper positions, and the broken pieces of pottery were all gone. There were still some dents in the wall if you knew where to look. She wondered how hard she must have thrown a plate to leave a mark on the smooth stone wall. 
 
   Careful to avoid the crack in the middle of the panel, Alis tapped the alert signal and read the message stating that there would be a general assembly in the marketplace between first and second shifts today. All Trinsans were ordered to attend.
 
   That would be hard on third and fourth shifts, coming in the middle of their rest time. The message didn't say who had called the assembly. She supposed it could be the Fleet Commander, Rosario, or the Station Administrator. She couldn’t imagine the Administrator angering so many constituents by holding an all-hands meeting during so many people's sleep time. She couldn't remember a time the Fleet Commander had wanted to speak to the people of the station. In fact, the Administrator might see that as an overstepping of authority. It had to be the Serensians, then. The thought didn't surprise her.
 
   Alis acknowledged the message and let the panel go dark. 
 
   She had several hours before the assembly, so she spent that time showering and looking at her face in the mirror. There weren't any more lines than she remembered. Her eyes had recovered from the two days of drinking and raging and were nearly clear again. There was a pink tinge to her face that she didn't recall, a softness that might have been from too much sleep, from the drinking, from the restaurant last night. It might also be that she hadn't been at work for four days now, and her skin had purged the crystal dust from her pores.
 
   When she had dressed and eaten a few bites of fried mushroom, she sat at the kitchen table and recalled what people had said about Bry. She wished she had a recording. She would have to ask around. Someone must have been recording the ceremony. She could have it put in a globe. 
 
   Alis stopped herself. The thought of what she had done to the globe with the family image in its center filled her with regret. She could have another one made, but that wasn't the point. Why had she lashed out at the past like that? She wouldn't be who she was today without that image, without Bradley being who he was. It didn't do any good to act like a tantrum could change anything. That was what the globe represented: she'd had her tantrum, a reasonable response to a situation, and now it was time to get back to work.
 
   Very rarely she allowed herself to imagine the globe's forest grove as a real place, some sort of true memory of a trip they might have taken through the GalaxyGate to a green world where people lived above ground, breathing clean air and feeling the warmth of a sun on their faces. When she looked into the globe, watching this false memory created by an artist, she had the feeling they were looking back at her, challenging her to remake a time that had never existed, to get back there, to be happy, to make them happy.
 
   Regret for something that had never been was the ultimate sort of indulgence. If they were watching her, she was also watching them, remembering how life really was. She was stronger than self-doubt. She remembered the bruise on her cheek. She remembered the fights leading to that moment. She remembered how Bradley changed.
 
   The control panel chimed the hour, so she put away the remaining food and washed her dish. It looked lonely when she put it back in the cupboard, and she supposed she would need to buy new plates and bowls. Maybe she would look at them in the market after the assembly.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Alis locked her apartment door with a tap on the outside panel. There were more people in the corridor than she expected. Karan was already standing outside her door with the baby on her hip. He cooed at Alis, sucking on two fingers as his mother tried to bend and grab a bag on the ground. 
 
   Alis clucked her tongue and picked up the bag. "I'll carry this for you," she said. "You're going to the assembly?"
 
   "Yes," the young mother said. Her face was a mask of fatigue. "I want to get there early so I have a spot near the public facilities."
 
   Alis slung the bag's strap over her shoulder. "I used to change Bry on whatever surface was handy."
 
   Karan's expression was meek. "I'm not like you, Alis."
 
   Not sure what the woman was saying exactly, Alis caught herself in the midst of a biting retort. It didn't matter, and seeing how tired Karan looked, she doubted she had much control over her thoughts, much less her words. 
 
   They joined the flow of neighbors to the end of the corridor where the central elevators took them mid-station. The elevator was quiet as it rose, people mostly staring ahead or speaking in low voices. Alis felt the anxiety in the air. 
 
   She recalled that Ralli had said there had been two other deaths since Bry. Who were they? She looked from face to face around her, searching for signs of grief. They all looked overworked, tired, faces gray with crystal dust, eyes bloodshot. 
 
   The elevator door opened on the market level, releasing them into a corridor wide enough to accommodate the original crawling machines that dug the station. Later these corridors became transport paths, carrying heavy machinery to and from the lower storage areas to the exterior docking port, the open area that even later became Trinsa's "open-air" market. The evidence of the ancient airlock stood behind the stage at the far end of the market, where wheel-like indentations marked the rock, edges softened by centuries of slowly encroaching crystal.
 
   The market chamber was one of the largest on station. Its ceiling was thirty meters high, approximately three hundred meters across. Alis didn't let herself feel dizzy in the open space but heard several others around her complaining of the sensation and laughing uneasily. 
 
   Conduit and other control filaments ran across the ceiling, straight lines segmenting the curved surface. Light globes hung at regular intervals, casting a yellow glow on the people and sales booths below. 
 
   Leaving the elevators, they had to walk through the labyrinth of booths and stalls before reaching the open area in front of the stage. Salespeople were taking advantage of the captive audience to hold up items and call out their attributes. Alis paid little attention. It was all the cheap things miners could afford. Pieces of jewelry, kitchen items, rugs, wall hangings, hard candies. Knick-knacks to decorate the necessities provided by the Station Administration. The hawking might have been a welcome change to the anxious quiet in the elevator if Alis hadn't found it more annoying. 
 
   She nearly stepped on a blanket covered in neat lines of ceramic bowls, some so thin they looked translucent. Many had intricate designs of flowers and flying creatures. When the woman sitting cross-legged beside the blanket looked up at her expectantly, Alis told her, "That's a stupid place to keep those," and kept walking.
 
   Karan almost stopped several times, leaning toward some trinket laid out in a display. When Alis kept walking, she hurried to catch up, apologizing.
 
   As they left the booths, Alis handed Karan the bag and helped her arrange it across her shoulders. She even tapped the baby on the nose and made him smile. Her finger came away slimy and she wiped it on her thigh.
 
   "Thank you, Alis," Karan said.
 
   She nodded.
 
   A crowd was already gathered in front of the raised platform. Usually, there would be some kind of performance while the market was in session. Trinsans loved their music, whether instrumental or vocal. It was also a place where people could stand and just talk, hoping someone might stop to listen to whatever idiot ideas they had. Alis found a place to one side of the stage, close enough to see whoever it was that was going to speak without being trapped in the middle. On either side of the stage, seat-high rows had been carved into the stone, forming half of an amphitheater. Alis didn't suppose every one of Trinsa Station's ten thousand inhabitants were going to fill the space, but the seating could accommodate them.
 
   She stood listening to people murmur around her for another twenty minutes until a group of Serensian soldiers left one of the nearby corridors off the side of the marketplace and marched into the space in front of the platform. They moved in two columns on either side of a tall man in the same blood-red uniform as the captain from the dig intersection. He was thin, with an angular face and beaked nose that gave his face the look of a predatory bird. The soldiers on either side of him wore silver helmets; no face shields this time, but he was bareheaded. He wore a small black pistol at his belt. 
 
   People got out of the soldiers' path as they marched through the middle of the viewing space, then around to the opposite side from where Alis stood and up the short stairs to the top of the platform. The soldiers arrayed themselves in a rank behind the tall man, rifles held across their chests. He walked forward to stand a meter from the edge of the platform. 
 
   The man stood for a moment looking over the crowd, which was growing denser as word spread that the assembly had begun. The path cleared by the soldiers rapidly filled with bodies. People pushed their way to the front of the stage and stood gazing up at the Serensian. Murmurs grew louder among the crowd until the man touched the side of his neck with a long finger, and the amplified sound of him clearing his throat filled the cavernous space.
 
   "Greetings, Trinsa Station," he said. His voice was deeper than Alis expected. "My name is Robert Karak. Serens has appointed me as Lord Overseer of the crystal extraction operation here."
 
   Alis wondered why he didn't just say "the mines." Were they going to start calling themselves extractors?
 
   He paused. His black eyes moved over the crowd. When he looked Alis' direction, she knew he was too far away to be truly looking at her, but something in the directness of his gaze made her feel as though he was staring at her alone. People straightened as they fell under his dark eyes.
 
   "I have the full support of the Galactic Authority in this endeavor. Garans is no longer responsible for anything that happens here. How operations were conducted under Garans is of no concern to us now. How Garans comported themselves is of no consequence. Trinsa Station is under the protection of Sarens, and will now adhere to our standards of conduct. This includes our standards of production."
 
   When someone grumbled out in the crowd, his chin jerked toward the noise. It was the Trinsan political custom that people respond to speakers. It wouldn't have been out of place for someone to shout a question, or an opinion, forcing the speaker to respond, to influence the crowd to their way of thinking.
 
   No one spoke. Karak turned to take a few steps along the line of the stage. His boots clicked on the stone. "Serens sets a high standard," he said. "The highest in the Authority. We take pride in our conduct, our technology, our way of life. The last month has been a time of learning, of getting to know one another. By now it should be clear that we have little tolerance for failure."
 
   "People are dying!" a man shouted in the crowd.
 
   Karak stopped and turned slowly toward the voice, more controlled this time. He didn't look for the speaker. He looked over the whole space in front of him.
 
   "The Authority has entrusted us with the Trinsan crystal supply. We have promised specific production quotas. These are not goals. They will be met."
 
   His words hung over the marketplace like boulders poised to drop. They were threats in the form of statements of purpose. Everyone heard what he was saying: We don't care if you die to meet our goals.
 
   From the other side of the room, a baby started crying. It was Karan's little boy. The sound of her trying to hush him reached Alis as well. She swallowed, wishing she was there to help. She shouldn't have left the woman on her own. Whatever Karan was doing wasn't helping, and the wailing turned into screams.
 
   Karak stood looking at the crowd, an expression growing on his face that looked more and more like disgust. When the baby didn't quiet, he shook his head slightly. Waving an arm, he turned to walk back toward the line of helmeted soldiers. They formed around him again and marched toward the stairs, pushing their way into the crowd as people struggled to get out of the way. When they reached the corridor they had come from, one column halted at the entrance to form a barrier against anyone following.
 
   The baby was still crying when the crowd burst into a cacophony of worried arguments. 
 
   Alis stared at the soldiers on the other side of the room, the view opening and closing as bodies moved. Ten thousand people on the station. Ten people on her crew. Ten people she was directly responsible for. What was she going to do when the command came for her to ignore the safety checks? To split her team and work more digs? What would she do when she couldn't control what was happening around her? Had she already suffered everything she could?
 
   She stood for another twenty minutes, lost in thought, until Karan appeared in front of her, the baby sniveling in her arms. Instead of taking the bag, this time, she reached for the baby. He was in a better mood now, laughing though his face was wet with tears. Alis held him against her chest, and he laid his face against her neck, snuggling. She took a deep breath, smelling deeply of the baby smell in his hair. 
 
   She took the bag from Karan as well and led the way back across the marketplace for the elevators.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Ralli Kassit's round face was contorted in anger. He pointed at the panel showing their production quotas for the coming week. "This is madness, Alis. We can't do this. They're stripping the mine before the crystal can fully regrow and harden to safe levels. The shafts will be soft. There will be collapses, and they're not giving us time to shore up the tunnels."
 
   Alis listened to him, arms crossed as she read the numbers. Eventually, she blew out a breath and said, "Sit down, Ralli. Let's try to figure this out."
 
   He looked at her. Something in his face seemed to say he wanted her to be angrier than this. That was her part to play, while he would be the one to smooth things over with the crew.
 
   They were sitting in one of the general briefing rooms just above the highest level of the mines. The area was populated by equipment storage, repair shops, locker rooms and several cafeterias for workers coming off shift. The briefing rooms often doubled as equipment storage since there had been no reason to plan mining operations in the past. They simply showed up and did their jobs. These rooms might be used to knock sense into a young man or woman who didn't want to do what they were told, but the panels were rarely used for their purpose of reviewing production statistics.
 
   The numbers Alis stared at now told her the Serensians expected them to triple their output in forty days. While she wasn't an expert in the crystal regrowth rates, she had seen enough to know Ralli was correct. They were chasing their tails through the mine, moving too quickly into areas that hadn't been allowed to fully regrow and harden, as had been the method for centuries. A tunnel collapse was dangerous enough. Moving this rapidly exposed them to the risk of the entire transport system sinking into the web-works below it.
 
   The door to the room slid open, and they both looked away from the panel. It was a group of other crew leaders from the second shift. Alis saw their faces and knew immediately what they had come to talk about.
 
   A man named Jared Chiven pointed at the screen. "So you've seen the numbers, too," he said. His voice was thick from years of dust inhalation. 
 
   Alis nodded. The group pushed their way into the room, taking up the scattered chairs facing the panel. Since she'd had her chair turned to face Ralli against the wall, she found herself sitting in front of the group of angry crew leaders. 
 
   "We can't do this," a woman named Ilya Granth complained, waving at the panel. "Are they trying to gut the station in less than a year? If that's the plan, it makes perfect sense. If they're trying to improve on an operation that's run without a hitch for a thousand years–" She stopped, apparently unable to complete the line of reasoning. She said, "I don't know. It doesn't make any sense to me. It's like they want to kill us."
 
   Heads nodded around her, respirators hanging around their necks. A cloud of crystal dust had formed above their heads as they sat down.
 
   "What if that is the plan?" Ralli asked. "What if that's it exactly? How would we know what the Authority plans for us? We might think of Trinsa as our home, but what if that's not the Authority's plan at all?"
 
   "If there were plans to close the station, we'd hear about it from the Fleet," Jared said. "You can't keep that kind of thing a secret. The shipping vessels wouldn't be able to stop talking about it. Closing down a station the size of Trinsa?"
 
   "There are other asteroids in the field," someone said. "What if they were going to expand the operation? The Serensians could have plans to control another GalaxyGate, build themselves another system."
 
   "That would be— ambitious," Alis said. She stopped herself from even going down that line of thinking. "We don't know what the Serensians want," she said. "Well, we know they want to increase production, and it looks like they're willing to exhaust the station to do it. We can't guess at their motivations. We can only look at the facts of what they're doing. We can also see that they need us to accomplish this plan."
 
   Alis paused and let the statement hang in the air. Whatever their new overseers planned, they needed the miners to make it happen.
 
   "So what if they need us," Ilya complained. "What does that matter if they kill us off one by one?"
 
   "They might try to control us," Alis said, "but we control production. We can change how fast crystal extraction happens." Every time someone said "extraction" rather than "mining," it was a subtext for Serensian, for the people rapidly becoming the enemy – though Alis would never have said that out loud.
 
   "You mean a slow down," Ralli said.
 
   Alis shook her head. "You'll never hear those words out of my mouth," she said, looking at the faces watching her. People nodded, indicating they knew exactly what she meant. "Our job is to maintain extraction operations in a safe and productive manner. I say we do our jobs and gather more information, so we fully understand what our overseers want from us."
 
   "They want to grind us up under their boots," Ilya said in a low voice.
 
   Alis held up a finger to stop her. "I'll be the first to tell a fool their name," she said. "You all know me."
 
   That received nods and chuckles.
 
   "And you know I was one of the first to lose a loved one. But I will also tell you that I won't let my loss dust-up my thinking. There are still thousands of people on this station with lives and children. We're dangling at the end of a long fragile cord with nowhere to go if it gets cut. Before we spit in the faces of the Serensians, we need to know why they act like they do. I don't pretend to understand most people from the other side of the GalaxyGate. I never cared to try before. Things are different now." She looked at each face in turn, inwardly surprised that no one spoke up to challenge her. "We need to be safe. That's the plan for now. Be safe. Be careful. Do the best work we can do under the circumstances we've been given. Anyone disagree?"
 
   When no one said anything, Alis looked to Ralli. "All right," she said. "We need to start shift. Send word if you need to meet back here, or at my place."
 
   She didn't know how it happened exactly, but everyone in the room was looking at her with a sort of gratitude, that someone had finally said what they all were feeling. She didn't have any answers, but at least she had given them a path forward.
 
   Alis sighed as she stood, adjusting her respirator into place. She felt bone tired, and her shift had yet to begin.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Alis snapped awake to a sound in her apartment. She lay in the dark waiting to hear the sound again, wondering if it had come from outside in the corridor. If it was someone wandering home drunk, she was going to have to get up and give them a few choice words. It had sounded like a door opening and closing, a sliding sound. It couldn't have been her door because the lights in the family room would have come on.
 
   She blinked, staring at the open doorway to the kitchen and family room, when a shape resolved itself in the darkness. She had time to sit up in bed before someone fell on top of her, and they pulled a bag over her head. The bag smelled of chemicals. She tried to limit her breaths, but her heart was already pounding. She gasped once as the smell of the chemical overwhelmed her. Her eyelids filled with tiny pricks of light as she slid backward down a long tunnel, the lights shooting away.
 
   She was gasping when she woke, a new bitter smell filling her nose and mouth. Her eyes felt glued shut. The bag had been pulled off her head, and she was sitting upright, her hands tied behind her back. She felt the hard edges of a chair against her arms. She took shallow breaths, trying to clear the terrible smell from her head, lowering her chin to touch her chest. 
 
   With great effort, Alis opened her eyes. She blinked against a bright light in front of her that made it difficult to distinguish shapes. She saw shadows moving against the light that might have been people. She waited, listening for sounds that might explain where she was. All she heard were the same scraping noises on the floor. She heard a door slide open and closed.
 
   Eventually, her vision cleared enough to separate the shadows from the glaring light, and she recognized the captain she had first met in the dig intersection where Bry died. He was sitting across from her in one of her own straight-backed kitchen chairs. 
 
   They were in her kitchen. He had a leg crossed over one knee. He was holding a tunnel lamp in one hand, tapping it against his heel. When he saw she was awake, he clicked on the lamp and shined the hard beam directly in her face. Alis squeezed her eyes shut, and the light clicked off. Blots of color swam inside her eyelids.
 
   She had learned his name was Maylong after weeks of careful questions to various Serensians. She had rarely seen him since the day Bry died, so it had been difficult to make the questions conversational. She had started to wonder if she would ever see him again. 
 
   She opened her eyes slowly, blinking against the flares of color in her vision.
 
   His lips were pressed in a hard line as he watched her gain control of her senses. When he was fully in focus, he seemed to understand that she could see him again, and he clicked the lamp back on but pointed along the edge of her face. He disappeared behind the hard light.
 
   "I know you," Alis said, tilting her head away from the lamp beam.
 
   "Hello, Crew Leader Krin," he replied.
 
   She wanted to snort at him. Crew Leader wasn't any sort of title. It was just her job. It meant she'd been doing the job longer than most people, had made fewer mistakes. Mostly it meant she was better at standing up to fools. Titles were important to the Serensians, she had learned. A title was a definition, an expectation, a set of rules. 
 
   Alis straightened her head, squinting again as the beam touched her right eye. Here she was, standing up to fools.
 
   "We did meet," he said. His voice was almost conversational. "I wondered if you would remember me."
 
   "You're the man who wouldn't let me go to my son. Of course, I remember you."
 
   The outline of his face appeared to nod. Rather than continue to squint into the piercing light, Alis closed her eyes. The insides of her eyelids were pink, but at least she could straighten her head and face him. 
 
   "You went to him," Maylong said, sounding irritated. "There wasn't anything that could be done at that point. Trinsan emotion wasn't going to help you."
 
   Alis laughed.
 
   "What do you find funny?"
 
   "I am probably the least emotional Trinsan you will ever meet," she said. Alis took a deep breath and pulled at the straps around her wrists. They felt like some kind of plastic. She flexed her shoulders.
 
   When he didn't respond, Alis asked, "What can I do for you, Captain Maylong? Why did you need to snatch me out of my bed so we could talk?"
 
   She heard more scraping boots, and then a click and the light against her eyelids went out. She opened her eyes, now able to see Maylong fully. Her front door behind him was now flanked by two soldiers with rifles. In the open doorway stood Robert Karak. 
 
   Alis blinked as she looked past the captain to the Lord Overseer. He didn't say anything. 
 
   Captain Maylong said, "You seem to have emerged as some kind of leader among the Trinsan workers. Your name has come up on several reports we've received. Workers have been talking about organizing a slow down of operations. Do you know anything about that?"
 
   Alis shifted her eyes from Karak to Maylong. "I don't know anything about that," she said. "I've only told people to focus on safety in all extraction operations."
 
   Maylong smiled. "We are not meeting our promises with the Authority," he said. "I suppose you've figured that out in twenty-six days of slowing your production. You realize they think you're going to save them from us." He tilted his head. "They're holding you up as some kind of leader, Alis. Is that what you want?"
 
   Although he still leaned back in his seat with the boot across his knee, something in Maylong shifted. He took a breath that was so controlled it might have been in slow motion. He seemed very aware that Karak was standing behind him. Was this some kind of test for the captain?
 
   Her mouth still tasted like bitter chemicals from the bag. Alis swallowed. "I'm here to do my job and live my life," she said. "That's all I want. That's all anyone on this station wants." 
 
   Alis paused, wondering if she should continue. She glanced at the soldiers with rifles beside the doorway. Maylong was wearing a pistol on his belt. She supposed they could kill her whenever they wanted. Was she ready to die? Would anyone ever know what had happened to her? What did she have to lose? 
 
   She flexed her shoulders again and said, "Maybe if you explained why you've increased production to unsustainable levels, told us why we're coring out the asteroid until the crystal can't replenish? Our people have been here for a thousand years, operating as the Authority has always asked. Then you come from Serens and appear to be set on killing us."
 
   She shifted her eyes when a movement behind Maylong's head showed her that Karak had left. The doorway was empty, showing only the corridor beyond. She could barely see her neighbor's door across the hall.
 
   Alis looked back at Maylong. Both his feet were on the floor now. He leaned forward.
 
   "We are not here to gut the station," he said. "We are here because we are preparing for war."
 
   "Preparing for war? With whom?"
 
   "That isn't important. The crystal is key to our efforts, and we need to maintain stockpiles to support those efforts."
 
   "Stockpiles," Alis said. "So you're going to return production to previous levels when you reach your goal?"
 
   "That's not in my power to say," Maylong said. "What is in my power is to discuss the position you find yourself in. You have a direct impact on our ability to secure the resources we need. If you don't change the–" he paused, searching for the correct word "–attitude of the workers on this station using whatever influence you have, more people are going to die."
 
   He looked directly at her as he made the statement. 
 
   "I don't have the influence you think I have," she said. 
 
   He gave her a thin smile. "Then perhaps you need to expand your influence. Do you understand what we want? Our goals are your goals, Crew Leader Krin. I'm sure we can find people you still care about to help you do what we ask."
 
   Maylong raised a hand and motioned at someone Alis hadn't realized was standing behind her. She swiveled her head, trying to see, but the light was moving as well. Maylong had handed the lamp to someone else.
 
   "I think it's important you remember what we talked about," he said. "If they think you're a leader, then you need to lead."
 
   Alis had time to turn her face back toward the sound of his voice. The light was shining on the left side of her face, and that's where he hit her, a single jab with a brick-hard fist against her left cheek. The chair rocked to the side and she went over. Alis couldn't stop her head from cracking on the stone floor.
 
   As she lay stunned and gasping, she felt someone cut the bonds on her wrists. She slumped away from the chair, her cheek sliding on the cold floor. She saw the lighted rectangle of the door and the corridor outside as Maylong and his soldiers walked through. Then the door slid closed and she was left alone in the dark.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   The ancient transport vessel was locked in one of the lowest portions of the station, built when Trinsa was more asteroid than mine. As Alis understood it, gravity fluctuations had made crystal storage in these docks unreliable, but that didn't explain why a crystal transport ship had been locked away, nose facing the long-closed airlock. The angular docking arms reaching up from the dock floor to the belly of the ship looked like giant legs, as if it were a serpent crouching in a cave. Filaments of crystal dust hung from its hull like a thin beard. 
 
   If the Fleet or Station Administration knew about the area, no one bothered to check it. Alis had only learned of it through Bradley, and she knew he would understand when she asked him to meet her there. 
 
   She sat in the passenger section of the ship, a wide, low-ceilinged area with twenty rows of seats. They were ancient but still serviceable, with cushions that gave up puffs of dust when pressed. Harnesses with dull-silver latches hung from the backrest of each seat. Low lighting glowed along the outer edges of the chamber, barely reaching the middle. The air was silent around her. When she heard someone stepping into the external airlock, she heard it as a series of taps echoing through the empty ship. The taps grew louder as they approached, becoming footsteps, and then Bradley stood in the doorway to the seating area.
 
   He scanned the rows of seats, not seeing her at first. When she was sure he was alone, Alis said, "I'm here, Bradley."
 
   His face followed the sound of her voice. He appeared tentative at first, as if he was certain she had asked him here to accuse him of something. When she didn't say anything, he straightened a little and walked out into the room, coming up the rows necessary to cross over to her. 
 
   "I'm surprised you remember this place," he said, glancing around.
 
   She shrugged. "Kids still come here to get away, I hear, even if no one talks about it."
 
   He sat, leaving an empty seat between them. A cloud of dust rose around him, and he waved at it. "I don't remember it being so dusty," he said.
 
   His arms and chest were still those of a soldier, even if his stomach had grown to match them. She thought he looked better than he had at Bry's ceremony and she wondered if he had made some changes. 
 
   "You look well," she said.
 
   Bradley drew back a little, waiting, she knew, for the barb at the end of her statement. When it didn't come, he visibly relaxed as he had done in the doorway. He put his hands in his lap. "I'm sorry I didn't call you about Bry," he said.
 
   Alis looked at him. "I didn't call you either, Bradley."
 
   "Yes, but. I thought I should have. We should have talked afterward, or before the ceremony, at least. You shouldn't have had to go through waiting alone. I heard it wasn't–"
 
   Alis shrugged. "What do you expect? Were you any better?"
 
   "I've spent years like that," he said. "You know."
 
   "You didn't speak at the ceremony," she said. 
 
   He shook his head. "I couldn't talk in front of all those people." He brightened abruptly. 
 
   She felt it too, thinking of the room full of people who had loved their son. 
 
   "Did you see all those people?" he asked. "Who knew Bry had so many friends? He sure didn't learn that from us."
 
   Alis nodded, and they laughed together quietly.
 
   She found herself caught up in watching him, seeing the younger man she remembered, even the shadow of their son in his forehead and nose, his chin, his eyes. She remembered the young soldier who had drawn her eye in the corridor as she was coming off shift. He had smiled at her even though her hair was crisp with dust.
 
   "What would you have said?" she asked.
 
   Bradley took a deep breath, clenching his hands into fists. "There are so many things I would like to say, Alis. To him, to you. I don't have the words. I'm not a talker like you."
 
   He looked at her as if he expected a rebuke, but she only shook her head.
 
   "It's all right."
 
   "What about you?" he said.
 
   She wanted to tell him about the day he stood up to her. The memory shined so brightly for her, how earnest Bry had been. But as the events coiled out, she remembered where else the day went. Bry had gone to Bradley's and found him drunk. There had been a screaming match between Alis and Bradley with Bry joining in for the first time. He had said he hated both of them. He hated that he had been born here. All he wanted was to leave. Trinsa was a prison. Then he'd met Karan and chosen to stay. Just like Bradley had met her and chosen to stay.
 
   Bradley was watching her as she stared into the empty space around them. 
 
   Alis shook her head slowly. "I couldn't talk about it, either," she said. She lowered her face. She reached out and took his nearest hand and held it in hers. His skin was rougher than she remembered.
 
   They sat for a while in the deserted transport. Dust floated around them, and the only sounds were very distant creaks as parts of the ship shifted in the dark. Alis thought about the globe she had shattered with its image of the three of them in the imaginary grove, the green-leafed trees leaning over them. Regret might be an indulgence, but there was also a type of pain that only came from mourning a future snatched away. It was the danger in hope, in believing things could change.
 
   She thought about Karan's little boy. His name was Gihral, she told herself. Bry had treated him as his own.
 
   She squeezed Bradley's hand and let go. "There's something else I need to talk to you about. Something happened to me last night."
 
   "What?" he said, the edge coming back into his voice. Was he afraid for her or of her?
 
   "The Serensians seem to think I can solve their production problems."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean?"
 
   "They think I've become some kind of leader – because of Bry's death, because the other crew leaders have been asking me what to do."
 
   He shifted in his seat. "The quotas. I've heard people complaining about increased accidents. They think the Serensians are here to work us to death."
 
   "They admitted to something like that."
 
   Bradley frowned, looking closer at her face. "What do you mean?"
 
   "They grabbed me last night. Drugged me and took me somewhere. They made threats."
 
   He didn't answer right away. He looked at the back of the seat in front of them, chewing his lip. Eventually he said, "I don't want to bruise your ego, Alis, but why you? What makes them think you can do anything about the fact they're working people too hard? People are dying. This is a huge change for us, for Trinsa. It isn't something you just change in the course of three months. This place has been working a certain way for a thousand years. What makes them think they can change everything?"
 
   "I don't know if it matters what they think they can do," she said. "They're going to do it."
 
   "Work everyone to death?"
 
   "They've already increased shifts, reducing days off, cutting safety procedures. They say they're stockpiling the crystal."
 
   "Stockpiling the crystal. Why?"
 
   "A war somewhere."
 
   "War," Bradley repeated, tasting the word. "There's no war in the Authority. The only places with active combat are the reclaimed colonies, and Serens System doesn't have anything to do with that."
 
   "Maybe the war isn't here yet," she said.
 
   "This is all fantasy."
 
   She shrugged "It's what they told me."
 
   "Then what are you– what are we supposed to do about it, Alis? You say all this like we have any power over them. Our son is dead. Why would we even want to get involved?"
 
   "Karan," Alis offered. "Gihral. All the other children, the families. People still think of this as home. They call themselves Trinsans. I think that's worth fighting for."
 
   "How?" he demanded.
 
   Alis took a deep breath. She looked up at the low ceiling of the passenger cabin, hung with communication filament and a line of dead light panels running from front to back. 
 
   "We destroy their ability to move the crystal," she said. "We bomb the transport docks."
 
   "That will cut us off from resupply," he said.
 
   "We would still have the smaller docks. I mean the automated docks where the crystal stores are moved. All it would take is a few explosives in the inner airlocks. The outer locks would hold but they wouldn't be able to use them."
 
   "Until they repaired it."
 
   "By that time we can figure something else out. We can come up with a better plan. You were an explosives specialist, Bradley. You could do this."
 
   Bradley looked down at his hands again. "You're asking a lot, Alis. If we fail, they'll kill us."
 
   "I think we're dead either way," she said. "We have to find something we can control."
 
   He shook his head, grinning bitterly to himself. "There you go, Alis. We can't control anything in this situation. Bry is dead. Do you want to lose even more people you care about? These people are ruthless. They're proving it right now."
 
   Alis knew how to make him do what she wanted, but she hesitated. When he continued staring at his open hands, shaking his head, she said the words: "Do it for Bry. They killed our son."
 
   When he looked up at her, he was crying. Two lines of tears ran down his face. His eyes were wet and helpless. He stared at her like he wanted to beg for another option, something that didn't ask so much of him.
 
   "Can you do this?" she asked, hardening her voice.
 
   Bradley nodded once. "Yes," he said.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Two rows of fist-sized metal canisters sat on the table in the middle of the room. Bradley Krin stood behind the table, hands clasped in front of his stomach in what Alis knew was an anxious stance. In the scattered chairs on the other side of the table sat the group of crew leaders who had been meeting with Alis and Ralli for the last twenty days. Ilya sat in the front row with her arms crossed, shaking her head slowly as her gaze remained fixed on the canisters. 
 
   Bradley had just explained that each one contained enough explosive charge to collapse one of the massive internal airlocks in the station's main shipping dock.
 
   "Where did you get them?" Jared demanded, pointing at Bradley. "From what I know about you, you're better at getting drunk than securing anything remotely resembling an explosive."
 
   Bradley stretched his neck. He glanced at Alis. They had prepared for this.
 
   "I was an explosives and demolition expert in the United Reclamation Commission Army," he said. "I still have a few contacts in the Fleet. It took me a week to gather the raw materials. I built these myself."
 
   Ilya raised an open hand and then squeezed it into a fist. "You made these?" she said. "That's even better. How do we know they'll even work?"
 
   Alis stepped forward. "They'll work. Bradley was very good at his job. I trust him." She crossed her arms over her chest. "I called you here to let you know what we're going to do. If you want to help, fine. If not, leave."
 
   The room went silent. Alis looked from face to face. She could see the desperation there. She had explained to them what Captain Maylong had told her. The information had been corroborated by visiting shipping vessels. The Serensians were preparing for something, and the crystal stockpiles were vital to their plan.
 
   "I wish we knew what the hell they wanted it all for," Jared complained eventually. It was a deflection from what they were discussing, Alis knew, but at least he was talking. That was a good sign.
 
   Jared continued, "As far as I ever understood, they use the crystal to make communications filaments, melt it down and reform it into those long strands." He waved a hand. "I've always wondered why we couldn't just do that work here. Seems like that would make a lot more sense than shipping it out raw."
 
   No one responded to the conjecture, too consumed by the idea of using violence to damage the transport docks, to attack their own home. Overriding that was the information that they were going to be worked until they died. Their homes were in jeopardy. Their futures were disintegrating, the world coming apart.
 
   "What if we went to the Fleet?" Ilya said abruptly. "What if you told them what you've just told us. They've got as much power as the Serensians in this situation, and it certainly matters to them if we mine the station dry."
 
   "Is it?" Alis asked. "Trinsa is an assignment to them. They might as well be running an outpost somewhere. It's no different to them. They'll leave when the station is dead."
 
   Silence fell again.
 
   Jared shook his head. "I don't see how stopping the shipping is going to change anything. The only thing I see it accomplishing is bringing the Serensians down on us even harder."
 
   "That might be true," Alis said. "But right now we have no power in this situation. We have no way to influence them. We need to show them we can affect their ability to accomplish their plans."
 
   "And if they just space us all?" Jared said.
 
   "There are a lot more of us than there are of them," Alis said.
 
   "So you want to push everyone into a fight we can't hope to win," Ilya accused. "We have children, Alis."
 
   "I believe we can win as long as we fight together," Alis said. "And I'm not pushing this fight on us. They are. We aren't thinking of it as a fight because it's happening so slowly. People are dying one at a time. Before we know it, tunnels will be collapsing underneath us, and we'll be losing whole crews, whole shifts. How far away do you think that time is? We need to do something now."
 
   Alis clenched her fists at her side. She was on the verge of yelling and wasn't sure if she should control herself anymore. If they didn't understand, there was no point in trying to convince them. The only issue now was how they might get in her way. 
 
   Had it been a mistake to even share the plan?
 
   "We could try a stop work," Jared said. "We could organize everyone to just stop production."
 
   "How long do you think it would take to do that?" Alis asked. "And we may have to, but I think we need to hit them with the biggest things we've got first. We need to let them know what we're willing to do."
 
   "You sound like you're willing to die for this, Alis," Ilya said. Her voice had gone quiet.
 
   Alis faced her. She looked to everyone else in the room, saw all the worry and fear. "It doesn't matter if I'm willing to die," she said. "I'm afraid for everyone else who isn't in this room. I'm not willing to risk them. I think that's where inaction will lead us."
 
   Maylong's words echoed in her mind: If they think you're a leader, then you need to lead.
 
   Jared blew out a breath. "Enough bickering," he said. "We're with you, Alis. Just tell us how you want to do this thing and we'll get it done."
 
   Alis waited for someone to disagree but they were all watching her, waiting for the instructions. She turned to Bradley. He acknowledged her and stepped forward.
 
   "They're very simple, he said. Each one has a timer. No need for signals or remote control. Set it in place and walk away. We have more than we need, so the redundancy is there. We're going to place them in the four main hangar decks at the base of the transport belts, where the cargo containers make their final stretch into the airlock system. There's a corner in the belts there, near the locks. You can't miss it. Place it anywhere under the assembly or inside one of the support struts. This will take down the conveyor system and damage the inner airlocks without harming the ships. They can still detach from the outer locks."
 
   "What about security?" Ilya said.
 
   Bradley shook his head. "I've never seen any security, only the shift workers. Most of it's automated at that point. We could also take down the load arms if we wanted, but I think this is the surest way to accomplish what we want."
 
   "So when do we do it, then?" Jared asked.
 
   "Today at the end of the third shift," Alis said. "That will give you time to get off shift and get cleaned up. If you wear your work overalls, you'll look like any of the other workers down there. If anyone asks what you want, tell them you're looking for a friend you were supposed to meet. Maybe it's not the right hangar. You don't know since you never get down there. Whatever you need to say. The canisters are small enough that you can wear them inside your overalls."
 
   Ilya sat up a little straighter, looking at Bradley. "Are these things going to blow up on us while we're carrying them?"
 
   "No. It's a solid charge with an electrical igniter. It's all inert until the timer's set and delivers the command. You could throw it at a wall and they won't do anything."
 
   "So we can dump them if we need to?" she asked.
 
   Bradley looked uncomfortable. "You could. The materials are going to point back to Fleet, so that might get difficult, but I suppose it would keep attention off us. If they do any kind of analysis of the blast area, that's what they're going to find."
 
   "So they could find you eventually?" Jared said.
 
   The old soldier nodded. "Maybe. Probably. I'm prepared for that."
 
   Alis glanced at the panel next to the door. It was nearly time for their shifts. "We need to go," she said. "Any last minute questions?"
 
   "Show us how to set the timers?" Ilya said.
 
   Bradley let out an anxious laugh. "Like this," he said and hefted one of the canisters to demonstrate.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Alis opened the door to her apartment and let her respirator drop on the kitchen table. Her face was still sore from where Maylong had hit her, and the hard goggles had irritated the bruise all shift. She touched her skin tenderly as she walked into her bedroom. She sat on the bed and opened the drawer in the chest next to the bed. Her two canisters sat in the mostly empty drawer like drink cans. The timers on their tops were dark.
 
   She had spent most of the night staring at them, going over in her mind how she would carry them against her stomach as she left the apartment and rode the elevator down to the hangar levels. 
 
   Each of the canisters represented change. She still didn't know if she had made the right decision. It felt too much like a response to Maylong's fist. As soon as he had hit her, there had been no other way she could have answered him. She had to hit him back as hard as she could, and this was the best way she was currently capable of doing it. 
 
   It seemed very likely they would find Bradley afterward. If they found him, they would come for her. But it wouldn't matter at that point. Everyone would know what they had done and could continue from there. 
 
   If the rest of Trinsa saw they had the power to strike back at the Serensians, then nothing could stop them. A mining drill could do as much damage as a rifle under the right circumstances. Crystal dust could be explosive if it came in contact with flame. Every miner on the station was a soldier; only they didn't realize their tools could be weapons. They didn't realize they had the power to say no if they shouted together.
 
   She spent the next hour bathing herself and running her path through her mind. She would leave her apartment and walk to the elevators. She would take them down to the hangar levels. She would walk between the shipping crates, following the path of the giant belts from the storage warehouse to the loading bays. She would smile and nod to anyone she passed. She would walk with a purpose until anyone tried to stop her, and then she would smile.
 
   Vaguely, she realized Gihral was screaming louder than he had been in a few days. He had started talking in the last month. At first, hearing him babble, "Da, da, da, da," had nearly brought tears to Alis' eyes. Even though he wasn't truly her grandson, she had come to accept how Bry had felt about him, and she was getting closer to feeling fondness for the baby.
 
   Now he was screaming, "Mama! Mama!" with a terror in his voice that Alis hadn't heard before. What was Karan doing?
 
   Alis closed the dresser drawer and walked out into her family room. The sound of the baby squealing grew louder. She couldn't hear the usual sounds of Karan trying to soothe him. 
 
   Frowning, she left her apartment and went to Karan's door. A few people were walking in the hallway, heading for the elevators or their apartments. One woman shot an irritated glance at Alis as she tapped the exterior panel to Karan's apartment. She waited for the panel to respond, but the door slid open first.
 
   A woman Alis didn't know was bouncing Gihral in her arms. The baby's face was clenched like a fist; his cheeks covered in tears.
 
   "Who are you?" Alis demanded. "Where's Karan?"
 
   The woman tried to shush Gihral again. "I'm Nalav," she said. "Karan and I work together. She asked me to watch him for a little while, but he's been screaming like this since she left. She said she was going to visit his grandpa."
 
   "Grandpa?" Alis said. As far as she knew, the boy's real father wasn't involved. "Do you mean Bradley, Bry's father?"
 
   "Yes, I think that's what she said. She said he called her, and she had to go see him. It sounded like an emergency."
 
   A sick feeling came into Alis' stomach. "How long ago?" she demanded.
 
   The sound of Alis' voice seemed to have calmed Gihral slightly. He quieted and watched her solemnly, sniffling. 
 
   "I don't know," Nalav said. She glanced at the panel beside the door, checking the time. "Probably twenty minutes ago."
 
   Alis turned toward the elevator. She didn't know what it meant that Bradley had called Karan, but it couldn't be good. What if he had been drinking? What if he'd been raided? Her mind went ten directions at once. She was nearly to the elevator entry when she stopped herself. Spinning, she walked quickly back to her apartment, ignoring Nalav still standing in the hallway. 
 
   She keyed into her apartment and went to her bedroom. Sliding open the drawer, she took out the canisters and slid both of them inside her belt on either side of her belly button. The metal jutted against her hip bones. She checked herself in a mirror to ensure the overall hung baggy around her waist, concealing the canisters, then went back into the hallway.
 
   "I'll go find her," she told Nalav, realizing she should say something. "Bradley has been depressed since Bry died. I'm worried about him."
 
   The woman's face grew worried. "Do you think he might hurt her? Why would he do that?"
 
   "I don't think Bradley does many things intentionally," Alis said. She was already too far away for Nalav to have heard her. She reached the elevator and had to stop and think about which code she wanted to enter. She had run through tapping out the address for the hangar level so many times that it nearly came out by rote. 
 
   She paused, checking the time on the elevator panel. She still had thirty minutes, time to go to Bradley's and then back to the hangar. She tapped in the address to the level where Bradley lived and closed her eyes as the elevator descended. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   The corridor leading to Bradley's apartment was strewn with ancient mining equipment. It was obvious this wasn't a place meant for habitation. His apartment was probably a storage room, as she thought about it. The lighting was poor. The air smelled of crystal dust and burnt lubricant, and the ceiling was thick with pipes, filaments, conduit and even some weed vines. 
 
   Alis tapped the panel and waited. When there was no answer, she shouted, "Bradley?" and her voice sounded dull among all the discarded things around her.
 
   "Bradley," she said again. "Open the door. Is Karan in there with you? Karan?"
 
   She hammered on the door but had to stop when the canisters at her waist started to slip. She was readjusting them when the door slid open.
 
   The room on the other side was dimly lit by a lamp in a far corner. There was a couch against the wall facing the door, a low table in front of it strewn with random pieces of metal and lengths of filament. Bradley was sitting on the floor with his back against the front of the couch, legs splayed out in front of him. There was a dark stain behind his head.
 
   "Oh, Bradley," she breathed. The door slid closed behind her as she crossed the room. His hand fell to the side, dropping the data panel he'd used to open the door. A pistol lay beside his thigh. He stared up at her, mouth open in a sustained, gurgling gasp. 
 
   Alis knelt beside him, shoving the pistol away from his trembling hand. "Bradley, why?"
 
   He turned his head slowly, eyes searching for her. When his gaze found her, he raised his other hand and brought his fingers close to her bruised face. Tears appeared in his eyes.
 
   "I'm– sorry," he hissed.
 
   His data panel chimed the quarter hour, and Alis stared at it. How had she already lost so much time? She looked around frantically. "Karan!" she shouted. "Karan, are you in here?"
 
   "Gone," Bradley breathed. 
 
   "Where did she go, Bradley? Did she find you like this?"
 
   He motioned at the low table. Alis realized the bits of metal were parts leftover from the explosives. His two canisters should have been sitting on the table. 
 
   "Bradley," she said. "Where are your canisters? Where are the cans you were supposed to place?"
 
   "She–" He wheezed, unable to finish talking. His throat sounded like it was full of blood. "I– wanted to protect you." His voice was barely a whisper. "Follow the bombs back to me. Not you. I'm sorry, Alis."
 
   "You called her," Alis said. "You called her to say goodbye."
 
   He managed a shallow nod. 
 
   "She found you," Alis continued when he nodded again. "She saw the cans on the table. She took them. Did she know what you were going to do, Bradley? Did you tell her about us?"
 
   Alis looked at the data panel again. She would barely have enough time to get to her hangar. The others would already be placing their charges. If one of them was discovered, the rest had to be in place, had to be set before anyone had a chance to interfere. Redundancy.
 
   She could try to find Karan or she could set her charges.
 
   "Where did she go, Bradley?" she screamed at him. "Tell me!"
 
   He gurgled. He couldn't clear his throat to speak.
 
   There was no time. Bradley's face was wet with tears. 
 
   Alis stood. She looked down at Bradley, and then at his data panel counting away the time. She turned and left the room. 
 
   Alis ran down the cluttered hallway and slowed to a fast walk when she reached the busier sections of the level. She tried to control her breathing, her pounding heart. She should have comforted him somehow, but there was no time. Why had he done it? Did he think the Serensians were going to label him a lone actor of some kind? A crazy old soldier? Maybe. It could have been a good plan that she never would have asked of him. 
 
   Of course he would keep it to himself.
 
   But now that Karan had a set of charges, Alis didn't know what was going to happen. 
 
   She hurried down the corridor to the elevators. Inside, she tapped in the address for the hangar level, hand shaking, and then pressed herself against the wall as the doors slid closed and the car dropped.
 
   Could she call Karan? The data pads didn't always reach to all levels, especially as deep as the hangars, if that was where Karan had gone. She pulled her data pad from her pocket and tapped Karan's address. The panel chirped and didn't answer. She tried again. She checked for Karan's location, but the panel didn't respond. Either Karan was too far away, or her own panel was blocked by the elevator.
 
   The car came to a stop, and the doors slid open, showing her the long corridor leading to the transport operations center, full of people, carts and stacked cargo crates. 
 
   A Serensian in a blood-red uniform was standing in the middle of the opening, blocking her path to the hangar. Alis saw her, and her heart went through her throat. 
 
   The woman glanced at her, nodded distractedly, and stepped onto the elevator.
 
   Alis realized the Serensian didn't care who she was and quickly stepped into the corridor. She heard the doors slide closed behind her as she nearly ran down the corridor, weaving around people in the busy area. She glanced at her data pad and saw it was past time. If the other canisters were in place, they would blow soon. 
 
   She was sweating as she walked. The cans shifted in her waistband, and she had to hold them in place as if she were holding her stomach. 
 
   As she neared the end of the corridor, a rumbling sound grew all around her. When she reached the massive doors leading into the loading zone, she realized it was the conveyor system moving shipping containers from the far side of the hangar to the locks. Alis was rarely this close to the outside of the station, and it made her pause for a second. She was standing under a massive set of doors designed to close off this section of the station from the interior corridors if something happened to the airlocks. At this point, now well within the countdown of the other bombs – if they had been placed as planned – she was going to be locked inside with the explosion.
 
   The image of Bradley rose in her mind, and Bry. She could only hope that Karan had taken Bradley's canisters and thrown them down a waste chute. 
 
   She straightened her back, tried to affect an air of calm, and continued walking under the reinforced arch. A few engineers glanced at her as she walked past them but otherwise she was ignored. The sound was numbing up close. She felt the rumbling conveyor in her bones. It made the stone floor feel slippery as she walked. 
 
   Alis followed a marked path toward the center of the space, cargo sliding by above her head, cranes gliding from one side of the hangar to another until she saw the section Bradley had described. The conveyor system made a sharp turn and began a straight stretch feeding directly into the huge double gates of the airlock. She left the outlined path on the floor, which took her behind several stacks of shipping crates, and ducked underneath the gantry supporting the cargo belt.
 
   Teeth rattling, Alis knelt and unzipped her overalls. She reached inside and took out the sweat-slick canisters. She placed them on the floor between her knees and glanced around. She couldn't see anyone and hoped that meant no one could see her. A huge crate rolled by overhead, blocking out the overhead lights for an instant. She took the opportunity to tap the timers on each canister. The readouts flashed zeros, and then automatically read five minutes. She stared at the numbers, worried they were frozen, or there was some other step she had forgotten. Then the readouts started counting down.
 
   Alis swallowed, clenching her hands closed to stop trembling. She got on her hands and knees to crawl deeper under the gantry, placing each canister up inside a support strut on either side of the mechanism. When she was finished, she crawled back to the stack of crates and listened for anyone on the marked path. She couldn't hear much over the rumbling above her head and finally had to force herself to stand up and walk out.
 
   An engineer nodded at her and she nodded back. She followed the path back through the blast doors into the main corridor. She was halfway to the elevator when alarms began blaring. She turned to see people running toward her. Only the bombs hadn't gone off yet. Had they been warned? 
 
   She realized it was the alarm from the other hangars. Of course, they would seal this one down. 
 
   Of course, she thought. 
 
   Then the blast wave from the hangar blew over her, knocking her down. Before she closed her eyes, she was washed in a bright light that seemed to fold in on itself before exploding into a tunnel of coruscating color.
 
   14
 
   Alis was in the elevator when its door control panel gave a solid alarm and went white, indicating an incoming message. Her whole left side ached from where she had hit the floor 
 
   Everyone around her in the car turned their heads to look at the panel. She assumed it was going to be a station update about the explosions, a safety message, instructions on where to go next. Instead, the white screen resolved on a neighborhood corridor. Captain Maylong stood in the center of the screen with soldiers behind him. Kneeling to one side of him, facing the camera, was Karan.
 
   "Trinsa Station," he said. His voice sounded distorted by the panel's inadequate audio system. "I am Captain Maylong. I have been tasked with your safety and security while Serens System is responsible for your welfare."
 
   Alis could barely hear Karan crying quietly as he spoke. He ignored her.
 
   "Approximately thirty minutes ago, an attack was carried out simultaneously on the station's cargo loading facilities. It appears this attack has disabled the Station's ability to ship crystal stores." He paused, then said, "Don't worry. Repairs will be completed shortly. Whoever organized this attack was barely effective. However, we have caught one of the conspirators as they attempted to deliver an explosive device."
 
   Maylong extended a hand closer to the camera to display one of Bradley's canisters. He held it up for a few seconds, then handed it to one of the soldiers standing behind him. When his hands were free, he took the pistol from his belt.
 
   "Karan Arley," he said, looking down at her. "You are found guilty of conspiracy against the people of Trinsa Station and the Serens Protectorate."
 
   Terror welled in Alis' throat. She wanted to scream at the screen, but she couldn't allow anyone to see her respond. She bit her lip.
 
   Karan was still crying. She must have seen the pistol in the corner of her eye because she turned her head and screamed. "I didn't do any–"
 
   Maylong shot her. The pop of the pistol sounded comically small through the panel. Karan fell away from Maylong, and lay at his feet, curly brown hair fanned around her head. 
 
   Alis bit down. Her mouth filled with the copper taste of blood. Someone in the elevator gasped. People were shaking their heads. She couldn't tell who they disapproved of. He had used a new term: the Serens Protectorate. Did that mean they were part of Serens now? Would they be Serensians eventually?
 
   Oh, Karan. 
 
   A sound unrolled in the back of her mind like a zipper unfastening and unfastening. Was it the baby crying? She didn't see him anywhere in the panel. She hated that this would be recorded. That he would be able to see it someday. 
 
   I made this happen, she thought. We failed. We failed, and now Karan is dead.
 
   "You're Alis Krin," the man standing next to her said. 
 
   Alis looked at him. He was wearing Trinsan engineer's overalls. He had the same shocked, blank look on his face as the other people in the car. Most of them appeared to be cargo workers.
 
   "Yes," she said, swallowing. "I am."
 
   "They say you're a leader," he said. "They say you've been organizing the workers. Did you have anything to do with this?"
 
   Everyone in the car was facing her. People were standing behind her. Alis didn't move. She couldn't tell what they were asking exactly. She still couldn't tell how they felt about what had happened beyond the horror of the execution. Maylong had made a mistake there. He had drawn attention away from the bombings.
 
   "I saw an execution," she said carefully. "I saw him shoot that woman."
 
   "What are we going to do?" a woman near her asked frantically. "What are we going to do about these overseers? We've lost three people on the docks just this week. We can't keep doing this. They're killing us."
 
   Alis turned her head. She took a deep breath. 
 
   If they think you're a leader, then lead.
 
   "Tell me what's been happening to you," she said.
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   Editor Commentary – Ring of Ashes
 
   Another first-time participant in the game, E. R. Starling has crafted a story set in a magical fantasy world, skillfully painted with a complex vision of ethics, morality, and authority. The character depth is outstanding, leaving the reader with the feeling that they are old friends, or enemies, that you would like to visit again and again. The writer’s use of the game components to embroider their vision has resulted in an invitation to their future writing as a teller of tales and a creator of worlds.
 
   Story Introduction by E.R. Starling
 
   A dangerous secret… one fatal mistake that began the downfall of an age.
 
   An astral guardian with powerful bloodlines, Shipon Areleous was still powerless to stop the verdict that imprisoned him. Restricted by the Sirian council to only a bit more than the mortals he serves, Shipon made the decision long ago to be wary of their games of power.
 
   But when he receives a visit from a one-time friend and ally with disturbing news, the Leon guardian realizes just how anxious he is to regain his freedom. With the death of a mortal companion and the precarious health of a child hang in the balance, Shipon finds himself on a race against time to unravel the secrets behind the peculiar manifestations… before it’s too late.
 
   Ring of Ashes 
 
   Chapter 1
 
   The sharp percussion of drums echoed over the festive gathering. The low hum of chants reached into the night sky. Fires burned and the elated yelps of the native population ripped and flowed with little effort. Bright red and orange, brown and black colors floated everywhere from the banners to the clothing itself.
 
   Shipon Areleous sat cross-legged on the mass of pillows watching from the wooden pavilion. His presence among the Talarin people was a place of honor. Although the fact was unsettling to him he understood their position. Regardless it was the right and privilege of the astral guardians to oversee the solstice celebrations. The celebration was not only important to sustain the energy needed to balance the source of life; it was an expectation that the guardians take an interest in the matters of universal law. 
 
   It had been more than a century since Siphon had taken on the duties of a guardian. The Guardians had always seen to the preservation of life; continued to keep the flux and flow of energy in balance. He bore the duty and influence of fire, receiving moniker and sigil of the Leon constellation.
 
   The summer solstice was a time for celebration. A time to resort the energy needed to give life. It was a tradition; one he had overseen countless times. Women dressed to represent the flame spun and danced in ancient ritual, males added to the display by twirling fire to the hunting beat. Older members of the tribe gazed at the festivities with watchful eyes for dangers. Fire was the giver of life, but it was also wild and untamed. Without consideration, it could become dangerous with ease. 
 
   Despite the continual rise of energy from the pounding drums, the chants of the elder members of the house; Shipon felt the shift in the air, a sharp rise of danger that shot suspicion through the blood.
 
   Dark golden eyes moved over the courtyard as he scanned the trees, statues, and underbrush, his instincts rising at the threat.
 
   With fluid grace he stood, placing his foot behind him for solid balance. Wide shoulders twisted to the side and squared to offer him the most stability and protection. His breathing slowed. His six senses branched outward; heightened awareness guiding him to where the attack might fall. 
 
   A single hand crossed his abdomen, sliding around the hilt of the dagger. His grip tightened.
 
   The moment, a soft whisper to his left, drew his attention; his eyes snapped to the sound. A flash of a silver blade alerted him to the direction. Shipon dropped his right shoulder, shifted his weight.
 
   One full turn put him well out of the way of the weapon, facing its wielder. With a swift pull and upward jab, his blade landed solidly against the soft flesh of the sternum.
 
   "Death," He said his lips pulling into a soft grin.
 
   "Death, death, always death," Rylan said with a laugh,
 
   The young apprentice took a half step back, rubbing the spot against his ribs with a grimiest; Shipon straitened, apprising the boy a moment. He was little more than a child, with wisps of fly away of brown hair and youthful storm-colored eyes. No more than a decade and a half. Just passed the point needed for a mortal to pass the age of manhood. But the child had talent, one that few mortals did. It was common for the guardians to choice apprentices from among the mortals. Despite the disapproval of certain members of the council, it was hoped that the bond might strengthen the connection between them. With no family to speak of, Shipon had decided that teaching the boy was a better alternative than discarding him.
 
   "Think before you act." He commanded over the sound of the drums.
 
   Rylan glanced up at him, his features wilting at the harsh reprimand.
 
   "You were too rash. What are the three rules?" Shipon asked.
 
   "The three rules of attack are; position yourself discreetly in stance or surrounding, remain undetected in either your presents or your skill, and strike at the right moment."
 
   As the boy spoke Shipon nodding his approval,
 
   "And what rules did you violate?"
 
   "All of them," Rylan muttered as he looked away.
 
   "When I detected you, you should have fallen back or reverted to defensive measures. Because you didn't you were killed." The guardian’s eyes heavy eyes rested on the boy.
 
   "Don't let him fool you." The deep, smooth voice was a calming balm next to the increasing pace of the drums. The laugh echoed across the stone.
 
   Marrick Dartell moved from the shadows around the celebration. He moved with the fluidity of a river. Eyes the color of the ocean shone from under the deep blue hooded robes, the garb of a guardian; the color representative of his own Cancerian house.
 
   "I suppose you have a better lesson?" Shipon laughed.
 
   "Not every battle is fought on the battlefield," Marrick said with a chuckle. "It is wise to keep your guard outside of the battlefield as well."
 
   Shipon turned to clasp wrists with the other.
 
   "If one knows how to battle, it doesn't matter what tactics are tried." He grinned widely "You can still win."
 
   “I am just certain I don’t understand why the knowledge is helpful,” Rylan muttered. 
 
   Marrick glanced at the boy still holding his sternum listening to the conversation.
 
   “You don’t understand the wisdom behind knowing how to battle effectively?” He asked glancing disapprovingly at Shipon. 
 
   “No, the guardians are said to bring peace and enlightenment. Why are we taught to attack?”
 
   “It is true. We are here to teach and lead, interfering with the affairs of a tribe or assemblage of people only when we must. But sometimes a guardian has been asked to preside or mediate certain affairs. In those instances, it can become… challenging.” Marrick answered lightly.
 
   “Some people are fools.” Shipon sniped. 
 
   “It is wisdom to know when you speak and when to stand. Those situations call you to protect or defend when words will have no effect.”
 
   As he turned away Marrick noted the young man’s hand still rubbing at his sternum.
 
   "Are you all right?"
 
   He nodded; a boyish grin lighting up his face.
 
   "Yes, it hurt a little."
 
   "Imagine how much this would hurt if it were real," Marrick said with a mischievous glint in his eye.
 
   Rylan placed a hand to his own jaw as he mocked thought.
 
   "Yes... perhaps you are right, but I am afraid I have never been stabbed. I could not say."
 
   Shipon's expression turned cool as he turned, taking a seat among the pillows once more.
 
   "Well, I have. That is why you need to sharpen your skills. One day it may not be a fake blade."
 
   Rylan's grin had melted before Shipon returned his attention to Marrick.
 
   "It's been a while. What brings you here?"
 
   Marrick's half smirked faded.
 
   He glanced over towards the boy, unsure of speaking in his presence. But, when no one made a move of concern, he began.
 
   "The council requests leave to come to speak with you here on terra. I convinced them to let me intervene and convince you of the sense of this beforehand."
 
   Shipon's jaw clenched hard against his teeth at the mere thought. His eyes glassed in a red fire, landing on his companion. The council coming to terra, earth in the words of a mortal, to speak with him was as confusing as it was daunting.
 
   “You come to tell me you're acting as a lap dog for the council now?"
 
   "No," Marrick said; his own eyes hardening dangerously. "But things have happened that cannot be ignored."
 
   Shipon recognized the instinctive response to the rise of power. Marrick was a guardian, just as he was. The life source of the universe and creation ran through their blood; the power of a guardian had a life, a breathing pulse, all of its own.
 
   Marrick was still very much in connection to the stars they called home. He did not have the years on earth that Shipon did. As a result, his source of power was more prevalent, where emotions held less control. 
 
   Logically he knew Marrick would do nothing to harm him. But if the two remained locked in this battle, a loss of control was possible. 
 
   And in any circumstance that offered no good end.
 
   He turned away with a growl of frustration.
 
   "You know I want nothing to do their games!"
 
   "I understand, but these are important matters," Marrick answered.
 
   "What could be so important that the self-proclaimed gods of the universe might sully their feet with the ground I walk on?" Shipon drawled in sarcasm, his arms outstretched.
 
   "The mortals proclaimed them gods." Marrick reminded, lowering his voice to be unheard by the native gathering.
 
   "That doesn't make it any truer," Shipon growled.
 
   "No, but their mind has difficulty understanding the true nature of things. They do not think as we do. They feel comfort by putting a face to the presence of energy that they don’t understand. Thus they call them... us... gods."
 
   Shipon fixed him in his golden stare. The council was nothing more than high ranked beings. Most of them had not even been born into the bloodlines. But as far as he was concerned they played at being the Gods the mortals thought they had to conjure. Shipon averted his gaze, running a hand through his raven hair.
 
   "Do you remember Thymus Clarian?" Marrick asked.
 
   The name sent a shiver of recognition over his spine.
 
   "I may remember something of him."
 
   "You should; he was the boy you started a war over."
 
   "Thymus Clarian was innocent of the charges against him. He was a child and marked to be put to death for the crimes of a traitor. The war began on a traitor's actions, not mine, and certainly not the boy’s. I challenge you to put yourself in my place. You would have acted no differently." Shipon snapped.
 
   "He is dead."
 
   Wide eyes whipped to his companion; cold shock rippled across his body like a lightning bolt raising his skin in bumps.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Mysteriously; we don't know the cause," Marrick muttered.
 
   For a moment Shipon stood speechless staring at his companion. Thymus had been important to him. A bond had formed between them long ago. Had circumstances been different he would have gladly taken the boy as an apprentice then.
 
   Even though he knew he would one day be forced to say goodbye, he had not expected it to end this way. A guardian's life was long lived. More like immortal. But to see him meet death at such a young age was not what he had expected. His thoughts pricked at him. He wondered what could have happened that would have taken such a drastic turn.
 
   "What does this have to do with me...?" He felt hard pressed to keep his voice even, but he managed.
 
   "Meet the council with me," Marrick said quietly. "You will get your answers."
 
   A soft lion growl sounded at the back of his throat. He wasn't sure of the cause, but he could feel the trap shutting, He didn't like it. 
 
   The nature of the guardians was simple to understand. Each bound to their star of birth. As a child of Regulus, the brightest star of the Leon Consolation, there was a creature, a nature born within. The Lion of Leon was as much a part of his blood as his power was and he shared the traits of the beast.
 
   "No…” He growled.
 
   "I know you are angry with them." Marrick continued. "But you must come to terms with one thing; your punishment is far less than you might think. You could have been forced into exile completely."
 
   "Exiled," Shipon snarled. "...Because those fools couldn't see I would not allow an innocent life to be taken."
 
   "Confined to the earth with the limited use of your power for a time was a mild justice to the lives lost during the war you caused," Marrick said.
 
   With that, his childhood friend turned to walk away.
 
   "The council has requested to meet with you, regardless." He said. "You can accept and offer an invitation or you can receive your edict to appear at the seat of power on Sirius. Think it over..."
 
   As Marrick walked away, Shipon turned his gaze off into the distance of the celebration.
 
   During his years of limitation, he had remembered well the faces of those lost. It was not something he wished to relive now.
 
   He sighed.
 
   Damn it! Had he not learned his lesson yet? He had sworn to avoid dealing with the powers-that-be until he was free of them. Free to continue his duty.
 
   With a frustrated growl, he turned back to Rylan.
 
   "What are we going to do?" The younger boy asked.
 
   "Orders are orders...." He muttered. “But you are staying here.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   The celebration would continue strong until the sun rose. Moody after the news, Shipon excused himself from the festivities, leaving the elders of the people to the details.
 
   He moved rapidly through the passageways of the temple, the seat of power among the guardians, with power behind each step. The flames of torches and candles lining the walls of the central temple mount flickered wildly as he passed them. Something didn't feel right. If the council wanted to see him, then he could save them the trouble of traveling to earth. He would simply deny them the invitation.
 
   They would have to order him to Sirius. That would at least buy him time.
 
   Of course, Sirius had long ago become the seat of power of the council. It was the brightest star and thus one of the most powerful. If he were called to Sirius then he would be figuratively placing his hand in the lion’s mouth. 
 
   But until then he would try to make sense of this puzzle.
 
   The news of Thymus's death had taken a much harder toll that he cared to admit.
 
   He couldn’t help but wonder if Thymus had been in danger and tried to seek him out. If perhaps because of his limitation he had failed to be able to answer the call. If he had been free of limitation...maybe...
 
   Entering the circle of the tome gallery at the heart of the temple he waved away the wisps of fire salamanders tending the flames in the open circle hearth in the center of the room.
 
   Once the wisps were gone, Shipon turned his attention to the innumerable shelves lined with books and manuscripts of histories and writings of power, accumulated knowledge from millennia past.
 
   Despite the news that it had brought, Marrick's visit had done one thing; it had awoken a part of him he feared lost by his limitation; his pride. He was a guardian; his duty was to the earth and her people. He wouldn't sit like a wounded cat and sulk while his others lost their lives.
 
   "You should really try this one. It's a fascinating read."
 
   Shipon whirled toward the voice. His scenes on high alert until his gaze found a tall, angular form.
 
   The man sat perched atop one of the low built tables nestled in the small alcove meant for study.
 
   Airous Ubaitin, the fourth member of the first file council, stood with a book propped in one hand, held open by his thumb and pinky.
 
   Long golden hair fanned in disarray along his back, the marked onyx eyes locked on the book, as if he were scouring the words, shifted to him.
 
   A low growl began to rumble from deep in Shipon’s vocal cords as he eyed the man coldly.
 
   "I have neither sent invitation nor accepted a request." He snapped. "Is it the council's intention to start a war now?"
 
   "No..." Airous said, unimpressed as he slapped the book closed and tossed it back on the table. His taunting dark eyes and half smirk turned to face him as he began approaching.
 
   "But you are in limitation... are you not?" He asked slowly beginning a circle around him that Shipon matched to keep him in view.
 
   "As such you are subject to council review with neither notice nor formality."
 
   The half smirk widened. The simple act boiled his blood. He did remember, though it was only vaguely.
 
   "What the hell do you want?" He snapped in irritation.
 
   "The council is prepared to offer you amnesty from past infringements in exchange for your help," Airous answered as he moved away with a confident stroll glancing down as if he were examining the floor.
 
   "It is the councils doing that put me here," Shipon muttered coldly.
 
   Airous held his hands out to either side, his face masked in neutral indifference.
 
   "At least take some of the credit for your wrong doing." He said his voice rolling the words out without care and coated in his own brand of confidence.
 
   "Not all of us pushed for exile. I, myself, included.”
 
   When Shipon didn’t answer Airous sighed lightly.
 
   "What if I told you that the life of a child depends on upon your answer?"
 
   The simple words shocked him into silence.
 
   Airous watched him, allowing him the time he needed to process the information before speaking again.
 
   "Yes, I thought that might get your attention." He smirked.
 
   Airous turned and settled himself in one of the overstuffed lounging chairs propping his feet up on an intricacy designed stand beside a stack of books.
 
   He motioned to one of the other chairs in question. When his actions were only met by a cold stare, he shrugged, settling in.
 
   "Marrick informed me that he told you of Thymus."
 
   When Shipon remained silent, the councilmen continued.
 
   "The death of Thymus Clarian is a matter in relation to you as you were the last person to see the boy before his death."
 
   Airous turned his attention to the carved armrests of the chair running his thumb along the carvings there.
 
   "And you think I had something to do with this?" Shipon watched his face carefully
 
   "No," Airous said lightly.
 
   "Speak sense!" He growled lightly.
 
   Shipon turned away from him moving toward the hearth. He knew if he continued to stare at the man he might not heed the little voice reminding him there were consequences for killing a council member.
 
   The aggravation floating in the back of his mind tempted him to act, a temptation he dutifully ignored.
 
   "The sense is that you were the last one to see him alive," Airous answered. "Thymus was found in the Northern Sea; an island off the coast of Mahara named Tully. The Temple Masters there are asking for aid as they are certain it is not a natural cause... and they asked for you."
 
   Shipon’s fist tightened. He knew who had called for him... Tully was an island he knew well, it had been the last place he had visited before being summoned to Sirius to answer for his actions.
 
   He features cooled. He was exceedingly aware that Airous was watching his face for a reaction. Shipon allowed the information to process for a moment before speaking; he had a feeling one more question would give him everything he needed.
 
   "And the child," He asked.
 
   "Thymus was found along with a child. The boy has fallen deathly ill."
 
   "What is it exactly you want me to do?"
 
   The half smirk returned but this time, it wasn't as much in condemnation.
 
   "We would like you to attend the call for the child. Help him if you can. See if you gather information on what has happened there. Obviously, something has taken root. You are familiar with Tully. Your name was mentioned directly. You may be the best one for this task."
 
   Shipon watched the flames. A summoning, what the mortals called prayer, was simply done the words didn’t matter as must as the intent and the feeling behind them. What the mortals believed were words sent to the Gods was a simple manipulation of energy felt as a disturbance by those who had the understanding of it.
 
   “Who spoke to the council of this?” He asked lightly.
 
   “I and a few others convinced the council to see reason.”
 
   "Why? And why didn't you side with the others to put me into exile?"
 
   The councilman hesitated a moment.
 
   "I thought that you had the potential to one day be of greater use; seems I was right."
 
   Shipon struggled within himself. The thought of helping the council after what they had done set him on edge. But truthfully this could be his only chance to discover what had really happened on Tully.
 
   After a few moments, his eyes rose from the fire and locked on Airous.
 
   “Tell the council I accept amnesty in return for my help." He said, his voice holding a stark ring of finality.
 
   “As you will," Airous said, his hands flourishing out to his sides.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Tully could be thought of as little more than a village in size. Spiraled around a natural mound of earth, the highest population counted a bit less than four thousand. But the thriving economy of the city itself, the fishing trade, and the lively nature of her people is what accounted for more than her size. Nestled at the base of Mount Edea, a natural dormant volcano, and surrounded on every side by the Northing Sea; the people had learned quickly how to easily sustain their own city.
 
   It felt strange to be back. He felt at ease despite the crush of people; almost as if he had been let out of a cage. His lips pulled into a bit of a smile. That was what it really was, he supposed.
 
   Shipon lightly pulled the reigns of the white mare below him. The animal was well trained but the crush of people, the overabundance of sights and sounds of the market hawkers along the streets of Tully, seemed to give her some pause.
 
   Males usually caused trouble for him. He had his guess why... the lion. He was in consideration a male predator. But for a female, he guessed, it was his territorial nature that made them feel more at ease with him. It was after all the nature of a lion to be protective of the females of his pride, whereas males were seen as a threat or a hindrance.
 
   After a time of climbing the circle, he gently tugged the mare under him to a stop.
 
   Lifting his eyes long enough to see the temple, half hidden in the falling dusk, he took a breath. He let the red cloak and hood return to cover his face. The garb and insignia pin of the guardians, a twelve-pointed star, were far from discreet but they were not made to be. 
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   He pulled the quiet, shy animal to a gentle halt when they reached the temple. His gaze took in the white marble and towering structure as if in a memory from a dream. It had been a long time. An almost unnoticeable movement caught his attention as he dismounted.
 
   An old man with short and rotund stature, eyes shining with wisdom far more than his age, with rumpled Temple Master robes stood gazing at him from the large open archway doors.
 
   "Eelcyon," Shipon muttered gently.
 
   The old priest moved slowly down the stairs seeming to not have heard him. When he was close enough, he reached out and brushed a gentle old hand against the horse's nose seeming mystified by the animal.
 
   "I wish to ask you forgiveness, Shipon." He muttered lightly. "I had hoped you would answer, but I know it was difficult for you."
 
   Shipon opened his mouth to speak but the old eyes turned to him.
 
   "However; I assumed you would want to know." The old priest eyes began to tear a bit. "You yourself brought Thymus here for safe keeping, gave your freedom for his life.”
 
   “Had I know, I would have come much sooner,” Shipon answered.
 
   “Thymus never knew what before you for his sake. But he never forgot what you did. He grew into a strong man with the heart of a lion."
 
   He stopped for a moment shifting his gaze back at the mare standing quietly enjoying the gentle touch.
 
   "I am glad to hear it," Shipon said lightly, his mouth breaking into a small smile. "His life was worth anything they did to me."
 
   "I know what you must have gone through to answer my summons," Eelcyon said quietly. "I simply didn't know who else would have the knowledge to save the boy."
 
   Shipon didn't answer. Instead, he offered his hand, friendly, open and palm up.
 
   Eelcyon stood for a moment observing the hand before a small smile brushed his face,
 
   "It has been so long since I have seen a formal greeting from a star born." He muttered with a twinkle in his eye.
 
   He reached out clasping wrists with the guardian he hadn't seen since he was a young man.
 
   "Now..." Shipon said lightly. "Lead me to this child."
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   "They were both found on the temple mount," He explained lightly.
 
   The Life Circle spanned the entire the center of the temple grounds, a rotunda of gardens continually tended by members of the house; a glass roof allowed the sun any time of year, and the Circle was the home to many exotic species of plants and trees. Even some wildlife had made their home in the paradise of the circle. Shipon followed Eelcyon as the old man shuffled gently along the pristinely kept terrace of the rotunda. 
 
   "I assume the council has enlightened you to the situation," Eelcyon said quietly.
 
   "Some... though I am sure not all," Shipon answered lightly.
 
   Shipon allowed his eyes to wander for a moment to the young women of the house that scurried around tending the gardens.
 
   Eelcyon chuckled lightly to himself at the glance,
 
   “Such life with which they accomplished their tasks,” He muttered. “The slowly passing decades had been kind to me, but I am still beyond in years. My work demands no such urgency and at my age, I would be loath to take on such a task as being in a hurry.”
 
   “The last time we meet I was your elder; I doubt you have changed much.” Shipon chuckled.
 
   “I am no longer a young stallion, full of life and vitality. I lead a simple life now guiding the younger ones in finding their own freedom.”
 
   Slowly he descended the steps into the life circle. Allowing his eyes to take in the beauty of the marble fountains and flowing water in the center, the source of life for the circle.
 
   "The child is of good health in all but mind."
 
   "He is mad?" Shipon asked as he followed, a look of confusion contorting his features.
 
   "No, but his mind wanders," Eelcyon answered.
 
   Shipon stopped for a moment taking in the information.
 
   "A man who has lost his life, a child who has lost in his mind; it seems quite a mystery."
 
   Eelcyon's old eyes appraised him with serious resolve.
 
   "Then things are as I feared. Dire..." He said lightly.
 
   A rise of chaotic energy caught Shipon’s notice. After sharing a glance with the old priest, Shipon glanced up in time to see a beautiful young woman rush through the trance, her youthful face pulled so tightly in concern that wrinkles appeared around her soft gray eyes.
 
   Her gaze swept the Life Circle until she found them.
 
   Thin, plain skirts, that marked her as an apprentice of the temple proper, fluttered behind her bare feet as she fled into the circle after them, her passing hardly making a sound on the stone steps.
 
   "Master Eelcyon." She stopped abruptly as she reached him.
 
   “What is it, Helia?” Eelcyon asked gently.
 
   She was a pert little thing, with gentle features and big doleful eyes that could set a heart on fire. But now they carried with them a sense of desperation.
 
   "Something is wrong." She managed to get out between gasps.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   The scent of Mugwort assaulted his scenes; the pungent odor stinging his nose and leaving him with unpleasant thoughts.
 
   Immediately he scanned the surroundings as Eelcyon pulled aside the translucent curtains. A small confined chamber usually reserved for house temple servants.
 
   The simple room held basic comforts, a bed, and a wooden chair. Stone walls and floor covered in ashes from the attempts to help the child.
 
   The boy lay stretched out on the bed as if sleeping. A woman he could only assume was the mother, a plain middle-aged lady with salted brown hair, slept against plush pillows in the corner.
 
   Helia sat on the side of the bed, brushing a hand over the boy's forehead whispering to him as if she were giving him some great secret.
 
   "We have been doing everything we can," Eelcyon said softly. "Helia has been working very hard. She as scarcely left the child to eat."
 
   "What have you done to discover the cause?" Shipon asked focusing hard on his old friend's face.
 
   "I sense something hovering around the child. His mind holds darkness unfamiliar to me." The older man muttered. "But alas I can't see the source or the cause."
 
   "I will see to the child alone." He muttered lightly.
 
   "Of course," Eelcyon nodded solemnly. Quietly he motioned for the priestess to join him as he moved to the woman in the corner.
 
   "She can stay." Shipon said lightly moving toward the child as he did so.
 
   Eelcyon nodded lightly.
 
   He and the young woman slipped out.
 
   Shipon knelt beside the child placing his fingers along his temples. Instantly he felt the presence; the brush of dark whispers, like a hum, in the child's mind.
 
   Drawing in a breath, he pulled from his core, the center of power within his being. A tingle brushed his skin as he sunk into the child's mind, flooding it with the soft, gentle light of a flickering flame. If he couldn't draw the child back towards his body, he would be lost. The child’s spirit seemed to float, lost in the tide of the living and the dead.
 
   "Return here child..." He muttered quietly. "There are those who miss you."
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   Hours passed. But he never faltered, coaxing the boy's mind backward into his body. The more time he spent, the more confused he became. The blocks within the child's mind were a maze of invisible barriers; a wrong move meant risking lost time.... lost energy.
 
   Shipon felt the weariness seep into his bones more and more as he struggled to lead the child back.
 
   Finally, with the sun breaking across the horizon, the boy's eyes fluttered open. Slowly at first and then rapidly, his eyes trying to adjust to the light and take in his surroundings.
 
   "Well done." Shipon muttered lightly.
 
   In the few moments it took for him to realize that he was back in the mortal world, the boy's eyes started filling up with tears. A whimper woke the woman in the corner, and she bolted upright.
 
   Shipon moved back, away from the boy, to give the woman some room as the wide-eyed mother scrambled off the floor. Diving onto the bed she wrapped her son up in her arms. He clung to her, large fearful tears falling from his cheeks.
 
   "Praise to the Gods... Praise to you for the life of my son." She whispered, tears rolling down her cheeks. She covered his head in kisses, crushing him into the protection of her arms.
 
   Shipon cringed at the notation. But instead of voicing his protest he knelt gently within arm's length of the child.
 
   "What is your name?"
 
   The boy sniffled lightly rubbing the tears from his face.
 
   "Altair." He muttered lightly.
 
   "Altair... you are a very brave boy." He said lightly, "But I need you to be brave one more time so that this doesn't have to happen to anyone else... Do you think you can do that?"
 
   He hesitated a moment as if he were thinking his lip quivered a little but he nodded.
 
   "I need you to tell me what happened to you?"
 
   "I was looking for my father's sheep. She had gone up the mount.”
 
   “My eldest...” The mother said lightly. “She was to help me with the solstice celebration. My husband relies on the children to watch the herd. When I needed my daughter to help me prepare, my husband allowed Altair to tend the sheep.”
 
   Her eyes began toe water looking down at him.
 
   “He was daydreaming as children do. One of the best yews slipped away.”
 
   Shipon watched the woman, listening in silence to the explanation.
 
   “She went into a doorway on the mountain." Altair said.
 
   His gaze fixed on the boy as he spoke.
 
   "A doorway?" Shipon questioned.
 
   Altair nodded.
 
   “I heard Bellanna bleating. She sounded scared. So I went to get her. There was a big stone room down inside the mountain, like a cave.”
 
   “Is that all that was there?” Shipon asked.
 
   The child shook his head.
 
   “There was a big stone stick. Like the Obelisk in my papa's books, remember?” He asked turning his face to his mother for confirmation.
 
   Shipon watched her as she nodded tearfully still in shock that her son was alive.
 
   “What did it look like, Altair?” He asked lightly.
 
   “It was big and black… it had a bunch of drawings on it."
 
   Shipon's eyes darkened at the new information.
 
   "Did you see anyone with you?" Shipon asked.
 
   The boy nodded slightly.
 
   "I saw a man... he was..."
 
   The boy faltered.
 
   "Yes," Shipon intervened. Seeing the discomfort of the child he knew who it must have been.
 
   “We know of him. Did you see anyone else?"
 
   Altair avoided looking too hard at anyone in particular.
 
   "No, but I saw the shadows.”
 
   “Shadows… Shadows of people?”
 
   “No…” Altair answered his voice breaking. “The darkness on the ground, it jumped at me and then..."
 
   He started to shake violently as he began reliving the experience.
 
   "And then?" Shipon prompted. He knew the child couldn't take much more, but the boy was holding information that could be vital.
 
   "And then I saw pictures in my mind. The mountain opened up, and there was fire everywhere. The sky was black, and rocks were falling from the sky."
 
   Tears started falling from his eyes again as he tried to talk.
 
   "People were running in the streets, and then a gray cloud exploded out of the mountain and covered up the city."
 
   His haunted eyes met Shipon's golden gaze.
 
   "And when everything was done everyone had turned to stone."
 
   Stone,
 
   That part confused him.
 
   As Shipon watched the woman console her son, allowing what the boy said to play over his mind, the door and curtain flew open. A man stood in the doorway, his eyes wide, drenched in sweat. He let out a hard breath at seeing the boy awake and lunged towards him just as the mother had.
 
   At the arrival Altair's tears grew, stammering apologies to the man who was obviously the father. Heedless of the words the man scooped him up muttering his own apologies.
 
   "Thank you!" The man choked out as he turned his attention to consoling his son.
 
   Shipon gave a silent, respectful nod leaving the family to celebrate their victory. As small as it seemed, it was still a large victory to have a child returned.
 
   He reached the door where Eelcyon waited.
 
   "Take me to Thymus." He said quietly as he exited.
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   He had tried so hard to forget the touch of hate, but now it spread through his being with a cry of sheer rage. It was easy to not note the bare dirt floor. He had seen similar things over the centuries.
 
   The only thing that held interest for her eyes was the stone platform lit only by the flickers of the death bed candles.
 
   He stared vacantly at the deceased wishing that it could have been anyone else. Shipon had been unaware that seeing him like this would provoke such a reaction.
 
   Yet now, staring down at the lifeless body Thymus Clarian, he knew.
 
   Dark hair pooled on the stone, his eyes, once the color of warm honey, had been closed before long before he arrived to maintain dignity.
 
   The death keepers as they were called had prepared him well. As soon as the sun disappeared behind the edge of the mount, the pyre would take his body. His ash would be allowed to remain in the temple.
 
   They had dressed him in the fresh master's robes for the task. The crest in his hands a familiar one. A twelve pointed star.
 
   "He never forgot," Eelcyon said gently noticing where his eyes had landed.
 
   The grind of hinges caused Shipon's eyes to abandon their place. A lean man who had seen his share of years waddled slowly into the room. His sunken eyes and bony features seemed to be chiseled from stone.
 
   "Sorrow, blessings be to the loved ones of the dead." His voice was soft spoken; citing the proper words of greeting in such a time.
 
   Shipon ignored the words. He was in no mood for formality.
 
   "Tell me, is it the years or the profession that gives you the appearance of being death itself, not its keeper." He muttered solemnly his voice smoldering under the heat of her earlier emotions.
 
   "Profession," The Death Keeper answered without a thought. "When a man sees nothing but death, it sucks away at his soul like a leech."
 
   Shipon could see no fault in the explanation. He himself felt as if a part of him were slowly slipping away, yet not only from the profession... from the room.
 
   "Eloquently put."
 
   "I know that look," Eelcyon muttered.
 
   Shipon glanced at him out of the corner of his eye.
 
   "Your mind is running faster than a wild mustang," Eelcyon muttered, moving up beside him as he straightened his robes. "Perhaps it's time to tame him."
 
   Air escaped slowly through his nose in a long sigh.
 
   "I need to visit the site." He said flatly.
 
   "Are you certain that is a wise decision?" The priest asked. "Shouldn't the council be made aware of the things you have found before...?"
 
   "What have I found?" Shipon snapped slightly in irritation, "I am no closer to solving this riddle then I was when I arrived. There is only one clue as to what murdered Thymus and cursed the child!"
 
   The Temple Master watched him a moment before offering a light nod.
 
   "You have not changed." He chuckled quickly. "I may humbly suggest you use caution; your anger has always caused your grief. The universe gives the star born tremendous power. But for all your power your human emotions can be your greatest weapon or the most terrible downfall." A kind smile brushed his face. "Do not allow your struggle with them to cause you to turn a blind eye to the answers that may be staring you in the face."
 
   With that the old man turned, placing a consoling hand on his shoulder for a moment before shuffling slowly away.
 
   Shipon watched him for a moment, contemplating his next move.
 
   Once Eelcyon was well out of sight and the Death keeper had left the room, he turned his attention back to the man on the stone table.
 
   "You can come out now." He muttered lightly.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   His gaze caught sight of movement, the dark brush of hair appearing from behind one of the messy shelves that supported a high volume of necessary items. Helia emerged, a sheepish, guilty look on her face.
 
   "How did you know?" Her voice sounded like a river bubbling over rocks, her tone highlighting the awkward frame of her features at being caught.
 
   Shipon appraised her coolly, but a sudden, odd, slam into his gut appeared with her presence. Something about it assaulted him.
 
   As if he were seeing her for the first time.
 
   She donned a curved, pleasing finger, accentuated by ample features, soft and smooth. All set-off but the wisps of soft dark hair and the haunting effect of gray eyes.
 
   "Your presence is.... hard to ignore." He smirked lightly at the half implication. "It doesn't become an apprentice to eavesdrop." He said lightly.
 
   Her small mouth dropped open.
 
   "How did you define my standing?" She asked, her beautiful eyes widening in innocent wonder.
 
   Shipon bit back a growl. The simple act toyed with the beasts instincts. She was kicking his predatory nature into overdrive somehow.
 
   Making herself small.
 
   The vulnerable set of her features gave him the distinct feeling of prey. The lion roared to life with a ferocity that surprised him.
 
   "It is not just any woman who wears the mark of her house." He answered.
 
   Even to his own ears, his voice sounded like it was coming out in a Leon purr.
 
   "Oh..." She muttered quietly.
 
   She glanced down at her skirts; a red blush strolling across her checks.
 
   "And I wasn't eavesdropping ... I mean... I was... I just wasn't trying."
 
   "Then what were you trying to do."
 
   He could feel his hard eyes burning into her as he waited for an answer. He found his gaze brushing past the thin skirts as if he could caress her skin with his eyes.
 
   Trying to shake away the feeling from his mind, his confusion rose sharply. It wasn't the fact that he was reacting to a woman, he had taken an oath of protection, not abstinence. The guardians had never pretended to practice anything of the sort. But it was the fact he was reacting so strongly to her.
 
   Forcing his eyes to her face, he waited for her answer.
 
   "I... just wanted to say goodbye." She said lightly.
 
   Her eyes trailed over Thymus, almost caressingly, sending his mind into a million different conclusions.
 
   "And you felt you had to sneak around for that," Shipon asked trying to focus on what she was saying.
 
   "Initiates are not allowed to visit the dead. The Temple Masters believe that if we do so early in training that we will lose sight of the laws. Perhaps try to use black arts to return loved ones to life."
 
   The sad tone in her voice send ripples through his body, a growl rumbled from his throat.
 
   "Some of those in influence are fools, corrupted by their own power. It is unwise to not allow others to mourn for the loved ones they have lost."
 
   "Then... you won't tell?" She asked lightly.
 
   "Your secret is safe with me." He muttered.
 
   She sighed in relief. Her eyes smiling at him, making him somehow feel as if his legs would stop working; but when her eyes returned to Thymus they retained the dejected look.
 
   "At least we will not be preparing the child for the pyre as well. Thanks to you. I did everything in my power, I was deathly afraid we would lose him to this madness as well."
 
   Her eyes flashed up at him with stark admiration blended with sorrow. A sorrow so deep it almost physically pained him.
 
   "You did well with the child, were it not for your efforts I might have been too late."
 
   He intentionally turned away from her to continue the conversation.
 
   "You are Eelcyon's apprentice then?"
 
   "Oh no..." She answered, coming up beside him. "I study under all the Temple Masters, Master Clarian as well. At least I did..." She answered.
 
   "You must have been close to him." Shipon acknowledged.
 
   "The temple is my home and I serve here until I am deemed complete with my study."
 
   "How long have you been in practice?" He asked.
 
   "Since I was a little girl," She answered perching herself delicately upon the table beside Thymus. "I was seven winters when I was brought here."
 
   He mused at the information a moment.
 
   Her placement put her so close to him he could detect the scent of her skin, his eyes involuntary raked across her form. A shiver coursed his spine.
 
   "I have been here so long I scarcely remember what the outside world looks like." She whispered lightly as if she were sharing some large secret.
 
   Her hair fell over her shoulder and brushed against the skin of his arm as she leaned in.
 
   He almost groaned as the soft touch sent tongues of fire dancing along his skin
 
   “You knew Master Clarian?” She asked lightly.
 
   “Once,” He muttered.
 
   Her eyes seemed to ask for more detail and she sighed lightly.
 
   “Thymus was a boy in Dalancia, a city outside of the southern islands. I was summoned to mediate a war treaty between Dalancia and another city on the border of their domain.”
 
   Her gaze tugged at him making him want to continue.
 
   “The laws of negotiation in Dalancia can be quite…. strict. A special term of rules had been built to keep treachery at bay when negotiations are being discussed. Masterfully I might add. They left no room for error in protecting against treason. At least so they thought.”
 
   “A particularly enthusiastic political figure in Dalancia was offered a king’s ransom to aid in an established betrayal, but by the laws in place he would have forfeited his life. He carefully designed a plan to carry out his assignment, placing the blame on Thymus in his place.”
 
   He glanced down unable to look at her anymore.
 
   “I discovered the deception, took it before the heads of state in Dalancia before they could pass judgment. But the plans were too well laid. By their own laws, they couldn’t touch the guilty man… by their own laws they were forced to sentence Thymus to death.”
 
   “What did you do?” She muttered lightly.
 
   “I did what I needed to.” He said lightly. “I withdrew my aid from Dalancia. I refused to assist anyone who would put a child to death after ample prove of his innocents, only to satisfy an adherence to a written law. In the dead of night, I relieved the prison of him, we left the city walls the moment the true bloodbath began.”
 
   He could feel her eyes brushing him.
 
   “And now you come to save another child.” She muttered lightly. "You are going to the mount."
 
   Her breath caught at him; almost as much as the touch of her hair.
 
   "Yes... I have things I need to see to."
 
   Something about the circumstances had him on edge, but he couldn't think straight enough to define the cause.
 
   "I want to come with you." She said quietly "I want to know what has happened just as much as everyone else does. The Temple Masters won't allow it; unless they think you asked for my presence."
 
   He tried to focus on her words, not the full brush of the lips that said them. He had to replay them in his mind several times before he could form a clear response.
 
   "No," His eyes burned into her as he found his voice. "I will not be held responsible for your life."
 
   "Please," She groaned quietly almost like a small child hoping to get their way. "I promise I will be no trouble. I listen well and will stay out of the way."
 
   The shift in her tone caused a shiver to glance his spine.
 
   "The mount is a dangerous place right now." He muttered.
 
   "I am a woman." She muttered indignantly, a mischievous smirk on her face as she plopped her hands on her hips, "Not a young girl."
 
   He couldn't deny the claim in the least and he was rapidly losing the will to try.
 
   "Besides, you might need me." The mischievous smile wilted. "I don't want to see you return like Thymus did."
 
   His gut clawed at him so hard he missed the fact she had called him by name and not by his title. For a few moments, he noticed something was trying to gain his attention, something stinging his thoughts in the back of his mind. But as soon as he would reach for it, it would disappear.
 
   With a sigh of resignation, he glanced back at her.
 
   "I need to speak to Altair more, once he has had time with his family, and then I will need rest. If you insist on this endeavor then so will you."
 
   A smile brushed her lips.
 
   "I will be ready. I will also tell the Temple Masters you requested my presence so they will not ask questions."
 
   She slid lightly from the table and hurried towards the door.
 
   "I must go... If I am caught here...." She shuddered "I’ll be in the kitchens scrubbing pots for a week."
 
   She laughed lightly, the sound of bells.
 
   "Send for me when you are ready, I promise I will have it all in order by then." She muttered lightly as she opened the door silently checking both directions before slipping out as if she was never there.
 
   His whole body shuddered the aftermath of her presence. A glance at Thymus, ready to meet the pyre, sent a measure of guilt zinging through his blood. How could he have reacted that strongly to a woman in a place meant for mourning?
 
   He stood for a moment watching the closed doorway in stark confusion, wondering what he had gotten himself into.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   It was a large, ornate stone archway carved by expert hands into the base of Mount Edea, the yawning mouth of a cave formation.
 
   Shipon examined the cut carefully.
 
   Expect hands indeed, but not the hands of mortals.
 
   It was too smooth.
 
   The craftsmen ship spoke more of his own bloodlines.
 
   The howl of wind brushed over the obscure entrance like a hungry pack of wolves. There was a dark, foreboding feeling to the air and for a moment he deliberated.
 
   Perhaps Altair had not entered the mount of his own will.
 
   Children were usually more perceptive, more so to negative energies. He couldn't fathom anything that would have possessed the boy to enter despite it... Perhaps he had been drawn into the caves for a purpose.
 
   The evening before Shipon had managed to speak to him more. Carefully he had uncovered the location of the entrance; causing as little suffering as possible. It had been difficult; but despite the terrors he had faced, Altair was as brave as any warrior. He would do amazing things one day. Even the boy had seemed to find comfort in those words.
 
   A cord of strength to carry with him through the trials of his life,
 
   Pulling his mind back to the task at hand Shipon set his eyes on the entrance, his jaw tight.
 
   Sitting atop his white mare he glanced over at Helia. The gelding she rode dancing nervously at the negative implications, as well as quite possibly the nearness of Shipon himself.
 
   "Last chance," He muttered as she tried to still the fidgeting animal.
 
   "I'm going with you." She said steadfastly. "You can't get rid of me that easily."
 
   She flashed a grin that caused a shock in his blood. It rippled all the way across his body. The light wind tossing her hair gave her the appearance of some phantom luring him towards her. He could almost see the brush of power around her drawing him in, inviting him. The idea should have set him on edge, but instead, it set his blood on fire.
 
   Pushing away the mental fuzz he lightly squeezed the horse’s flanks.
 
   "No turning back now." He muttered.
 
   The caverns seemed to stretch for miles; Shipon reached for a smooth round stone sitting patiently in the confines of his robes. Sparking his power like a flint, the interior quickly ignited the illumination giving the appearance of full daylight on a red dawn.
 
   As the pair traveled he found himself noting the shape of Helia’s face, the shine in her eyes from the red stone. He bit down hard on the instinct to reach for her, shaking from the effort.
 
   In that moment he began to regret the decision to let her come with him.
 
   The silence stretched out around them, as did the intensity of the woman beside him.
 
   He tried to focus on sounds around them, listening for any hint of danger.
 
   But all he heard was the wind mixed with the sound of her breath.
 
   His whole body felt like it was on fire.
 
   Just about the time he felt like he might not be able to take it anymore, the cavern opened in front of them.
 
   His eyes set on the tower in the center. From Altair's retelling he expected the stone to be cold and lifeless but now it stood in radiant glory showering the stone cave with a violent energy almost the color of blood.
 
   He halted, holding up a hand for Helia to stop.
 
   As she reigned in her mount, he held up a finger for her to wait behind with the horses.
 
   Steadily he dismounted, shoving everything about the woman with him from his mind. He needed his concentration, being without it could spell trouble for them both.
 
   Moving cautiously forward he examined the stone with a careful eye.
 
   Engravings covered the stone face, just as Altair had said.
 
   He recognized them as an old world dialect, an ancient language never used in the history of the earth.
 
   As his eyes grazed over the words; reading them in the passage.
 
   He was so emerged in the discovery that he didn't notice Helia had dismounted.
 
   "What do you see?" She asked softly as she approached him.
 
   The sound of her voice so close startled him. He whirled towards her, calming only when her face came into view.
 
   "I thought I told you to wait with the horses?" He growled.
 
   "I wanted to know." She answered. "What do you see?"
 
   "What do I see?" He asked in a growl. "I see… that we are in a lot of trouble.”
 
   "What do you mean?" She asked kneeling beside the stone tower with him.
 
   "Look at these symbols..." He muttered pointing to one in particular. "That is the symbol of Nemesis."
 
   "Nemesis?" She asked lightly. "I believe I heard that from an old story told by the Temple Masters when I was a girl," Helia said softly. "They say that life came from the fires of creation, whereas the eternal darkness, death is said to have begun with a star named Nemesis."
 
   "It is more than an old story," Shipon said coldly his mind turning in a thousand different directions.
 
   "A long time ago there was a celestial war. Two very powerful men, brothers, Cyrus who was born of Sol, what the mortals call the sun, and Zephtis born of a twin star called Nemesis. They founded the laws of creation and life... until Cyrus used the fires of creation to create a woman. Zephtis grew jealous and a war began."
 
   "In the battle, the woman was killed, and her soul shattered, spreading across the universe to giving birth to the millions of stars that you see at night. As the old story goes the guardians were created from the affections that Cyrus and his love share; to protect the gift of life that the mate of Cyrus held so dear to her heart. But that is a legend.
 
   "War waged on. Enraged by the death of his mate, Cyrus managed to overcome his brother, but unable to kill him due to the oath they had taken, displaced his power and locked it away on earth.... into towers."
 
   Shipon glanced up at her his eyes shining dangerously as he began to understand.
 
   "Cyrus banished Zephtis to his home on Nemesis. But even the power of Cyrus has its limits. Every twenty-six million years Nemesis returns and the battle begins again. But the battle has always been minimal... because of these."
 
   Shipon felt the hair on his neck stand on end as he motioned to the tower.
 
   The room seemed to darken just at the name.
 
   "Someone has been messing with powers far, far beyond their ability to understand."
 
   Remembering the story Altair had shared; Shipon moved away, examining the ground, looking for where the boy had been attacked.
 
   "You mean to say that these...towers.... are a way to summon Nemesis?" Helia asked.
 
   "No." He answered distractingly, engrossed in allowing his eyes to flow over the area as he spoke.
 
   "The orbit of Nemesis cannot be altered. These sites are merely vessels, holders if you will. To allow them to open would be allowing Zephtis to regain his strength so that when he does return... It would be allowing the return of the Celestial war."
 
   "If they were opened couldn't they just be closed again?" She asked lightly.
 
   "If only it were that simple." Shipon admonished, his frustration growing as his search continued to turn up empty. It was like the caves have been wiped clean of energy prints.
 
   "So, it is impossible?"
 
   "Nemesis's house is one of the oldest and darkest houses in the known universe. It won't be that simple."
 
   "What about the other houses, the other guardians?" She asked.
 
   Shipon thought a moment.
 
   "Perhaps... I don't know. But if we were to stand a chance the twelve houses would have to unite with their source of power. That knowledge has been lost since the end of the celestial war."
 
   "I see."
 
   "Our only chance to stop this for curtain is to be sure that these towers are never activated..." Shipon said, "That is the only...."
 
   Allowing his attention to resettle on her, Shipon felt the sudden shift far too late to be able to react. Helia turned, the full weight of her eyes landed on him.
 
   Frozen in place by the heat in her gaze alone,
 
   Shipon felt his entire body writhing as heat coiled around him. Her face bathed in a sinister ethereal beauty that would not allow him to move a muscle without feeling like his body was going to shatter from pleasure.
 
   "Thank you." She cooed softly. "I had my suspicions all along, but I could never acquire the information. I knew if I followed you around long enough I would get my answers.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   He couldn't make sense of what she was saying. Shipon understood the words, but the meaning was almost completely lost in the waves of sensation rolling across his skin.
 
   "I was disappointed when Thymus wasn't able to give me the answers I needed," Helia said.
 
   His jaw tightened as bumps formed along his arms and neck. His eyes remained fixed on her as she slowly made her way across the distance towards him, but the name brought some of his thoughts forward.
 
   "What do you mean?" He managed to ask, his lungs drawing air in at a heightened rate.
 
   "About the towers..." She said sweetly, stopping just long enough to motion to them but not take her gaze away from his.
 
   "We knew the towers were the key to unlocking the power of Nemesis, but we weren't sure from there." She admitted.
 
   Her mouth drooped slightly for a moment as if she had thought of something before regaining the tight-lipped seductive position.
 
   "We...?"
 
   Shipon wracked his mind trying to draw meaning from her words.
 
   "Yes, we..." She giggled, drawing up within distance enough to touch him, leaning in slowly her breath tickling his ear.
 
   "You don't think that I am the only one to show an interest in the towers, do you?"
 
   The warmth against his skin caused him to emit a low rumble in the back of his throat his eyes fixating on her as she began a slow circle around him. His skin prickled hard as her fingers brushed at his chest, sides and back, completing a full turn.
 
   "Now, the idea that the twelve houses could combine against us..." She stopped before him her soft eyes dancing over his. "That we planned for."
 
   Shipon had lost his ability to understand almost completely as her skin brushed him. It was no longer his dominant animal driving him when it came to this woman. It was a simple primal energy, something that had woken the beast within him to a breaking point. Somewhere in his tattered mind, he realized she must have done something, something to harness the control of his animal nature, something that was triggered by the instinct when her actions spoke pray.
 
   His eyes raked her form without apologies. The clothes she wore being ripped to shreds in his mind.
 
   "All we need now..." She whispered lightly as she reached out and seductively removed the hood from his face. "....Is the power to open the tower."
 
   Her fingers brushing through his hair set his nerve endings alight, he didn't understand and sure as hell didn't care. His hands shot outwards and gripped her hips, pulling her hard into his chest, tightening the distance between her hips and his.
 
   Her soft eyes shined in triumph in the crimson light. His entire body shook from the forced he was trying to fight back. Something wasn't right. Trying to allow the animal enough reign to cool the flames, he lowered his head to her neck.
 
   He needed to grasp the pieces of his logical mind that were screaming.
 
   A purr rumbled from his throat.
 
   He couldn’t keep himself from nuzzling at the nape of her neck, the hollow of her throat, scenting and nipping at her skin.
 
   The action cleared his head a little. He began trying to replay her words in his mind trying to get some control of his senses, despite the scent of her skin and the lion demanding his prize.
 
   Suddenly a thought occurred to him.
 
   She had mentioned Thymus, she had mentioned the towers... she had been the cause.
 
   She had been the cause of it all... He had allowed it.
 
   Just as the thought came to him, she shifted, trying to pull away. The beast rose sharply shoving him back into a world of chaos, desire and hunger.
 
   Shipon yanked his head upward, his eyes fixing dangerously on her as a warning begin to rumble deep in his throat, a lions warning. His hands tightened digging into her hips so tightly he could have broken bone if he wasn't careful.
 
   Helia winced but didn’t stop him.
 
   Gently working herself from his hands despite the warning she turned her back. Slowly she tossed her shoulders backward allowing her olive skin to show passed the moving fabric.
 
   Every movement was agonizingly slow.
 
   By the time the cloth brushed her mid-back his hands clenched so hard his nails dug into his palms. Tired of fighting the urge he reached forward gripped her shoulder and spun her to face him, his grip twisting in the top of her dress and ripping the material to her waist.
 
   There was no fighting it back anymore. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he ripped her off of her feet his other hand gathering the thin skirts and yanking them up to meet her waist.
 
   None too gently he deposited her on her back against the stone floor pinning her there by his grip on her waist.
 
   The air whooshed from her lungs at the impact, but his logical mind was too far gone to care. She squirmed under him, wiggling herself against his hips in a playful manner, a coy smile playing on her lips. His grip slid to her rump crushing her against him. His eyes hardened in warning. He released her long enough to shed his own clothing from the torso up.
 
   Leaning over her he shed the rest, capturing her gaze with his. Her nails raked lightly over his chest and arms sending him into a whirlwind of fire, her touch lingering on his skin that prickled beneath her fingers.
 
   Reaching out his hand wrapped up in her hair ripping her mouth to his in demand. His hand found its way between her thighs, making her gasp against his lips.
 
   He released her mouth nipping and licking along her skin.
 
   Her keening cries assaulted him driving him farther and farther into madness.
 
   His hands shook.
 
   His breath came in ragged pulls.
 
   It only took a few moments before he felt like he would melt from the heat ragging thought his body, his gut clenched so hard it felt like a viper had curled up and was brushing around, sending waves of chaotic energy winging thought him.
 
   Unable to stand it any longer he flipped Helia onto her knees.
 
   The world exploded into blood red light; he could feel the blocks around his core starting to crumble, but he was too far gone to care.
 
   He didn't care. The only thing he could define was the wash of sensations that tortured him. He didn't notice the rumble of the ground below him, how the horses began tossing their heads, breaking free from the ties and running as the stone walls began to shake violently. He held her still, the lion in full control, knuckles white from the grip on her hips.
 
   The buildup happened so rapidly he was almost unaware. The world completely swirled into nothing as the girl below him let out a pleasure filled moan. His peak hit him hard stripping him of every ounce of control.
 
   Exhausted and drained beyond normal measure Shipon collapsed in a heap on the floor, the lion sated.
 
   His logical mind returned.
 
   He glanced up from his place on the floor at the naked woman who was already pushing herself to her feet and replacing her clothing with a satisfied smirk.
 
   "What the hell did you do to me?" He growled softly, as his mind returned, fearing the answer before it even came.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   The laugh that echoed across the caverns rattled his composer.
 
   "Tell me!" He snapped.
 
   He tried to lift himself from the stone floor, but his shaking limbs refused to obey him.
 
   "You should be thanking me." She giggled lightly. "You most likely will never see that sort of pleasure from another woman."
 
   Her gray eyes turned back to him but instead of lighting a fire in his blood, this time, he only saw the touch of ice, a cold blackness that fueled his anger at the situation.
 
   Her words finally began taking root in his mind bringing with them the full weight of their implication.
 
   "It was you all along." He growled.
 
   A smirk played with her lips.
 
   "Yes... and no one was ever to the wiser." Her smile faded. "Well, Thymus was a bit of a challenge." The smile returned. "He saw more than everyone else."
 
   Shipon felt his anger rise in time with her words.
 
   "He almost found me out too." She laughed.
 
   "Why?" He snapped. "Why are you doing this?"
 
   "Why?!" She repeated. "Do you know what it is like? Being a woman in a temple of men who find your body appealing?" Her face tightened in anger. "I will never be subject to a man's whims again. That was what I was promised."
 
   "You will be subject to the council's whims when they found out what you have done." 
 
   Shipon managed to make it to his hands and knees as he spoke.
 
   "I don't think so." The smile was instantly back as she finished rearranging her clothing.
 
   "I will go to them and tell them myself." He threatened.
 
   "Oh, I doubt that will be very productive."
 
   He glared up at her his irritation building.
 
   "Speak sense!"
 
   "Shipon, please..." She mocked lightly. "Allowing the opening of a tower, and the deaths of so many people? Not to mention, you’ve already lost favor with the astral council once before. I doubt they will have the kindness of heart to grant you the time to listen to what you have to say."
 
   The full implication of her words hit him and hard. If what she said was true then he would most likely face exile.
 
   "A fallen star, a fallen god," She muttered lightly.
 
   His wide eyes leveled with the stone floor. Exile would mean the loss of everything.
 
   "It was a plan. It was in placement from the beginning..." He muttered.
 
   "The twelve houses were the only thing that could stop the return of the Lord of Nemesis to full power. We had to eliminate you somehow." She offered a fake pout.
 
   Marrick was right. He had been right all along... not all wars or fought on the battlefield and because of his inability to see it he had been led into this blindly.
 
   "There are others... The council...." He muttered. "How else could such a well-laid plan work?"
 
   She moved closer to him though still not within reach and knelt.
 
   "We have many people... many who do their work in the shadows."
 
   Shipon glanced up at her, his body trembling from the effort but he was gathering some strength back.
 
   "What do you mean... the people I killed?" He asked with a hard swallow.
 
   Shipon wasn't sure he wanted the answer. But he had to know. He had to understand what was happing. Maybe there was still a way out of this.
 
   "The towers require quite bit more of a power source to open them. Much more then Mount Edea does. I simply removed your ability to control yours in the throes of passion." She glanced briefly at her bruised hips and arms before meeting his eye again with a teasing grin. "And I do believe you enjoyed yourself thoroughly,"
 
   Shipon growled.
 
   "What does that have to do with...?" Suddenly his mind shot back to Altair. The visions the boy had, the slight memories he retained of the quacking ground and the surge of power.
 
   "The mount..." He muttered. "You used my power to awaken the mount."
 
   Her half smirk was barely visible before she stood.
 
   “In truth, I used it to wake the towers. It was just bound to weaken the mount with it. I wasn't counting on the child seeing a piece of my own mind, but it did work to my advantage."
 
   Her eyes flashed with mischief.
 
   "The destruction of the city should do quite well to begin feeling destruction to the heart of Nemesis."
 
   “Stone… The living statues,” He snapped.
 
   She moved to him settling just out of arms reach capturing his eyes.
 
   "You cursed the child, and then you stayed by his bed to push his mind farther way."
 
   "I couldn't have him telling all that he knew, at least not until we could secure your coming."
 
   "Airous..." He snapped. "Airous is a part of this."
 
   "Among others," She said lightly. Standing she turned toward the entrance.
 
   “And you asked me about my past to hide your intentions.” He growled.
 
   “That was purely to see if my compulsion was truly effective.” She laughed lightly. “Had they not been I doubt you would have told me so easily…”
 
   “I did truly enjoy our time together." She said as she threw a haphazard kiss towards him. "We shall certainly have to make this more of an occurrence."
 
   Shipon pushed himself to his feet. Helia moved away, disappearing into the darkness. He wanted nothing more than to launch after her, but when he pushed his weight he stumbled and fell.
 
   It was over.
 
   It was all over.
 
   He focused the last remaining bit of energy he had at the core of Mount Edea. Helia had been far from telling false tales.
 
   The core boiled. Heat violently pooled under the surface, pressure built behind the curtain as the mount waited to unleash her fury on the city.
 
   Frustration, anger, guilt... all of it boiled inside of him with the same amount of fury as the mountain.
 
   He had been a tool, a pawn.
 
   Instead of protecting the city, he would now be the one to bring about its fall.
 
   Helia was right. The council would see him powerless after this.
 
   The Brotherhood.... The astral houses would crumble.
 
   He would never be able to convince them of the truth of what had happened here.
 
   As far as they were concerned, he was the evil that had happened to this island.
 
   His mind felt shattered, torn into two by the implications, by his own failure. He did find some comfort that if he was indeed banished he would not have to suffer the memories long.
 
   He slammed his hands on the stone floor in frustration. He should be damned... and he would be. But the mortals should not have to bear that damnation. It wasn't right.
 
   He sighed heavily.
 
   He remembered the look on the boy's face, Altair. He would be the one to suffer the most. He would relive the visions that he was trapped with; this time in real time... he would see those deaths he was so afraid to see again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Regret crawled through his limbs like a living entity.
 
   Shipon stood, slowly, his balance as worthless as newborns'. The release of power, the core energy, in one large explosion had weakened him significantly. Finally, he made it up enough it gain his feet.
 
   Gathering his clothing he replaced them along his shaking limbs. He didn’t want his bare form to be a constant reminder of his failure; he would have enough of that already.
 
   He couldn't help but allow a muttered curse to leave his lips, His eyes fixing on a spot in the distance. He should have learned his lesson, he had known better than to deal with the higher powers.
 
   Briefly, he wondered at how many in the council were involved in this plot; perhaps all of them.
 
   No... Some of them had to be genuine. Else the charade he had been put through would not have been necessary.
 
   But which ones…
 
   The truth was that at least for now he had no way of knowing who in the council were true and who had traded their loyal.
 
   The horses had long since bolted from the caves, so he began the slow journey back to daylight relying on the wall for much of his support. As he moved farther and farther into the tunnel, he realized his vision was far less than he first observed. With his power waning, the stone in his robes dimmed to almost nothing, leaving him in almost complete darkness.
 
   Stumbling along with nothing but the wall for a guild, Shipon turned his frustration inward. He hadn't learned his lesson. So what was he supposed to do... denounce the oath... refuse to take part in the leadership of the council? What by the name of the stars was he supposed to do?
 
   He stumbled against the stone wall, collapsing in a heap on the floor of the tunnel. For the first time in his life, he felt like he didn't want to get back up. He had done nothing worth his pride.
 
   He had not followed his oath.
 
   He had simply brought about the beginning of the fall of an age.
 
   Taking a sudden breath, he felt his chest constrict.
 
   What difference would it make if he stayed here or made it to the surface, he had no chance to evade his fate this time.
 
   Slowly he shifted. His back pressed against the cold stone causing a light shiver. He sighed lightly.
 
   No.
 
   He slowly looked up from his place on the floor.
 
   To hell with the council,
 
   There was no way of knowing who could be trusted anyway. Right now he had only one goal. He had to do something. The people of Tully had not broken any trust. He was bound to his oath. He had to try to save them.
 
   To hell with everything else; He had given everything once before despite the consciences, live or die, it didn't matter where his fate rested.
 
   Gathering all the strength he could, he pushed himself back to his feet.
 
   Struggling to keep his feet moving, Shipon forced his mind to the task at hand. He knew he would need to find some way to regain his strength. But for all of his experience it was never a swift process. He didn’t know how he would he be able to recharge it rapidly enough.
 
   He slammed the frustration out.
 
   He couldn’t think of that now.
 
   He first needed to reach daylight. The rest he would worry about when the time came. 
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   The rays of the sun rippled along the waves. The sky above him boiled pitch black and red against the power of Mount Edea.
 
   By the time Shipon finally stumbled from the mouth of the caves, he was drench in sweat and breathing raggedly.
 
   Trying to regain some of his wind he allowed his gaze to begin a sweep on the situation.
 
   His jaw tightened. The island was completely cut off from the mainland; without accesses to solid ground, the land mass had become a death trap.
 
   Think! He commanded himself; there had to be a way.
 
   Suddenly an unexpected snort sounded from nearby. Shipon glanced up in time to see the beautiful grace of the white mare stumble up the elevated rock face.
 
   For a moment he stood stock-still, unable to believe the animal had returned to the dangers of the mount. It’s was madness. He couldn’t understand why she would risk such a thing.
 
   Her eyes seemed to connect with him.
 
   All at once bolts of understanding shot across his blood.
 
   She had returned to him, to help him.
 
   For a moment the world fell away and his inner lion connected with the beating heart of the mare. Her selfless act opened up an energy wave he had never knew existed. He could feel her loyalty, her majesty, her willingness to face the dangers for them.
 
   She knew. She knew what was at stake.
 
   And she had chosen to fight.
 
   Strength flooded back into his limbs. Not enough to replenish his power, but enough to stave the exhaustion that threatened to take him.
 
   The mare stood quietly looking at him as if urging him to get up to fight harder.
 
   In that moment of clarity, Shipon understood. For the first time, he understood.
 
   Eelcyon... The words flew back to him in succession.
 
   "The stars give the brotherhood tremendous power, but for all your power your human
 
   emotions can be your greatest power or the most terrible downfall." A kind smile brushed his face.
 
   "Do not allow your struggle with them to cause you to turn a blind eye to the answers that may
 
   be staring you in the face."
 
   The guardians had been suppressed, their understanding controlled by the council; perhaps to aid the return of Nemesis, perhaps unknowingly.
 
   But one thing was certain. There was never anything as powerful as what he had just experienced.
 
   It all came back to this.
 
   If he had not saved Thymus's life almost four decades before, then Shipon himself would not be here, now...to stop this. To be the one to know what was happening.
 
   The council may not allow him to plead his case. But that didn't matter. If he could plant the seed of doubt, he may yet get the information into the hands of those that could stop the rise of Nemesis.
 
   He approached the mare with the reverence deserved of such a bold and beautiful creature.
 
   Suddenly he understood Eelcyon's fascination with them.
 
   "Thank you..." He muttered lightly, gently placing his forehead against the long muzzle.
 
   The mare nickered lightly, brushing him with her muzzle. With a retreated step, the mare tossed her head, anxious to be off.
 
   "By your command," He said lightly. A small smile brushed his face.
 
   Shipon moved to her side. With a swift moment, he ripped the leather strapping of the common made saddle. She would need speed and maneuverability that the saddle would hinder.
 
   "Let's go, my lady. We don't have much time." He muttered softly.
 
   Swinging up into her, bareback, he pulled the reigns gently.
 
   "You know what to do." He muttered.
 
   She snorted lightly then maneuvered carefully but swiftly down the rocky surface.
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   The moment her hoofs hit even ground the animal hesitated only long enough to gather power into her legs. She launched forward her head lowering to match the effort.
 
   He gave her room to the reins. He trusted her. She was well trained.
 
   Truthfully in this moment, she was in better shape than he was.
 
   He focused his attention on his own duties.
 
   Glancing up toward the mountain his eyes narrowed, he would have little to no room for error. Toxic black clouds rolled from the top of the mountain. Ash had already begun to rain from the sky, turning the world into a black and gray tomb.
 
   Luckily the mountain was not too far along in her fury yet; if he were lucky...
 
   A resonating boom echoed across the island, the ground shuddering under the assault. The mare bolted a little, crow hopping sideways at the sound.
 
   Shipon grabbed tighter on the reins to slow her down a bit.
 
    
 
   He whipped his gaze to the mountain.
 
   Ash and volcanic rock burst from the crater straight up into the air.
 
   He watched with wide eyes as the first pebbles of cooled magma began to pelt the ground like rain. Gritting his teeth together hard Shipon pulled on the reigns to turn the mare and urge her forward again.
 
   He was running out of time. If he didn't act quickly, the deaths would begin. They would come slowly at first, that was a granted, but he was unwilling to waste the lives of anyone for the sake of borrowed time. Total failure would place the death toll in the thousands.
 
   "Come on my lady." He urged the horse lightly under his breath. Reaching out as the mare had done before he offered her reassurance as she ran.
 
   Words were not needed.
 
   He poured the strength he had gained back into her.
 
   The horse snorted in between blasts of oxygen. He felt the sharp determination; she was giving it her all. Her gut heaved with the effort of the run hindered by the smoke in the air. But through it all she kept pace.
 
   He poured the strength he had gained back into her.
 
   She was willing to give all she had for the sake of peace... And so would he.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   The city was nothing less than panic-stricken. Children wailed clutching at their mothers. Men and women fled in panic toward the sea. Chaos gripped the air like an iron fist.
 
   Shipon shot orders to gather on the temple mount as the mare galloped through the streets.
 
   His voice was difficult to project over the commotion.
 
   He couldn't spend any time. But the more people he could gather….
 
   Those that did turn to his hail gathered their families. Those that didn’t gathered their belongings, refusing to heed the warning.
 
   Shipon looked after them. A growl of frustration graced his lips.
 
   He could do little else but mark them as fools and turn his attention to the others.
 
   A few who recognized the emblem of the Guardians on his chest and the fall of the colored robes at his neck began to take initiative, some moving to herd the frightened masses in the proper direction.
 
   Grateful, Shipon offered a nod of thanks in passing.
 
   Having done all he could he turned the reigns, breaking for the temple at top speed.
 
   The mare ripped through the people they passed, jumping over fallen carts and diving past obstacles.
 
   He felt sick at not being able to assist in gathering them to the temple, but his duty was not here.
 
   Any time lost would lead to destruction.
 
   He just hoped that he wasn’t too late. 
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   The mare slid to a stop at the temple entrance, broken, winded and exhausted.
 
   Eelcyon appeared with other Masters at the top of the steps.
 
   He lunged towards the pair as they arrived.
 
   "Shipon!" Eelcyon called. "By the stars what is happening?" The shuffle around his old body dissipating, he hurried over catching the reigns of the mare. His hair stuck out wildly around his face. His old eyes taking in the ensuing chaos.
 
   "We have been tricked!" Shipon snapped as he jumped from the horses back, already he could feel the tug, the one possession he had that could afford him enough power to stop this.
 
   "Gather everyone, as many as you can. Gather them to the temple!" He snapped.
 
   "The horn!" Eelcyon said producing a brace key from his robes, tossing it to a temple worker. 
 
   "The horn… quickly!" He snapped in authority.
 
   The boy nodded shakily and ran.
 
   "Has Helia arrived?" Shipon took a moment to ask.
 
   "No..." Eelcyon said softly. "She was with you."
 
   Shipon felt a wave of relief that the damn woman had not been seen.
 
   "That woman has betrayed humanity. If seen, she is to be detained under guardian jurisdiction." The tone of his voice gave little thought that it was not a polite suggestion; it was a command from the Guardian of Leon.
 
   Another resonating boom rocked the temple.
 
   Wide eyes whipped to the mount as volcanic ash and rock erupted from the top.
 
   The sound of a conch horn sounded over the chaos, calling citizens to the temple.
 
   Shipon glanced at the horse struggling to stand on her feet.
 
   "Care for her Eelcyon. She has saved a good many lives today. Care for her well."
 
   The old man glanced at the horse and gave a gentle nod.
 
   "You speak goodbyes, my lord." He said; the flicker of emotions in the old man's eyes by then shining with sapphires.
 
   "After what I have done… goodbyes are all I have left." Shipon said. "But this...” He turned his eyes to the mount. "This I can finish."
 
   He glanced back at the old man surprised to see tears in his eyes.
 
   "I may not ever see you again." Shipon felt the burn in his own throat as he spoke. "I want you to know. Your life...Thymus… the things that happened… This horse… everything.... Everything happened for a purpose. If nothing else, pass that wisdom to the next fool. Maybe he will use it better than I have."
 
   The old man nodded offering his open palm.
 
   Shipon glanced at it, a smile touching his lips as the pair clasped wrists.
 
   "Blessing of Leon upon you, child." He muttered. "May you fulfill your purpose, because it is grand indeed."
 
   He could feel an odd power pull from his core, something he had never felt before, gone as quickly as it had come.
 
   Eelcyon smiled lightly.
 
   "I would rather have no other blessing."
 
   “Find Marrick,” He said lightly. “When this is over… please? Tell him all you know of what has happened here. Tell him the mortal world depends on this puzzle.”
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Muscles burning under the strain of the effort, Shipon lunged up the narrow flight of steps leading to the temple roof. He had hoped he had done enough. Hoped there was enough time for the people below to find shelter. He would wait as long as he could, but he couldn't spare much more time.
 
   At the top he slammed into the wood trap door.
 
   With a grunt he shoved his effort into it.
 
   The door opened, dropping over on its top.
 
   Shipon scrambled through the hole, breathing heavily. Shaking from the amount of effort on minimal energy his gaze took in the surroundings.
 
   The mountain shook with fury. She was expanding, gathering her power.
 
   It was time.
 
   He closed his eyes, slowly releasing a breath.
 
   Focusing on his need to protect the people of this city, Shipon allowed the feeling to flood through him. His senses opened, engulfing everything.
 
   Quickly he reached for the life forces around him. Men, women, children, he felt them, collectively connected.
 
   The pulse. The breath of life.
 
   The heart of the energy from the fires of creation.
 
   He could sense them, all of them. As if threads had come out and wove around them. Live or die they would all do so together.
 
   He may have been born of the stars, but he was as much a part of this world as they. They were his people.
 
   Images of all of them poured into his mind, Images of couples, huddled together in their beds, Children huddled in their mother's skirts. He could see the people waiting by the sea watching the mountain. He could feel their fear and pain as if it were his own.
 
   This was the truth of power. Everything connected in a giant whole.
 
   Certain he could feel enough power within his core Shipon closed his eyes calling down the power source of his own.
 
   Energy flooded over him in waves. Instantly he felt the fires of Leon roar to life.
 
   But much more powerful than he had ever felt.
 
   He understood his reason, his purpose.
 
   Now it was time to act on it.
 
   His eyes snapped open fire blazing in their depths from the massive power sweeping through his blood. He could see the rumble of the mountain. The vibration in the air alerted him to the ticking seconds.
 
   He couldn't hold back anymore. Red current began forming around him.
 
   Power swirled and danced like flames in a hearth. Whispers, voice from the ageless power began to come to his ears. He was an Astral guardian, the head of his house.
 
   Those under his protection needn't have fear, but those who would oppose him should tremble.
 
   The rumble in the ground grew sharply, his eyes snapped to the sound. A powerful, explosive force of gas, ash, and hot magma shot from the mountain in a ring traveling in a terrifying wave down the sides of the mount.
 
   The wind ripped viciously at his cloak, his face a mask of determination as wide golden eyes hard and angry locked on the moving force.
 
   In a shift movement that felt more like slow motion, Shipon dropped to one knee.
 
   His arms rose, slamming both fists as hard as he could into the waiting power.
 
   The exploding source of energy flared red.
 
   It wrapped around him, blasting outwards in rings.
 
   The deadly blast collided sharply; whirled upwards.
 
   It mixed brutally. Light and power matched against each other in fantastic array. The heat swirled, whipping this way and that as the two forces of nature fought for dominance.
 
   Finally in a blast of spectacular victory the red current carried the danger upwards.
 
   The implosion sending a blast of shock so expansive it almost hurt.
 
   Rings of ash, volcanic rock and debris splashed out in patterns of increasing density, the air stung with acrid and unidentifiable odors.
 
   In the silence left behind, Shipon could almost feel the hush, the shocked silence, as if the earth were holding her breath. The energy of the mount died away like whispers of a fire put to rest.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Through the volcanic ash permeating the air, Shipon slowly regained his feet. Exhaustion poured over him, but in that moment he felt like he had been reborn. There was a peace, a calm surrounding him that he had never known.
 
   Whereas normally his pride would have him take the acclaim of glory, he found himself content that he had done what no one else had since the war. He had harnessed the power of Leon... and he had done so to protect his people.
 
   His eyes closed.
 
   Exhausted… but a true warrior.
 
   The wind fluttered at his ripped cloak, the red doing well at hiding the blood that stained his clothes.
 
   His eyes took on a bit of sorrow as his scenes searched outwards towards the city. There were dead in the streets. But at least he had managed to protect the majority.
 
   His eyes flicked upwards tracking the movement that could barely be seen through the haze.
 
   From the clouds of ash emerged twelve men from the temple top. All of different feature and build but all were draped in the finer silks of their rank.
 
   His anger returned; a low growl rumbling deep in his throat and chest.
 
   Vaguely he knew what was about to transpire… they didn't even summon him to Sirius.
 
   "Shipon Areleous." The one directly before him said stiffly.
 
   "You are formally charged with crimes against the mortal realm. You have brought death to these people and, through negligence; you have destroyed the sacred trust between the stars and the earth. We the council will not allow you to further corrupt our laws. You have betrayed your people and the mortal realm. By our laws, we reserve the right to pass judgment without further trial. However; for your previous century of service to the mortal world you are allowed to speak before sentence is passed. Is there anything you wish to say?"
 
   His teeth clenched together.
 
   "I was sent to determine the reason for the death of Thymus Clarion, to protect the life of a child and to determine the cause of the strange occurrences here. I have found it."
 
   His eyes darkened as he spoke.
 
   "There are traitors, here among us. They mean to strangle the life from the mortal realm; they mean to wake the powers of Nemesis.
 
   "The power of the dark star is securely locked away." One of them spoke. "It is simply a game played by a traitor."
 
   "Think what you will but these men come from our own stars, our own realms and the mortal one as well. They mean to murder my people!"
 
   "The inhabitants of the stars are safe from threat." Another said.
 
   "No..." Shipon said with a laugh throwing a hand beneath him to the streets. "These are my people."
 
   "The mortal realm has no connection to us and we have no connection to them." Another behind him said.
 
   "See that is where you are wrong." He pressed his lips into a thin line. "No one in a century has been able to hold the power of the stars as I have tonight and after tonight no one else will again.... and that is why the council falls."
 
   "Do you threaten us?"
 
   "No... You threaten yourselves." He spat. "You fail to see the truth under your nose. The council is broken. These men mean to break the brotherhood. We will remain. But the council will fall, brick by brick, under the weight of truth. The council is superseded. Nemesis returns and the old ways must be relearned. No guardian need bow to a ring of men with no power."
 
   "Shipon Areleous, you are hereby banished from your house. Your powers will be stripped as will your rank, you are not allowed to return home. By the time the sun rises this day you will sleep. Find your resting place before that time."
 
   Shipon turned his back on the men.
 
   "As the will of the council, so may it be." He growled.
 
   Turning away from the men, Shipon fought with all of his remaining strength to stay on his feet.
 
   The words he spoke were truer than any he had ever spoken. He was already sure he knew where he would call his home before he was forced into unconsciousness.
 
   As he reached the bottom of the stairs, he found himself staring at the rotunda of the temple. The Life Circle. Moving inside he allowed his eyes to settle on the vegetation and lush greenery.
 
   He couldn’t help but compare the difference between the death and turmoil of the outer world.
 
   He dreaded the exile he was about to face.
 
   He just hoped that when this was over the news of what had happened would reach the appropriate hands.
 
   "Where will you choose?" The voice behind him asked.
 
   He turned slowly to find the familiar pair of blue eyes, the figure leaning against the stone archway.
 
   "Marrick." He muttered slowly.
 
   “I was summoned… Urgently,” He explained.
 
   “Eelcyon,” Shipon laughed softly.
 
   “I think he meant to summon me to keep you from foolishness.” Marrick laughed.
 
   "Where will you choose to take rest?"
 
   "Why?" Shipon asked lightly. "I should trust no one with that information."
 
   "Because if you don't have help you may not arrive and then you will not survive the next decade," Marrick answered lightly.
 
   He thought about countering that it would be far longer than a decade, but he didn't have the energy.
 
   "The mount," He answered. “That is where it started. That is where it should end.”
 
   "Did you mean what you said to the council? About Nemesis; about how the council is leading us wrongly?"
 
   "Every word," He muttered.
 
   Marrick nodded.
 
   "What happened here," He asked softly his face etched in lines of concern.
 
   Shipon recounted the events as they unfolded and Marrick listened carefully. Asking questions where he needed.
 
   By the time the two were done, the night was almost gone. Marrick's face showed strong suspicion of his own.
 
   "I will look into this," Marrick said.
 
   Shipon nodded, grateful.
 
   "If what you say is true then your banishment signals the beginning. We may need to discover a way to convince the council that you need to be awakened."
 
   "I doubt in that approach," Shipon answered.
 
   "Then we may have to find a different one."
 
   Shipon watched him for a moment.
 
   "You have always sided with the council when it came to their laws and edicts. Why the sudden change?"
 
   "Because times have changed..." Marrick answered. "And you showed just how strong of a grip the council has. A lot of our old ways have been lost. I will do everything I can to discover them. If only there were ways for you to receive news of them."
 
   "Perhaps there is," Shipon answered. "Helia listened to the whispers. Zephtis's consciousness is not gone it is simply... diminished."
 
   Marrick's eyes showed he was entertaining the idea as quite interesting.
 
   "I will do all I can. The brotherhood stands."
 
   Marrick stood from the stone bench offering his arm palm up.
 
   "The brotherhood stands," Shipon repeated.
 
   The two men clasped wrists solidly. A promise.
 
   "Come..." Marrick said lightly. "Let's get you to the mount."
 
    [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

 [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   Editor Comments – We Are Not Prey
 
   The final story in our anthology is the work of a returning game participant, Taki Drake. Her dark story evokes the joy and pain of life’s transformation, and the rebirth that sometimes changes life’s journey in an instant. Her characters’ development and depth are the keystones of the powerful tale of horror and adventure set in a SF magical world. The extensive use of game components has been smoothly incorporated to lend her story depth and breadth and to make the reader long for more visitations of the painful and joyful mixture of her voice.
 
   Story Introduction by Taki Drake
 
   How deep is a mother’s love? Will determination and honor carry you among the stars? A story of loss and discovery, We Are Not Prey, balances the darkness of despair and the joy of new beginnings. This science fiction adventure blends magic and technology with the adventures of Ruth, a normal human pushed into extraordinary situations. Ruth’s transformation takes her from Earth to worlds and situations of which she never dreamed. I hope you join Ruth on her journey through pain and sorrow to joy and fulfillment.
 
   We Are Not Prey
 
   Chapter 1 - Slave and Cattle
 
   It seemed like forever. An eternity of gray walls and fear. The memory of different lives had been numbed by pain and terror. There’s only so much that any being can handle without retreating into themselves. Without bringing memories of happier or safer times into the forefront of their vision, so that they can live for just a moment in happiness or contentment. The remembered touch of her husband’s hand and the feel of soft, warm fur as her dog leaned against her leg. Those were her touchstones. Determinedly she focused on those rather than more recent memories of bloodied death and desecration.
 
   It was a large room, nearly the size of an Earth-style football field, and it was filled from wall-to-wall with a variety of beings. Some of the people in this room had two legs, some four, but all were intelligent and sentient organisms that have been crammed into what was basically a slave ship.
 
   There are clusters of people in the corners of the room. When a new group of people was added to the population, they tended to stay with others of their kind. As time went on, and the horrors that occurred on a daily basis eroded hope and energy, the groups would break up. Some of the more damaged would retreat into themselves, shunning all interaction with others. However, more often a blending of races and types would occur.
 
   One such blended group occupied the corner farthest from the door. There were small family groups that were clustered together and talking quietly, but animatedly. An older woman held a sleeping five-year-old gently, as she spoke with a middle-aged man. Similarities in expression and posture betrayed the relationship between the two adults.
 
   “Cal, I don’t think there’s much of anything you can do at this point. The only thing you can do is try to keep up your spirits, and protect Troyer.”
 
   “Mom, I’m not too sure how long I can keep going like that. I feel like I’m going out of my mind and that I’m just going to explode and run over and try to kill one of the sons of bitches. Even if by some miracle he got out of this, Troyer is never going to be able to forget the horror of watching somebody being eaten alive in front of him.”
 
   The man put his hands over his face and then leaned forward, so the tears that trickled from his eyes did not splash onto his sleeping son’s head. His mother gently brushed her hand across the surface of his hair. Her face which had been set in a calm expression relaxed into deep sorrow when she knew that he was not looking at her. Echoes of a fathomless grief showed in her hazel eyes, turning them brown in mourning.
 
   The sound of a clearing throat interrupted her introspection. An accented, but precise and careful English warned her, “Another damaged one approaches, Lady Ruth.” 
 
   She looked up and forced a smile to her lips as she focused on a tall, broad-shouldered warrior standing in front of her. He was flanked by three other men in similar uniforms but with slightly less imposing physiques. They reminded her of the sergeants she had known back on Earth. Competent, dependable, and supportive. This one, however, this one was different. He had an air of command about him, from the long black hair braided in a single thick rope down his back, to the worn leather boots that covered him from his knee to his toes. He stood as if commanding the deck of the ship. Relaxed, but ready. His uniform had seen better days too. Traces of old blood could be seen if one examined the dark fabric carefully, but he stood proudly and looked her calmly in the face without signs of any embarrassment.
 
   Once he saw that he had her attention, he motioned with his eyes to her left. Ruth found herself looking at a being much like her son. He had the same number of arms and legs, was about the same height, but was possessed of a stiff bridge of hair running from the center of his forehead over his crown and to the back of his skull. His appearance was of a warrior. He was exhausted, anyone could see that in the small amount of trembling in his hands that he couldn’t suppress. Standing carefully erect, he was dressed in a ripped and bloodstained uniform.
 
   “Lady, my name is Hendrik, and I come to beg your help. Not for me, but for one that I have tried to protect.” He waited for her response in apparent calm, betrayed only by the increased rate of trembling in his limbs.
 
   “I am not sure what help I can provide to you, Hendrik, since I am on this ship also. But please tell me and my friend, Pawlik, how it is that you think I can help you.”
 
   He extended one hand down toward his knees and seem to pull a small winged female child out of the empty air. She was obviously frightened, hiding her face against his arm and making small whimpering sounds. Looking like a five-year-old human child, she was possessed of a pair of gossamer wings that shimmered slightly in the artificial light. One wing was pristine, beautiful, looking like a cross between a dragonfly and a swallowtail butterfly, with articulated points and colored veining. The other wing was a tattered ruin.
 
   At some point, a three-clawed hand had slashed through the wing leaving destruction and pain behind.
 
   Hendrik said, “I am all that she has had left for many day cycles. I am the last of my race here, as she is the last of hers. She has been in my care since the Insectoids ate her mother. It is my belief that I will not last too many more days. None has survived this ship for as long as I and I worry what will happen to her when I am gone.
 
   “She is very young for her people, I think perhaps the equivalent of a three-year-old in your culture. Children of her race are highly protected and gently nurtured. They have very few survival skills until they are older. I would like to ask you to take on one more burden. Would you care for Techla if I am killed?”
 
   The response was instantaneously offered, “Of course. It would help however if you gave me some information on what she needs and where to find her people.”
 
   The men around her laughed, a foreign sound in that chamber of gloom which caused many to look up and stare. Hendrik said with a trace of a smile, “Your belief that you will not die here is the reason that I want you to have her.”
 
   “Well I’m not sure why that should be grounds for amusement, but I’m pleased just to have managed to remind you what it is to laugh.”
 
   “Lady Ruth, that is the most enchanting thing about you. Even in this form of hell you are convinced that some of us will somehow survive and be rescued,” contributed her dark-haired friend.
 
   “Mom, I don’t know how you can think that way, but I’m thankful every day that you do.”
 
   “Cal, you and Pawlik, not to mention the trio of grinning idiots over there, are ridiculous if you think that I am going to throw my hands up in despair and give in. For some reason, if we die here, even with pain and grief, there is no reason for us to go quietly into our deaths. I may very well die here. But I will not allow those slime sucking, vicious unreasoning sadistic idiots the pleasure or satisfaction of taking away the part that makes me intrinsically me. So if you find that funny then go with it,” she replied heatedly.
 
   Pawlik cocked one of his strong eyebrows at Ruth and said, “And that is why we have all the broken birds.”
 
   Extending one arm toward the frightened little girl, Ruth gentled her voice and coaxed the little one to come over closer to her. She said gently, “My name is Ruth, honey, what is yours?”
 
   The little girl whispered, “Techla, my name is Techla.”
 
   “Well, this boy sleeping on my lap is my grandson Troyer. He will be happy to have a playmate when he wakes up.”
 
   Techla crouched down next to Ruth and put her hand on Troyer’s sleeping head. She looked up at Ruth and asked, “Is he dead?”
 
   “No, honey, he’s just sleeping,” was the reply.
 
   Silence came over the group as each one retreated into their own thoughts. The men staring out into the distance with unreadable faces. The woman holding her sleeping grandchild and the newest member of her family close to her side.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 - Desperation
 
   The screech of the door alerted them all to the danger entering. Four large insect-like creatures strolled in. They were very similar in height, looming over the other beings in the room by a considerable amount. They were about 3 meters tall and broad with exterior spikes protruding from random places on their body shell.
 
   The overall color and markings on them were very different. Ranging in color from a modest medium brown to a virulent green, there were apparently random splashes of clashing colors on their chests and lower limbs. Their chitin heads were marked with a delicate tracery of patterns. Big compound eyes appeared to watch everyone in the room at the same time.
 
   As they walked, a blue-green ichor dripped from their mandibles and sizzled slightly as it landed in the middle of the floor. The smell was nauseating, burning the nostrils and creating a fog in the throat. One of them wandered over to a woman curled into a tight ball. An upper limb stretched out, and the claw caught her hair. She was dragged upright and shaken, but made no sound, as her embroidered trousers flapping with the force of her handling. 
 
   A diabolical screech and warble came from the chest of her captor. In a mechanically translated voice, the large bug said, “This one looks about ripe enough!” He turned and rapidly scuttled out the door dragging the woman with him. She made no sound and hung limply from his claw.
 
   The others continued to stroll around the room, pausing to poke and prod. Fear followed them like an invisible shadow, but slaves learned early not to resist. Resistance only brought faster death.
 
   After a few minutes, the insects abandoned their torture and left the room. Just before the door closed, the horrible, screeching laugh sounded, and a bloody, severed leg was thrown back into the chamber. A familiar embroidery pattern ran down the trouser leg that was still attached. Drenched in blood, it made a silent witness to one more death on the slave ship from hell.
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   It has been four days since the last death. The holding room was no longer crowded. Everyone could have as much space as they wanted, but the effects of fear and distress had molded them into fewer and fewer clusters. Cal, Ruth, and Pawlik had not only kept their group together but added to it.
 
   Hendrik had proven to be right. One morning after their allowed hygiene break he had disappeared. His uniform jacket was contemptuously thrown into the room an hour later. Techla cried herself to sleep for many nights afterward. 
 
   The next day a cloven-hooved female quadraped with auburn hair and a pale face simply started sleeping next to Ruth. Never saying a word, she helped with the children and any other chore or effort. Ruth and Cal started calling her Mary. When Pawlik asked them why, Ruth said, “It just seemed right.”
 
   As each day went by without another death, the tension ratcheted higher and higher. The room started to feel like a spring that had been overextended, ready to snap at any moment. In some ways, it was almost a relief when the screeching door once again opened.
 
   “Out, out, all of you out,” one of the insects shouted through his translator. Lashing out with an electric whip that sparked and scarred what it touched, he drove them rapidly out of the room and down the hallway. A large double door opened ahead of them with the cold slide of metal on metal.
 
   Stumbling and bouncing against each other, the helpless captives were herded into what appeared to be a small amphitheater. They were driven into a central area with a sand-covered floor. Surrounding them in the seating were hundreds of Insectoids. The buzz of alien conversation filled the air, as the Insectoids pointed and nodded at the captives in front of them. Rapid exchanges of some form of counters or discs could be seen by the frightened people.
 
   Cal grabbed his mother by her upper arm, demanding in an undertone, “Mom? What are you thinking? What is wrong?”
 
   Ruth looked at him with a strange glow in her eyes. Her hazel eyes had turned bright blue, and she had a wild stare. Cal turned to Pawlik and tugged on the man’s shirt urgently. “Pawlik, Pawlik! Something wrong with my mom!”
 
   Pawlik turned his attention to Ruth. His look of concern changed to confusion, before morphing into a combination of horror and hope. He grabbed Cal upper arms and whispered quickly, “Do your people have Mages? Quick you have to tell me!”
 
   Cal looked at him in confusion, stuttering as he asked, “What do you mean? Mages are real?”
 
   There was no time for further conversation. The Insectoid that had herded them into the room grabbed a woman with feathers for hair. His dripping saliva burned her arm as she fought weakly to break his hold. He didn’t even appear to notice her actions as he dragged her to the edge of the amphitheater and threw her up into the stands. She was immediately surrounded by four of the aliens. There was an agonized scream of pain before blood splashed high and her voice was silenced forever. The aliens separated and went back to their individual seats casually munching on bloodied limbs.
 
   Three more times the slaver made selections, dragging his victims to their fate. Some were ripped apart by clawed arms while others were bitten apart by acid-dripping mandibles. The sobbing of the remaining slaves was punctuated by the death screams of those that have been selected. The watching audience was becoming more and more excited, exchanging larger piles of counters even more rapidly.
 
   Pawlik used his body to block as much of this horrific vision as possible. Trying to provide some solace and protection to Ruth and the children, he and his men formed a wall of living flesh. 
 
   The slaver noticed. Scuttling over to the group, he moved in a circular motion trying to cut one or two of the members away from the rest. Cal and Pawlik worked in concert to block his movement as best they could.
 
   The blue-green slime of the Insectoids saliva had increased, falling like a particularly noisome rain of clinging acid. It sizzled and produced a fog the burned the eyes and caught in the throat. In their focus on the slaver’s movement, the defenders were taken unaware when a second slaver dashed in and snagged Troyer’s sleeve, yanking him out of the circle of his grandmother’s arms and beyond the scant protection of the men.
 
   “No!” screamed Cal and Ruth simultaneously. Cal charged the Insectoid attempting to rest his son away from the slaver. Troyer made no sound, but his white face and frightened eyes as he looked desperately at his father further enraged Cal to the point of madness. Drawing hysterical strength from the center of his being, Cal ripped his son out of the slaver’s grip and threw the child bodily to Pawlik. The unexpected impact of the boy knocked Pawlik off balance, causing him to stumble slightly against two of his men.
 
   A screeching cackle of amusement erupted from the Insectoid. Slamming his forearm into Cal’s head, he shifted his hold to the stunned man’s shoulder and started to drag him toward the edge of the amphitheater.
 
   “No.”
 
   The world seemed to stop in an instant. There was no sound. All over the room movement ceased. Ruth rose to her feet in a controlled and prolonged lunge. Gently pushing Techla into the astonished arms of Mary, the woman stepped into the empty center of the amphitheater. She repeated, “No.”
 
   “You shall not do this.”
 
   The blue of her eyes seem to reach an incandescent force and sparkles of light started to drip from them as if she were crying stardust. The slaver that held her son shrugged and began to once again to drag the man to his death.
 
   Light coalesced around Ruth, intensifying in a whirling network of multiple colors that shrunk and grew in some unknown pattern. Pawlik shook his head and muttered, “Oh my God!” He pushed Troyer’s trembling body to one of his men, commanding, “Protect him and protect her.”
 
   The unexpected burden caused the sergeant to almost drop Troyer. In attempting to catch the boy, Pawlik stumbled and went to one knee, just as an elaborately painted Insectoid stood erect and commanded in a loud voice, “Kill her! Kill her quickly!
 
   The partying diners broke out of their astonishment, screeching in a cacophony of alien sounds. Many reached for the torture whips at their sides. A few had more powerful weapons. One of the closest companions to the large Insectoid drew what appeared to be a huge bore energy weapon and aimed it at Ruth. She stood unnoticing, inside an intensifying shell of brilliant light.
 
   The weapon came to bear directly at Ruth and the alien fired. Both of Pawlik’s unencumbered men dove in front of Ruth in an attempt to protect their lord’s friend with their own bodies. One of them succeeded. The energy beam hit the man in the upper left shoulder and slid diagonally down his body. As his torso was cleaved it spun and spewed blood and body parts in a wide circle.
 
   The alien cursed as he saw that his target was still there. Straightening up, he re-aimed at the woman and prepared to fire. But somehow he was too late.
 
   The sacrifice of Pawlik’s man was the last straw. Ruth’s steadfast calm, her forced cheerfulness, and her forlorn hope, all fractured into a violent and angry explosion of emotion. Flinging her hands to either side of her shoulders she said in a great voice, “We…Are…Not…Prey!”
 
   There was the sound of a great bell ringing somewhere in the back of everyone’s head. Light seem to run up either side of the woman’s body and down her arms to her hands. Bringing them together in front of her she made a motion that looked like she was cupping water, a red light built in a mound of viscous matter. Her eyes flashed blue, her hands flung the red light in a circular motion around her, and the world exploded.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – Mage Crisis
 
   The light came back slowly, filtered through powdery, falling ash. There was no sound except harsh breathing. The amphitheater was covered with ash. Ranging in color from white to almost black it was arranged in concentric rings radiating out from the center of the quiet sand floor.
 
   Ruth still stood in the center, amid the dust and debris of a great fire. None of the slaves in the center were touched. Amazed to find themselves still alive, they remained motionless, unsure of what had just happened. Shocked into numbed silence.
 
   The air was acrid with unidentifiable odors and floating with the soft fluff of floating ash. The slaves, now former slaves, were the only living things in the room. Where the Insectoids had been seated and standing there were piles of unidentifiable residue. Rapidly shifting air currents moved the light matter into different stacks of varying shades of gray. 
 
   Pawlik was the first to move. Gently putting Troyer down, he carefully approached Cal and examined his wounds. Gesturing to one of his men to continue what aid that they could provide, Pawlik turned back toward Ruth. He moved toward her tentatively, unsure of her for the first time since they had met. The woman that he had admired for her resilience and mental strength had become an unknown. His wild surmise of what had happened frightened him, something that had seldom happened before.
 
   Her eyes were still blue, but the incandescence had gentled to a softer, shifting glow. They seemed to be windows into a soul, one that would easily pull him into their depths. Stories from his childhood rose in his mind, ones that both intrigued him and frightened him badly. If she had become what he thought, the world as he knew it would radically change. And he was not sure if that was good or bad. 
 
   She looked at him, really looked at him. He felt as if his soul had been laid bare before her, all of his weaknesses exposed. His moments of jealousy, times of stupidity, all were there in the story of his life, open to her reading. It was almost too much to endure. Torture, agony, fear – those were easier to bear than the stark honesty of that gaze. 
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief when she looked past him toward her son. A small twitch of her lips was all that moved her frozen face, but it felt like some great danger had been averted. She turned her head to check on the rest of their party, and her smile broadened slightly as she saw Troyer and Techla huddled together against Mary’s side. Pawlik took another deep breath.
 
   Cal stumbled toward his son. Grabbing the boy, he searched him frantically for damage. Finding none, Cal turned his attention to Techla, whom he also checked and hugged. The little girl snuggled deep into his arms for a brief moment, before she reached up and patted his face. He bent down to catch her whisper. She said, “Is Nana alright?”
 
   He answered, “I don’t think so, sweetheart, but I will check,” before turning his attention to his motionless mother.
 
   She still stood in the middle of the room, unmoving. Pawlik had stopped about two meters away from her, standing slightly to her right. Cal walked over slowly and stopped a few feet from the front of his mother. Tears were running down her face in a steady stream. He asked gently, “Mom?”
 
   Agony dotted her words like blood drops of punctuation, “Why? Why only after so many deaths?”
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   The survivors were in shock. Too much had happened in too short of a time for any of them to actually accept the fact that they were not going to die at any second. Pawlik and his men, aided by Cal, started to organize and evaluate the makeup and content of their surviving group.
 
   The first thing they did was to get all of the survivors out of the room. For lack of any place better to go, the survivors carefully moved back to the original slaveholding room. At least it was a familiar place for people to sit and rest. Along the path between ashy death and the dubious comfort of familiar confinement, the sounds of the spaceship seemed magnified. Perhaps it was because that the sounds of occupancy that the Insectoids had provided were only noticeable by their absence. Without the noise of the spaceship’s crew working quietly in the background, the corridors echoed. Pawlik and his men ranged from side to side of their pitifully small column of people, ever on the alert.
 
   On their way to the amphitheater, they had been rushed. They had had no time to consider their surroundings in that mad push but instead were dealing with panic and fear about the immediate future. With less urgency driving them on the return, they noticed more details.
 
   The ship’s corridors were sleek and finished looking. A seamless joining of walls to ceiling and floors made the wide passageway appear almost organic in nature. There were indications of concealed doorways in some areas of the walls. Faint lines of demarcation showed that the doors were sized for the Insectoids. Small indentations at three heights along the left-hand door line appeared to have pushbuttons. Such investigation would have to wait.
 
   Cal incorporated into Pawlik’s small command group effortlessly. Mary seemed to have the shepherding of the remaining children and women under control, moving them forward by gesture alone. But no one touched or approached Ruth.
 
   She accompanied the group, yet seem to be separate from it. Her face was set, introspective. Standing very erect, she kept pace toward the back of the group. She did not speak even when Techla took her hand and walked with her.
 
   Pawlik carefully kept his eye on Ruth. Wherever he was in relation to her, his vision touched her face every minute or so. There was a watchfulness about him that seemed alert for some sign or indicator that either he had not mentioned or one of which he was unsure. The constant monitoring of his mother worried Cal, but he trusted Pawlik to tell him when the time was right.
 
   The group arrived back at the holding room. The survivors divided into their usual groups, hunkered down, and either collapsed or started talking with each other quietly. Several men and two women approached Pawlik and quietly asked how they could help. He assigned small groups of them to scout and explore the ship. If they have become the sole possessors of this spaceship, it made sense for them to figure out what it was that they now possessed and what dangers were facing them.
 
   Ruth had seated herself in the position that she had before they were rushed out of the room. Troyer leaned on one side of his grandmother, while Techla sat on the other. Ruth still had not spoken. Her eyes still swirled with multicolor lights and her hands still glowed with a more muted one. She joined all of them in waiting. Everyone waited. Waited for the scouting parties to return, waited for something to happen, waited for danger to reemerge.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – Taking Control
 
   All of the scouts reported back. There were no Insectoids anywhere on the ship. They had combed the ship from the engine room all the way to the command bridge. There were piles of ash in various places, some small, some large, some dark, some light, but no bodies, no other living entities besides their group. They were the sole possessors of a huge spaceship. The slaves now controlled the prison.
 
   More of the former slaves had recovered enough to become animated. They wanted to know what was going on, and nearly all of them had strong opinions on what to do. Pawlik’s scouting group and active participants in his de facto command staff had grown to more than 15 people. This was still a pitifully small group to control a starship. With the recovery of their equilibrium and the lessening of numbness, the expected tussling for control started. While most of the people seem to accept that Pawlik was in command, there was one group of men that thought otherwise.
 
   This group was comprised of three males, two of one race, one of another. The leader of the group was bipedal and just short of Pawlik’s height. His skin tone was golden, with elaborately braided-looking hair shading to a dark gold. His black eyes communicated his arrogance and sense of entitlement. He marched up to Pawlik and said “Obviously I am the most suited for heading up this effort. I’ll have you know that I’m a very wealthy merchant prince and have run many companies. This effort will require organization.” He expounded on his qualifications, finishing, “You cannot possibly be as qualified to deal with our needed comfort or safety. And you obviously do not know how to manage this many people.”
 
   Pawlik continued to direct his staff while the man ranted at him. Effectively ignoring him, Cal and the others carried out Pawlik’s directions until one of the two smaller men with the merchant attempted to stop Cal. In a lightning quick movement, the smaller of the two dark-skinned, white-haired men grabbed hold of Cal’s upper arm and shook him, shouting into his face. “Pay attention to Bartha, you unschooled barbarian!”
 
   Cal shrugged the man off and walked past him without bothering to respond. Faces hardening in anger, both of the merchant’s associates lunged toward Cal’s back. They took only two steps toward him when a small bolt of red light speared the deck and scored deeply into the metal directly in front of their feet.
 
   They crouched and spun in place, looking back toward the source of the bolts. Ruth was on her feet. She no longer looked introspective, she no longer looked calm. Ice crackling in anger showed on her face as she stared at the arguing men and spoke, “Pawlik is in charge! There will be no argument!” 
 
   Bartha shouted at her, his voice crackling with a combination of anger and fear. “Who are you to command all?” he demanded.
 
   “I am the one that just committed murder. I am the one who now owns this spaceship and all the others that used to belong to the Insectoids. I suppose, technically I am also the one that owns the Insectoids slaves.”
 
   “What do you mean you own everything that the Insectoids owned? If we don’t hurry and get away in the spaceship, the others of their race will find us and take us back into captivity. They’ll be free to torture and kill and eat us,” the frightened man yelled.
 
   Ruth replied, “There are no more Insectoids. They are all dead. By my hand, by my thought, my will. I have broken my mind. The deaths of many are on my conscience, and my heart and brain are grieving. But when it came to a choice of letting my child be killed, I did what any mother would do. And that was to give up everything, so that my child could live.”
 
   The merchant backed up a couple of steps his hands protectively held in front of his body. “What are you?”
 
   Ruth opened her mouth and paused. Her look of confusion shaded with grief was hurtful to see.
 
   Cal moved toward his mother quickly and put an arm around her shoulders giving her slight hug. He said, “She is my mom, and that is all I need to know.”
 
   Troyer grabbed hold of her hand on the other side from his father, saying, “She’s my grandma.” Techla put one achingly slender arm around Ruth's waist and whispered, “Nonna.”
 
   Pawlik walked over in front of Ruth looked her in the eyes and turned to stare down Bartha. “She is a Mage,” he stated in a hard voice that sounded like the clash of invisible weapons.
 
   There was the sound of many indrawn breaths around the room. Then silence. In the quiet, Bartha blustered, “Mages are a myth! There hasn’t been a real one for millennia!!”
 
   Pawlik responded, “The last Mage died over five millennia ago. His Anchor died 50 years after him. There has been no Mage since then that lived to adulthood.”
 
   Cal interrupted, “But I’ve never heard of a Mage before on Earth. Magic to our culture is fiction, a story to tell children, but not something real. How could my mother be a Mage?”
 
   “Mages are formed when they break their minds. Some massive emotional trauma forces them to sacrifice a connection to the harmonics of their own world so that they can access forces that the rest of us cannot touch. If your race has been confined to a single planet, there is no way to do that and survive.”
 
   Trying to take some vestige of control back, Bartha demanded, “How do you know so much about this supposed Mage thing? How can you possibly decide that she’s one of them?”
 
   With a strange expression on his face, Pawlik answered, “My family line goes back for a very, very long time. My many times removed grandfather was the Anchor of the last Mage. There are multiple Mage Anchors in our history, so the old stories are part of our family education.”
 
   Cal exclaimed, “That’s why you asked me if there were any Mages in our family when we were on the blood sands! That’s why you are watching mom so carefully!”
 
   “Yes. The lights in the eyes were taught to us as a sign of someone going into a Mage crisis. I was concerned that if she did manifest that the Insectoids would kill her.”
 
   Ruth voice quietly crackled in the air around them, reverberating like the sound of a smaller kettle drum to a beat that they couldn’t quite hear, “But more people apparently had to die before I became a Mage?”
 
   “No one has ever known what triggers a Mage crisis, Lady. There is no guilt, no responsibility for the timing.”
 
   Ruth looked at Pawlik, consideringly. After a moment, she took a deep breath, straightened her back, and arranged her expression to better mimic her usual calm demeanor. “Then I guess we had better get organized, hadn’t we?
 
   “Pawlik, I would like you to take overall command and oversight of the investigation into our resources. Since you understand what I would consider as war footing better than anyone here, I think it’s best that you be the person that acts as the overall military head. Cal, can you please organize an inventory of assets? We need to know how many people, what their skills are, food availability, etc.
 
   “Mary, can you go around and make sure that those that need medical treatment and help are connected with whomever we have that is trained in those areas?”
 
   Mary nodded and turned to start to check the exhausted and frightened people scattered around the room. Cal gave his mother a small, relieved smile before heading off towards the largest group of people closest to them. He figured that since they had been eavesdropping shamelessly on the conversation, that he could start with them. Hopefully, there would be some people in that group that were capable of helping with his tasks. A somewhat irreverent bubble of amusement rose inside of him as he recognized the same feeling that he had when his mother would assign chores to him as a teenager.
 
   Pawlik waited until both Mary and Cal had moved away. Lowering his voice to a quieter tone, he asked, “How do you want me to handle dissension and troublemakers?”
 
   “Handle them as best you see fit, Pawlik. At this point, any method of dealing with them is probably going to be better than ignoring the problem. I simply don’t know enough to give any direction. You probably already know more about the temperament and personalities of these people than I do. In this case, my trust is in you to do what’s best.”
 
   Acknowledging Ruth’s comment with a nod of his head, Pawlik moved confidently and quickly toward a group of mostly men similar in bearing to his sergeants, who automatically had followed him. Although Ruth could not hear exactly what he said to them, she saw them all straighten into a more military stance and most of them saluted Pawlik. He returned their salutes and started gesturing and talking rapidly.
 
   Turning her head to check on Cal, Ruth was startled to see that he had already organized several teams that were moving from group to group in the room, recording information on a variety of notebooks and electronic devices. Cal was directing another group of people burdened with armfuls of items toward the doorway. He seemed to have his situation under control also.
 
   Mary had already gathered a trio of beings, one another quadruped that looked somewhat similar to her and two vaguely human-looking entities, one male, and one female. All of her team was engaged in helping people that appeared to have some level of injury toward the door.
 
   “Well, I guess that I have just made myself superfluous,” murmured Ruth. She couldn’t decide if she was relieved or a little miffed on how easily the others seem to know what to do. Relief was winning out.
 
   Since there didn’t seem to be anything that was urgent right then and since no one appeared to be bleeding or dying, Ruth dropped thankfully to a sitting position on the floor. Troyer and Techla huddled close to her, and the three of them happily enjoyed a moment of peace together.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 - Transformation
 
   Both children had fallen asleep, draped bonelessly over Ruth’s knees. She could remember when Cal and his brother would do the very same thing. A wave of tenderness washed over her as she gently brushed the hair back from Techla’s face and straightened Troyer’s limbs. Such moments were to be treasured, stored up and replayed when times were bad. She was just thankful that this was a storing up moment rather than a playing back one.
 
   Ruth noticed a bit of commotion from just inside the doorway to the hall. Both Pawlik and Cal were headed purposely toward her, so she moved the children off of her and stood up.
 
   I must have stood up too quickly, she thought to herself as her head ached suddenly and swimmingly. Her vision wouldn’t seem to focus, and the men’s faces zoomed closer and retreated into a fog repeatedly. Trying to maintain her balance by sheer force of will, Ruth looked up in the general direction of her son and friend, before abruptly collapsing. As she fell, she heard Cal cry out in fear and Pawlik respond in a commanding tone, but the swirling lights and ringing tones in her ears prevented her from seeing or hearing anything clearly.
 
   Her body hurt. The ache in her head was echoed in her spine, gut, and limbs. She could feel herself shaking and jerking, but had no hope of controlling any of the random movements that were wracking her body.
 
   She could hear the cries of the children and tried desperately to tell them not to touch her. Somehow she knew that there was danger in that touch and wanted to keep them from harm. It felt to her as if there were wildly bouncing balls of lightning slamming into her body, igniting pain receptors in her arms, and skull, then ripping into some other body part. Her skin felt on fire, concentrating a wall of pain and a ripping sensation onto every external surface. Was this death? Was it not just her mind that was broken? She couldn’t think past the pain.
 
   Mary came charging across the room, scattering people as she made a beeline for Ruth and the children. She managed to grab Techla and pull her away from Ruth’s convulsing body but was unable to also grasp Troyer. He had awakened from a deep, relaxed sleep to total and complete panic. His beloved grandmother looked like she was dying and the only thing on his mind was to help her.
 
   Troyer grabbed his grandmother’s arm, his small hands clutching desperately at her sleeve. For an instant, he managed to slow the flailing of her arm, but a blast of some force clad in a brilliant green light slammed him away from her and to the floor. Cal dove toward his son and clutched him protectively. The child was reacting as if he had been electrocuted, shivering and shaking, but was still breathing. Holding the boy carefully, Cal looked up and saw Pawlik reach Ruth and dropped to his knees beside her.
 
   Pawlik shrugged off the clutching arm of one of his men to grab Ruth’s body and pull it against his chest. A whirlwind of spinning multicolored lights rose around Ruth and Pawlik. Glowing mixed colors of blue, green, red, and blinding yellow spiraled in streamers above them and around them. The two figures were in the center of a column that rose more than 20 feet upwards and expanded slowly to a 10-foot diameter.
 
   All other motion in the room seemed to stop, as everyone stared at Ruth and Pawlik. The stunned silence in the room was broken only by the heartbroken lament of one of Pawlik’s sergeants. He was the one who had tried to stop Pawlik from grabbing Ruth. The other of Pawlik’s men had an arm over the grieving man’s back in an attempt at comfort. Cal couldn’t hear clearly what the first man, Gray, was saying, although he could make out a word that sounded like “hair.” That didn’t make any sense to Cal since it seemed so out of context.
 
   A series of deep tones and subtle vibrations begin to build within the room. As the sounds got more musical and louder, the swirling lights began to subside. Pawlik’s figure became more visible although Cal was having some difficulty seeing his mother. She appeared almost fuzzy to his eyes, which made him repeatedly rub his eyes in a vain attempt to see what was happening more clearly.
 
   Finally, the sound transformed from a cacophony to a small repeated musical motif. The strength of the sound rattled against the hard surfaces of the room and rebounded to assault ears everywhere. There was a moment of an almost unbearable sound and intensity before all noise abruptly ceased, just as the swirling lights disappeared.
 
   No one moved for a moment, as the entire room stared at the tableau. Pawlik was frozen in a kneeling posture with Ruth’s body held to his chest. His face was contorted in a grimace of pain, but his hold on Ruth was gentle. Flickers of light continued to crawl across his skin in small tendrils. His appearance was startling but paled in impact beside that of the body he was holding. Ruth’s face was calm and unlined, seemingly serene and untroubled. Her arms are crossed over her chest, and her legs were extended, toes pointed. Wrapping her lower body in multicolored leaf shapes were shiny, veined petals of a reflective material.
 
   The shapes appeared to be slowly building a covering around Ruth that reached from her toes to her mid-thighs. Even as the onlookers stared, the shrouding encased another handwidth of her body. Cal started up with a cry and lunged for his mother’s form, only to have his motion arrested by Gray. The man had ceased his muttering and was looking resigned but in control. He gave Cal’s arm a small shake and said, “You can’t help her now boy. Let Pawlik take care of her. He’s the only one that can touch her.”
 
   Cal stared uncomprehendingly at Gray and asked, “What do you mean? I have to do something to help her.”
 
   “They have bonded, and Pawlik is now her Anchor. All Mages are said to need someone that connects them to a planetary residence. When she broke her mind, her harmony with the place of her birth was forever destroyed. She will never again be able to live inside or on a planet without an Anchor.”
 
   Cal drew a shaking breath and straightened up. He looked over at Ruth and saw that Pawlik had stood up, still cradling Ruth’s body. In total silence, Pawlik carefully strode across the floor and through the doorway, taking his burden to the privacy of a different place.
 
   Troyer and Techla began to sob.
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   It had been three weeks and two days since Pawlik had carried Ruth’s body into the sleeping chamber of the former captain’s suite. He had emerged shortly after getting the space arranged to his satisfaction, saying only that Ruth was going through a transformation that would complete her emergence as a Mage.
 
   Cal had insisted on going into the room to check on his mother. He came out of the room with a pale face and shaking hands, and stated that Troyer and Techla would not be allowed in the room until their grandmother emerged. Pawlik had also given orders that no one else was to enter the space. To ensure this, there was a guard at the door from the hallway at all times.
 
   The surviving former slaves had been extremely busy during this time. Personnel skills were inventoried, and an organizational structure had been built. People with skills in communications and engineering had been busy adapting the controls on the spaceship to ones that fit the new crew more efficiently. Everyone it seemed collapsed at their end of their shift, resting deeply and having very little energy for other pursuits.
 
   Pawlik had built a command and control group that included many of the people that had survived from his original crew. He supplemented this group with those that passed Cal’s rigorous interview process and had significant and necessary skills in military or merchant shipping and operations.
 
   The crew was stretched very thin. The Insectoids had operated the ship with at least five times more actual crew, excluding the slavers. So many of the members of the new crew were covering multiple areas of responsibility. Controls and procedures were being created when a requirement was recognized and amended as needed. Cal’s team of support personnel which included cooks, clerks, medical, etc., were also straining to keep up with the creation of documentation, policy, and the myriad tasks necessary for a living environment and necessary bureaucracy.
 
   Most of the surviving former slaves had been swept into either Pawlik’s or Cal’s organizations, but there were some that either temperamentally or functionally did not fit in either group. Mary was a silent head of the group of nurturing parents that continued to care for and tend the immature entities. These children ranged from Troyer and Techla to infants. The children were managed in a group so that there was a minimal requirement for childcare personnel.
 
   Troyer and Techla stepped into the breach, acting as big brother and sister to many of the smaller children. The number of children was heartbreakingly small. So each one was precious, and their welfare was the primary driver for Mary’s group. Mary also oversaw those people that were either physically or mentally nonfunctional. After urgent injuries had been tended by the medical personnel under Cal, Mary’s group took over the longer term therapy and hospice care.
 
   There were a few beings that did not fit into any of the other groups. While this group did not have a significant number of people, they were very vocal and represented an increasing difficulty for the rest of the new crew. Bartha and his two men were in this group, as were another seven beings of like mind. Cal had been forced to make an edict about not feeding those who were physically and mentally able but didn’t work. Chief among the reasons for the rule were Bartha and his adherents, who had been idle and verbally critical, jeering at the people who are working and interfering with tasks. Bartha’s response had been to insist that he was mentally traumatized and could not be forced to work. While Cal did not believe the claim, he was at a loss on how to handle Bartha and ways to minimize his obstructionist behavior.
 
   The strain of dealing with Bartha and his group was beginning to tell on Cal. His frustration level was very high, and he had run out of strategies and options. So he decided to discuss it with Pawlik and see if there was some stratagem he had not tried that might help.
 
   Pawlik had been pretty difficult to corner. He was spending most of his off-duty time in the room with Ruth. Cal knew that Pawlik was sitting by her side and talking to her for hours since he had been checking on his mother several times a day. With only Cal and Pawlik entering the room, Ruth’s transformation was mostly unknown. Pawlik had only said that her change was getting closer to its finish. Cal had no idea what to look for and was forced to trust Pawlik.
 
   The petals completely covered Ruth’s body, overlapping in intricate patterns of texture and color. Cal could still see minor rhythmic movements in the area of her chest, so he comforted himself with the idea that his mother was still breathing. He had panicked a bit when the petals had turned from a flexible, almost leather-like material overnight to crystalline edged plates, but Pawlik did not appear to be concerned. The quiet man told Cal that according to family stories, this process was perfectly normal and that he thought Ruth would emerge sometime in the next week.
 
   So they all waited. Some patiently, others impatiently. And for some, patience had drawn thin.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – Wisdom of the Heart
 
   Troyer murmured to Techla, “Just act as if we’re supposed to be there and remember our plan.” The little girl gulped nervously and then clutched her bundle of papers closer to her chest. The two children came around the corner of the corridor and stopped to greet the guard on the outside of the captain’s suite. Troyer looked up into the guard’s face and smiled winningly, “Decker, my father wanted me to drop these papers off, so may I please put them on the desk?”
 
   The guard, a bipedal warrior from an ice planet close to Pawlik’s own world, had a fearsome appearance but a weakness for small children. Shaking his head slightly at Troyers undeniable charm, he gave permission. 
 
   “Make sure that you don’t touch anything else in there, boy child. Your little sister can stay out here with me while you do what you need to do in there.”
 
   “Thank you, Decker. It should not take me very long since I just have to put all the papers on the desk and organize them into the right piles. I don’t need Techla for that, and I know she would like to hear some more stories about snow.” Techla smiled shyly at the guard as she handed Troyer her papers and squatted down by the man’s feet, gazing up at him with her full attention.
 
   Decker was far less able to resist a little girl’s focused eyes than he was Troyer’s more obvious attempt to charm. As Troyer entered the room with a large armful papers, Decker began to tell stories of skiing and snowball fights from his childhood. Both he and Techla were quickly absorbed in the storytelling, one as the storyteller, the other as the audience.
 
   Troyer carried the papers in and placed them on the desk. He started to split the piles out, watching from the corner of his eye as Decker got more involved in his storytelling. When the boy noticed that the guard was not continuing to glance over his shoulder to check on Troyer’s progress, Troyer slowly and carefully move toward the bedroom door. He was determined to see his grandmother. A six-year-old human child can be extraordinarily stubborn and very willful. However, the combination of affection for his grandmother and concern about her welfare had transformed Troyer stubbornness into determination. In this, he was both his father’s son and his grandmother’s descendent.
 
   The bedroom door slid open automatically and closed quietly as Troyer stepped into the room. There was a dim glow by the bed that allowed him to see clearly as he got closer. His first thought was how beautiful was the shroud concealing his grandmother. The dim light reflected on the millions of crystal edges that formed around the petals and the ever-changing color of the crystalline plates provided an intriguing display.
 
   Ruth’s form was totally obscured. The overall shape of her body was dimly visible, but details of her face and body surface and even clothing had been concealed by the thickness and opacity of the shroud. It reminded Troyer of a butterfly chrysalis that his mother had shown him when he was smaller. Somehow the wrapped form looked more like the butterfly to him than it did a mummy so he was reassured in that his grandmother was still alive. 
 
   He knew his grandmother was in there, he could somehow feel her. Feeling desperate, the need to touch her and be touched by her made him reach out both hands and lay them on one crystalline plate.
 
   As soon as his hands touched the plate, a visual storm of small light tendrils arose. They streamed from all areas of the plate and covered Troyer’s body. His eyes grew large, and a yelp of astonishment emerged from his mouth.
 
   The door to the bedroom slid open, and Pawlik walked in, stopping in mid-stride for a brief moment in surprise at the vision of Troyer next to his grandmother. Moving quickly, Pawlik grabbed Troyer and broke his connection to the surface of the shroud. Troyer cried in denial struggling to get back to his grandmother. Pawlik turned and rushed out of the room carrying the child with him.
 
   Cal waited in the outside room with Techla huddled in the corner of the couch. Cal looked furious. Before Pawlik could say or do anything else, Cal had yanked his son from the other man’s arms and was shaking him. “I told you that you are forbidden to go in there! Why did you disobey me? You could have been hurt, or you could’ve hurt your grandmother!”
 
   In the next breath, the boy was crushed in an immense hug by his terrified father. Cal looked up at Pawlik and asked, “Is everything okay in there?”
 
   “I think everything is fine, although Troyer was lit up by small lights and I have no idea what that meant or what the effect will be.”
 
   Cal held his son up in the air and stared him in the face, “What did you do? Are you all right?” 
 
   “Grandma is scared, and she is lonely. She needs somebody and you guys are too busy.”
 
   “Troyer, you are just putting your feelings onto your grandma and assuming that she is feeling and thinking like you are. I know you’re frightened for your grandma…”
 
   The boy interrupted him, determinedly repeating, “She is scared, I can feel it. She needs to be hugged, you know that hugging will make her feel better!”
 
   “We don’t know if you will be hurt by touching her, Troyer. So that is part of the reason that I told you not to go into the room. Think about how your grandma would feel if somehow touching her hurt you. You will just need to wait like the rest of us.”
 
   “And he has to hug grandma!” Troyer responded heatedly as he pointed at Pawlik. “He can touch her, but he’s not. If it’s dangerous for me and he can touch her, and he’s the one who has to cuddle her.” The boy’s eyes welled up with tears, and he began to sob. Techla joined her tears to his, as the two men stared helplessly at each other.
 
   The children were inconsolable. Cal, Pawlik, and even Decker attempted to calm them, but they continued to sob hysterically. Finally, Pawlik knelt down in front of Troyer, picked up his hand and placed it on his own chest where his heartbeat could be felt. “I do not know if what you’re saying is true, Troyer. But I am willing to try. I promise you that I will hold your grandmother when I am able and to try to make her feel less scared and lonely.”
 
   The crying child leaned forward onto Pawlik’s chest and whispered into the man’s ears, “Think love and happy thoughts at her, please. Grandma being sad and frightened hurts my heart.” Slowly, the children stopped sobbing.
 
   Pawlik stood up, nodded at Decker and Cal before turning and walking into the bedroom. The privacy light lit as the door closed.
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   Pawlik looked at the chair that sat by the head of the bed where Ruth was lying. That was the place that he had spent so many hours over the last few weeks hoping that his presence would somehow comfort Ruth. The chair drew him, but his promise to Troyer firmed his resolve. Instead of sitting beside the bed, he walked until he was standing next to it. Reaching out a tentative hand, he laid his palm flat on the crystalline shroud for the first time since he had placed Ruth in the bed.
 
   Tendrils of light started to swirl up his arm covering his hand and reaching toward his body. He did not flinch, but instead hardened his resolve to endure whatever would follow. The tendrils were different than what he had seen on Troyer, with these being more colorful, thicker, and somehow more intense. They felt like feather kisses running up his skin. There was no pain, just a sense of exploration and wonder.
 
   As the light continued to grow and penetrate his skin, Pawlik began to relax. There didn’t appear to be a wave of pain that was going to be attacking him with the light, although part of him still worried that it could be around the next corner of time. Even that doubt began to subside as the light did nothing more than fill him with feelings of joy and calm. As he relaxed into the feelings, he began to perceive an underlying layer of fear and someone else’s pain. It was Ruth - her fear and her pain, and loneliness. Troyer had been correct.
 
   Without conscious thought, Pawlik leaned further over Ruth and wrapped his arms around her. The shroud was rough with millions of small crystal edges, but it didn’t matter to him. The additional amount of skin that was touching Ruth let him understand her feelings and needs even better. Her loneliness and fear started to subside. Her comfort increased. He began to see a series of mental snapshots, like still pictures that appeared one after another. At first confused, he began to realize that he was actually communicating with Ruth and held her more tightly as he focused on the pictures.
 
   Pawlik watched as images of two fair-haired boys evolved from small babies to grown men. He recognized Cal as one of them, but the older was a mystery. Something about a commonality of stance and expression told him that they might be related. The pictures captured moments of play and activities. They created a connection from the child that Cal had been to the adult that Pawlik now knew. As the Cal in the picture got closer to the man with whom Pawlik was familiar, a woman with a warm and smiling face appeared in many of the visions. Her dark hair lay softly on her shoulders and her affection for Cal was apparent in her posture and proximity.
 
   Other pictures featured an older man, a variety of couples and what appeared to be a family that formed around the other child as an adult. Pictures of some type of celebration, small four-legged animals, and other situations and events quickly overwhelmed Pawlik’s ability to remember while still contributing to a feeling of familiarity.
 
   Suddenly, Pawlik stood up and broke contact with Ruth. He stared at her intently for a moment and turned to look at the door where the privacy lock had been engaged. Turning back toward Ruth, the man took a deep breath and removed his clothing. Pausing for a second of doubt, he grabbed a light covering, crawled into the bed and placed an arm and a leg over the top of her body, before covering them both with the blanket.
 
   The tendrils of light exploded in a flash to cover his body, as he tensed in preparation for pain. Instead, a feeling of gratefulness and intensified pleasure and comfort flooded through him. The strain he had felt from Ruth just a few moments before was gone. There were still no words to their communication, but he could feel the deepness of her comfort increase. He knew now that she didn’t feel alone and he realized, to his surprise, that he was also feeling more centered.
 
   As he descended into sleep, Pawlik felt as if ghostly arms were hugging him back and could detect the feather touch of a good night kiss in the center of his forehead.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Mage Emergent
 
   Several days had passed since Pawlik had promised Troyer to provide better care for his grandmother. Each night Pawlik slept in the bed with the crystalline shroud, providing full body contact with the chrysalis. Ruth’s emotions continued to ease, and Pawlik’s perception of ghostly touch continued to expand. It had become part of their shared nightly ritual for Pawlik to feel insubstantial lips kissing his forehead and a low sweet voice murmuring some sort of nonsense rhyme to him.
 
   His increased ability to connect emotionally and viscerally with Ruth, even in her encapsulated state, also allowed Pawlik some perception of other aspects of the Mage transformation. He knew that some significant changes were happening to her body. Her feelings of discomfort and physical pain combined with a growing awareness of her body’s evolution began to increase in intensity and frequency.
 
   The pool of power that he associated with her Mage ability was growing rapidly. As the depth of their bond grew, the sheer size of her Mage talent both frightened and exhilarated him. The training that he had been provided in a family noted for its Mage Anchors had been wholly inadequate to a good understanding of what he and Ruth were now going through.
 
   While understandable given the long time since the last living Mage and Mage Anchor, Pawlik felt woefully unprepared for whatever situation that might be approaching. For a man who preferred to be prepared, this was not a position of comfort.
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   Pawlik dressed for the day. Turning to leave the room, he murmured to Ruth, “I will be back after shift ends.” An insubstantial hand touched the side of his face in farewell, and he smiled. Thinking that perhaps that his day didn’t have to start quite so early, Pawlik pulled off his uniform again to prevent it from getting crumpled and sat down on the side of the bed. Putting one arm around the top of Ruth’s body, he began to read the day’s messages aloud to her.
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   Troyer and Techla sat on the couch waiting for their daily reassurance from Pawlik about Ruth’s comfort and emotional well-being. The door to the hallway slid open and Sgt. Gray walked through accompanied by another, older man. The sergeant was still speaking to the guard at the door as he walked in and did not notice the children right away.
 
   “We need to talk to Pawlik immediately. That bastard Bartha and his crew are getting worse, and I’m afraid that they will shortly be out of control. We will just wait in here until Pawlik is available.”
 
   Both men appeared startled that the children are sitting on the couch. Looking a bit unsure, they stood uneasily on one side of the room. Troyer piped up and said, “If you like, I will go get Grandpa, and he can talk to you.” 
 
   The two men looked at each other in confusion before Gray turned to Troyer and asked, “Are you speaking about Commander Pawlik? We are not familiar with the term that you used.”
 
   Troyer looked surprised but explained, “I called him Grandpa, like my father’s father. Since he’s bonded to Grandma, I think that makes him my grandfather.” 
 
   The older man continued to look confused, but Gray had an arrested and hopeful look on his face. He excitedly demanded, “Are you saying that Pawlik can consider you to be his son’s son?” When Troyer nodded in agreement, the men exchanged amazed glances and become even more excited. They drew closer to Troyer and started firing questions at the boy. 
 
   Cal came into the sitting room to find the two men carefully interrogating Troyer. At first concerned, he quickly becomes amused at the scope of cultural misunderstanding. It turned out that the rest of the former slaves had all been confused about the relationship between Ruth and Cal. They thought Cal was Ruth’s mate and that Troyer was their child. 
 
   The upset that Cal had witnessed on the day of Ruth’s Mage emergence was Gray’s anguish about the effect on the inheritance of Pawlik’s estate. Mage Anchors normally did not have other strong relationships. Whether or not the relationship between Mage and Anchor was sexual, the bonding between the two superseded the formation of additional marital ties.
 
   By Pawlik becoming a Mage Anchor, they thought he had given up any chance of having an heir. Learning that Cal was Ruth’s progeny, not her mate and that Troyer was her grandson changed everything for Pawlik’s status and position in the politics of his world. Gray and the other man, whose name was Ravilohr, continued to chatter excitedly about the ramifications and what would probably happen when they all returned home.
 
   Against the background of their discussion, Troyer’s voice cut through like a sharp blade, “What about Mark? And what about Uncle David and Evan and Brad? Don’t they count too?”
 
   As the two men stared at the child in confusion, Cal’s smile grew wider and turned decidedly mischievous. He decided to take pity on them and attempted to explain.
 
   “What Troyer is trying to tell you is that he is my younger son. His older brother Mark is hopefully still well and living with his mother back on Earth. Also, I am the younger of my mother’s two sons. My elder brother, whose name is David, also has two sons. The older one is Evan and the younger is Brad. So if Pawlik’s status relates to the number of heirs that he has, at this point he has six, not two.”
 
   “By Milla’s curly hairs! This is beyond possible! Having that number of heirs is unheard of on our world. It will change Pawlik’s status even more than I thought. Each of the main estates could have their own ruler, even!”
 
   The excited discussion began to swirl among the men as the children listened quietly. Only Techla noticed a soft sound from the hall outside the doorway before the door opened and Bartha and a group of four other men invaded the sitting room. 
 
   Starting to his feet, Gray shouted, “How dare you enter so rudely! And what have you done to the guard?”
 
   Bartha arrogantly responded, “We have come to demand answers from that incompetent Pawlik. The guard will recover even though we could easily have killed him.” As if to emphasize the point, the weapons in the hands of Bartha’s companions were brandished and waved at the room’s inhabitants.
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   Pawlik wasn’t sure whether he actually heard or just sensed a disruption in the sitting room. Driven by a sense of urgency, he stopped only long enough to pull on his uniform pants before leaving the bedroom. A scene of chaos met his surprised eyes.
 
   Bartha stared at his attire and sneered, “So the high and mighty Pawlik is no better than the rest of us. You are just taking advantage of Ruth and probably controlling any access to her. Either that or you have killed her and are concealing that despicable deed from the rest of us.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. Your presence in this room is not acceptable, please leave immediately.” Even partially clothed, Pawlik’s commanding manner gave pause to the gang of bullies. Attempting to regain control over the interaction, Bartha shouted, “We did not escape slavery from the Insectoids only to become your servants. You are not entitled to command, and we are going to replace you!”
 
   Cal straightened up and raised a hand in protest. Before he could speak, one of Bartha’s companions turned and slammed the butt of his weapon into Cal’s stomach. Troyer’s yell of protest was overwhelmed by the high shriek of Techla’s scream. In the split-second before escalation to full-fledged violence the door behind Pawlik whispered open.
 
   Ruth emerged. The confrontation stopped as everyone in the room stared voicelessly at her in shock. Whatever they had thought would appear when her transformation was complete was far different than what their eyes were telling them now. The woman that had gone into the chrysalis had been middle-aged. Her hair had been peppered with gray, her face graven with both smile and frown lines. Her figure had been rounded and not particularly athletic.
 
   The woman emerging from the bedroom appeared to be in early adulthood with dark auburn-shaded black hair and large hazel eyes. Her figure was athletic and slightly rounded. The skin of her face was unwrinkled and flawless. Yet somehow it was still Ruth. Her sense of calm, power, and control was still there but in a more intensified and purified form.
 
   When she opened her mouth to speak, the echoes of the woman they had known a month ago could be heard, carried within the cradle of her voice. “You will stop this now.”
 
   Bartha broke into a hurried speech, “Lady, we were concerned that we had not seen you! Please forgive our rudeness, but you know that we were only thinking about your welfare. I don’t know what this man is telling you, but we have longed to see you back. Many a night have I laid awake, full of concern and feeling powerless to help you.” He moved closer to Ruth, stretching his hand out toward her. She glanced down toward his hand and then looked him full in the face, “Bartha, I may have just gone through a transformation, but it didn’t erase my brains or my good sense.”
 
   An expression of sheer rage flashed over Bartha’s face as his other hand came out of concealment with a knife. In a split second, he had slammed it toward her abdomen, yelling, “Die Bitch!”, as the rest of the gang exploded into violence.
 
   Pawlik dove desperately toward Ruth in an attempt to grab the knife, but Bartha was too close and too fast. The knife connected to something that shattered the blade a few inches away from Ruth’s body. Her left hand raised and she pointed her index finger at him, as he stared unbelievably at his broken weapon. A length of red light emerged from her hand and collided with Bartha. A disbelieving scream of agony emerged from the man’s mouth as he quickly burned to ash.
 
   Spinning toward the other four assailants, she saw that Gray and Cal had subdued one of them. An apparently injured guard had entered the room and knocked another man unconscious, and was wrestling with a third. The fourth assailant was stalking Troyer and Techla, as the children frantically hid under and behind furniture.
 
   Snarling in a fury, Ruth raised both of her hands in the air and spread her fingers. A gray shimmering light crawled up her arms onto her hands as she flung light across the room. The liquid matter formed into links of ephemeral chain that quickly wrapped the four attackers securely.
 
   “I will not tolerate such lawlessness and evil around me,” she cried. 
 
   One of the men shouted at her, “You have no right to stop us!”
 
   “Oh but I do. I have the right of high and low justice, over single beings or entire worlds. I claim the rights of the Mage to go with the price that I have paid.” Drawing a deep breath, she continued, “I have no desire to kill at a whim nor do I wish to have those that look to me worry about capriciousness. To that end, you will have a formal trial and sentencing so that all that look to me will know what to expect.”
 
   The man that had shouted continued to utter threats and curses, so Gray muffled his mouth with a convenient rag. One of the other men whimpered wildly as Ruth looked at him. Narrowing her eyes in suspicion, a small tendril of black extended from her right hand into the man’s forehead. As he struggled uselessly, the tendril touched him between the eyes and he collapsed limply. 
 
   “Pawlik, they have two women back in their quarters that are tied up and have been abused!”
 
   Pawlik moved quickly to the desk and ordered a team to search Bartha’s rooms and free the women. He also suggested that they get Mary to go with them to provide comfort and reassurance. 
 
   Gray and Ravilohr were sent off to determine from where Bartha had stolen the weapons and to make sure that the key areas of the ship were secure. With many a backward glance at Ruth and her altered appearance, the two men left, dragging the prisoners with them. 
 
   Everybody in the room stared at Ruth. Cal and Pawlik didn’t know what to do and were frozen in place. However, the children don’t have any question on what they needed and wanted. The top item on the list for both of them was a hug from Ruth. It didn’t really make a difference what she looked like. They somehow knew that she was still their grandma. Without hesitation, both children flung their arms around Ruth. 
 
   At first, the hugs looked like simple embraces. After a few seconds, however, the lines of sparkles began to highlight where Troyer was touching Ruth. Cal started toward his son in concern, but Pawlik stopped him with a gentle hand. Moving behind Ruth, Pawlik placed his hands on two areas of Ruth’s exposed skin. “Now try touching her, boy.” Troyer reached out toward Ruth again, and this time, there was no hurt and no appearance of Mage light. For a brief moment, Ruth and the two children simply enjoyed the closeness and the reassurance of each other’s bodies.
 
   “Pawlik, why did your touching my mother make a difference?” asked Cal.
 
   “The function of a Mage Anchor is to provide the resonance of a world. When Ruth broke her mind, she also destroyed the harmony with her home world beyond repair. For the rest of her existence, she will need to have that resonance provided by a Mage Anchor.”
 
   “Does this mean that she can never go home?”
 
   “She will be able to tolerate short periods of time on her home world especially if I Anchor her frequently while she is there. However, she can never again live on Earth nor can she touch any planetary body without a Mage Anchor.”
 
   Cal’s face showed an expression of deep sadness for his mother. Ruth noticed his grieving look and responded, trying to ease his mind. “Other than my remaining family that I want to be able to see occasionally, the sacrifice was worth it. I no longer have significant ties back on Earth anymore.” Her expression closed off, and she quickly left the room to go back into the bedroom.
 
   The guard asked, “Respectfully, Lord Cal why did Mage Ruth say that there are no longer any ties for her?
 
   Cal explains somberly, “My stepfather, Ruth’s husband, sacrificed himself in an attempt to allow her to escape but was killed in the original capture. Even her pets were destroyed as they tried to protect her. Her grief at their sacrifice so injured her that she became totally depressed when we were first captured. Only her desire to comfort and provide stability for Troyer and me made her claw her way out of that emotional pit. She has lost her husband, her partner, her dogs, her friends, and her library. The structure of her work and the peace of her garden have all been destroyed. Now she has no home world either.”
 
   Pawlik caught Cal’s eyes with his own. “I promise that she will have friends and a library and as many gardens as she wishes. And her work will be far larger than it ever was when she was a normal human on your Earth. She will have a partner in me, and a husband if she so wishes.”
 
   Quirking an amused eyebrow at the older man, Cal asked, “And what about the pets? I really need to warn you about those.”
 
   “I could respond if I knew what a ‘pet’ happened to be.”
 
   “Oh dear, let me explain about terriers and other challenges…”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – Justice Day
 
   Ruth had been up for hours. This was the day that the remainder of Bartha’s men would go on trial. The day that Ruth would somehow feel as an irrevocable step away from the person that she had been into a life far different from her existence as a working professional, mother, wife, and grandmother. She was going to be a ruler, and that frightened her on many levels. Not the sort of determined and stubborn fright that she fought during their captivity, but the fright of the unknown and the nervousness of walking forward without knowing where the ground was.
 
   Pawlik had suggested using the ship’s computers to provide her with some information on court systems and Mage practices in the Galactic Alliance arena. So the previous day, Ruth had happily ensconced herself in front of a computer interface panel and started to explore. Computers were a familiar thing to her considering that she had spent most of her adult life in a profession that relied heavily on that technology. The ships computers were faster and subtly different than those she had used on Earth, but were familiar enough that she was comforted by the gestures and logic. Her comfort level was abruptly disrupted when she found information, pulled from the archives, on the responsibilities and practices of Mages.
 
   It pretty much boiled down to Mages could do whatever they wanted. They had the right to administer all forms of justice, including minor and mortal punishments. No government, either planetary or interplanetary, was allowed to gainsay a Mage. The thought of unlimited power, without checks and balances, felt just wrong to Ruth. However, further exploration into some of the political structures that existed in the Galactic Alliance gave her some insight. The GA appeared to operate on the theory that power made right. And Mages were the most powerful thing around. It didn’t seem to matter that it had been over five millennia since the last Mage had lived. The strictures on governments and guild, built to give them a guideline for working with Mages could all be summarized by the phrase “give in.” 
 
   The whole legal system reminded Ruth a bit of the card game of War. Whoever won owned everything, and that is how Ruth now held title to all of the worlds, spaceships, funds, and possessions that the Insectoids had previously possessed. That possession would be verified by a guild that appeared to be equivalent to a group of professional certified public accountants back on Earth. Reading about the accounting guild, she had started to laugh uncontrollably just as Cal walked in the room. Helpless to stop her laughing, Ruth had just pointed at the screen. When Pawlik had followed Cal into the chamber a few minutes later, he found a confusing scene of hysterical laughter and repeated chants of ‘bean counter, bean counter’ from mother and son. Cal’s attempts to explain the reference soon had Pawlik also roaring with laughter and adding his world phrase of ‘fart whistler’ to the chorus.
 
   It was a direly needed break in the stress and strain of the preceding months. That bit of levity and the release of the tension that had kept them wound tighter and tighter, had given her back a little of the resilience that she would need today.
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   Ruth smiled to herself as she stood waiting by the doorway into a large room. She had dressed carefully for this event, choosing to come to judgment day clad in unrelieved black. While she was unsure of the colors, her mood and the seriousness of what she was about to do fit the color that she wore and the absence of light better than anything else. She straightened her back and took a deep breath, before striding confidently into the room. It was show time.
 
   Ruth strode into the chamber as if she owned the entire universe. Glancing around with a commanding tilt of her head, she took in the packed room and expectant faces. Sgt. Gray, standing in the front of the room close to the table set up for Ruth there, half shouted, “All stand for the Lady Mage.”
 
   Fighting an entirely inappropriate urge to giggle at the humor of the situation of telling people to all stand when they were already standing, Ruth calmly seated herself. Projecting her voice so that everyone in the room could hear, she said, “Today officially opens the first Mage judgment day that has been held in the recorded universe for over five millennia. Although I have the right to rule by whim, I choose to rule by law. The code of law that we will be developing stems from my culture, background, and ethics. Those that I appoint to handle hearings under that guideline will adhere to the spirit and the letter of my decisions. However, the last resort will always be me.”
 
   Nodding to Sgt. Gray, Ruth began her rule. Raising her hands in front of her, she stared down and concentrated. A softly swirling mass of brilliant white built in her cupped hands. Once the level of the magical force started to spill over the edges, she tossed it over the two bound prisoners waiting for judgment. The men cringed as the light touch them and then seemed to calm. Looking them in the face, one by one, Ruth stared at them with eyes that swirled with a soft echo of her magic. “You will tell the truth, and all of the truth.” The absolute certainty in her voice hammered the seriousness of the proceedings into the brains of everyone in the room, like a muffled air hammer punching nails through wood.
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   The trial was over. The two men had admitted to the enslavement of unwilling women and a variety of other crimes while under a magical compulsion to tell the truth. There was no question of their guilt, but that was not the goal that Ruth had planned for the trial. She wanted desperately to set up something that didn’t rely on her personal interaction for every situation. Trying to establish a codified system of law seemed to be the best way of being able to delegate a sector of what she saw as her responsibilities effectively.
 
   Cal brought a glass of water up to his mother. Ruth looked at him and smiled slightly, asking, “I am pretty sure that is not what anyone expected.”
 
   His eyes danced in agreement, but Cal responded verbally in a serious tone, “I am pretty sure you’re right. Most legal systems do not carry out the sentence in the middle of the courtroom immediately after the trial is over. However, it lends a whole new meaning to the term ‘courtroom drama’ when the guilty are turned into burning torches in the middle of the floor.”
 
   “Well, since under truth spell they described not only what they had done to the women but gave us the whole conspiracy on the attack and their goals for taking over the ship, it was pretty much a foregone conclusion.”
 
   “Well, Mom, I thought it was pretty interesting that when the two men were talking about how they were going to take over the ship and make us all slaves again, the entire room shivered. Then when you asked if anyone would speak for the accused there were no volunteers.”
 
   “It seemed to me that it was justice to force them to live through the torments that they imposed on the women that they had overpowered before they died. And at least after that was done everybody seems to be very well behaved.”
 
   “Reminds me of some of the punishments you set up for my brother and me when we were growing up. Impossible to forget!”
 
   Ruth was about to respond to Cal when they were interrupted by the sound of someone clearing their throat. Looking up, Ruth saw a group of three people standing in front of her. They were a trio of mixed races and ages and genders, but typical of their motley collection of former slaves. One of them, a bipedal female with a shock of brilliant red hair, started the conversation. “Lady Mage, you look much different than you did before. Forgive us for asking, but what happened to change you like this?”
 
   “Transformation, I am informed, is part of becoming a Mage. On my world, we have an insect called butterfly that goes through the same sort of transformation. It enters the process looking like some form of an extended worm with legs and emerges as a winged creature. I believe that something like that has happened to me.”
 
   “But you’re still the same person? I knew Ruth and trusted her. Are you the same person still?”
 
   “Same person where it matters, in my heart and in my soul. Just different in outward appearance and in the body’s ability to handle the magic that I now have.”
 
   The trio appeared to be satisfied and began to walk away. Ruth called after them, saying, “Let everyone know that there will be a meeting in the hold where this all started in six hours.”
 
   The woman waved in acknowledgment and continued to walk away. As she got to the other side of the room, she was surrounded by a small crowd, all obviously interested in what she had learned.
 
   Ruth said, “Cal, how about if you let Pawlik know that I’d like to meet with the two of you and anyone that either of you thinks should be in a command meeting. We can meet in the captain’s ready room in a half hour.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – Command and Control
 
   Ruth sat at the head of the table with Cal to her left and Pawlik to her right. Ten other people were distributed around the table. Pawlik’s two men were there, sitting together. Eight others from the former slaves filled out the remaining seats. Mary was seated astraddle a bench, lending her nonverbal support. 
 
   Ruth placed her hands on the table in front of her, palms down and glanced over at Pawlik. “Could you please give me a general status? At this point, I’m not sure what I need to know or what I don’t so guide me through this.”
 
   Pawlik started to speak, “We currently have 116 mobile and functional personnel. All of the general systems on the ship appear to be in good working order, and the controls have been validated by people in our command group. We’re very lucky that the ship contains the standard interfaces for the overall interstellar alliance.”
 
   Ruth leaned forward slightly and asked, “Tell me a little bit more about the Alliance. I saw some information within the computer system, but frankly, it was a little more confusing and complex than I was willing to tackle right then.”
 
   “The Alliance is a member organization. In order to belong to it, a race must be sentient and have space faring capability. The difficulty comes in dealing with the interaction between races or worlds. The general rule is one of power and might. Basically, if you win it in battle, it belongs to you.”
 
   Ruth frowned in contemplation, “What happens to the races that do not have space travel?”
 
   “There is some protection for non-spacefaring races but since there is no specific enpowered Alliance law enforcement, those rules are frequently broken. Just look at what happened to your people. The Insectoids broke the rules, but there was no one to protest. They would have continued to get away with harvesting people from your world and some of the others that they visited until a strong Alliance member decided to object or until your people were all gone. Even if something had happened to the Insectoids, the fact that your world had been classified as prey would have allowed other opportunists to continue to abuse your Earth.”
 
   “How can this be prevented?” Cal asked, “And how can we continue to protect our planet?” 
 
   Pawlik started to respond, but one of the others sitting at the table chimed in. “There are only a limited number of options. The best one is for Earth to be protected by Ruth and develop its own member capability as soon as possible. Technically, Ruth owns Earth at this time, and she can do what she wishes with it.”
 
   Cal’s expression betrayed that he couldn’t decide whether he was horrified or amused. “Oh dear Lord, this would cause massive difficulties with every government on Earth. They would never agree with this!”
 
   Looking somewhat pensive, Ruth stated in a soft but iron-filled voice, “I really don’t care. If that is what we have to do to keep them safe for now, that is what we’ll do.”
 
   One of the other attendees, a large semi-clad man with extensive tattoos on his face and arms raised a hand. At Ruth’s nod, he said, “Geroff, here. I know that you’re concerned about your own planet, but many of us are equally worried about ours. How are we going to get home?”
 
   Pawlik interjected a comment, “I propose that we start with visiting my home world so that we can get enough people to operate the starship without so many problems. Otherwise, when we start dropping people off on their home planets we will further reduce the scant staff we have for running the spaceship.”
 
   Geroff responded heatedly, “Why should we start with your planet? That seems like favoritism to me!”
 
   The room exploded into a cacophony of excited voices as people talked at and over each other. Ruth watched as they argued, but did not participate. After about 10 minutes, she slapped her hands on the tabletop. The room instantly went still as the presence of the Mage was remembered.
 
   In the quiet, Ruth dropped her verbal bombshell. “Would it not be better to get a census that covers all of the ships before deciding who is being dropped off and in what order?”
 
   There was a moment of stunned quiet in the room. The woman who had taken over the de facto head engineering position gulped and asked, “What other ships?”
 
   “When I killed the Insectoids that included every being with Insectoid DNA as far as my broken mind could touch.”
 
   Geroff asked in a stunned voice, “How many were killed?”
 
   “Over 24 billion.”
 
   Shocked silence followed Ruth’s statement, leaving the room ringing with the non-sound of people’s thoughts.
 
   Shaking off his astonishment, Pawlik began to assign people tasks aimed at determining what organization was needed on a broader scale. One of Cal’s assistants, a man named Deran from a high gravity world, was loudly complaining, “We don’t even know where the ships are, what kind they are, any of that sort of information. How are we supposed to figure out what we have to do?”
 
   Once again, Ruth raised her voice and stunned the room. “There are 16,422 separate ships. All you had to do was ask.”
 
   Comments started to fly around the room and a mixture of voices and conversations collided without organization. 
 
   “Those ships are probably on trajectories that could collide with other ships!” 
 
   “What about the people that are starving on the ships?”
 
   An explosion of a stellar map in three dimensions covered the entire table and once again quieted the room. Patterns of color and clusters of different icons appeared within a few seconds. Ruth pointed to the map, “All of the ship locations are mapped onto this display. They are color-coded with three main classifications. The ones that I have locked down in space so they do not move in relationship to the surrounding planetary bodies are colored in blue. Yellow-coded ships are in stable orbit and do not require immediate attention or modification. The ones in red are in trouble.
 
   “The trouble ones are situations where there were slaves or captives on the ships. Those require individualized attention, I believe. The good news is that there only 47 problems. The bad news is that there are 47 issues.”
 
   There was one common emotion evident in the room. Amazement. It was beyond comprehension that a single person would know all of the ship’s status and locations. Only Pawlik looked calm. His family traditions had taught him just what possible strengths and capabilities a Mage might have. Everyone else was learning in real time.
 
   Once again conversation became lively among the people in the room. The daunting nature of the task and the emotional battering that the former slaves had endured over the last few months had taken its toll on their energy and their ability to problem solve. When it seemed like the comments were becoming repetitive, Ruth stood up. Conversation ceased immediately.
 
   “I know that the task is daunting, but I am confident that it is something that we can handle. We are going to deal with the urgent problems, then we will head to Pawlik’s home world. Once we get there, I expect to establish our headquarters, build up additional staff, and start to return people to their home worlds. We will also need to evaluate which ships and worlds that I wish to keep.”
 
   It was apparent to everyone in the room that the time for debate and questions was over. The Mage had spoken, and the plan was in play. Geroff once again demonstrated a distinct lack of survival instinct by interjecting a comment. “Don’t you have to do something about registering ownership for the ships and other properties? How can we move forward with your plan without that?”
 
   Ruth smiled slightly at him, and replied, “I have already filed the interstellar notice of acquisition by combat required by Alliance law. In that notice, I also stated that I had completed my Mage transformation and in the process that I had destroyed the Insectoids. The paperwork was appropriately filed with the Auditor Guild.”
 
   Cal, just as surprised as the others in the room about the filing, seized on one topic. “I am not familiar with the makeup or purpose of the Auditor Guild. Could someone please fill me in?”
 
   As multiple people tried to simultaneously explain the ubiquitous guild to Cal, Pawlik leaned toward Ruth and murmured softly, “Well played!”
 
   “So the general description of the Auditor Guild is that they do the interstellar accounting, adjudicate ownership, and deal with punishments and fines on a planetary level. Is that right?” summarized Cal. Nods of agreement sprinkled the room.
 
   Ruth stated firmly, “I believe that the Auditor Guild representative will meet up with us when we get to Pawlik’s world, Arkken. In the meantime, people, let’s get to our tasks.”
 
   The room quickly emptied leaving the slowly evolving stellar map still floating in all of its colorful glory above the table.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Private Quarters
 
   The door to the hallway slid closed with a gentle whoosh of air. Exhaustion settled like a heavy blanket over Ruth’s shoulders, and she dropped to the couch. Pawlik glanced at her in concern and moved to the side of the room to get her a glass of water. He handed her the drink and settled gingerly on the couch beside her. Smiling at him, Ruth said, “I have no way of thanking you for all that you have done. Without you, I would be dead or crazy. You have provided for every need that I have had and more.”
 
   Pawlik responded, “It has been my privilege and my pleasure. We will have many years to be together since Mage and Anchor live extended lifetimes.”
 
   “I have many questions about the whole bond, but it looks like those will have to wait for later time or later discovery. All I know is that we have managed to survive another day.”
 
   Smiling, Pawlik reached over and picked up Ruth’s hand. Raising it to his mouth, he placed a gentle kiss on her palm. Her breath caught in her throat and tears came to her eyes.
 
   “I have missed you wrapped around me at night. Even in the shroud, I could feel you. The contact comforted me and has left a cold, empty vacuum in its absence.”
 
   “It is a loss for me also. I miss your heartbeat and the murmur of your mind.”
 
   Staring deeply into his eyes, Ruth stood and paused a moment to look down at him. Taking a deep breath, she reached out her hand and grabbed his. He simply looked at her. With a smile that mingles grief, farewell, and hope, she pulled him gently to his feet and into the bedroom. The door quietly whispered shut, and the privacy light comes on.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Troyer and Techla crashed carried through the hallway door into the private quarters cheerfully arguing about some game that the children were learning to play. Troyer carries a covered tray and Techla held a sleeping a full pitcher of some liquid. They had decided that grandma needed breakfast and had appointed themselves as the delivery service. 
 
   Placing the tray and pitcher on the table in the room, Techla started toward the door to wake grandma, only to stop in surprise when Ruth emerged dressed in leathers and with an unusual device on her shoulder. The children were stunned into immobility when Pawlik also came out of the bedroom wearing a refurbished uniform with the same device. 
 
   “Thank you for the thoughtful meal! I’m definitely hungry, and this is a pleasant surprise,” exclaimed Ruth. Troyer noticed that Pawlik had somewhat reddened cheeks but thought nothing of it. Techla began to smile but said nothing.
 
   Breakfast was done and the children were trying to explain the rules of the new game they were learning to Ruth and Pawlik when Cal and the two sergeants entered the room. Cal called out, “Good morning, Mom! What is the plan for the day?”
 
   Troyer and Techla came over for a hug from Cal as Ruth responded, “Today we are going to visit one of the ships that are in trouble. Cal, I believe you’re going to be staying here. The rest of you get your stuff together and let’s get going.”
 
   Gray leaned closer to Cal and whispered, “How are we going to get there?”
 
   “I have no idea, but I’m sure it’s going to be a surprise. And apparently, I’ll be waiting when you get back.”
 
   Pawlik motioned Cal over closer and informed him that he now had two additional assistants. As the two men finished discussing the tasks that are on the priority list, Pawlik suddenly smiled at Cal and said, “You realize that you are now my XO, right?”
 
   Cal just stared somewhat dumbfoundedly at Pawlik and remained speechless. Opening his mouth to try to say something, Cal is saved from whatever incoherent sentence was about to come out of his mouth by Ruth’s sudden reappearance. She is holding three uniform jackets in her hand. Each of them has the same device on the upper left chest and on the right sleeve that she and Pawlik have on their jackets. Giving one of them to Cal, she stretched up to place a soft kiss on his cheek. “Happy promotion, sweetheart.”
 
   Turning, Ruth handed each of the other two jackets to Sgt. Gray and Sgt. Roebuck. Cal immediately doffed the tunic that he was wearing and replaced it with the jacket. It fit perfectly, as if a tailor had spent all night adjusting it to his body. The two sergeants also put on their new uniforms. Once again the garments fit extremely well. At their look of amazed confusion, Ruth burst into laughter. The clear musical peal of her amusement rang through the room and brought a smile to everyone’s face. “Hello, people! Remember? Mage here!”
 
   As the four men moved to gather what they needed for their exploratory trip to the other ship and to announce Cal’s promotion to the rest of the crew, the influx of people needing to speak to Ruth began to line up outside the door in the hallway. At this point, things were moving pretty smoothly. The guard would control people coming in and out. The people brought what they needed to get signed or approved by Ruth, there would be a short discussion, and that person would leave. The next would enter. Repeat again and again. All part of the regular morning routine. After about an hour of this daily decision-making process, Mary came into the room and wordlessly collected Techla and Troyer. 
 
   Ruth motioned Mary to stop for a second, and asked, “I never found out from you how many total children we have. So how many are there and how are they doing?” Mary’s gestures communicated that there were only 11 living children other than Troyer and Techla on the ship. Ruth felt a hammer blow to her chest and sat there, unbreathing. Mary was unaware of Ruth’s reaction. Waving a silent hand at the Mage, she took the children out to their scheduled class with the rest of the young ones.
 
   OMG, thought Ruth. One of the pieces of information that she had found recorded in the computer systems was how many people had been collected from each planet by the ship, and the numbers were appalling. The Insectoids had decimated their slave population for food and for entertainment. It had been bad enough when she found that of the 1200 people captured from Earth initially that fewer than 30 were left. She had seen numbers that accounted for children. When the Earth population had been added to the ship the children had totaled more than 500. The fact that there were only 13 left was both heartbreaking and vindicating. Her sense of justice and revenge demanded that they be avenged and that was what she had done.
 
   Mary reentered the room as Ruth was bringing herself under control. The silent women held the hands of a pair of young children. The boy was of obvious Earth origin, Middle Eastern in appearance and about 10 or 11 years old. His sister was younger, approximately four years old. Mary signed to Ruth that they had no one to care for them and she thought it was best to move them in with Troyer.
 
   “Are you willing to share a room with my grandson?” Ruth asked the boy. He nodded in response but did not say anything. The little girl just clung to Mary. “Okay, Mary. Please get them relocated in with Troyer and Techla and arrange the sleeping accommodations as best fits the kids.”
 
   Once again Mary exited the room with children in tow. Ruth smiled briefly after them and turned to the next person waiting to speak to her. It was a middle-aged male quadruped with what appeared to be elaborately braided hair. He said, “It is so very sad about the boy’s mother. His father should be shot!”
 
   “What do you mean?” Ruth asked. The man, whose name was Norm, told her that the mother sacrificed herself for the children. The Insectoids had taken the boy and were going to eat him when the mother bravely challenged the Insectoids to an exchange. The slavers were amused by her attempt and told her that if she died without screaming that her children could live. Unfortunately, the children had to witness their mother being eaten alive. The brave woman made no sound throughout her torture and death, biting through her own tongue to prevent any noise from emerging.
 
   The children had been catatonic for a period of time. Some of the other women had made sure that they had food and tried to help them, but the shock had been too much. The boy at least had started to come out of his numb state and interact a little bit, when the women that had been providing care were also killed.
 
   The little girl had retreated further and further from reality, hiding in corners and under any available cover. The boy had become aggressive in protection of his sister and would not allow anyone close to her. 
 
   Then Ruth had transformed to Mage. The activity and turmoil that accompanied that transformation somehow got through to the children. In the weeks that Ruth was in the shroud, Mary had worked on providing some security and care for them. She was slowly getting them to interact with others.
 
   Norm was positive that part of the problem was concealed in the actual capture of the small family. Since the Insectoids had kept video records of all captures and all deaths, he and Mary had tried to see if they could find out where from the children had come. What they found was horrific.
 
   The slavers’ shuttle had landed in an area of dense Middle Eastern population. The Insectoid harvesting crew had trapped and was securing captives when the children’s father had picked up the small girl and thrown her at the Insectoids. As they grabbed the child reflexively, the man turned and ran. Without hesitation, the mother had dashed toward her daughter. And the brave boy had run after his mother. The video showed that the man had never looked back.
 
   Ruth flashed into incandescence. The smell of burning paper and melting metal filled the room. Norm took one appalled look and ran for the door. He was almost trampled in the hallway as Pawlik charged into the room at incredible speed. Giving a comprehensive glance around the room and not seeing any immediate threat, Pawlik dove for Ruth and placed one hand on each of her shoulders. “Breathe, just breathe! Center yourself and relax. Loss of control will not help anything.”
 
   Ruth caught her breath in a sobbing hiccup, whispering, “It just makes me so angry…”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Field Trip
 
   It had been about an hour since Ruth finished with the daily tasks and had prepared herself for their field trip. She and Pawlik entered the command deck of the ship.
 
   The skeleton crew was busy with the usual operation of a spaceship. To Ruth’s unaccustomed eye, the command deck looked crowded. After the sparse furnishings in the majority of the ship, a room, even a large one, with a captain’s chair, two helm stations, offensive and defensive weaponry positions, sensor and communications controls and navigation posts seemed to overfill the room. 
 
   In addition to the duty crew, the boarding party that Pawlik and Cal had assembled was waiting. It was not possible to put together a large group since they didn’t want to leave their ship unable to navigate or defend itself if necessary. Pawlik had made sure that the crew knew that they reported to Cal in Pawlik’s absence.
 
   The boarding party was all armed. Even Ruth was armed with a gun, although she was pretty sure she would not remember when to use it. However, if it made Pawlik feel better, she was willing to carry one. She started the briefing. “The first ship that we’re going to visit is in distress. They appear to have adequate life-support and the food production machines are operating. However, it seems that there is some form of inter-ship conflict going on that needs to be resolved.”
 
   One of the officers on the deck crew interjected, “How do you know?”
 
   “I just know.”
 
   The men in the boarding party and some of the bridge crew looked skeptical. With an irritated wave of her hand, Ruth Drew a large rectangle in the air. Solidifying out of the air was an omnidirectional vision tank. “Will that help?” she asked, “that shows the situation on the ship. The highlighted areas are those of conflict, while the green ones show working life-support, and the blue ones are active food production.” 
 
   Pawlik asked, “Could you please keep the vision tank up while we get our boarding party leader to come closer and look the situation over so everyone knows what we are getting into?” 
 
   Reluctantly, the members of the boarding party crowded closer to the vision tank. What they saw quickly involved them, and they soon calmed down and focused on the effort of committing what they saw to memory. The bridge crew was still rattled. Pawlik glanced around and leaned forward toward Ruth. Speaking loudly enough for everyone on the deck to hear, he said, “They are all a little freaked out by what they see because they’re not used to a Mage. Which when you think about it makes sense since it’s been over five millennia since we’ve had one in the Alliance.”
 
   Pawlik studied the vision tank himself for a bit and finally turned away and looked at Ruth. “How long a journey is it going to be, Ruth?”
 
   “They are multiple light years away.”
 
   “That’s gonna take a long time to get there, even with the stardrive on the ship.”
 
   “Not as long as you think. Why don’t you just point us in the right direction and we will go?”
 
   Pawlik started laughing helplessly. His men look at him in confusion and irritation.
 
   Ruth grimaced over at him and said, “I am not sure why you think that is so funny but I’m glad I can amuse you.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Ruth extended one hand toward the vision tank. A beam of braided light, colored black red and white, shot from the palm of that hand and touched the image of the remote ship. Ruth’s other hand was held flat with an extended index finger. Using that finger to draw a circle around the entire boarding party in a brilliant green light, the bridge seemed to pulsate once, twice, thrice. An even brighter light of many colors appeared, connecting the entire boarding party with the image of the ship on the vision tank. The light seemed to fold in on itself briefly, before exploding into a tunnel of coruscating colors. A soundless wind pulled on each of the boarding party members and crew. The very fabric of the ship hummed in harmony with the wind. There was a feeling of movement and a great force pressing on them. The tunnel extended until it appeared to encompass the entire bridge, perhaps even the entire ship. The wind became audible, and there was a feeling of upside down and inside out as the ship folded up and rushed through the tunnel. There was a momentary disorientation and all was calm.
 
   They found themselves still on the bridge and in their same positions. However, every alert on the navigation board had lit up. Somehow in less than five seconds time they had transported to an area that was directly beside their target ship. The entire bridge crew sprang into action. Privately, Ruth thought this is a fairly well-choreographed freak out dance by a spaceship crew in a very professional way. To avoid laughing at the mental image of previous weddings and chicken dances, she stayed totally silent. Only a slight quivering of the muscles around her mouth betrayed the deep-seated urge to laugh. 
 
   Pawlik said, “Comms, hail the other ship.”
 
   “No response, sir.”
 
   “Try again.”
 
   The second attempt to communicate with the ship got a response. An obviously rattled voice demanded to know who they were and how they had gotten this channel. 
 
   Without prompting, the communications officer said, “This is the Mage Ship Dragon Flame carrying the Lady Mage. Prepare to be boarded. Gather all former slaves in the audience room so that the Mage can address them. Have an appropriate group meet the Mage and her party at the main transport bay.”
 
   The voice from the other ship stammered slightly before exclaiming, “There are no former slaves here. You must have the wrong ship. This is an independent trader and if you board you will be acting like pirates.”
 
   Before Comms could respond, Ruth flung up a hand and drew it across her mouth. She turned to Pawlik as he was getting up from the captain’s chair, bursting into speech, “He is lying!”
 
   It was obvious that Ruth is becoming more and more angry, with tendrils of light running up and down her body. Keeping a concerned eye on her, Pawlik called the Marine lead and Sgt. Gray up onto the deck to try to figure out a strategy for boarding the ship. About the time that the two men joined Pawlik on the bridge, the lights running up and down Ruth’s body seem to merge, and a pulsing light exploded away from her hands. The Dragon Flames bridge crew heard Pawlik’s voice from inside the light, saying, “hold on!” The light flashed even brighter and Ruth, Pawlik, and the other two men were gone. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – The Mandrake
 
   A brilliant flash of light heralded their entry onto the command deck of the Mandrake. It was a bridge similar to the one on the Dragon Flame, different in crewing but not set up. Ruth had brought not only Pawlik and Sgt. Gray and the Marine lead but had somehow pulled every one of the boarding party with her. They were stunned by the abrupt transition but had at least been introduced to the whims and ways of their volatile Mage over the last few weeks. The people on the Mandrake bridge lacked that reference.
 
   Where the Dragon Flame crew had made an effort to maintain a professional level on the ship, this group had no such direction. Trash was everywhere. There were six people on the command deck, sprawled in various postures of relaxation, looking like pirates. Two additional huddled bodies were in the corner, motionless. The large man that had been stretched across the captain’s chair lurched to his feet, shouting inarticulately and drawing his weapon. He fired at the Mage. It was the last mistake he would ever make. The sound of weapons firing slammed through the room, assaulting the hearing sense just as badly as the energy bolts Ripp through bodies. The Mandrake’s crew was no match for Pawlik’s handpicked boarding party. Five minutes later all of those that had fired on Pawlik’s men were dead. Their bodies lay in disarray as if a child had a temper tantrum with its dolls.
 
   Ruth walked over to the two bodies in the corner that had not moved during the battle. Bending down, she brushed the hair back from the dead woman’s face, the signs of recent torture apparent on her body. The second body was a man, with similar wounds and the same look of painful death. Straightening with resolution, Ruth turned to Pawlik and said, “I am going to freeze all of the people on the ship until you get it under control. There will be no more innocents killed on this ship today.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   It had been a rough few hours. The Mandrake was secure, with a crew cobbled together from former slaves and a command group from the Dragon Flame. Pawlik had selected people to travel back with them to replace the personnel that were transferring to the Mandrake. Ruth had examined the entire population of the Mandrake and passed all but two. Those two were guilty of torture and murder. An impromptu Mage court tried, sentenced, and executed them. Pawlik commented in an aside to Sgt. Gray that the trial would be an unforgettable lesson on the price of disobedience.
 
   The structure that Pawlik and Cal had built allowed them to seed the Mandrake with staff members who were familiar with Ruth’s expectations. The advantage of having a good organization and a competent team is that you can delegate and trust that your wishes will be carried out. Pawlik was comfortable with allowing the new combined crew of the Mandrake to sort out their issues and resolve most of them. 
 
   Among the people rescued from the pirates that had seized control after all of the Insectoids had mysteriously disappeared, was a fairly large group of experienced spacers. Pawlik happily sorted through them, tagging more than 80% to return to the Dragon Flame with him. The rest would remain with the Mandrake and it would be up to the new captain to organize. After extensive discussions with the experienced command level personnel on the Mandrake, Pawlik named one of the boarding party as the acting captain of the Mandrake and a former mercantile captain as his XO. 
 
   A meeting with the combined command group allowed Ruth to go over her expectations about the necessary census and the general plan for later rendezvous. Feeling like the day had marked a job well done, Ruth transported all of them back to the main meeting room on the Dragon Flame where Cal was waiting.
 
   He had positioned tables and people around the perimeter of the chamber. Others directed the new crew members to specific tables for room assignments, duty stations, and orientation. It all seemed to be working smoothly.
 
   Ruth smiled to herself and quietly left the room.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Gathering In
 
   It had been a busy six days. As more staff were brought on board the problem ships were dealt with in multiples rather than one by one. Since all of the urgent trouble spots had been resolved, today was the day that Ruth had decided to bring the remainder of the ships into communications with their group of 48. Several of the ship’s crew had been discussing how to open connections with such a large number of ships. Some people took the position that the ones that had live people on them were the most important and that all other ships could remain isolated. Others took the opposing position that the dealing with the depopulated ships and getting them out of the way was the more reasonable first step. 
 
   The discussion had gotten rather heated by the time that Ruth countered it. The group, which included both Pawlik and Cal, as well as Sgt. Gray and Norm, looked somewhat abashed when she started to laugh. “You are still thinking in the old ways. You have forgotten again that the rules that you once operated under are no longer in effect. Don’t you think that someone who can move an entire ship over to another one has the capabilities to facilitate this problem? How about if I just create a broadcast and connect all the ships into that broadcast?”
 
   After a brief, embarrassed pause, the discussion shifted to the best location to hold the broadcast. It quickly resolved into two options: the command deck or the briefing room. While there were advantages to either, the consensus turned out to be a preference for the bridge. All agreed that it would provide the best reinforcement of the Dragon Flame’s ability to enforce the Mage’s mandates.
 
   “Well, people come on. There’s no benefit in delay and no time like the present. I could say something like, let’s get this show on the road or any one of a few more stupid metaphors, but it boils down to this. Let’s do it now.”
 
   Thirty minutes later and Ruth was standing beside the captain’s chair on the command bridge, dressed in her judicial garments. Flicking her hands in an elongated circle, Ruth created a sphere of light that seemed to explode away from her and the ship. Suddenly the air on the surface of the command bridge walls was covered with what appeared to be small video screens. Different scenes were displayed on each one. Different races, different genders, different people. All sharing common expressions. Amazement, shock, fright.
 
   Showing no signs of nervousness, Ruth explained that she is the emergent Mage and that she has destroyed all of the Insectoids. Many of the beings shown on the screens reacted in a manner that told Ruth that they understood exactly what that meant. She went on to explain the general plan and to introduce both Pawlik and Cal. Several of the groups had one or more members waving limbs in an attempt to communicate. Ruth felt compelled to address them, “For those of you that have questions and need to contact the ship, we will be creating a simpler way of asking for help and clarification.”
 
   Cal opened his mouth to say something just as Ruth cupped her hands around brilliant yellow light and threw it toward the little windows, slipping her magic into each ship. Cal leaned forward, whispering urgently, “Mom, what did you just do?”
 
   Ruth grinned at him, saying, “I just created a ‘simple button.’”
 
   Cal drowned in helpless laughter trying desperately to control his mirth. Pawlik provided a diversion by reaching out and grabbing the Comms officer from the deck, pushing him in front of the other ships’ view and announcing that there would be scheduled times for asking questions and that the Comms officer would be in charge of it. The Comms officer, Martik, said that he would be setting up a rotation for communications and that because of the number of ships that a hierarchy would be developed as needed. He asked that everyone please be as patient as possible.
 
   Several of the visual screens were flashing red. Ruth murmured quietly, so only Martic and Pawlik could hear, “Just point at the screen that you want to hear.”
 
   Martic pointed at a display that had two large men determinedly waving their arms. “Yes? What is your urgent issue?”
 
   The larger of the two men answered, “We have a large contingent of spacers and support clerks on the ship. We might be able to assist in some of your logistics.”
 
   At that comment, windows started lighting up all over the walls. Pawlik stepped up beside Martic and said, “Those of you that wish to volunteer to join the Mage’s staff and Navy, create a consolidated list of names, experience, age, rank. A collection mechanism will be built to allow you to send that information to us easily. Martic will keep you informed, but I am very pleased that the Insectoids were not capable of destroying your bravery or your honor.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   It was a horrible job, but someone had to do it. In order to bring closure to those that had lost family to the Insectoids and to be able to trace back to the worlds that the former slaves had been captured on, someone had to watch the Insectoids videos. The team of six people had been at it for several hours. They had many snapshots organized into world groups and others that were in an undetermined pile. Each of them had been forced at least once to leave the room and cry or throw up. As horrific as their experience had been with the Insectoids the video footage was worse.
 
   They had opened a new world file because the Insectoids log showed a new stardate and location. The world was a blue-green world with a good portion of its surface covered by water. There were multiple major land masses and icecaps. It was not a large world, but one that was apparently heavily settled. The view from space had shown lights at night and discernible construction during the day. The beauty of the planet was quickly a faint memory as the visual record started to display the Insectoids harvest of the inhabitants.
 
   One of the observers straightened with a gasp as a familiar face flashed across her screen. It was Ruth. Frozen in a kind of semi-conscious state the viewers watched as the Insectoids rampaged through an area of homes with stationary collections of vehicles. They sat in voyeuristic horror as a middle-aged man attempted to protect Ruth and was callously ripped apart. Ruth could be seen pushing a small animal into another woman’s arms and pushing her away to run. Ruth turned to meet her death head on, only to have small four-legged animals fling their bodies between her and the Insectoids. The valiant defense was to no avail. The screeching laugh of the invaders was interrupted only by a split second as they snapped the small furred ones in half, dropping the bloody remains. The sight of Ruth gathering their small bloody bodies to her chest, weeping, was the last thing that showed before the video was obscured by a large claw of a slaver.
 
   The horrible images continued. The next video showed a harvest action in a city of packed people and sandy soil. The slavers were advancing on the crowds from two directions. One of the watchers sobbed in helpless response as a man in the crowd grabbed a small girl and threw her into the arms of one of the Insectoids, before turning and running as fast as he could in the other direction. A woman that many remembered from before the Insectoid’s destruction charged after the little girl. Unseen by his mother, a male child ran after her and his sister. The video flashed around the square, capturing a glimpse of the man that had sacrificed his family. His face was in focus for just a few seconds. The video record heartlessly and accurately recorded his look of faint regret and the shrug of his shoulders before he turned and ran out of view.
 
   The video progression was relentless. It recorded the capture of Pawlik and his men, showing how they were delivered unconscious to the slavers by a party of men dressed in some form of uniform. They saw the exchange of currency and the pleased smiles on the seller’s faces.
 
   A short while later in the video archive, they recognized another face. It was the Sargeant that had sacrificed himself to protect Ruth at her initial Mage change. On this footage, they saw how he had fought to try to keep his weapon but was overpowered. They saw him attempting to protect Pawlik’s unconscious body but failing. 
 
   One of the viewers made a startled exclamation and turned to look at the wall to the left of the video display. The entire wall consisted of what appeared to be fronted glass cubbies of different collectibles. He stood up and quickly went over to examine the contents of one of the cubbies. It was the sergeant’s weapon. Looking at the wall with its thousands of items, his eyes filled with tears, and he leaned over helplessly to vomit again and again. 
 
   Tears in many of their eyes, saltwater on their faces, nausea filling their senses. The viewers had enough horror for one day. The man by the trophy wall straightened up and looked back at them. His eyes widened in alarm, and his focus shifted to an area behind them. Spinning quickly in place, the five others turned to see that Ruth was standing behind them, watching the same screen with fire running up and down her arms. She looked at them with eyes that showed bottomless pain, before she abruptly disappeared.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Arkken Planetfall
 
   Approaching Orbit around Arkken-
 
   “Arkken Space Control, this is the LMS Dragon Flame requesting orbital coordinates and shuttle landing instructions. Be advised that this ship is a prize of battle and under the command of Lady Mage Ruth.”
 
   “Dragon Flame, orbital coordinates are transmitting now. Shuttle landing instructions will be sent by separate communications. Welcome to Arkken, Dragon Flame.”
 
   “Thank you, Arkken Space Control.”
 
   The communications officer began to handle the list of messages that Pawlik and the others had queued up for when they got into Arkken’s orbit. The top one on the list was to notify the ruling Arkken Council of Pawlik’s return and to schedule the mandated appearance before the Council for returning space travelers. Notification was also sent to Pawlik’s planet-bound staff of his return. Even before the outgoing messages had been sent, the Council had responded with a request for Pawlik’s immediate presence.
 
   Pawlik appeared to be thinking deeply about the Council request. “Such scheduling speed is not usual. Generally, appearances before the Council upon planetary return take anywhere from 1 to 2 weeks to arrange. I wonder what else is going on.”
 
   “If it were acceptable and appropriate, I would like to accompany you,” Ruth said. “I would prefer to not be the primary focus but getting a read on the Council dynamics and participants would be helpful.”
 
   Just then, Pawlik’s message queue pinged with an incoming secure call from Pawlik’s steward, Harril. “My Lord, welcome home! We had been very concerned about rumors of your death. The lack of communications also has caused some problems.”
 
   “My apologies, Harril. Unfortunately, circumstances beyond our control caused a temporary inhibition of communications. I am required and requested to appear before the Council immediately. What do you know that contributes to that urgency, and what extremely high priority items are there that I need to deal with?”
 
   “There’s been a higher level of political machinations than usual, sir. The rumors of your death certainly did not help. Several of your properties have had unexpected visits from your cousin Stefar or his staff. Also, some interesting audit requests have come through for financial transactions with many of our companies. The combination of Stefar’s interest and audits that could only be authorized by the Council have raised a lot of concern here.”
 
   “So you believe that there is some form of treachery being planned by Stefar and the Council?”
 
   “Yes my Lord, but it may not be the entire Council. You know that Councilor Fergali has significantly changed the way that the Council interacts with the rest of the planet since he was elected its head. He also has regarded you as an enemy since the two of you were children and he appears to be continuing that posture even now. The Council as an entity now should not be considered a friend, but more like a partial enemy.”
 
   “Fergali has never been pleased with the fact that the charter for our estate and grant is not subject to Council laws. The fact that we are an allied entity, rather than a vassal sticks in his craw. If you have anything more that I should know before I appear before the Council, please send me a secure message.”
 
   “Of course, my Lord. Just one last caution. I would be very careful about transport from the ship to the planet surface. There have been several accidents involving shuttles in the last two months. Strangely enough, most of them resulted in death or serious injury to Councilor Fergali’s enemies or critics.”
 
   Pawlik closed the communications channel and paused for a moment, appearing to be thinking deeply. Shaking himself back to awareness, he requested that Sgt. Gray and Cal, along with several other men from his original crew join Ruth and him in the captain’s briefing room. All of the men arrived at a run.
 
   Although Cal was alert for reactions from the planetary government, the wary posture of Pawlik’s people changed Cal’s alertness into concern. He glanced from Ruth to Pawlik in question.
 
   “We may be dealing with a problem bigger than I initially thought,” said Pawlik. “We knew that we were betrayed and sold to the slavers, but that was a faceless betrayal. It is starting to look like the rot may stem from both insider and Council sources. I have been warned about the safety of any transport to and from the planet.”
 
   “How about we use the ship’s shuttle for transport and use a secondary shuttle for protection?” suggested Sgt. Gray.
 
   Ruth put an immediate stop to the discussion. “The safety of this ship is paramount. We will maintain the ship in a high orbit and not allow any transport to and from the planet surface via shuttles. Instead, until we know what the situation is, I will handle transport.”
 
   The men in the room looked somewhat abashed since the use of magic had not been on any of their minds. It was going to take some getting used to, this incorporation of magic into their world. Pawlik’s eyes started to gleam, as he thought of some options and he gave Ruth a smile and a nod of agreement.
 
   Sgt. Gray drew Pawlik’s attention, “My Lord, it is traditional that returning warriors of our people offer a tithe of our spoils to the Council. Will we be doing that as a group or individually?”
 
   “Perhaps we should tithe the deaths also. That would make it easy to thin out the Council,” offered one of the other men. The room echoed with pain-filled laughter and shadowed with stark memories. A moment of silence stretched for several seconds before Sgt. Gray broke the mood by suggesting, “Perhaps we could offer them some of the ships that we may not want.”
 
   Pawlik’s rejoinder was, “Those ships do not belong to us. They belong to the Mage.”
 
   “That is ridiculous! You and your men were instrumental in my survival and the acquisition of all of the ships that we have. I would be pleased to offer you as many ships as you want so that you have something to donate to your world,” Ruth half-shouted, visibly upset.
 
   Pawlik resisted taking anything approaching an equal share of the ships that Ruth now controlled. His statement that the very fact that she had won them in battle with the Insectoids meant that she was the clear owner. After all, the Auditor Guild would find for her, not Pawlik or his men.
 
   Since it didn’t look like Pawlik would agree to ownership, Ruth suggested that he take a number of ships as payment for services. The final transfer of title would have to wait until after the Auditor Guild ruling, but in the meantime, they could agree on numbers and types of ships. After a fair amount of argument, they agreed on 162 ships. The ship type would be distributed among trading vessels, transports, courier ship, and warships. Pawlik insisted that only four warships be included. Even that number would double the fleet size for Arkken. 
 
   One of Pawlik’s men said jokingly that Pawlik donating such a large gift as a warship to Arkken would upset the Council head since the man hated Pawlik. Sgt. Gray smiled in agreement and suggested that perhaps the ship should be painted orange since the Councilor Fergali was known to detest the color.
 
   The very mention of the man’s name kicked off a discussion that was very enlightening for both Ruth and Cal. They heard all about this current head of the planetary government, including how he was constantly smiling and very genial acting. One of Pawlik’s men mentioned that the pleasant exterior concealed a very different man in private. His level of corruption and violent behavior was notorious in some circles. He hid all of that darkness behind closed doors. 
 
   Sgt. Gray’s cousin had firsthand experience with this aspect of Councilor Fergali. The former administrative assistant was still using a cane after he had battered her in his fury for a misfiled document. She quit but had been the target of several attacks afterward. It was so bad that she had moved off planet to protect her family. Learning in the middle of her recovery that others that had quit his employ seemed to suffer many accidents, some fatal, raised the level of worry. Since she was aware of the man’s violent hatred for children, concern for her small children caused a rapid relocation off the planet, including a name change.
 
   Another Marine, coming into the room in the middle of the discussion, told of a situation that caused Ruth’s arms to start trailing tendrils of light. Apparently, a groundskeeper at Councilor Fergali’s had been ordered to come to work on his day off. Since the summons was unexpected, the groundskeeper was forced to bring his two children with him for transfer to a caretaker on the estate grounds. How the councilor knew about the children’s presence was not known, but he had appeared in full fury. He physically threw the children off of the grounds, informing their father that his job was forfeit if he paid any attention to the “brats” instead of working. 
 
   The children huddled outside the gates, by the side of the road for over two hours before someone leaving the estate quietly picked them up and took them to their home. They were cold, thirsty and hungry. And terrified. The groundskeeper was forced to stay at work for over ten hours. He also quit but was involved in a fatal accident less than a month later. His orphaned children were sent to relatives at a remote farm.
 
   “That is enough about this disgusting version of a man!” stormed Ruth. The light flames on her arms were pulsating through spectrums of light. She grabbed a cloak from over the back of a chair next to her and flung it over her body, pulling the hood up to conceal her face. A swift motion of her hands wrapped the light around Pawlik, Sgt. Gray and two other of the Marines, before the room flashed and they all were suddenly standing on the ground in front of the Council building. 
 
   No one noticed their arrival. The square and steps leading up to the Council building were strangely empty. Pawlik looked around before straightening his spine and leading his party up the broad steps to the ornate door. 
 
   The guard in the Council building corridor was very flustered. He appeared to be unsure of exactly what to do and who to let in. Pawlik said, “I am reporting in as requested by the Council and am accompanied by the Lady Mage. My guard can wait outside with you if that would make you more comfortable.”
 
   “Thank you, my Lord,” the guard responded as Pawlik escorted Ruth past the security point and further down the corridor.
 
   “The guard is a recent addition. There’s never been a guard or security visible in the Council building before now,” Pawlik murmured to Ruth, “I find it very troubling.”
 
   Contrasting strongly with the presence of the guard, the door to the actual Council room was wide open. Dropping Ruth’s arm, Pawlik strode through the doorway, Ruth taking a position a step back from him and on his left. Her cloak remained closed around her body and the hood draped over her head, concealing her form and face. 
 
   A full table of council members was present in the room. The smiling man that occupied the head councilor chair looked up and a flash of expression transformed his face from smiling to fury and back. Apparently, Pawlik’s rapid response to the council’s summons was unexpected. With a pleasant expression pasted firmly in place, the man addressed Pawlik, “Welcome back my Lord, it was unexpected that you would be available so soon. Perhaps we should delay your report until you’ve had some time to rest and reorient yourself to the happenings since you been gone.”
 
   “I thank you for the consideration, Counsilor Fergali, but since my presence was requested as soon as possible and since I was still close to the spaceport this is the best time for me to make my report. After all, in order for the Council to be effective, it needs information as expeditiously as possible.”
 
   Pawlik proceeded to report on his experiences. He traced the trading and alliance trip that he had been on which was unexpectedly interrupted. When he recounted the drugging of his men and him and their captivity with the Insectoids, the Council exploded in commentary. “Surely you are exaggerating! The Insectoids follow the rules of the Alliance religiously,” interjected one of the council members. He was a man with slate gray hair and shifty eyes. After he had spoken, he glanced quickly at Fergali for approval.
 
   “Since we are in possession of the uncorruptible video record, which clearly shows my entire crew being carried onto the slaver ship and the exchange of payment for our bodies, I believe we can certainly substantiate my recounting of the situation,” Pawlik countered. A shiver could be seen running through the Council as Pawlik finished.
 
   “I am sure that you have the proof that you are claiming, my Lord, but we are certainly going to have issues with the Insectoids if we push claims of damages or law violations,” Fergali said.
 
   “The Insectoids will not be causing any problem.”
 
   “They are a most contentious race so it is not reasonable that they would stay quiet in response to this type of defamation,” responded Fergali. Many around the table nodded their heads in agreement.
 
   Pawlik stared Fergali directly in the face and said in a slow cadenced speech, “The Insectoids will not be responding because they are all dead. They had been wiped out to the last being.”
 
   The room erupted into shouted questions and exclamations of disbelief. The Counsilors seemed to be arguing with each other, with the most vocal attackers being countered by a group that was obviously on Pawlik’s side. Pawlik’s voice cut across the background cacophony, “The Auditor Guild will be delivering their findings within the week. Surely the Council can wait for verification from that august body.”
 
   “Yes, yes, we can wait for confirmation for that,” contributed Fergali. An older man in an admiral’s uniform, sitting at the far end of the table, smiled at Pawlik briefly before turning to the rest of the Council and saying, “This is exactly the sort of thing that we need to consider when we are planning our naval response.”
 
   His words initiated more shouts and interruptions as the Council went back to arguing what they had apparently been discussing before Pawlik had come into the room. Under cover of the loud noise, Pawlik mentioned quietly to Ruth that the admiral was an old friend of his. The man had been trying to keep Arkken safe for several decades and he was actually the highest ranking officer in their spaceforce and served as Secretary of the Navy. Recent years had seen constant budget cuts for their military, especially the Navy. The majority of Counsilors were from the merchant class on Arkken, and they had been trying to destroy the power base of the spaceforce for a long time.
 
   The arguments going on around the table were not resolving. In the middle of the contentious waving of arms and shouting, two council members stood up and walked around the table to extend their condolences, and to welcome them home. Pawlik thanked them for their welcome, saying, “I grieve for those that we have lost.”
 
   Showing that he was paying more attention to Pawlik than to the other activity, Councilor Fergali interjected in a clear voice, “Of course, you’ll be having your Death Gift meeting soon. Good luck on not beggaring your estate.”
 
   Pawlik’s face hardened into a mask, as he responded, “My family has always met its obligations, and it should not be a matter of concern for the Council.”
 
   “I have come to offer the warrior tithe for both my crew and on my own behalf,” Pawlik began to say before he was interrupted once more by Fergali. With a genial laugh, Fergali said, “We appreciate the spirit of your offer but considering the damage to your men and to you personally the Council will be waiving the tithing requirement. You and your team have suffered enough, and we don’t want to strain your coffers or your estate.”
 
   Straightening up into an offended posture, Pawlik opened his mouth to respond when Ruth put her hand on his arm to keep him calm and to stop his rejoinder. Most of the Council had apparently forgotten that Ruth was in the room. She had maintained a motionless presence slightly behind Pawlik during the entire interchange. None of the council members had questioned her presence, but now their eyes turned to her.
 
   Fergali was the first one to comment. His eyes raked Ruth’s form from head to toe, as he said, “I see that you’ve acquired a new companion. So apparently your journey had some benefit.”
 
   “This is the Lady Mage Ruth and she… “
 
   “Yes, yes, we’ve heard that story and the rumors. We don’t need any further storytelling,” The head Counsilor interjected. 
 
   Pawlik braced himself for Ruth’s angry reaction but found to his surprise that she remained calm. During the entire time that they had been in the Council chamber she had been silent and continued that even with this type of provocation. He noticed her left hand making a small gesture, and a very faint tendril of light blue slid over to him.
 
   It is time to leave now. We need to talk about what I’ve learned.
 
   Pawlik widened his eyes in surprise at the touch of her thought. While their ability to speak mind to mind had started when she was in the shroud, the only time that they had been at a deep level of rapport was when they were wrapped in each other’s arms. Ruth could feel his pleasure at the touch of her mind and the formation of his decision to leave the room.
 
   Matching action to his thought, Pawlik nodded toward the Council table in farewell and turned to take her arm. Fergali’s voice stopped Pawlik’s movement, “You can’t possibly leave without introducing your companion to us. None of us have seen a ‘Lady Mage’ and I quite insist that we be able to claim an acquaintance with her!”
 
   Pawlik could feel Ruth’s amusement as she reached up and pulled the hood from her face and head. She stepped up closer to Pawlik’s side and gazed challengingly at the Council. Everyone was staring at her. Muffled exclamations of shock and surprise could be heard from several people. Pawlik was taken anew by the impact of her beauty. To him, she was beautiful beyond beautiful. Smooth skin, raven hair, and blue eyes that seemed to swirl with a rainbow of light. She was tall, measuring just short of 6 feet with a medium musculature and curved figure.
 
   Fergali was one of the first to recover. He stood up and moved out of his chair and around the table. Smiling at her he reached out and grabbed her hand, stroking it slightly. “My dear woman, I am so pleased to meet you. I understand this is the first time you have visited our lovely planet.”
 
   “Yes, I have never been to Arkken before.”
 
   “Those of us that are longtime residents are always pleased to provide personal tours of some of the loveliest areas on Arkken. I know that my Lord Pawlik will be quite busy over the next few weeks in attempting to get his house in order. I would offer myself as an alternative guide and hope that you might accept my humble presence.”
 
   “Thank you, but no. I also have many things to attend to that will require a great deal of my attention.”
 
   Fergali responded, “Please keep my offer in mind. You never know when having a friend in high places will be useful. And everyone needs help sooner or later. Even a lady who is supposed to be a Mage.” He grinned knowingly.
 
   Turning their backs on the Council, Pawlik escorted Ruth out of the room and down the hallway. Pawlik’s men fell in place behind them as Ruth and the frozen-faced Pawlik exited the building and walked out onto the steps.
 
   Pawlik was both fuming and concerned. The tension of his thoughts was clearly discernible through the bond and Ruth knew the level of his worry. He was silent till they had walked about a block from the Council building at which point he stopped abruptly and turned to face Ruth and his men, “Things are not well, and I have no idea what’s going on. The attitude of the Council has changed, and I couldn’t tell why. Guards in the corridors, empty squares, every instinct tells me that danger is coming.”
 
   Ruth said, “I wasn’t sure if I could do it, but I managed to read the minds of the Counsilors. Although the admiral is not aware of it, most of the Counsilors are participating in an effort to disband the Navy and move all of the ships over into merchant control.”
 
   Sgt. Gray exclaimed in disbelief, “How could they be so stupid as to remove Arkken’s defenses?”
 
   “They are thinking of trade and profit and somehow have convinced themselves that the Alliance has things under control. Also, the sudden absence of the Insectoids has been noticed but no one knew why they were not visible. The main reasoning appears to be that their focus had been turned to a different area of the universe. When such a situation happens, merchants always try to grab market share.”
 
   Pawlik reminded Ruth that there wouldn’t be any formal announcement of the Insectoids eradication and her control of the battle-won resources until the Auditor Guild has done its review. 
 
   “I expect that to be soon. Actually, I am not concerned about that at this point. Instead, some things came up during the Council session that I don’t understand. I would like us to find some quiet place to talk about them so that I can try to put the pieces together of what the Counsilors were thinking.”
 
   “Then I suggest that we go either to a local restaurant or to my city townhouse for that discussion,” replied Pawlik.
 
   The idea of someplace safe to discuss their strategy won out over food. Pawlik’s townhouse it was. The party turned down a side street, noticing in passing that it also was deserted. The smell of very hot metal and the sound of screeching acceleration interrupted their silent thoughts. A large truck accelerated around the corner and headed directly for them. There was very little time to do anything, although each of them reacted in their own way. 
 
   Ruth left hand filled with a black mass of pulsating tentacles, and she began to pull her arm back. Before she could complete her motion, Pawlik pushed her to the side of the road, throwing her aim off. The vehicle hit Pawlik a glancing blow on the left side of his body, smashing him against the side of a building. He dropped like a rock. Snarling in fury, Ruth righted her body and flung her magic at the retreating truck.
 
   The black mass smashed into the back of the vehicle. Tentacles tipped with orange and red slapped viciously around the windows, tires, and doors. The driver of the truck lost control. Smashing into a post next to the side of the road, the vehicle rolled over once, twice, and then splintered into tiny bits of metal and blood to the accompaniment of a tortured scream.
 
   Ruth dropped to her knees by Pawlik and started checking him for any injury. Sgt. Gray joined her briefly and then took a defensive position, his weapon in hand. Pawlik slowly regained consciousness and tried to sit up. Ruth was shaking and couldn’t prevent him. “What happened?” he asked muzzily. 
 
   “You just survived a vehicular assassination attempt,” Ruth responded.
 
   “All I remember is a smell and the sound before I got dropped into oblivion.”
 
   “Don’t you dare move around until we find someplace to take you to be checked out! I will not accept you surviving the Insectoids and then being killed by some idiot that tries to run you over with a truck!”
 
   Sgt. Gray mentioned that a doctor that he has used before has a clinic a very short distance away. With the assistance of one of the other men, Ruth managed to get Pawlik on his feet and moving carefully.
 
   The doctor was their next destination. Everything else could wait.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – Balancing Obligations
 
   The friendly doctor cleared Pawlik after a comprehensive examination. Warning both Pawlik and Ruth that there would be several days of bruised discomfort, he added that Pawlik had been extremely lucky to have not been killed. Sgt. Gray could be heard muttering under his breath about luck not being involved at all.
 
   As they were leaving the doctor’s office, Ruth stunned the rest of the party by telling them that she had an errand that she needed to run. She added that the chore was taking her to a spaceforce Marine bar and she supplied the name, Force X. Her face was so serious that he made the decision not to ask her why this errand was so important.
 
   Sgt. Gray said that he was familiar with the bar and would be happy to lead them to it. Since it was only a few blocks away, they decided to walk. 
 
   The group was somber. The attack had reinforced their feelings of paranoia, and everyone’s eyes were constantly roving their environment as they traveled the distance in silence.
 
   The bar was located in a building that showed many years of hard life. Built of specialized bricks, the exterior walls looked like reinforced firewall, shining delicately with the shimmer of a reinforcing glaze. The sign for the bar hung to the right of the door. It was a simple sign, with an iridescent word that said “FORCE” and a large X running through the middle of it. The door was propped open with a doorstop that looked like a partially melted mortar shell. Somehow Ruth had managed to get in the front of their party and was the first of them through the door.
 
   The bar had a typical layout for space and military bars with tables scattered around the room, bench and booth seating on the sides and stools in front of the bartenders’ work area. The one surprising thing was that it was about half full even though it was early in the day.
 
   The bartender had looked up as they enter the bar shifting from the role of the bouncer to the bartender when he saw Ruth and the obviously military men accompanying her. His posture and knowledgeable glance categorized him as a former Marine. His seamed face and visible scars informed them that he had been in combat. Even if an observer was so undiscerning to see those scars, the startling moment visitors had of recognizing the one normal-looking blue eye on the left and the right red cybernetic eyeball would have betrayed his battle experience.
 
   Pawlik drew in a sharp breath. Ruth looked sideways at Pawlik and raised a questioning eyebrow. Pawlik murmured softly, “I know about this guy. He’s got a good reputation, and I’ll tell you more later. Just don’t ask him about the battles he has been in or the worlds that he has visited. Some of his memories are harsher than anyone should have to deal with. I do not want to invoke his rage or his pain.”
 
   The bartender nodded in greeting to the party and directed a question at Pawlik, “Welcome to Force X. What would you like to drink?”
 
   When Ruth responded, the bartender blinked and redirected his gaze to focus on her. He looked mildly surprised when meeting his eyes did not appear to bother her. She said, “We definitely need drinks, and I would like mine to be something with good legs on it. After the last few weeks, I definitely need something strong.”
 
   Pawlik and the rest of them ordered their drinks, and the bartender began to work with his spigots, bottles, and glasses. As he continued his busy activities, Ruth provided some additional information, “I also have an obligation to fill here.”
 
   The bartender’s eyebrows went up, but he did not ask further questions. Pointing silently to a table toward the back of the room, he promised to deliver their drinks when they were ready. Ruth marched off determinedly toward the table and sat down with her back against the wall. Pawlik sat next to her and breathed a sigh of relief. Ruth said, smiling slightly, “Even tough guys need to rest after taking on large trucks.”
 
   Sgt. Gray and the other Marine laughed while Pawlik turned slightly red in the face.
 
   The bartender brought their drinks and passed them around. Pawlik handed over payment with a tip that made the bartender smile broadly. Pawlik picked up his glass and raised it in a toast, “To absent friends!” The glasses all touched with a soft ringing of glass. Each of the men sighed deeply after a large swallow. Only Ruth didn’t appear to be impressed with the drink, but she continued to sip it.
 
   Pawlik talked about his family and his home. It was evident that he loved his land and people. Ruth asked him to talk a little bit about how their society worked. For some reason, Pawlik took a deep breath at this point before starting to explain about a social dynamic that was entirely foreign to Ruth. Apparently, this society had evolved from an extremely warlike environment. Each estate had external and internal ruling and organizational structures. Ruth thought it was sort of amusing in that it was a new variation on gender-based roles.
 
   When Pawlik started stammering and stuttering about how the inter-domain of an estate was controlled by the consort, her amusement reached new levels. Only the embarrassed agony in his eyes prevented her from laughing outright. When he finally stumbled to a halt in his explanation, she took pity on him. “Are you asking me to take that role for you? If so, is this a job or a marriage proposal?”
 
   The poor flustered man didn’t know what to say or do. Sgt. Gray and the remainder of their party were watching with wide eyes and rapt attention. Pawlik seemed oblivious to their presence. Finally, he managed to get the word “yes” out coherently. He seemed unable to say another word, but instead stared imploringly at her face.
 
   Breaking into a wide smile, Ruth looked into his face and smiled. “Yes.”
 
   There was a stunned second of silence and Pawlik grabbed her hands, covering them with kisses. The bartender had been dying of curiosity from across the room and chose that moment to walk over and ask what was going on. Sgt. Gray happily informed him that he had just been witness to a marriage proposal and acceptance.
 
   The bar had become more crowded during the time that Pawlik and Ruth had been in the barroom. The rest of the people in the bar had been listening and watching the strangers in their midst. At Sgt. Gray’s announcement, many of them began to clap and congratulate the embarrassed, but pleased, Pawlik. 
 
   A nearby table of Marines stood and shouted their congratulations to the newly engaged couple. One of them, obviously slightly inebriated, yelled that they would like to see the lovely lady so that they could drink to her. Ruth broke into delighted laughter and stood up pulling her cloak off in the process. She smiled and said, “Sorry about that! I forgot I was wearing it.”
 
   The room is totally quiet. The men and the women simply stare. Whatever they thought that cloak was concealing, the woman that stood there happily smiling back at them was unexpected. Marines had seen many horrible things in their battles, but even they were ill-equipped to deal with her beauty. Ruth seemed oblivious to their reaction. 
 
   To break up the silence, the bartender said, “Any marriage bonding that starts in a Marine bar deserves celebration. So what are you drinking, lady?”
 
   Ruth grimaced slightly and responded, “I don’t want any more of the first drink. I need something with a little more kick in it than the wimpy-ass alcohol that you gave me before. Anybody strong enough to marry this man should be able to drink strong liquor!”
 
   All over the room Marines roared agreement and raised their glasses in salute. The bartender gave her a wide grin and headed determinedly back to the bar. He made a big display of pulling a bottle clearly labeled ‘Patrol Issue’ from the shelves in the center and poured her a large glass. With a flourish, the big former Marine carried the drink and ceremoniously placed it in front of her. Stepping back, the bartender gestured toward the glass, saying, “One non-wimpy ass beverage coming up.”
 
   Pawlik was obviously concerned but joined in the toasts that followed. Both he and Ruth tossed back the drinks accompanied by clapping celebration from the barroom. Placing both glasses upside down on the table, Ruth and Pawlik smiled at each other. The bar was quiet, which drew Ruth’s attention. Everyone was staring at her. It took her a moment to figure out that they were expecting her to find the alcohol overwhelming.
 
   A bubble of amusement seemed to start at the center of Ruth’s stomach and rose till it emerged as a soft chuckle from her throat. She glanced down at the empty glass and then looked over at the bartender. “That’s it? Any Marine on my world would have been ashamed to serve something that was so weak. I can see that when I can visit family at home that I’m going to have to manage to bring you some real alcohol.”
 
   The bar exploded in laughter once more.
 
   Ruth’s face became somber, and she reached into her cloak and drew out the dead sergeant’s weapon and the bar got very quiet. She holds the weapon up and explained, “This gun belonged to a very brave man. He sacrificed himself to save my life and the lives of everyone not only on my ship but on many others. His captors kept his weapon from him and put it on their souvenir wall. Although his willing sacrifice means that he cannot be here in body, he will always be with me in spirit. I was lucky enough to have many conversations with him before his death. The Sarge talked about his home and his family, and that to him, family had been and always would be the Marines. Our last conversation was the day before he died. He died when he threw his body between me and the destructive beam of an Insectoid weapon.” Bowing her head in grief, Ruth stood and handed the gun to the bartender. 
 
   Sgt. Gray stood up and turned to face the barroom and began to tell stories of the Sarge. How he was always helping people and of his fierceness in battle. There were other people in the bar that had served under and with Sarge in his many years of service. Each reminiscence was accompanied by a toast to soften the razor edges of shared grief. Some people chose to sing, some to talk, but Sarge and his life were celebrated in the only way the Marines knew how to do it. Together.
 
   The door to the bar had been closed as night settled in. The abnormal quiet of the city had translated into minimal traffic into the room over the last few hours, so it was a surprise when the door opened abruptly. The group of four that entered the bar were definitely not Marines. Instead, they wore formal robes marked with a stylized quill, the insignia of the Auditor Guild. They were accompanied by four guards, also wearing the mark of the guild. 
 
   They had apparently come for a particular reason, since immediately upon entering they visually search the room. Spying Ruth, all auditors determinedly head for her. The senior member locked his eyes on her and marched directly up to face her. In an automatic protection reaction, some of the surrounding Marines blocked the junior auditors, delaying them while Pawlik and the rest of the party stood up in a perimeter around Ruth. 
 
   The head examiner reached her and said, “I am Senior Auditor Rick from the Auditor Guild, Lady Mage. I am here to inform you that your claims have been validated and we have the list of the assets that will be accredited to you.” Ruth extended her hand for the list that he brandished at her. Glancing over it, she raised an eyebrow in surprise. 
 
   In a very quiet voice, directed to only reach his ears, she addressed the man standing in front of her, “There appears to be a problem, Auditor Rick. This audit is not correct.”
 
   The shock was apparent on his face as he responded, “That is not possible. All procedures have been executed, and there can be no exception. Of course, it would’ve been better if you had filed its information during the process itself, but your filing procedure met both the required deadline and covered the important proof points. One notable point for future reference is that although it was an accepted alternative form of punctuation, the use of colons in battle prize claims are seldom used. Your application caused a huge amount of disruptive excitement within our department. In the future, it would be nice if you followed the more commonly used comma convention.”
 
   He seemed to Ruth to be prissy and precise, the ultimate bureaucrat. A perfect member of a certified public accountant group on her home world. She knew how he was going to feel about what she had to tell him, but he needed to know. Ruth reiterated, “Again with my apologies, the accounting is wrong. I understand how important it is for the Auditor Guild to be accurate and to be seen as being without flaw.”
 
   Rick stared at her in disbelief but noticed that her attention is not on him. Instead, she is looking steadily at the auditor who has joined them on Rick’s left side. The man is looking very uncomfortable, eyes shifting, staring downward and nervously twitching from foot to foot. With an uncharacteristic leap of intuition, Rick demanded, “Donald, what have you done!?”
 
   Ruth said in a hard voice, “This audit shorts my battle prizes by seven planets, several trillion dollars in various accounts, and 168 ships. There is no mention of them anywhere on the list, even a reason for excluding them from consideration. Numerous additional properties have also been omitted. So the findings are flawed, and I do not accept their veracity.”
 
   Auditor Rick is aghast, the expressions on the faces of the junior auditors equally stunned. Thinking to minimize damage, Ruth raised her hand and created an iridescent shell of silence around them. Within the barroom, the enclosure is visible to everyone. Rick turned to Donald and asked him again, “What have you done?”
 
   Stumbling over his words, Donald tried to explain, saying, “It is not reasonable or fair that this woman receives all of the property that has somehow been included in the claim. I was just trying to make sure the findings were fair, you have to believe me!”
 
   Ruth looked at him and responded, “All of this has been earned legally under the rules and regulations of the Alliance. I have followed all required forms and formats. The proofs and justifications for my claim are flawless, according to the extensive rules of the Guild itself. Your independent actions have materially damaged the very guild that you are trying to protect.” 
 
   Rick gestured to the auditor guards, who take Donald by the arms. Ruth asks Rick if it will cause less consternation if she provided instantaneous transport back to their ship for the guards and Donald. She reiterates her understanding of how important it is for the Auditor Guild to maintain its reputation and that she trusts them to address the issue. 
 
   Taking a deep breath in relief, Rick is relieved that she is trying to minimize the embarrassment for the guild. He thanked her and said, “Yes, it would be a great help if transport could be arranged directly back to the ship.”
 
   Ruth gestured with her hands, and a glowing ball of green appears. It grows until it encircles the guards and Donald, there is a flash of light, and the three men disappeared. As everyone’s vision clears, Ruth dispels the privacy shell and sits down.
 
   All of the auditors appear shaken. Rick is examining the audit findings, which one of his other men has pulled up on his tablet. He seems to age in front of her with grief and disappointment. Turning to her, he agrees that Donald had omitted assets that were rightfully hers. Provisionally, he is willing to accept her findings, but to maintain normal procedural constraints, they must reevaluate the items in question. Ruth looks at him sympathetically and agrees.
 
   Rick tells her that all of the items not in question are hers for immediate use. He has some electronic paperwork that must be completed, part of their normal process. Pawlik invites the auditors to sit down with them, something that apparently has not happened before judging from their startled reaction. 
 
   Rick said, “Thank you, my Lord Pawlik, for the invitation. I would be pleased to sit down with you after we complete the paperwork but a separate table for my staff would be more appropriate. That way they can immediately start to resolve the items in question. The longer this problem exists, the worse its effects will be.”
 
   Ruth had several suggestions. Pointing to the table next to them, which is unoccupied, she asks if that would be suitable for Rick’s staff. Her other suggestion was that since a number of unemployed Marines in the bar were available for temporary guards, it might be wise to contract with them until more auditor guards could be dispatched from the ship. Rick was surprised at her thoughtfulness and responded, “That would be a good thing for us to have since we are never supposed to be without protection. I would appreciate the assistance, but frankly, I have no idea of how one goes about doing engaging contractors.”
 
   Accepting Ruth’s suggestion, Rick points to the empty table, and his staff sits down murmuring softly to each other. Ruth turned to the bartender and said clearly from across the room, “The chief auditor is in need of several guards for a short period of time. Are there any non-active service Marines that could provide that protection?”
 
   The people in the bar leaned closer to their friends and muttered. The bartender looked from Ruth to the auditor and said, “Of course, but what’s the pay?”
 
   Ruth looked at Rick, who responded, “Whatever it needs to be.”
 
   Ruth laughed merrily, and added, “Double normal rate, but we want steady and capable men or women.” The bartender points at two guys and cocks a questioning eyebrow at them. They nod assent, so he gestured toward the group of auditors at the small table. The two Marines stood up, straightened their uniforms and walked over. They introduced themselves to Ruth and Rick and Pawlik, as Ferad and Nirdak. Ferad, obviously the more senior of the two, asks, “What would you like us to do?”
 
   Rick looks somewhat at sea, so Pawlik takes over the instruction of the two Marines. Moving slightly away from the Mage and senior auditor, he spoke at length with the Marines before escorting them over to Rick’s staff table. He was busy introducing the new guards to their clients when Ruth noticed that Rick was still looking slightly distressed. She asked, “Why are you stressed out? Is there a specific problem?”
 
   “There is no sound containment around the table, and I am concerned about the confidentiality requirements of what we are doing. There are so many people around that it is making me nervous.”
 
   “I would be happy to take care of that for you,” Ruth responded. She quickly recreated a sphere of silence around the working audit team table.”
 
   Pawlik has just finished instructing the Marine guards, indicating that they should take station outside of the sphere and asked them if they are armed.
 
   They tell him that they both have their issued intelligent weapon, called an ITEGun. It has an artificial intelligence housed in the weapon and provides a limited amount of telepathy between the Marine and the entity stored in their gun. This is a fascinating concept to Ruth, but there is no time to discuss it now. Pawlik promises to explain it to her after she is done with the auditor and when they are someplace that they can relax.
 
   Rick and Ruth go over the paperwork and Ruth quickly signs the items that are required. There are no other problems with the audit that she can determine. Rick is noticeably calmer. Just as they finish the initial signing of Ruth’s claim, one of the auditors at the other table stands up and walks over to Rick. Leaning over the chief auditor’s shoulder, he hands Rick an electronic tablet and points to several areas on the screen. Rick closed his eyes as if in pain and nodded his head. The senior auditor holds his hand over the tablet which emanates a sliding bar of light over his palm, and an audible ping is heard.
 
   Rick looked down at his own tablet, and then passes it over to Ruth and said, “The adjustments are here, please accept them. Also, note that there are three other possible sources of revenue and real property that need to be investigated. Those will be reviewed carefully, and a full audit of all of this will be done again to ensure its accuracy. Once that is completed, we will ask you to evaluate the findings.”
 
   Rick looked Ruth straight in the face and said, “Thank you.”
 
   Ruth responded gently, “Your thanks are noted, and I thank you in return. I know how important it is for an established group to provide the continuity and rational structure necessary for an Alliance that spans worlds.”
 
   Rick looks startled and shook himself abruptly, saying, “I almost forgot in all of the upset.” Standing up, he straightens his already pristine clothing, touches a brooch on his chest. Drawing a deep breath, he declares in a firm voice, “This is Senior Auditor Rick of the Auditor Guild with a required and necessary formal announcement of combat and battle results. This formal declaration marks the acceptance acquisition by appropriate combat of the full assets previously owned or controlled by the defeated parties and the verification of Mage status. The awardee is the Lady Mage Ruth and the defeated party is the entire race of Insectoids.” Rick then reached into an inner pocket of his jacket and drew forth an elaborately jeweled and enameled box.
 
   He continued, “For more than five millennia, the Auditor Guild have held this in trust, waiting for a Mage to rise. Our period of protection has come to an end, as we formally turn over the coronet of archMage to you, Lady Mage Ruth Dracona.” In a chorus, the other auditors touched their own chest brooches, saying in unison, “Witnessed.”
 
   Ruth bowed her head in acceptance and placed the simple band of precious metal around her head where it looks like it has belonged forever. She paused for a minute in contemplation before turning and asking, “Auditor Rick, are you and your team allowed by policy to join us? Something this momentous deserves some acknowledgment and I would be honored if you could be part of that celebration.”
 
   “It is all somewhat irregular but not strictly against the rules. My team and I would be pleased to spend a short time with you.”
 
   Pawlik goes to the bartender to request food and drink for the auditors who are looking a little bit lost. Rick walked over to check on his team, stepping into the silence bubble. He can be seen speaking intensely with them for a considerable time.
 
   Ruth is alone at the table for the first time. As she sits there, two women approached her. Both women are fairly tall and move like trained fighters. One is more heavily muscled while the other moves more lightly. Both have ITE guns. They introduce themselves as former Marines and inquire whether she will be looking for additional bodyguards. Ruth looked thoughtfully at them and said, “Yes, I am planning on hiring guards, but at this point, I am not sure exactly what type of bodyguards I need.”
 
   They offer their credentials to her and explain that the bartender can act as a reference since they fought under him for quite a few years. When Ruth asked why they are “former” Marines, they mentioned that they were mustered out due to cost-cutting by the spaceforce. Conversation with them reveals that the two women, Jenna and Margot, have skills in both fighting and flying and that one is a communications expert.”
 
   Jenna asks, “Are you going to be organizing the inner keep guards?” Ruth is entirely confused. Pawlik returns back to the table just in time to hear the question and to recognize her lack of comprehension. He explains some further information about the organization of responsibility within the culture of this planet. Women of the household control security and defense, monitoring everything inside the walls of the home or estate. The man is responsible for external security and stays out of the business of the inner keep unless requested to assist.
 
   Pawlik finishes up his explanation by saying, “I believe that it would be a very good thing to start building up the inner keep structure. I am sorry Ruth, but you are going to have a pretty big job to tackle on this. Very little has been done to control or maintain the inner keep since my mother died over 40 years ago.” Ruth smiles mischievously at him and responds, “Sounds like an exciting challenge.”
 
   The four of them continued to talk idly, and Jenna and Margot explain more about the intelligent weapons. Ruth is entranced by the concept and wonders if she can be introduced to the two weapons. The two women are not sure whether such an introduction is possible, but they’re willing to try. First, Jenna presents Jack and then Margot introduces Bill. To their surprise, Ruth easily enters into their communications bond with the weapons and starts talking to the AIs within the guns. This is a shocking moment for the two former Marines. Somehow having Ruth able to speak with the imbedded AIs makes their weapons more sentient beings than tools. Hearing the excitement expressed by the ITE guns at meeting a new person actually raised a wave of sympathy in both women.
 
   Ruth looked critically over at the two women and said, “Well, if you’re going to be members of my staff we will have to do something about getting you appropriately tricked out.”
 
    Both women looked very concerned and stared at each other, then at Pawlik, and finally back at Ruth. They open and close their mouths several times before Jenna manages to croak, “We hope you are not going to force us to wear frilly things!”
 
   Laughing, Ruth promised them that they will like what they get. She glanced at Pawlik in inquiry, and he invited the two women to join their party at the table. Sgt. Gray shook hands with both women before wandering over to the bar to order more food and drink. In a short period of time, the bartender brought over a tray holding finger foods, a pitcher of ale and one of wine. Ruth excused herself, stood up and took two steps away from the table. A soft blue light enveloped the Mages body in a column that stretched from floor to ceiling. The Marines in the bar watched carefully but did not seem to be upset or frightened. The two women took a deep breath and acted nonchalantly. After a few minutes of no further activity, everyone continued to eat. Everyone, except for Pawlik, who continues to watch Ruth.
 
   After about 20 minutes inside, Ruth stepped out of the visual enclosure and walked over to the bartender. Leaning over the bar, she asked him quietly if there is a pair of rooms that they can rent for the next week. He asked her if they’re going to stay in the rooms and the Mage said that one of the rooms may be used as a sleeping or meeting room, but the other will end up acting as storage for some supplies that she has purchased. 
 
   He agrees that she may have the rooms, but when she tries to pay for them, he tells her that she has already paid for it by bringing the sergeant’s weapon home. The look of sadness that rises on Ruth’s face makes the bartender forget everything for the moment except the fact that she hurts. He lays a gentle hand on her forearm and tells her that the Sarge would have been proud to see what she is doing. 
 
   Ruth regains her smile even though her eyes remain shadowed by remembered loss. He hands her the keys and tells her where the rooms are, which for some reason amuses her. Nodding her thanks, she reminds him to take food to the auditing team table and to put it on her bill. She passes her hand over the charge plate, which dings merrily. Glancing at the total, both organic and inorganic eyes widen at the size of the payment. Ruth tells him that that is prepayment for any of the Marines or former Marines that need a safe place over the next few months.
 
   Returning to the shining column, Ruth steps back in. After another 10 minutes, the colors swirled once more before the column disappears and she returns to the table. She addressed the two women, “Jenna and Margot, there is a room upstairs that now has your possible wardrobes. The wardrobe includes a new home for Jack and Bill, the intelligent weapon entities. How about if you go up and see what you want and if you approve.” She hands them the passkey that the bartender had just given her, wearing a peculiar smirk.
 
   They looked at each other in surprise since she has not left the bar but acts as if new items are suddenly available. But both obediently put their drinks down, excused themselves, and head up the stairs. A few minutes later, resounding from the second floor, the entire bar resonated with the cry of ‘Holy Fucking Shit!’ Every Marine in the bar straightened in surprise and looked around alertly. 
 
   They were still on a ready status a few minutes later when there was a clatter on the steps, and Margot came charging down. She was holding an armful of high-tech weapons. Long-range weapons, short range weapons. She looked happier than anybody in the bar could ever remember seeing her. Stumbling over her words, she asked, “Which ones can I have?”
 
   Ruth answered with a grin, “You may have whichever ones you want.”
 
   “What limits?”
 
   “No limits.”
 
   The ecstatic woman did a strange sort of happy dance crooning to the guns in her arms. Finally, the curiosity was more than one table of Marines could stand, and they crowded around her examining the weapons. Sgt. Gray was no different than the others and quickly joined the group clustered around the gyrating Margot.
 
   More clattering was heard, and Jenna made her own entrance. She was also holding a variety of weapons, but she had taken the time to dress appropriately. Gone were the casual clothes that she wore into the bar, traded in for a combination of body armor and uniform. She looked like every combat Marine’s wet dream. High-tech, experimental and sexy as hell. Dangerous, powerful, and mean looking. There was a resounding groan from every Marine throat in the bar, as the remainder of the patrons surged around the two women. The excitement was extreme and the sound level deafening. Pawlik looked over at Ruth and mouthed, “Evil woman!” Smiling, Ruth nodded her head in agreement.
 
   Jenna emerged from the crowd long enough to fling her arms around Ruth and abruptly hugged her. Startled, Ruth asked, “What was that for?” 
 
   Jenna replied, “That is from Jack. He loves his new home!” She drew an obviously new weapon from her waist and offered the gun to Ruth. The Mage laid her hand on the gun, only to hear the AI burbling at her. “More power, more ability, communications better, better! Better everything. Thank you, Thank you thx!!!” The AI was almost incoherent with joy and something that seemed like pleasure.
 
   After a bit of show and tell, investigation and discussion, the two new guards brought up subjects that Ruth thought needed to be discussed privately. Excusing herself from the table with Pawlik, she climbed the stairs with Jenna and Margot to resolve their questions and plan out the weapons needed for the inner keep guards.
 
   There was lots of discussion going on among the other Marines. Small groups talked with each other intently, while there is a slow movement of people between groups. One Marine eventually approached Pawlik and asked if they would be hiring anybody for the outer keep force. Pawlik said that not only would they be hiring for the outer keep, but they had a challenge of building a force to man their ships. He announced that there were employment opportunities for both ship and Marine forces, as well as scouts and other auxiliary personnel. When Pawlik added that the Lady Mage will be choosing the weaponry, the discussion in the bar reached new levels. 
 
   Meanwhile, upstairs Ruth, Jenna, and Margot were in a detailed discussion about the standard armament and garb for inner keep guards and bodyguards. Footwear and weapons were major subjects. One of the main problems expressed by both of the guards was how they were going to store everything that they either needed or wanted. As deployed troops, supply and logistics were handled by dedicated personnel. Moving out of the military into home guards made some of those accustomed support features not automatic.
 
   Ruth listened while Margot and Jenna argued back and forth about which weapons they would be able to carry easily. Finally, her face lit up, and she interrupted the two, “So what you’re telling me is that the issue is how you carry things around and how heavy they are. Right?” At nods from both women, Ruth stared intently at her cupped hands. Blue tendrils of light started to crawl down her right arm to meet orange tendrils that similarly traveled on her left. It appeared as if something was being woven in the center of her palms. When it had grown to about a forearm’s height, Ruth reached out both hands, covered in the multicolored woven light.
 
   She lightly touched the left side of both women’s armor and then the right. A small flash of light occurred, accompanied by the sound of a tiny bell ringing. Taking a deep breath, Ruth picked up the large combat rifle that Margot had been fondling and started to push it into the area where she had transferred the light on the right side of Margot’s armor. Margot began to protest but stifled that when the gun seemed to disappear into the seam of her armor.
 
   Both women stood there slack-jawed as the meter-long gun appeared to go into the line. Jenna placed a trembling hand onto Margot’s side. She could not feel anything. Ruth just smiled and gestured to Margot to touch her own side. When the woman reached down to where her gun had been placed, her eyes widened, and she drew in a sharp breath. She then reached into her armor and pulled out the gun.
 
   Jenna immediately grabbed two of her favorites among the weapons and pushed them one after another into the lines that Ruth had drawn on her armor. Pulling the weapons in and out repeatedly from the dimensional pockets reassured the women that it was not a one-time occurrence. At that point, the room became a site of Bedlam with both Jenna and Margot cramming a huge variety of items into their two pockets.
 
   Looking up and seeing Ruth’s expression of amusement, Jenna asked the Mage what she found so funny. Ruth just laughed and said that for most of her adult life she had worried about how much she could fit in her purse and the spell would have removed not only the fear but the weight of a packed bag.
 
   The women continued to bond over the fashion and weapon combination before Ruth started looking a little uncomfortable. “I need to go back down the stairs, I think right now.”
 
   “Why?” Jenna asked.
 
   “I’m not sure but something is happening, and I have a bad feeling.”
 
   Returning to the main barroom, Ruth was surprised to see that Pawlik was absent. When she asked the bartender where Pawlik has gone, she was told that a former crewmember of Pawlik’s had come into the bar and requested his assistance with something. Ruth nodded her head but remained somewhat disturbed by a feeling of approaching danger. She went back to the table and settled down to wait.
 
   Low whistles of appreciation greeted the entry of the two new inner keep guards. They are dressed in matching high-tech armor and carry the fabulous new AI guns. The women showed their pride in their new position and changed situation in their walk and stance. 
 
   While most of the room crowded around the two women, an older man rose and determinedly walked over to Ruth. He introduced himself as Gerian and asked if all of the inner keep guards were required to be women. The Mage looked at him for a moment and finally answered, “No, I am not terribly gender-biased, but why are you interested in an inner keep position?”
 
   “I am a widower, Lady Mage and I have three fairly young children. It seems to me that taking a position as a guard of the inner keep might allow me to be a more present and better father.”
 
   Ruth examined his face carefully. She slowly said, “Gerian, in order to hire someone for the inner keep I need to examine their inner self. This may be invasive, but I promise you it will do no damage to you or yours. Will you allow me to do this examination?” For a moment the man looked indecisive, but that lasted for only a brief time before he tightened his face resolution and nodded his assent. 
 
   Ruth gazed deeply into the man’s eyes, and he felt exposed. The Mage can see in his mind that he is being truthful and honest and is both grieving the loss of his wife and determined to parent the children. Ruth hired him on the spot. Calling Margot over, she asked the woman to take their new recruit upstairs and get him outfitted. 
 
   As Gerian and Margot left, a small group at a nearby table stood up and came over to talk to Ruth. They asked her about the outer keep guards and the ships that needed to be outfitted and crewed. A general discussion on necessary logistics and other challenges ensued, but she deferred any specifics to when Pawlik returned and could speak with them. 
 
   Ruth reiterated that she would be outfitting the Marine force on the ships and the outer keep guards to the same level of weaponry and protection as the inner keep guards. The men walked back to their own table and were soon joined by others that wanted to hear the results of the discussion.
 
   Pawlik remained gone, and both Ruth and Sgt. Gray were becoming increasingly distressed. And worried.
 
   Margot and Gerian came down the stairs. He was grinning from ear to ear and equipped in a similar manner to Margot and Jenna. The exception was the large bore long-range energy weapon that he was carrying and petting possessively. There was a collective ‘shiny-ooh-guns!’ reaction from the Marines in the bar. They clustered around him inspecting the gun and exclaiming about the fact that they had only heard about it but had never seen one. To the last man and woman, they wanted to see it in action. 
 
   Ruth told them, “If you want to see it fired, you will have to come out to Borachland. That weapon is too powerful to shoot inside city walls, but on the estate, we can set up a range that is suitable for demonstration.” Her comments caused another ripple of quiet discussion.
 
   Gerian grinned at his friends and told them that the weapon was not the best part of the whole kit. He took the gun and appeared to slide it along his hip. As he did this, the gun simply disappeared. He opened his hand to show them that it was empty. One of the people closest to him reached over and patted his shoulder down to his knee looking for a hidden weapon. He could not find one. 
 
   Gerian’s grin broadened as he reached toward his hip, and pulled the gun out again. There was general amazement and excited discussion, requiring Gerian to repeatedly place the weapon in his pocket and pull it out.
 
   Ruth suddenly bent forward in pain. There was an intense ache in her gut and her head hurt. It didn’t appear to be her body that was damaged. Instead, she felt a connection that was supplying the sensation. Her guards snapped immediately to alert looking for the source of the problem, but she strained to tell them that she believed that something is happening to Pawlik. Instantly, the bar mobilized into battle order.
 
    [image: ]Ruth gritted out a request for Jenna to stay at the bar. If there were other Marines that wished to join the inner keep, Jenna could do provisional hiring. Ruth stood up and headed for the door at a trot, as Margot and Gerian hurried to keep up with her. It was as if Ruth followed an invisible cord that tied her to Pawlik. Racing along the trail for approximately a block and a half, she stepped into an alley. 
 
   They came upon a frozen snapshot of battle. Pawlik was groggily attempting to get to his feet. Standing in front of him was a grinning man dressed like a well-to-do street thug or minor crime lord. There were four other people in the alleyway. One of them was obviously dead, lying on the ground with his head blown open, splatters of brain scattered around. The dead man was dressed in a partial crewmember uniform and looked to be a decade or two older than Pawlik. The remaining two men stood to the side of the thug and were heavily armed.
 
   The thug was boasting to Pawlik. “I was told that you were an easy touch which is entirely correct. A sob story from an old crewmate makes a great persuader. Who knew that it would be so simple to get elevated to the peerage simply by taking out a naïve and out-of-shape nob. I will even get to own all of your pretty possessions. I might have to give a few up to my benefactor, but it is worth it!”
 
   Pawlik had begun to get to his feet but was slammed back down by a blow from the back end of a weapon. Groaning in pain, Pawlik gritted out, “Whatever lies you told old Parcal, there was no reason to kill him.”
 
   The thug responded, “I had no further use for him and besides he apparently had some scruples. Men with scruples are better off dead instead of causing me problems.”
 
   Continuing, the thug said, “I’m really going to enjoy killing a member of the holier-than-thou ruling class. What good now is your family and history, your scruples and ethics and morals? Hopefully, they keep you warm in the grave.” The boasting bully waved his hand toward Pawlik and said, “Kill him now and let’s get out of here.” The henchmen raised their weapons in unison and to fire directly at Pawlik, only to meet a protective shield that bounced their weapons’ beams back into their faces. The reflection caused a wave of destruction that repeatedly bounced between the wall protecting Pawlik and the shield that Ruth had raised in front of her party.
 
   Gaping in astonishment, the thug turned and looked at Ruth. She was standing tall without her cape and shimmering with white tendrils. They were running up and down the outside of her arms and legs, as she brought her hands together in front of her with a combing motion. There was a small mound of a viscous red light piled in her hands, and her eyes were flashing an intense sapphire blue. The thug backed up in terror.
 
   “Leave me alone lady if you know what’s good for you! If you don’t, you will be sorry. Just ask your boy toy Lord over there. Neither one of you has more juice than my patron. He’s the head of the Council and anyone that crosses him dies.”
 
   Ruth said not a word but started to flash a strobe of colored lights in a rapidly increasing tempo.
 
   Stumbling to his feet, Pawlik begged Ruth for restraint, “My Lady, please, please calm down. He is not worth hurting yourself.”
 
   Fighting against double vision and impaired balance, Pawlik attempted to reach Ruth to Anchor her. He fell several times, struggling to his feet again and again. Each time he fell, the lights flashed faster and faster. Finally, Ruth was unable to hold back and threw the small mound of red fluid at the thug. As the light hit the man, he flung his arms open in a silent scream. A column of light extending 20 feet into the air appeared surrounding him. It’s was if he was contained in a glass column filled with iridescent fire. Although no sound could be heard, the rictus of his face showed the agony he was enduring. One of Ruth’s guards made a choking sound and asked, “What is happening to him?”
 
   Ruth stared at the column of light and said, “Justice. He is enduring all of the pain and sufferings that he has ever caused another human being. When he has endured that he will cease to exist.” Turning away from the column, Ruth reached out to Pawlik, brushing the injuries on his face and inspecting his wounds. He leaned in closer to her and murmured, “I am so sorry. I didn’t think, and I did something very foolish.”
 
   “It came from your heart, and I can appreciate that but next time at least take a damn guard!”
 
   Pawlik fell once again. He was too weak to lift himself up and had to be assisted to his feet. Margot helped him up, but while her hands were occupied, there was a sound behind Ruth. The Mage spun, bringing her hands up protectively while Gerian put his body in front of her.
 
   It is the Auditor Guild team. They are accompanied by their guards, and the senior auditor is in front. Rick looked around the alleyway, touching briefly on the column of light with its writhing captive, before announcing that the combat was complete. He further stated that she was entitled to the possessions and other assets of the thug and that the Auditor Guild has witnessed the loser’s dying confession. They would notify her of the change in her asset levels when their audit was complete.
 
   Ruth cracked a smile, looked at Rick and murmured that she assumed there would be no alternate punctuation in those findings. He looked at her seriously but with a slight twinkle in his eye, and assured her that it would all follow standard form.
 
   With flashing lights and screaming sirens, the city police arrived on scene. The site of the attack rapidly became crowded as more police appeared and started to question people. The law enforcement officers’ aggressive posture softened as soon as they recognized Pawlik. The presence of the Auditor Guild group further inhibited the swarm of personnel. The lead patrolman looked at Ruth and turned pale with fright. They assured everyone that there will be no problem and respectfully requested that the auditors’ recording be made available for their records. As the senior auditor, Rick agreed to provide the appropriate recording within the next 24 hours, as long as the proper forms were filled out. 
 
   The battered party returned to the bar after Ruth asked the policeman in charge to take care of the body of Pawlik’s old crewmember. She further requested information on the cost of a funeral and offered to pay for it. 
 
   Back at the bar, they found a bit of a disruption. The rest of the auditor team was there and very agitated. Rushing over to Rick, they clustered closely around him and showed him information on things that they obviously did not want anyone else to hear. Rick glanced over at the Marines in the bar with concern and regret in his eyes and told Ruth that unfortunately, they needed to leave. He beamed her his contact information in case she needed any questions answered. Speaking softly, he said, “I would highly recommend that perhaps you leave the city in the very near and immediate future. Until the next time, Lady Mage, farewell.”
 
   Gathering his team and contract guards to him with a gesture, Rick led the Auditor Guild group out of the bar and out of Ruth’s sight.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15 – Force X
 
   Pawlik was checked out by a Marine medic. Other than a mild concussion, he had no major injuries, although Sgt. Gray was quietly and emphatically discussing intelligence shortfalls, strategic stupidity, and a host of other issues with his Lord and master. The medic concealed a grin, occasionally nodding agreement with the sergeant’s diatribe.
 
   Pawlik noticed Ruth looking increasingly perturbed. “What is wrong, my dear? I promise not to be so foolish in the future.”
 
   Ruth responded, “I am filled with foreboding. This disquieted feeling won’t go away, and I can’t pin it down. I have no idea what the issue is. All I’m getting is that it would be good to lay in more weapons and armor, although I am not sure why.”
 
   At this point, some of the veterans in the bar asked if Pawlik was hiring. He once again stated that they were indeed signing people up for the three different forces and that a formal hiring fair would be held at his home sometime in the next five days. The current plan was that it would be scheduled for the day after the Death Gift Meeting for the crew that was lost.
 
   Ruth interrupted him, and said, “I believe that a clearly stated offer of employment should be made to any Marine or former Marine, Navy personnel or other non-active military that would like to switch employment.” Pawlik was unsure of why she said this but accepted her lead and seconded her comment to the room.
 
   The bartender chose to get involved at this point and suggested entering that offer on a small group of notification sites. Both Ruth and Pawlik agreed with the bartender’s idea, and the offer was posted. Integrated into the post was information that those that required replacement weapons for their AI entities would receive that type of gun as part of their equipment. This caused a definite surge of excitement in the bar.
 
   Margot enlightened Ruth and Pawlik to the source of the turmoil. She explained that when a Marine mustered out, that those officers that had been issued AI weapons were in a bit of limbo. Since AI weapons bonded to their human partner, they could not be separated since, under existing regulations, it fell into a gray area for confiscation. If the rules changed, the AI weapons could be reset which would effectively kill the AI, scrubbing its personality but retaining its capability. 
 
   “What an absolutely barbaric situation!” Ruth exclaimed, “That is nothing less than murder!” None of the Marines in the bar disagreed with her.
 
   Six AI weapon holders in the bar all decided to enroll in Pawlik’s forces. They were escorted upstairs by one of the other new guards. Ruth had arranged for a third and fourth room so that the equipment and uniforms could be sorted out by service. That allowed the uniforms and equipment for the outer keep forces to be placed in one room and the ship Marine forces uniform and kit stored in the last. Ruth had another brief session in the column, acquiring additional weapons and armor from the secret sources that she tapped before.
 
   When the six came down the stairs, two were in the outer keep uniform and the remainder in the ship forces kit. Their friends gathered around them, checking out their equipment and the armor. One combat veteran exclaimed loudly that the armor was heads above anything that their service had ever supplied. Some of the remaining patrons expressed regret that they were still in active service. Ruth told them that if that situation changed they were welcome to come over to the Mage Corps.
 
   A discussion about the logistics of manning up an entirely new military force started. Ruth knew that it would be something that was absolutely needed but had little comprehension of the ramifications and details that had to be handled in order to make that a reality. Sgt. Gray and a few of the Marines that had wandered over from nearby tables were concerned about whether they could legally create something that amounted to their own Army, Navy, Marine and Scout forces. The discussion had assumed a tighter focus on the legal aspects when Ruth stopped them cold. She tapped her coronet and reminded them that Mages were allowed to do whatever the hell they wanted. So her decision that she needed the service was all that was required.
 
   Pawlik took over the discussion at this point and raised issues on how they were going to find quality personnel for their table of command. He admitted that no one in his steading was experienced in logistics or the duties of a quartermaster at the scale that would be required. He also had no one who was used to the broad personnel responsibilities that would be needed to staff and manage multiple ships.
 
   The people that were currently in the bar ranged from Marine privates to commanders. None of them had high-level strategic or organizational command experience. They were the doers rather than the tellers. However, many of them had strong opinions on which officers in their service were competent and which ones were less so. Sgt. Gray was busy capturing names of both groups from the barroom patrons. As people made suggestions on who they knew who could possibly fill those roles, the sergeant carefully wrote them down. Many of those officers were still on active duty, but Ruth insisted that their names be recorded.
 
   The discussion was extremely productive since it helped Pawlik and Ruth develop a plan for general exploratory communications and approaches. Pawlik also said that he planned on speaking to his friend, the Secretary of the Navy, as soon as possible. This seemed like the best solution to the overall group and provided a level of relief to Pawlik and the remainder of the potential corps. Ruth rose to her feet, held her glass up in the air, and said in a clarion voice, “I give you the Mage Corps. May its Flame endure!” The room exploded once more with cheers and additional toasts.
 
   All of a sudden Ruth’s eyes swirled in coruscating light, and she stiffened in concentration. Pawlik rose halfway to his feet and asked, “What’s wrong? Are you all right?”
 
   Ruth shuddered slightly as her eyes returned to their normal appearance. “The Council is moving against the spaceforce now!”
 
   Pawlik tensed up and inquired, “Is the Dragon Flame under attack?”
 
   “No, it is the Arkken spaceforce that is being destroyed. The Council has just disbanded the Navy. They have totally hamstrung the Navy commander. A secret alliance on the committee managed to carry the vote to decommission the force and move its assets to merchant marine control.”
 
   Everyone had heard the exchange between Ruth and Pawlik. The bar filled with murmurs and shouts of concern and questions. No one challenged Ruth’s ability to know what was going on, and the questions were in more shock and disbelief. “How could they do this?” “What’s wrong with them?”
 
   An urgent shout from the bartender brought the room to informal attention. The man yelled four names. As people stared at him in confusion, he added two words, “Action tree!”
 
   The four Marines named each pulled out their communicators and began to call their assigned targets. Understanding what they are trying to do, Ruth gestured, and sound bubbles settled gently around each of the four so that the noises in the bar and the conversations of the callers did not mix.
 
   Pawlik looked inquiringly at the bartender, who explained that the Marine notification tree has just been kicked into execution so that all active and former Marines were informed of the danger. He recommended that all personnel accept the offer of employment in the Mage Corps to help protect them, but he was concerned about the fate of their intelligent weapons. There were only 48 weapons that were created for their forces. All of the 48 were still functional. More than half of them were in the possession of inactive and former Marine officers. The others were held by active duty personnel, and those artificial entities were possibly even in more danger of capture than the ones bonded with inactive soldiers.
 
   One of the officers in the bar came up to where the bartender and Pawlik were talking. Introducing himself as Commander Severn, he suggested that part of the strategy might be to gain control over the intelligent weapons. He was holding his protectively and looked very worried. Before this latest incident, he had been trying to decide whether to re-up his enlistment, but the circumstances had pushed him into choosing to resign his commission and accept employment in the Mage Corps. That way he could protect his AI companion, Levitt, who had saved his life many times. Suiting actions to words, he used the bartender’s terminal to complete his resignation in just a few seconds. Turning toward Pawlik, he said in a firm voice, “I’m applying for your service.”
 
   Pawlik accepted his employment and took him upstairs personally to get him armed.
 
   Over in the corner, at the back of her table, Ruth was momentarily alone. She cupped her hands in front of her and concentrated intensely. Her eyes flashed a deep glowing green, and a mound of powdery green material started to build in the bowl of her cupped hands. Once the mound was about 6 inches tall, dark red fire ran from her feet up to her shoulders and out onto her arms, jumping from her hands into the powder. There was a flash of intense light. When the echoing spots cleared from everyone’s vision, a pile of highly faceted green gems could be seen. Jenna, officially now her inner-keep guard captain, asked what they were. Ruth answered that they were transfer jewels so that the AIs could move their personality, programming, and experiences into the gem and have a safe place for a copy to exist. She thought it was a reasonable safeguard and more portable than another weapon. 
 
   The earlier discussions around the possible fates of the AIs, the risk of the destruction of their personality, and the betrayal of the bond they had with their chosen Marines had deeply bothered Ruth. She had been searching in her mind for a way of protecting them, considering them an enslaved race. Thinking about computer practices on Earth, she had come up with the idea of building an off-site storage for the AI personality. With the complexity and resource requirements needed for that large of a computing base, she had constructed the spell to create an extensive crystalline storage structure and quantum computing environment housed in a dimensional pocket. The gems were simply the entryway to the pocket that Ruth had constructed. It would allow the AIs an expansive environment in which to grow and develop.
 
   The gems were also very portable, so if they needed to get them to remote locations, Ruth was confident that she would be able to transport them accurately and safely.
 
   One of the officers in the bar offered to be the first test subject. He said his AI weapon was interested in the idea and was willing to be the experiment. Ruth handed the man one of the green gems and told him that all he should have to do was to hold the jewel against a particular place on the weapon. He looked at Ruth and said, “I am applying for employment and enlistment in the Mage Corps subject to the disbandment of the Arkken service.” After Ruth’s nod of acceptance, he held the gem up to the indicated spot on his weapon. His head jerked back in reaction, as reverberating cries of amazement and joy echoed through his head, and into Ruth’s as well when his AI found a new and luxurious home in the gem.
 
   The officer, who had introduced himself as Captain Peter Silene, said that he felt honor bound not to accept their employment quite yet because it was not the time for his reenlistment decision. However, if the forces were disbanded and someone tried to take his weapon, he now could scrub the entire gun’s memory without permanently killing his friend. Ruth agreed with both his strategy and concerns, asking him if he would consider accepting a small gift. Although he was a little leery, he agreed. After all, what was a small gift to a Mage might have a very different impact on a front-line Marine. 
 
   Ruth reached over and touched the side of his neck. He felt nothing but the touch of her hand. When she told him to move the gem to where she had touched him, and he did, the jewel slipped out of view. Opening his eyes widely in concern, the man asked, “Where did it go?”
 
   The response from Ruth was, “Reach up as if you are reaching into a pocket. You will feel the edge of the gem. Simply grab it and pull it out.”
 
   Looking faintly disbelieving, the marine did as she had instructed. His surprise when the gem actually was in his hand would have been laughable if the relief in his face hadn’t been so heartfelt. He quickly put the gem in and pulled it out several times. One of the other Marines came over and tried to feel where the jewel had gone but was unable to feel any difference in the skin.
 
   Ruth smiled in amusement as the stunned man wandered around the room showing each of the tables of Marines how it worked. She considered this another ‘oooh shiny’ moment for the barroom inhabitants.
 
   After the wandering demonstration had shown the safety of the gem pocket, three other active duty officers requested the same gift of both the storage gem and the invisible pocket. In each case, the AI from the weapon was thrilled about its new home. The thought that at least a few more of the AIs had been protected eased Ruth’s mind.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The action tree had been completed, and all Marine officers with AI weapons had been notified. One of them was non-mobile, but all others were on their way to the bar. Only combat officers had AI arms, and they all knew how to deploy quickly. None of the existing command staff had an AI weapon, so the absence of that personnel in the notification tree structure did not concern those in the bar. That was about to change.
 
   There was a stir in the bar as a weary and distraught looking Secretary of the Navy walked in. He came directly over to Pawlik’s table and asked if he might sit down. Pawlik helped the exhausted man to sit and asked him, “How bad is it?”
 
   Lauren replied, “It is as bad as it can get. Effectively at midnight, which is in one hour, the Arkken Navy will cease to exist. I have explained why this is not a good idea and thought that I had enough allies on the Council to block this supremely stupid action. Unfortunately, their promises proved either to be false or their votes were taken away from me.”
 
   Without a word, the bartender brought over a dusty bottle and a bowl of stew with hot bread. Lauren at first refused to eat, but then realized how hungry he was and tucked in. He told Pawlik that he thought Pawlik was in danger and, with a nod toward Ruth, that his companion was also. 
 
   Taking a few more bites of food, Lauren looked up again and did a double take. He had finally noticed the coronet on Ruth’s brow. His spoon froze in midair, dripping stew back into the bowl as he realized that she was indeed a Mage. Looking back and forth between Pawlik to Ruth, his eyes skittered around the rest of the bar, seeming to notice for the first time the unknown uniforms on familiar people. Ruth observed that the bartender was intensely watching Lauren’s face, a sardonic smile plastered on his own.
 
   Lauren asked, “What is going on?”
 
   Pawlik responded, “We are holding a preliminary hiring fair. This is my Lady Consort, who is also the Lady Mage. She is recruiting for inner keep forces, and I am recruiting for outer keep and naval forces.”
 
   “What size of service will you need for the Navy?” Lauren asked. He could not conceal his amazement when both Pawlik and Ruth informed him that they had no idea. Freely admitting their lack of skills and knowledge in massive fleet deployment, they were unsure of how to staff and control that many ships.
 
   Lauren’s interest was piqued, and he and Pawlik started a spirited discussion on the general challenges of building a military service for a space navy. Ruth was quite amused that they talked about generalities, but no one in the room had asked about the exact number of ships that were involved. As the men spoke, some of the stress lines disappeared from Lauren’s face only to reappear when the time struck midnight.
 
   Exactly at one second past midnight, every Marine in the room had their communicator issue an alert tone. The message that followed notified them formally that Arkken’s Space Navy and Marine Forces were officially disbanded. All former active-duty officers and enlisted were advised that they were terminated and that anyone who had not completed a full 20 years of service had no pension. They were ordered to surrender all Marine property to the collection parties on pain of substantial civil and criminal charges. The announcement ended by reiterating that the statement was authorized by the head of the Council.
 
   Stumbling to his feet, Lauren urgently said that they had to activate the action tree. Otherwise, everyone would be taken by surprise. Clutching Pawlik’s arm in concern, Lauren gasped, “We can’t let any of the AI weapons get into the hands of Councilor Fergali!”
 
   Ruth looked him in the eyes and said that it had already been handled. As Lauren watched in amazement, two groups of men came into the bar. One was a group of inactive or former Marine officers, while the other group consisted of officers still wearing active-duty uniforms and accompanied by enlisted personnel.
 
   The officers bearing intelligent weapons all jumped as their AI weapons began talking to them urgently. Making a beeline for the Mage and the pile of gems on the table in front of her, they quickly accepted the offer of employment and received their green gem. Those that had already been through the transfer and arming process escorted the new Mage Corps employees upstairs, taking both officers and enlisted men. A steady stream of people going up and down the stairs soon developed, with Marines in the gray of Arkken’s services going up and people in one of the Mage Corps uniforms coming down.
 
   It was a busy hour as all but one of the intelligent weapons were brought into the bar, transferred into one of the green gems, and then into a new smart gun housing. It was Ruth’s suggestion that the AIs leave a backup copy of themselves in the green gems even after transferring into the new weapons platform, just in case something catastrophic happened. All of the AIs and their bonded officers agreed with this strategy. Jenna, Margot, and the first people that had received new weapons made sure to create their own backup gem. Ruth promised them that a safe place would be found to store those and that no one else would be able to access them other than her and the Arkken partners.
 
   Lauren was busy on his communicator talking to the Navy command structure. He was getting increasingly frustrated with the slowness of the call so Ruth suggested that he do a larger call with visual display. The bartender apologized, saying that only rudimentary communications facilities were available in the tavern. Nodding her understanding, Ruth informed him that if he had a closed area or party room that she could create a magical replacement of the conference wall on the Dragon Flame so that Lauren could speak to a larger number of people simultaneously.
 
   The bartender escorted Ruth and Lauren into the back room, turning on lights, opening doors, and showing them around. Lauren looked up just as Ruth threw red and white light streamers at one wall of the room. A high-tech appearing wall emerged, pulsating softly. Ruth told Lauren to hand her his phone which he did. At Ruth’s gesture, a tendril of twisted red and white light entered his phone before she handed it back to him. The Mage told him to call out the name or the number of whoever he wanted to contact, including any group lists that he had stored. She promised him that a real-time image of those people would appear on the wall.
 
   Glancing at her in doubt, he looked at his phone and said “Command group.” The wall was instantly populated with 62 images. All 62 faces stared at him in amazement, many of them talking over each other. Lauren straightened and ordered them to be quiet. He turned and bowed his head to Ruth and said, “Thank you, Lady Mage. Is there anything else we need to do before I brief my former command?”
 
   “No, Lauren. I believe you should be all set.” Nodding in acknowledgment at the gaped-mouth people shown on the wall, Ruth left the room, allowing them the privacy that they needed.
 
   Lauren turned back to the wall and began to introduce his people to the new reality.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16 – Recruitment
 
   The bar was doing a booming business. As more people entered the tap room and were guided first to an impromptu enlistment and employment desk run by two sergeants, followed by an escorted trip upstairs for arming and provisioning, the number of drinkers increased. The overall tone of the bar was a complex mixture of grief, anger, and excitement. There was no overwhelming sense of rage, primarily due to the well-organized noncom contingent. Sergeants and corporals made sure that troublemakers were handled and that everyone knew that being part of Pawlik and Ruth’s forces was an honor, just as much as it had been an honor to be on Arkken’s spaceforce.
 
   The door to the bar slammed open, and an armed group of men stamped in, led by a large scar-faced man in a Council guard uniform wearing captain’s bars. Bellowing in a loud and commanding voice, the man roared, “All personnel are required to line up and hand in all of their government assets from past service, no exceptions.” He started to push his way forward toward an older man when the bartender turned bouncer blocked him. 
 
   “You have no right to come into private property without a warrant. This is my bar, and you’re not invited here.” The Council agent snarled and attempted to push the bouncer out of his way, but failed to move the suddenly scary son of a bitch. Gone was the genial bartender and consummate host. In his place stood a retired, but renowned, warrior of many years. A former master sergeant in the world’s Marine assault force.
 
   Frustrated, the Council guard captain demanded that he be allowed to seize the items on his list. Reading from a document with an official -looking seal, he stated that criminal and civil charges would be filed against anyone that resisted. At the end of his proclamation, he looked up and stared around the room expecting to see dismay. A baffled look appeared on his face as no one seemed to be upset or even very interested in what he had to say.
 
   One of the older Marines who had just come down from the upper floor dressed in a captain’s uniform for the outer keep forces exclaimed, “I remember you! You signed up with the Council as a guard when you are thrown out of the Marines in your fifth year. If I recall correctly, you were discharged for behavior unbecoming the code and honor of the force.”
 
   With a vicious look in his eye and disdain in his tone, the guard responded, “Well, we are all former Marines now, and your precious honor is now dead and dust.”
 
   The older man responded with quiet conviction, “Honor is never dead, even when our bodies have turned to dust.”
 
   The thug in guard’s uniform was about to make another nasty remark when he was interrupted by the bartender, telling him that his pickup was ready. The bartender added, “Everyone has dropped off the items that belonged to the former Navy service. You and the rest of your garbage-collecting crew should kindly get them out of my bar since they are taking up space.”
 
   Baffled, the man glanced over to a series of tables close to the door. Piled neatly on the table were sets of belonging. The sets included all items that could be construed as belonging to the spaceforces. It did not include uniforms since each person in the former service had purchased their own uniforms. However, service-issued weapons, communicators and other devices were all neatly stacked up. He started to make his stamping way over to the table, only to be blocked by one of the sergeants who had been processing enlistments for Pawlik and Ruth. The man insisted that the Council guard sign a receipt acknowledging the entire list of possessions that were being turned in. Although the frustrated man attempted to contend that he didn’t know that all items were there, he eventually gave in to the sergeant’s insistence that a signed and notarized receipt be received. The final agreement was voiced with a twisted sneer on the guard captain’s lip, apparently thinking of some loophole in the process when a voice from behind him wiped all expression from his face.
 
   A pair of voices repeated the word “Witnessed.” It was two of the people from the auditor’s team, some of the junior auditors. One of them requested a copy of the receipt from the sergeant and informed the frustrated Council guard captain that it would be appropriately filed. The other auditor took a visual inventory of all the items on the table before both stepped back and indicated that the possessions could be removed. 
 
   In a frustrated rage, the Council guard captain motioned his men to gather up the items, hurrying them until they carelessly crammed things indiscriminately into large sacks. Impotently, he growled at the people watching and joking within the bar, threatening them with vague and dire consequences. Most of them turned their backs on the posturing man. The disdain that he read in their actions pushed his fury higher and higher. Both auditors touched their chest and repeated “Recording.”
 
   The captain was a powder keg waiting to happen. What occurred next would be pivotal in the future of Arkken in the next few months. As the Council guard contingent gathered the items, placing them in sacks, and began to carry them out of the bar, one of the rushing men accidentally stumbled into the guard captain. Finding a safer target for his burgeoning rage than the massed Marine audience, the guard captain drew his weapon. As the bar patrons reacted with defensive postures and readied arms, the guard captain spun, slammed the hilt of his weapon into his unfortunate troop’s head, producing the sound of a ripe melon breaking open. The mortally injured man dropped to the ground, brain matter spattering all over his corpse, and the soft murmur of breath witnessed the passing of his life.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17 – Finding Home
 
   It was early morning and the previous night had been very long and stressful. Lauren was still deep in conversations when they left the bar and headed toward Pawlik’s home. Which was now Ruth’s home also. With the disbanding of the spaceforce, the concern about government sanctioned attacks had lessened, and Pawlik and Ruth agreed that the Dragon Flame could move into closer orbit. The shorter distance made it possible to use the shuttle to move people down to the castle and the proximity of the spaceship’s weapons provided them additional protection.
 
   Their party had grown into a cavalcade so they took land transport to Pawlik’s home. The inner and outer keep guards accompanied them in force, leaving a skeleton enlistment processing group back at the bar. The bartender had promised to maintain a protective watch over everything and to make sure that someone got a green gem to the one older officer that was unable to come to the bar. Ruth wanted to be sure that none of the AIs from the ITE guns were destroyed or sacrificed to the Council’s ambition.
 
   The sun was coming up over the horizon when they crested the hill and saw Pawlik’s home. The sun glinted off the walls of the castle in muted shades of gold and beige, turning it to a dreamscape of towers, walls, and greenery. Pawlik turned to Ruth and gently raised her hand to his lips. He said, “Welcome home, Ruth. Welcome to Borachland.”
 
   Ruth smiled wearily, and responded, “It is beautiful.” As the vehicles approached the closed keep, she straightened suddenly and asked if they would please stop the transport. Pawlik immediately ordered a halt and opened the door for her, handing her out carefully. She straightened up slowly after exiting the vehicle and looked around, her eyes intent. She found herself in a dense grove of trees, the early morning air quiet with only the sounds of awakening sleepy birds to break the peace and calm. The atmosphere acted as a balm to the soul, but something was watching. She could feel it at the back of her neck, in some sense that was just awakening. The instinct that told her a guardian was evaluating her. Opening her mind slightly she called a wordless greeting to that watcher. There was a moment of startled response before a wave of welcome and promise engulfed her.
 
   She climbed back into the vehicle, smiling, and they continued into the castle proper.
 
   The entire castle had turned out to greet their Lord and to meet his Consort. Despite the exhaustion of the arriving party, Pawlik introduced the staff, including the existing inner keep staff, outer keep commander, and other key players, including the seneschal and steward. As the new team disembarked, a flurry of activity created a chaotic mixture of people, baggage, and action. 
 
   Ruth was disquieted. Despite her exhaustion, a persistent uneasiness was growing. Looking over at Jenna and Margot, she saw the shadow of her own feelings visible on their faces. A short discussion among the three of them did not provide any further clarification of what their intuition is telling them. None of them were sure why their survival instincts were on alert. Ruth told them to work out a guard rotation and that after some sleep for all of them, they would need to determine an investigation strategy. Dredging up energy from some unknown place, Ruth created several bands of a shadowy gray light. Taking one of those and wrapping it around each of her guard captain’s wrists, she whispers instructions on how to activate the bands. “They should not wear out, they should have no limitation on use. Activating them will allow you to be invisible. My suggestion is that you investigate what’s happening behind the scenes because something “smells rotten.”
 
   Resolved on their general plan of attack, everyone focused on settling in and getting cleaned up.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18 – Settling In
 
   The housekeeper was a nervous and fussy woman who ushered Pawlik’s unexpected Consort into the chambers of the lady of the keep. Ruth was reduced to helpless fits of laughter, which intensified every time she caught the eye of one of her guards, both of whom had accompanied her into a frilly pink bedroom. It is so different from anything that Ruth had dealt with for the last six months that she was helpless to stop laughing. The housekeeper was aghast, and not sure what to do. Ruth reassured her, telling her that the early morning sun was beautiful coming into the room and provided a beautiful light and soft glow. Thanking the housekeeper once more, Ruth also stated that she would take care of redecorating the room and dismissed the servant, who scuttled out of the chamber quickly.
 
   Jenna looked around the ultra feminine room and remarked, “I don’t know how you can possibly sleep in this.”
 
   Ruth replied definitively, “There is absolutely no way that I can sleep in this monstrosity of a chamber.” Taking a deep breath, Ruth said, “Let’s go look and see all of the bits and pieces, and inspect the rest of the suite of rooms.” Their exploration revealed a variety of rooms for sleeping, dressing, a huge bathroom, a sitting room, an office, and room for intimate entertainment. The rooms were well apportioned, and the structure of the rooms attractive. The decorating reminded Ruth of a Barbie house from Earth. Full of pink and ruffles, she half expected to see a doll collection on the built-in shelves.
 
   Ruth finally said, “I’ve seen enough.” She opened her mouth to say something else to Jenna when they were interrupted by a knock on the closed door to the sitting room. Ruth called, “Come in!” and the door was opened by Pawlik, looking a bit nervous. 
 
   He glanced around at the room and winced. “No one has really been in this room since my mother died so many years ago.” He examined the room a little more carefully and sadly explained that she was very young when she was married. Ruth touched him comfortingly and asked, “Do you have any objection to my redecorating these rooms?”
 
   “Any decision on decorating and arrangement in the inner keep is solely under your control, my lady. I certainly don’t see you being comfortable in a pink and white frilly room.”
 
   Laughing, Ruth agreed and said that the next time he would see the room, it would be much different. He told her that there was a budget for redecorating, at which point she laughed at him and told him that she wouldn’t need to touch the budget. Looking startled, he said, “I keep forgetting you are a Mage.”
 
   Ruth responded, “You say the nicest things, my Lord.”
 
   Pawlik told her that he needed to meet with his estate agent and his seneschal to find out what had been happening while he was gone. He would like to meet for lunch, but if she needed him, he would stay. Ruth said cheerfully, “I have plenty of things to do and figure out. We can catch up over lunch and be more effective this way.”
 
   As soon as Pawlik was out of the room and the door was shut, Ruth pulled a rainbow of light into her hands. She tied the light tendrils into a complicated knot shape and flung the knot onto each wall of the room in turn. The room was transformed. Gone was the fussiness of the pink and white frilly bedroom. In its place were smooth walls, lightly tinted a calming green. The woodwork had been transformed to a rich medium brown with a clear finish, allowing the distinctive pattern of Borachland’s native trees to shine through. The floors were similarly finished with the beauty of the wood contrasting with the luxuriant carpets scattered about. The layered window draping allows light to be filtered by the release of different types and weights of fabric. The beauty of the morning sun shone through the sheer layer which has been released to fall across the windows. Jenna was silent in amazement.
 
   Gone also was the small, childlike bed. Instead, a massive bed with tree trunk sized posts suspended a canopy of layered fabrics over the mattress. The bed, with its plump pillows, called to Ruth, but she knew that she didn’t dare lie down. She only had an hour and a half before she has promised to meet the housekeeper for a tour of the keep. Falling asleep would be a grave mistake.
 
   After extracting a promise from Jenna not to let her be late, Ruth retreated into the bathing room. The redecoration has extended even into here, resulting in cool marble, comfortable benches, and luxurious towels softening the room. The bathtub was just as seductive as the bed, and Ruth was unable to resist its siren call. Dropping her clothing onto the floor, Ruth turned on the taps and watched the bath fill. Checking the bath salts carefully, she found one that had the clear scent of flowers, reminding Ruth of the roses of Earth. She sank into the warm water gratefully, realizing that her last bath was before all of this started. Before her husband’s death, before her dogs’ sacrifice, before the terror and pain. The noise of the circulating water concealed her sobbing, and the salt of her tears disappeared into her pool of comfort.
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   It had been a lovely bath. Ruth felt clean for the first time in a long time. Responding to a half-formulated intuition, Ruth had decided that she should dress in a copy of her inner keep guard uniform for the household tour. Yanking a comb through her hair, Ruth walked out into the sitting area of her suite. Jenna, Margot, and Gerian were waiting for her with serious faces. Sitting down in one of the chairs, Ruth asked them to report. 
 
   “Lady Mage,” Margot began, “you were right on target with your discomfort. The housekeeper appears to be a pawn of the cook, and that twisted bastard seems to be running the entire inner keep.”
 
   Gerian continued the report, “He abuses the kitchen help sadistically and has been systematically preying sexually on the young women and men of the castle.”
 
   Jenna chimed in, “I found multiple women and men who had signs of torture, both recent and old, on their bodies.” She continued, “He has also been employing poison to kill or weaken people that he does not like or cannot control. Somehow he has managed to exert control over a middle-aged woman with gray hair who is a very accomplished maker of poison and potions, forcing her to create the toxins by threatening her daughter and son.” 
 
   Gerian added, “I think that the woman would be a good ally if we could get her cooperation. That will not be possible without removing the danger to her children, in my opinion.”
 
   Ruth suggested that on her inspection tour that they attempt to accidentally run into the woman so that Ruth could evaluate whether she agreed with Gerian’s conclusion. If she thought that their judgment was correct, then they needed to somehow get the woman into a private room for Ruth to question more closely.
 
   Jenna straightened up suddenly and glanced wildly around the chamber. “I forgot to tell you another of my discoveries. Much of the castle is under audio surveillance, and that information goes to both the cook and to someplace outside the castle! We have to find a way of negating any devices in your rooms.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I removed all of those when I redecorated.”
 
   Jenna responded, “Perhaps you might think of how we can do that for the rest of the castle.”
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   A multi-hour trek through the keep dragged Ruth, Jenna, and Gerian through every single room and closet in the multi-floor multi-wing building, concluding in the kitchen. They were introduced to the head cook, Marius, who was unctuous and reminded Ruth of a toad. Looking around the kitchen, Ruth noticed poorly cleaned counters and dusty pots. The odor of rotting food was everywhere. She turned to Marius and said, “Now that the inner keep will be staffing more people, and since we will be expanding our entertainment and other social engagements, I expect that higher standards of cleanliness and food quality be met.”
 
   Marius clutched the table in front of him so hard that his hands turned white and responded, “Only someone who has dealt with the complexity of ongoing meal preparation for a large group of people can adequately set standards for anything in the kitchen. I have the experience and the knowledge. I realize that you may not be comfortable in such an elevated position, but there is no reason to try to give directions to someone who knows their job. Perhaps you can focus your attention on something within your grasp, like flower decorating or something.”
 
   “I believe, Cook, that you may have forgotten who is in charge of the inner keep. Tomorrow morning, we will have a discussion on how things are to be run from now on.”
 
   “I have many things to prep for the meals, and I’m not sure I’m going to be available for meeting tomorrow.”
 
   “You have a choice. Be available, or be out. I expect to meet with you, the housekeeper, butler and head gardener at nine tomorrow morning. Attendance is not optional.”
 
   Leaving the man fuming in the kitchen, Ruth and her guards headed to the family dining room. On their way, Ruth suddenly said, “Oh, I wanted to have a look at something in here! I’ll be right back.” Jenna turned and used her body to block the door, preventing anyone from following Ruth and Margot into the room. Just inside the doorway, Gerian was waiting for Ruth, holding the arm of a middle-aged woman who looked frightened but uncowed.
 
   Pressing her lips with a finger, Ruth called tendrils of light into her hands and flung balls of the light at each of the walls of the room. A series of little pops seem to pepper a staccato accompaniment to the light show before the Mage tossed more light around the room that seemed to coat the walls, settling in without a trace. The woman’s eyes widened in astonishment. Ruth smiled and explained, “We know that you are being forced to produce poisons and I understand that you are doing this to protect your children.” 
 
   The woman looked even more frightened and gasped, “Cook has taken my son and daughter away, and I have to do what he said, or they will be hurt.”
 
   Ruth promised the woman that she would rescue the children, telling her her that when the Mage had pushed the cook into a rage he had pictured in his mind where he was keeping the two. As Ruth began to describe the boy and the girl that she had seen in Marius’mind, the woman gasped and started to cry. “Those are my babies!”
 
   “Gerian, could you and Margot come up with a plan for rescuing the children while Pawlik and I are at lunch? I don’t want to give the slime toad of a cook too much time to work on an attack.”
 
   Gerian and Margot had a brief consultation and agreed that they could put together a rescue mission quickly. However, they both thought that the woman should come with them so that her children will know that they were safe. Ruth agreed and planned to send Margot off on a supposed errand. Gerian was instructed to conceal both the woman and himself in the shuttle so that neither of them was visible. The woman accompanied the scout with dawning hope and a wicked glint in her eye, as Margot and Ruth shared a commiserating smile.
 
   Ruth emerged from the room chattering about redecorating plans. She continued on her way to the family dining room, where Pawlik was already sitting. As Ruth sat down, she instructed Margot to travel by shuttle to pick her up some paint and fabric samples. Margot promised to be back by the time Ruth and Pawlik had completed their meal and departed.
 
   Pawlik had a quizzical look on his face but asked no questions. He and Ruth sat down to their meal chatting idly. As they talked, Ruth placed a carved gemstone in the middle of the table. Pawlik lifted an eyebrow in question, and Ruth carefully shook her head. The first course was brought in by the housekeeper and the butler, both of them looking extremely nervous. Ruth ignored the servants and asked Pawlik how his morning had been. He started to describe the types of things that had occurred while he was gone and some of his thoughts on how to move forward with the estate. The servants left the room, so only Ruth, Pawlik, and Jenna remained. Ruth examined the gemstones, but their appearance remained that of beautifully carved but non-magical stones. The newly bonded couple discussed a variety of things as they ate their salad course, happily without incident.
 
   The next course arrived, and plates were placed in front of Pawlik and Ruth. A small light was growing in the gem in front of Ruth. Pawlik straightened in alarm, and again Ruth responded with a small shake of the head. The two servants had left the room, and Ruth moved her plate closer to the gemstone which flared into a blinding light. She pulled her plate back into position. Pawlik pushed his plate toward the gem in front of him, but no increase in light occurred. He replaced his plate into its original position, but a thundercloud of growing rage turned his face dark with anger. 
 
   Ruth motioned for him to remain calm and rang the bell that was sitting next to her place setting. When the butler entered the room, he glanced at their untouched plates. A mingled look of shame and relief washed over his face.
 
   Ruth demanded that the cook come to the room, saying that she wished to speak to him about his method of preparing the meal. The butler bowed in obedience and exited the room immediately. Pawlik opened his mouth to say something and Ruth interrupted him in what he recognized as an artificial voice. She told him that she needed to speak to the cook immediately because this was just not acceptable and she wouldn’t have anything like this in the inner keep when she was responsible for it. Telling Pawlik that he had been too lax and that he should’ve fired the incompetent idiot before, Ruth was sure that she had said enough to ensure that if the cook had any ability to listen to the conversation in the room that he would appear in an enraged state.
 
   The cook stormed into the room ranting and raving about her inexperience and lack of understanding. “I have given decades of loyal service to the family! No one can create meals to match my level.”
 
   Ruth responded, saying, “If your food is so great, then, by all means, you should be eating it!” Handing him a fork, she pushed her plate toward him. Staring at the plate, Marius panicked and tried to run from the room. Jenna tackled the fleeing man, neatly dropping him with a single blow to the back of the head. Ruth spun a magical rope of light and hoisted the unconscious cook up into the air. A wave of her hand dispensed light tendrils that caused the explosion of the listening devices all over the castle.
 
   Jenna and the Mage began to bring Pawlik up to speed on what they had found. He was incensed. Almost incoherent with rage, he seemed about ready to run around the castle handing out retribution. Ruth bent her efforts to calming him down. At that point, the cook regained consciousness and found himself hanging 20 feet up in the air. The frightened man lost control of his bladder and urinated down his leg. Pawlik asked that Ruth lower the cook closer to the ground, which she did. Pawlik’s angry face became the one thing that Marius could see clearly. His overwhelming fear coupled with Ruth’s judicious tweaking of the light rope’s grip ensured that the frightened man answered all of Pawlik’s questions. It was a sad tale of betrayal and abuse. The cook had been working against the family for decades. His collusion with Pawlik’s distant cousin and the Council was designed to weaken Pawlik and his position. The terrified man verified that Pawlik’s cousin was the one that had betrayed Pawlik and his crew to the Insectoids. However, the credentials that allowed Stefar to contact the Insectoids were provided by Councilor Fergali. Pawlik continued to question Marius with Jenna’s help, but Ruth turned her attention to some of the other priorities.
 
   Ruth comm’d the rest of her inner keep guard, alerting them to the danger and telling them to gather all of the castle staff in one of the large rooms that she saw during her tour. She told them to bring the housekeeper and the butler into the family dining room immediately, though. When the two senior servants entered the room, they were frightened to see the cook tied up with the rope of light. Marius tried alternately with yells and screaming threats, all while frothing at the mouth, in a vain effort to shut them up, to no avail. 
 
   Under gentler questioning than was used with Marius, both the housekeeper and the butler confessed to being blackmailed and manipulated by potions into an addiction that has left them at the cook’s mercy. Unable to meet Pawlik’s eyes, they simply hung their heads in shame.
 
   Ruth looked at Jenna and said, “Kill him,” pointing at the cook. 
 
   Unemotionally, Jenna decapitated the whining, screaming man. The housekeeper collapsed into a weeping ball, the butler was a broken man. They were given into the custody of a pair of the new inner keep guards. Leaving instructions that the two shivering servants should remain in the room until their fate has been decided, Ruth and Pawlik left the room.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19 – Mage and Consort
 
   Ruth stalked into the smaller ballroom of the castle where the staff had been told to assemble. She was in absolutely no state to accept any difficulty or any excuses. The room was filled. Even though there were far more people than she had expected, she walked confidently to the front of the room, climbed the four steps to the small musician’s platform, and turned to face the crowd. Eight members of her inner keep guard were scattered around the room, each of them with a drawn weapon. The sight of the guns visibly shook the assembled castle staff, but Ruth didn’t care.
 
   She was done accommodating stupidity and cupidity. It was time that the Borachland staff learned just who they had been crossing. They might know now that she and Pawlik were bonded, after this meeting they would understand far more.
 
   Raising her hands directly over her head, Ruth spread her fingers and allowed light to shoot from her hands onto the ceiling and drip down the walls. The frightened inhalation of breath throughout the room told her that she certainly had their attention. Opening her eyes, she cupped her hands in front of her chest and blew a breath into them. A fountain of red flames erupted from her hands stretching for 20 feet of eye-searing brightness. A tonal, wordless noise emerged from the depths of Ruth’s throat scattering the light against the ceiling and walls. As the flames touched the surface of the walls, realistic vines and flowers appeared in columns running from floor to ceiling. Those flames that reached the ceiling produced a different result. The roof of the room became an intricate weaving of sky with the brightness of morning and the starry darkness of night. It was breathtaking.
 
   In the stunned silence that followed, Ruth’s voice was crystal clear and reached to all corners of the room. “The inner keep is mine.” Ruth seemed to look at each person in the chamber, meeting their eyes and either frightening them or consoling them with her sense of power. “My Lord Pawlik and I are bonded, and I am a Mage.” Several of the people in the room had dropped to their knees, heads bowed in supplication. Ruth ignored them.
 
   “There has been betrayal and sabotage perpetrated against my Lord and this estate. IT WILL CEASE! I will not tolerate a repeat of anything less than loyal and wholehearted behavior. Each member of the staff will be going through an evaluation of their loyalty. If you fail that test, you will either be punished or fired, depending on what you have done.”
 
   Several of the staff members had begun to weep, but Ruth was too angry to feel any sympathy. She continued, “those of you that have been victimized will not be punished for being the victim but now is the time to change the situation and the behavior.”
 
   One of the guards drew her attention and indicated three women that had come to huddle by his feet. He looked confused and at a loss for what to do. Ruth saw Jenna start to move over next to him. Confident that Jenna had the situation under control, Ruth continued.
 
   “I will reward those that do their job well, those that are loyal and those that contribute to the well-being of this estate. Anyone that feels that they can do a good job at a position different from the one they hold today should plan on speaking with either the captain of my guard, Jenna or me, within the next two days.”
 
   “The former inner keep guard have all been placed under arrest and confinement. They will stand trial for their deeds later today. That trial will be held in the open courtyard at the rear of the castle. Any of you that do not have duties at that time may observe. Make no mistake, this will be a formal Mage Court, not the ridiculous court set up that you had before. Are there any questions?”
 
   The people in the room stirred uneasily, but no one asked questions. Ruth thought perhaps that they were too wounded, too frightened, to feel free enough to ask for information. She reminded herself to mention to Jenna, Margot, and Gerian that the guards should expect to be questioned in Ruth’s stead. Looking around the room one more time, Ruth nodded her head and marched determinedly out of the chamber. Her path miraculously cleared ahead of her, with people falling back to make way for the dangerous, angry Mage.
 
   Parts of Ruth’s thoughts were sad. She did not want to be feared and isolated, but there didn’t seem to be a better way to get the situation under control. Sighing deeply, she resolved to walk her mild depression into submission. The thought of actually being able to get something done, something actually completed, cheered her up. So she started to make a rapid retracing of the detailed facility tour that she had taken the day before with the former housekeeper.
 
   Happily, Ruth charged off to work off her sad, or mad, and her doldrums. Blowing things up was exactly the therapy that she needed today. Sabotage, danger, traps, and concealed evil. Destroying the potentially injurious ‘presents’ and any left over eavesdropping devices would definitely put her in a better mood.
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   Ruth had traveled every square foot of the inner keep checking for sabotage and danger. She lost track of the traps and general nastiness that they had found and destroyed. Her guards were working in shifts. For some reason, she kept wearing them out. Jokingly, she said to Margot at her side, “You really need to look at physical conditioning for the inner keep guards. They keep needing to be shifted out after only an hour and a half or two hours! Is it that I am frightening them off, or that they just don’t make guards is durable as they used to.”
 
   Margot laughed, and replied, “I think it is the whole Mage thing, my lady. They can only take so many spells being flashed in front of them before they get a bit wild-eyed.”
 
   “Hopefully, they’re going to get over that pretty soon, since I have a funny feeling that there will be more flashing of spells in their future.”
 
   Margot just laughed again. Her amusement was cut short when the communicator built into her armor sounded in insistent alarm. Slapping a hand onto her wrist, Margot snapped out, “Report!” A rapid answer from her built-in communicator informed her that the former guards had succeeded in breaking out of their confinement and were attempting to escape. Thinking that the only resistance would come from the new guards that had arrived with Ruth, the planned escape route was through the kitchen gardens and out the rear of the castle. Apparently, the escape was not going well, and the Marine reporting was moving to reinforce the group battling to stop the escapees.
 
   Margot and Gerian took off at a run, with Gerian shouting instructions to the remaining guards as he ran. When Ruth attempted to follow them, one of those guards caught her arm in restraint. He said, “My Lady, please allow your guard to do their job. You undermine us when you act like we cannot perform our duties.”
 
   Sighing, Ruth said, “You are correct, as much as I hate to admit it. I think I will go back to my office. I can wait there for either report or request for reinforcement.”
 
   “Thank you, My Lady.”
 
   “It’s a damn pain being a grown-up.”
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   Ruth didn’t have very long to wait. Less than a half hour later, Jenna came back with a report. She explained that the prisoners had overwhelmed the woman who brought them food and the two guards that were at the door. Taking the weapons from the guards, the escaping prisoners had killed the woman and one of the guards before attempting to flee the property. Avoiding the kitchen entirely, the escapees had first tried to steal a vehicle, which had been foiled by two of the men in the maintenance department. The fast thinking duo had grabbed all of the ignition controls and run quickly to the kitchen and located one of the new inner keep guards.
 
   The guard, a retired Marine Cpl., had notified the duty watch officer and had taken the younger of the maintenance workers with him to provide additional terrain knowledge. Their pursuit had been only a short interval after the escape, so they had come across the sounds of battle within just a few minutes.
 
   Ruth’s earlier meeting had borne fruit. When the inner keep guards who had terrorized the remainder of the staff attempted to flee, the gardeners formed an unofficial militia, attacking the fleeing men with a variety of yard tools and improvised weapons. The noise of their altercation had attracted the attention of the hunt master, who had in turn released his hunting animals. When the Marine guards had charged around the wall, expecting to see a bloody battle with the castle staff at a disadvantage, they were surprised to see many of the escapees lying sprawled on the ground with the hunting lizards ripping them to shreds and the gardeners wielding shovels and hoes holding their own against the former guards.
 
   Jenna looked both surprised and disgruntled as she reported. Ruth tried to keep a straight face but lost the battle. An irrepressible bubble of laughter burst and the first Mage in five millennia dissolved into helpless giggles.
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   Ruth was wandering. It had taken her a while to get her amusement under control after the report from Jenna on the escapees. She felt relieved that she would not have to hold a formal Mage court today and felt guilty about that relief. Her guards were busy, Pawlik was in meetings with his steward, and the first wave of people from the Dragon Flame would not be arriving for a few hours. Feeling like a child playing hookey from school, she quietly escaped down the back stairs and out through the kitchen door.
 
   Curiosity drove her. She had been over every inch of the castle now, multiple times. However, she had little sense of the rest of the keep, so it was about time that she did some exploration. The freedom to walk around after such a long period of confinement and hurry felt luxurious. Ruth wandered from place to place, no particular trajectory in mind, nothing specific she was looking for. It was simply a trip of exploration.
 
   The castle was beautiful with flowers and gardens, stately trees and trimmed bushes. The beauty was alien, though. Ruth’s eyes kept looking for familiar shapes and colors. They were not there. Instead, the greens were bluer, and the combination of colors in the flowers was like nothing she’d ever seen before. There was a choice facing her. She could mourn and miss the colors of her life before now, or she could learn to appreciate the beauty in front of her. She knew which one she chose. So Ruth explored her new home and kept a mental list of all the things that she liked and loved.
 
   Wandering through an area of trimmed high hedges and bushes carved into the shape of animals, Ruth rounded a corner in the garden and found herself looking at stables. Surprised, she walked over and looked in. The stables were fairly extensive, unexpected in such a mechanized society. She could see that many of the stalls were occupied. Counting rapidly, Ruth could identify eight horses. One was obviously an old stallion, cream-colored with a black mane and standing higher than her head. He was magnificent, perfect in symmetry and obviously well cared for.
 
   There were four mares and two young colts in a common paddock. The inheritance from the old stallion was apparent in the lines and the markings of the colts. In another stall, she could see a horse, younger than the old stallion but still mature. Hearing voices from his stall, Ruth decided to wander over and see what was going on. There are two people in what appeared to be the gelding’s stall. 
 
   One was an older man who had all of the signs of someone who worked daily with horses. He was exactly the sort of person that Ruth would expect to see in a stable. He had a kind face and worn hands, wearing what appeared to be this culture’s equivalent to bluejeans. It was the second person that surprised Ruth. Instead of seeing another ‘horsey’ person, Ruth’s astonished eyes showed her someone who looked more like a clerk. It was a woman wearing rumpled clothes. One with extensively ink-stained hands. The hands were very noticeable because she was holding a sketchbook that appeared to be filled with drawings of horses in various positions. From what Ruth could see of the pictures, they were very well done.
 
   The Mage must have made some movement that startled the gelding because he shifted and pricked his ears toward her. Both people spun around and stared in astonishment at Ruth. The man spoke first, “May I help you, my lady?”
 
   “Not really, since I was just trying to familiarize myself with the buildings. However, I do have a question for you. I have not seen anyone hunt here on horseback. Most of the travel around here is highly mechanized. So why stables and why horses?”
 
   The smaller woman gave a low laugh and raised her eyes to Ruth’s face. Her eyes were wise and somehow had the look of ancients in them. Brandishing her sketchbook, she said, “Some of the former inhabitants used to ride the horses for show. They have long been a tradition in the family, and even Lord Pawlik rides well. Not frequently, but well.”
 
   “Okay, that makes sense. By the way, I’m Ruth. Might I know both of your names?”
 
   The woman responded, “I am Miriam Archion, one of the clerks and notaries that works for the steward. My horsey friend here is Jacob, the stable master. We have been friends for quite a few years, and he is kind enough to allow me to sketch horses when I have time.”
 
   Jacob uttered a gravelly laugh and patted Miriam on one shoulder. “There’s nothing kind about it. This young lady is down here every spare minute of time that she has and it’s nice to have someone to talk horses with. So she puts up with me, and I put up with her.”
 
   “There are worse definitions of friendship. It is evident that you both love the horses and that you, Jacob, have been doing a wonderful job in caring for them. I’ll have to make sure to come down and visit for longer. My son loves to ride, and I know that you are absolutely going to be a favorite person for my grandchildren.”
 
   Both Jacob and Miriam look pleased with her comments, promising to look for the children and her son. Ruth waved to them and headed back to the main house.
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   It had been a fairly long day, and Ruth was getting weary. She had returned from her walkabout about an hour before and was looking over reports in her sitting room. There was a knock on the connecting door to Pawlik’s rooms. Looking up, Ruth called out, “Come in.” Pawlik walked in and smiled in greeting. Before he could speak, Ruth looked him in the face and told him with a frown, “I really do find it offensive when you knock coming into this room. You are always welcome here, so why knock?”
 
   Pawlik’s face had a strange expression on it. Only God I forgot the cultures are different, and I’m not too sure what sort of landmine I just stepped on! thought Ruth. Pawlik must’ve seen the panic and worry that she felt because he rushed into speech and reassurance, “There’s nothing wrong. I just never thought that I would be lucky enough to find someone who would be that open with me.”
 
   While they were talking another knock sounded, but this time on the outer door to the hallway. The guard that had quietly been standing on the inside of the sitting room door turned and opened the massive wood door with a hand on his weapon. Waiting to come in were two women holding trays. They curtsied slightly to both Pawlik and Ruth, and the older woman said, “We thought that the two of you might like to eat in the room until everything was settled out. Cook told me to tell you that all of the food had been prepared carefully and guarded while it was fixed. Allison and I made sure to bring it directly from Cook to you.”
 
   Pawlik looked astonished, but Ruth was pleased with the resilience of the inner keep staff. Thanking the women, she allowed them to set the food out on the table and to arrange a pleasant dinner for two. Once the women left, she placed the poison detector gems onto the table and moved the plates closer. There was no warning light. Relieved, Ruth and Pawlik finally had the leisure to sit down to a comfortable dinner. Ruth could feel the tension in her own body releasing as the two of them enjoyed casual conversation and a bottle of wine. She could see similar relaxation in Pawlik. They were both very tired and found themselves unable to conceal their yawns.
 
   Ruth stretched slightly and stood up. Looking at Pawlik, she smiled and said, “I think it’s time for bed.”
 
   Pawlik looked indecisive, embarrassed, and resolute by turn. “Would you prefer that I slept in my own room and gave you some privacy?”
 
   “Absolutely not. After the days that we’ve had and the problems that we have had to resolve I really have been looking forward to the comfort of your body, even though comfort is all I am up to at this point.”
 
   Pawlik blushed profusely. Ruth found it adorable.
 
   They motioned the light off and headed toward the bedroom, the way lit only by the fire in the fireplace. Entering the bedroom, Pawlik stopped in astonishment at the change in decoration. The changes Ruth had made in the walls and floors were impressive by the day. At night they were spectacular. The ceiling, with its sections of the starry nighttime sky, glowed softly, illuminating the room with a soft light. The floral vines that had been created to run up the walls seem to emit a subtle perfume. Ruth moved toward the bed dropping items of clothing along the way. She was just so tired. About half of her clothes had been abandoned before the exhausted Mage had reached the edge of the bed. She had just reached for the fastener of her uniform shirt when she heard a sound behind her that reminded her of a zipper slowly opening.
 
   She turned to see Pawlik unlatching the fastening of his jacket. Its closure was secured with many interlocking little teeth. She watched in appreciation as his body was revealed, a sculpture of large muscled chest, with an inviting texture of thick and curly chest hair. Unaware of her appreciative gaze, he placed his jacket carefully on a chair and bent over to remove his boots. She was treated to an unencumbered view of tightly molded pants on a taut and muscled back and ass. He removed the rest of his clothing and turned toward the bed to find her perched on the bed, knees up against her chest, watching him with a smile on her face. Even in the dim light, she could see the blush as it ran over his face and neck, and down over his chest. She moved her knees down, exposing her own chest and breasts. His body rose in response, and he quickly joined her on the bed.
 
   The light in the room was snuffed out with a wordless hand wave. Only the soft sounds of comfort and pleasure disturbed the quiet.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20 – Death Gift Meeting
 
   I hate it when I’m running late, Ruth thought as she hurried down the hallway toward the kitchen, Margot, and Gerian trailing her at a fast walk. After the drama the previous day, Ruth wanted to make absolutely sure that the kitchen was under control. Pawlik was nervously reviewing his arrangements for the Death Gift Meeting that would be held the next day. The preparations for that traditional Arkken ceremony had been explained to Ruth during the previous evening. It appeared that Death Gift Meeting was a tradition that combined a gift of money to help bereaved family members survive the demise of a breadwinner with something that shared aspects of a wake and funeral meal. Ruth couldn’t really think of a direct correlation to Earth rituals, but she understood that this was an important part of Pawlik’s culture.
 
   Her concern this morning was that whoever had taken over the kitchen would be able to produce the banquet portion of tomorrow’s meeting in a manner that did not embarrass Pawlik. She actually had high hopes for a good outcome since the previous evening’s meal had been well cooked and flavorful.
 
   Barreling into the kitchen unceremoniously, Ruth came to a screeching halt in surprise. It looked like a different kitchen than she had seen the day before. It was spotlessly clean. No random spoiled food odors tainted the air. Rather than clusters of lackadaisical kitchen personnel performing inefficient tasks, the kitchen almost hummed with productivity. A table full of kitchen helpers were preparing vegetables for a later meal, while a totally separate group butchered chickens for the pot.
 
   There was no yelling, no screaming. The tension of the previous day was noticeably absent. Ruth almost walked back out of the room and reentered because she felt as if she was in an entirely different environment. Glancing over at Margot and Gerian, she saw her confusion echoed in their faces.
 
   She took a couple more steps into the room before she was intercepted by a young woman wrapped in a clean but mended apron. The woman, a girl really, was slight of build and of moderate height. Her whiskey-colored curls were confined partially by a band that kept her hair out of her eyes and off her face. Looking nervously at Ruth, the girl dropped a partial curtsy and said, “My Lady Mage, may I help you?”
 
   “What an incredible improvement! Is this your doing?”
 
   “Somewhat, Lady Mage, although everyone in the kitchen pitched in to get things cleaned up and working properly.”
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “My name is Andrea, Lady Mage.”
 
   “Andrea, you have done an amazing job. If you can handle the next few days as well as you have handled this, I would be pleased to confirm you as Cook. Is the banquet something you think you can do?”
 
   The girl stammered, straightened her back, and nodded her head speechlessly. Laughing, Ruth waved her hand in farewell and headed off for the next thing needing her attention. At least it looks like one thing is going well, she thought to herself.
 
   The morning was consumed by meetings with various groups of staff. The keep was very short on warm bodies. The issues of how to find and hire trustworthy people was raised multiple times during Ruth’s morning. After agreeing to the concept of a hiring fair, Ruth requested that everyone help out wherever they could. One of the first urgent hires would have to be a replacement butler. Without someone in that position, Ruth had to deal with the minutia of the keep operation. Unfortunately, no one had an idea on how to find a butler. Ruth hoped that Pawlik would have some suggestions.
 
   One of the least pleasant meetings of Ruth’s day was the one where she had to deal with the former housekeeper and butler. They had been victims, but still betrayed a position of trust and Ruth would not accept any continued service from them within the household. Unable to be as severe in her treatment of them when faced with the horror of their experience, Ruth simply pensioned them off and told them that they would be relocated to places of their choice.
 
   There was no more time between the end of that meeting and the start of the next than five minutes, but Ruth needed a cup of tea and a few moments to herself. Feeling slightly rejuvenated, she told Jenna to let the next group in. It turned out to be a pleasant surprise. A contingent from Borachland Village had come to offer services or inquire about employment. Ruth happily turned them over to a hastily formed group from the kitchen, garden, and other areas. There were even a couple of possible candidates for the guard. 
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   It was time to finalize the Death Gift Meeting. Notices had been sent to the next of kin of all the deceased members of Pawlik’s crew. The meeting was set for the following day, and Ruth hoped that the kitchen could respond.
 
   She also hoped that Pawlik could come through it without too many painful memories.
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   The next day was sunny and slightly warm. A perfect day for walking in the garden, picnics, and other outdoor activities. Unfortunately, it was the day of the Death Gift Meeting. It would be the first such meeting that Ruth had ever been involved in and she was not looking forward to it.
 
   Cal, Troyer, Techla and Mary had just come down from the ship on the shuttle, along with some supplemental guards. A few of the newly hired Marines were being rotated onto the ship and over to the castle to provide security and logistics support. They were also learning how to deal with their new bosses, especially Ruth. Most of them were not really sure what to expect from a Mage.
 
   The children were ecstatic to see Ruth and Pawlik, hugging them repeatedly and talking excitedly about everything that happened since they had last seen their grandparents. At Cal’s request, Pawlik took some time to explain exactly what was entailed in a Death Gift Meeting. After listening intently, Cal said, “So what you’re telling me is this is effectively where you pay a blood price for the loss of husbands, brothers, or fathers.”
 
   Pawlik agreed but stated that it was also a chance to celebrate their life and mourn their passing.
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   One of the large ballrooms had been set up for the Death Gift Meeting. People had started to arrive in the last hour, traveling to the keep by a variety of land transport and shuttles. Pawlik had lost 167 crew members in the betrayal that put him into the hands of the slavers. From his previous experience, he had told Ruth to expect approximately 500-600 people at this meeting. She could tell that he was dreading the occasion and every second of the time leading up to it increased that sick anticipation.
 
   Many of the people that arrived were dressed in mourning clothing. Black was everywhere. The color of sorrow, the color of loss. The somber men and women took their seats quietly and sadly. Quiet and subtle music played in the background easily covering up the soft murmurs of the few that spoke. It reminded Ruth of the time before a funeral ceremony back on Earth. She had hated them there and avoided them wherever possible. It didn’t seem that there was going to be any reason to change her feeling about their equivalent here either.
 
   Pawlik appeared to be lost in thought. His eyes were half closed, staring off into the distance. No one wanted to interrupt him or take him away from his thoughts. He roused to attention when he saw Ruth greeting four unknown people and sending them to chairs along one side wall. She had told him a few days ago that she wanted to supplement the traditional death gift with another option. Her ideas always had merit to him, so he had not inquired any more into the details. He vaguely remembered her saying that she wasn’t sure if the people that came to the meeting would be comfortable with something so nontraditional, but he had agreed that each of the gift recipients would have a choice between the two options.
 
   The quiet, mournful atmosphere of the meeting was broken abruptly by the sound of a cheerfully off-key voice. The owner of the voice entered the room in a flurry of motion. She was a big girl, tall and exuberantly voluptuous, crowned with windblown hair. As she came into the chamber, the impact of admonitory eyes changed her expression from mild pleasure to intense embarrassment. She backed up a couple of steps and would have fled the room, but her reversal had slammed her into another person entering the room, and she had come to an abrupt halt. Her embarrassment increased, and she moved forward with a muttered apology. No longer meeting anyone’s eyes, she scuttled over to crouch down onto a chair on one side of the room and resolutely avoided looking at anyone. 
 
   The girl pulled out a tablet, bent her head over and started to read. Focusing intently on her reading, she seemed to lose all sense of where she was. When a woman in a hat and black veil attempted to sit next to her, her startlement was so great that she jumped up and screeched in fear. Once again caught in an awkward position, the embarrassed young woman stammered out a confused explanation, “I was reading a scary story, and they had just gotten to the part where the person walked into an empty theater where there were all sorts of possessions and food scattered and flung about. There was blood on the seats right by the stage, and the curtains were ripped and torn. The drapes were even partially yanked off the side of the stage and look like there was a body hidden underneath…” In the middle of the explanation, she stopped abruptly and said, “Oh, you want to get in the seat! Okay, fine!” and jumped up to allow the person to go past her.
 
   The room was filled with people. Among the last to enter was a woman holding a toddler in her arms and a slightly older child by the hand. She was shaking and looked at the edge of tears. Ruth noticed her distress and motioned to one of the Marines by the door to find out what was wrong. Murmuring with the woman for short period of time, the marine carefully seated her and the children and went outside. Something in the way that he walked told both Ruth and Jenna that he was angry. When Ruth cocked an eyebrow at Jenna, she got a response of, “I will deal with it.”
 
   A few minutes later the guard reentered the room. He was holding two bags of possessions, including what appeared to Ruth’s eyes to be a diaper bag. The young woman took them gratefully but still seem to be close to tears. Moving away from Ruth, Jenna slipped down the side of the seats on the outside wall. She quietly walked over and listened unobtrusively to the discussion between the guard and the woman. Apparently, the Marine was doing well with whatever he was saying because Jenna did not need to get involved. The Marine seemed to convince the woman that she did not have to keep her possessions with her and he moved them off to a chair against the side of the room, well within her sight. Jenna walked past him, stopped briefly to talk, and headed back to Ruth. 
 
   “Mage Marine Declo took care of the taxi bill. It is traditional for taxis to not charge people going to Death Gift Meetings, but this driver decided to change that when he saw how desperate the woman was. He was holding her possessions ransom for payment, including her children’s food.”
 
   Ruth gasped in outrage but before she could speak Jenna continued, “Declo paid the taxi and sent him off of the property on his own authority. The man didn’t want to leave, but he had no choice when more of the inner keep guards surrounded his vehicle. Declo also got the taxi permit number and the man’s ID. I promised him we would register a complaint after the meeting.”
 
   Promising to see to it after the meeting, Ruth turned her attention back to watching the people in the room. It was an interesting cross-section of the type of people that comprised the majority of Arkken’s population. There were merchants and craftsmen, women and children. Almost everyone was quiet, somber, and waiting. 
 
   The subdued noise and tone of the gathering made the fussing of the young woman’s baby sound even more disruptive than it was. The poor woman looked even more distraught, caught between wanting to remove her child from the area but needing to be there when Pawlik started the ceremony. The soft clip-clop of hooved feet heralded Mary’s approach. Moving slowly as did not startle the young mother, Mary wordlessly reached out her hands toward the baby. The woman stared at Mary in fright and confusion. Things seem to be at an impasse until Troyer joined them. The young boy patted the woman’s knee and said, “Mary will watch your baby while you’re in the meeting and maybe he,” pointing to the little boy clutching his mother’s sleeve, “would like to come with us because Cook is making cookies.”
 
   The little one looked up at his mom with beseeching eyes, and said, “Mommy, I would really like to have a cookie again, because it’s been a long time.” The woman flushed red with embarrassment and looked at Mary, consideringly. Seeming to reach a decision, she relinquished her son’s hand to Troyer and gave her baby to Mary. As the small parade left the room, Mary reached out a free hand and grabbed the bags of possessions to take with her. 
 
   The very last person to enter the room was a man in rough clothing that had seen better times. There were few open seats left in the room so he was urged toward a chair which happened to be in the front of the chamber and almost directly in front of Ruth. He seemed to be muttering to himself, but no sound could be heard over the muted music and the soft texture of sound from the quiet conversation. Ruth was amazed to listen to a new voice in her head. Damn! How did I end up in a place like this again?! I thought I had learned enough to avoid dealing with the powers-that-be until I could leave!
 
   Apparently, she just had met an unknown telepath. Resolving to follow it up at a later time she turned her attention back to Pawlik just as the clock struck the hour. The Death Gift Meeting was starting.
 
   Pawlik began the meeting. The other survivors of his crew were lined up across the front of the room, all of them dressed in mourning clothes. Recounting the story of their voyage and what occurred, Pawlik was visibly affected and had to stop and gather his composure several times. He spoke of the value that each of the dead had to him and to the crew. Some of the survivors also contribute anecdotes that make their last voyage more real to the mourners.
 
   After all of the crewmembers had been named and mourned, Pawlik announced that the traditional death gift of 60 stellars would be paid to each of the deceased spacer’s next of kin. He also said that there would be the usual wake meal served after the meeting and that his consort had something to add.
 
   Ruth stood up, allowing her cloak to fall away from her face and body. The room was filled with a murmur of reaction as people got a good look at the woman standing there with the circlet of a Mage on her brow.
 
   After giving them a moment to look their fill, Ruth explained that if they wished, there would be an alternate way of getting paid for their death gift. Immediately, several people interrupted her, accusing Pawlik of trying to get out of paying his death gift. Pawlik started to stand in anger, but Ruth stopped him with a gesture. Turning to the woman that was shouting at her, the Mage said, “You may collect your money in the traditional form. If you wish to do so immediately without hearing what I have to say, please go to that table. We will wait while you get your money and leave.” 
 
   About half the people in the room choose to follow the woman and collect their death gift. Ruth waited patiently while they completed their transactions and left the room. Most of them could be seen as they exited the ballroom and hurried toward the funeral feast.
 
   To those that remained, Ruth explained that she wished to create an ongoing fund that would provide a longer-term support for the survivors and for the kin of those that died. She told the group that the four people along the one side of the room were lawyers and that anyone who entered into an agreement for this fund should choose one of them. There was a fund with the Auditor Guild that would pay for the necessary legal representation. Furthermore, there was no further connection with either her or Pawlik after the establishment of the fund so any further responsibility was between the lawyer and their client. 
 
   The offset is a contribution of their death gift where five of the stellars would be invested, and they would immediately receive the other 55. She would contribute a percentage of funds from ongoing endeavors into that investment pool and each year the participants would get a payout. The amount that the lawyers would be paid for ongoing management had already been set and would come from the Auditor fund, not the investment fund. 
 
   Many in the room did not care for the idea. Ruth was asked by several people in slightly different ways why she did not just give them the extra money. Ruth response was, “I am not part of the crew that was involved in the formation of this death gift pool. However, I do believe that the sacrifice of the men deserves recognition in the same spirit of their care for their crewmates. This is purely my decision and entirely separate from the payment that Lord Pawlik is making. I’m only making this offer once, and this is your only chance to say yes or no. Once you say no, there’s no going back.”
 
   A full two-thirds of the people in the room moved toward the immediate payout table, many involved in spirited discussion as they walked or stood in line. Receiving their funds, those people also joined the others in the banquet area. The remaining people were engaged in either single or group discussions with the attorneys and with each other. There was one heated argument going on between a pair of siblings and another among a small group comprised of a mother, daughter, and son. In the latter group, the son was ordering his mother and sister to get their money and leave with him. His mother agreed with him, including his insistence that he was the best person to manage their money. The girl refused, reminding her mother and brother that she was of age and that she was not willing to turn her money over to her brother. He told her that she would then have no place to live because he was not going to put up with a freeloading sister. Dashing tears from her eyes, the girl looked at her mother, but the woman avoided her gaze.
 
   The girl stayed stubbornly in her chair as her mother and brother went over to collect their money. Her eyes followed them all the way to the door, but neither of them looked back. The big girl at the end of the row of chairs came over to sit by her in an attempt to provide comfort. Ruth couldn’t hear what the taller girl was saying, but she saw that the abandoned sister started to look a tiny bit more cheerful and even managed a tremulous smile. The room was getting a little quieter, the sound reducing enough to allow the Mage to hear the first one say in a cheerful voice, “I’m gonna go for the new plan, but I don’t know what to do about a lawyer because they all look scary!”
 
   Suddenly looking a bit more sure of herself, the younger girl offered to help her new friend with the lawyers. As the two of them got up and started walking over to the side of the room, the bigger girl turned to the other one and said, “Well, we could always be roommates!”
 
   As they went off together, all of the people around them could hear the younger girl say, “I don’t know how you came up with that idea but it’s awesome.”
 
   Ruth was surprised to see the beaten-down looking young woman, whose two children had gone off with Mary, in the line to speak with a lawyer. The woman had avoided the one female lawyer and instead was talking to an older- looking man. He talked with her for some period of time and then patiently assisted her with the paperwork. Just before signing the last document, the young woman looked around the room and spied the Marine that had helped her. Excusing herself from the lawyer’s table, she carried the paperwork over to the guard and whispered to him urgently. He regarded her with an inscrutable gaze before answering her briefly and nodding his head emphatically. Looking resolute, the woman went back to the lawyer’s table and signed her agreement.
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   The last of the people had left the room. The lawyers told Ruth how many had joined in the new program and she found out that a total of 51 of the 530 people that came to the Death Gift Meeting have chosen her alternative program. She was both surprised and saddened that there were so few.
 
   Ruth asked for a short meeting with the auditors and the lawyers which convened in a small attached room. Ruth handed the auditors an electronic document that contained a number that made their eyebrows rise when they glanced to the tablet and back to her. She said, “This is the immediate contribution to the disbursement fund. I expect that it will be paid out in the agreed-upon manner.”
 
   One of the auditors asked, “What proportion of this is going to be put into the fund?”
 
   “That is the amount that was transferred into the fund as of 15 minutes ago.”
 
   The lawyers glanced at each other in astonishment because none of them had ever seen an auditor look so disconcerted. The female lawyer, who went by the name of Mara and was possessed of a strong personality and assertive manner, asked straightforwardly, “What is the per-person disbursement.”
 
   The more senior auditor looked at her and said, “584 stellars per-person.” The youngest lawyer exclaimed, “If you would’ve told them how much the fund was, they would’ve all gone in on it!”
 
   Ruth answered him, saying, “I only wanted the ones in the fund that were willing to take a chance. And that is exactly why I made sure that everyone who received their funds signed an agreement that their decision was final and acknowledged that there was no going back.”
 
   “But, but, but…””
 
   “Remember lady and gentlemen that I am not from your culture, and I am not constrained by your traditions and laws.”
 
   The auditors stood up and issued small bows to Ruth. One of them said, “You are absolutely correct Lady Ruth. Mages are above all law. I want to thank you for the generous act of setting up this fund. The Auditor Guild remains at your service.” Gathering their papers and electronics, the auditors left, their guards trailing them.
 
   Ruth looked at the four lawyers and asked them collectively, “How and when are you going to inform your clients?” The oldest one looked at her seriously for a moment before breaking into a huge grin. “I think we should tell them at the end of the wake party.” 
 
   Ruth smiled back mischievously, “I agree.” She continued, “Well, ladies and gentlemen, I think it’s time for us to join the party. I am sure that my Anchor could use the moral support.”
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   The feast had been exhausting. Traditionally the funeral meal lasted for three to four hours. This one was no exception, although it was notable for the abundance and quality of the food provided for such a large group. Ruth was very pleased with the performance of her inner keep team, reminding herself that she needed to complement the cook especially.
 
   Snatches of isolated scenes would forever stick in Pawlik and Ruth’s minds. For the Mage, the most prominent memory was when the brother and mother tried to gang up on the daughter that had chosen to be in the fund. The brother kept insisting that she turn over her money to him for management. The girl adamantly refused which infuriated her brother. Trying a variety of bullying tactics, which got him nowhere, the egotistical brat of a man finally was reduced to telling her that she would be no longer welcome in her mother’s home. The crying girl asked her mother, “Is this true?”
 
   Her mother whispered weakly, “Men are better at managing money, my dear. I’m sure your brother is right. I don’t understand why you just won’t let him do what’s best for us.”
 
   Ruth felt a tug on her arm and looked around to her left to see the large woman who had befriended the girl in the Death Gift Meeting. She looked angry and worried. She asked Ruth, “My Lady Mage, is there any way that someone can drive us to Carla’s house to get her belongings before her mother and brother return? Her brother is an absolute asshole, and he will probably lock her out once he gets back to the house. I know people just like him!”
 
   Ruth motioned for one of the guards and explained the situation. She requested that her Mage Guard provide transport and protective support. After checking with Jenna, the guard escorted both girls out of the room unobtrusively, on a mission to retrieve Carla’s belongings. Her mother and brother did not even notice their absence.
 
   Another isolated memory - Ruth would also always remember the look on the young mother’s face when she saw her baby in Mary’s arms, clean and wrapped in a new blanket, her small son laughing as he rode on Mary’s back. Troyer stood to one side of the boy, with a protective hand on his leg, while Techla leaned against Mary’s foreleg in contentment. 
 
   The little boy went over to his mother and offered her his cookie. Tears welling in her eyes, the young woman thanked him but refused, telling him that there was lots of food for them to eat and that he should keep it for himself. He responded that he had already eaten soup and bread and lots of cookies. Cook had given him this cookie to share with his mommy. Wrapping her arms around him, the mother closed her eyes as tears trickled down her face.
 
   Pawlik was bearing up well, supported by Cal and his crew. Ruth wandered by and tucked herself close to him periodically for reassurance, before continuing to circulate separately. 
 
   The lawyers were being interrogated by those that had avoided the fund but were all refusing to speak of any particulars. They were, however, looking more and more amused as individuals and groups come up to interrogate them.
 
   About a half hour before the funeral meal would end, the two girls returned to the room, talking quietly with each other. They noticed where Ruth was standing and headed directly toward her. The brother of the younger girl attempted to intercept them, starting to harangue her, but the older girl seemed to accidentally bump into him and knock him flying. He yelled at the tall, curly haired blonde in embarrassment while she apologized profusely. He attempted to recover and go after his sister, but the blonde insisted on brushing him off which further delayed him. Carla managed to get next to Ruth and asked if she might speak to her. Ruth nodded her agreement but waited for the other girl to join them. She noticed from the corner of her eye that the mother of the two young children also had approached. She stood patiently, waiting for them to speak, looking as non-threatening as she could manage.
 
   Carla asked with a nervously shaking voice, “Is there anything I can do for a job with you, Lady Mage?”
 
   The tall blonde interrupted before Ruth could respond to add, “There are always things that need to be done, and we are both hard workers,” looking quickly at Carla, she said, “We really want to work for someone who respects all people, especially women.”
 
   The young mother joined her voice to theirs and asked, “If there’s something I can also do for employment I would like to work for you, Lady Mage. Anything at all, as long as there is a safe place to raise my children.”
 
   Ruth agreed to employ them and told them that they could stay at the castle if they chose. They all accepted the job offers with relief. Carla thanked Ruth in an undertone, explaining that she took nothing but her own belongings and pets. She expressed the hope that there will be no problem with the animals at the castle, looking worried. Ruth smiled, thinking of the variety of livestock and wildlife that were part of the inner keep before informing her that her pets would not be a problem.
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   It was 15 minutes before the end of the banquet. The oldest lawyer looked over at Ruth and cocked his head in question. When Ruth smiled and nodded, he grinned mischievously and turned to talk to the other lawyers. All of the attorneys began to wander through the remaining crowd, collecting their clients for a final discussion. Most of the people that have been so gathered looked a little bit nervous. 
 
   The lawyers herded them into separate areas, trying to distance them from the other people at the banquet. Some of the most curious of the others attempted to listen in but were kept at a distance by guards. As the lawyers spoke to their clients, expressions change from worry to astonishment. Some of the people began to even cry with joy. A few of them started to dance. 
 
   This unusual behavior drew the attention of the remaining people at the banquet, even those that had not been trying to eavesdrop. Questions began flying around the room regarding the strange reaction of the attorneys’ clients. One brave soul even had the temerity to ask Ruth.
 
   The Mage stared at her questioner long enough to raise his discomfort level before finally telling him that the initial quarterly disbursement from the fund was being made to those participating in it. She added that the lawyers were telling their clients the amount that had just been transferred into their accounts. The man opened his mouth to ask Ruth the details but was stopped by the power of her gaze.
 
   An outraged yell erupted from one of the men who had been insulting in his refusal to participate in the fund. “How much?!” he roared in astounded anger. Apparently possessing excellent hearing, he had been standing at the fringe of the protected area around one of the groups. His furious reaction touched off a wildfire of questions and angry comments. Many people attempted to get closer to the lawyers, but the Mage Guard kept them at a distance. That restraint did nothing to calm the room down.
 
   The movement of the crowd reminded Ruth of an amoeba moving across the floor. Her guard contingent could read the motion even more accurately than she, so they were ready when several groups attempted to speak to the Mage. The guards were polite but relentless. No one was allowed to approach Ruth. However, they were trying to control the crowd with a total lack of force, which finally failed. As two large and angry men charged around one of her guards, Ruth decided to remind them who exactly they were attempting to confront.
 
   No One Messes With The Mage.
 
   Shouts of “I want in,” “Why didn’t you tell us?” resonated until fire flashed from Ruth’s hands, raising a three-foot wall of angry green and red flames in a circle around her. The Mage’s voice cut through the noise like a sharp blade. “I made the offer, you refused it. I warned you that your decision was irrevocable, you ignored it. I have no obligation to any of you, especially after your disdain.”
 
   Recoiling from the flame and pushed into retreat by the power and coldness of Ruth’s voice, most of the people left the banquet room. Only a few remained. One of those was Carla’s manipulative brother. As Carla and her blonde companion left the Mage Guard perimeter around her lawyer, her brother grabbed her arm and began to speak urgently to her. Carla attempted to pull away, but her brother tightened his grip and yanked her toward him. Before the taller blonde girl could intervene, one of the Mage Guards grabbed him and frog-marched him out of the room, leaving nothing but relief tinged with an echo of the sourness of his personality.
 
   The banquet was finally over. Pawlik closed his eyes briefly in thanks before smiling at Ruth.
 
   All in all, it had been a very satisfying day.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21 – Borachville
 
   The village that bordered Borachland Castle was called Borachville in honor of the keep. The village head had issued an invitation to Pawlik and Ruth for a dinner meeting with the local dignitaries which they finally felt able to accept. They knew that the political, religious and educational leaders of the area were all planning to attend so Ruth decided that they needed to honor the invitation by dressing up. Initially, it was planned that the party from the castle keep would be small, only Pawlik and Ruth. Of course, some of the inner and outer keep guards would accompany them, as well as some of the Mage Marines. 
 
   It was the first formal event that Ruth had attended as Pawlik’s consort. She literally did not know what to wear, or even if she had anything that was appropriate to wear. The female guards passed on offering advice, saying that they were better suited to helping her choose uniform or armor than selecting a dress.
 
   In desperation, Ruth had asked Mary to help her choose her outfit for the occasion. When Mary entered Ruth’s room, she was accompanied by the young mother with the two children, Grace. The look of stress on the Mage’s face raised smiles of amusement from the two women that they were careful to keep concealed from the rattled Consort. Sorting through the scant closet that Ruth had managed to build up, several garments were laid out on the bed for consideration. Mary’s gestures combined with the diffident suggestions from Grace eventually produced what Ruth thought might be acceptable. 
 
   Looking back and forth between the final selection and Ruth, Mary made a series of complex pantomimes that left Grace and Ruth in helpless laughter. Finally, Ruth figured out that Mary was trying to tell her to alter the garments with her magic and make something spectacular. Uttering a very un-Mage like “Duh!” Ruth covered the clothes with combined blue and gray flames. Holding the spell against the fabric only for a few seconds, it dissipated leaving a long dress with gathered sleeves, covered in silver and red patterns on a silk-like black fabric. Ruth grinned.
 
   “Apparently, there are some advantages to being a Mage!”
 
   Everyone smiled, but Ruth noticed that both Grace and Mary were looking a little bit wistful. A momentary impulse caused the Mage to ask if the two of them would like to go to the party also? Their excited response was all that Ruth needed, and she released them to make their own preparations.The two women hurried off to arrange for their own outfits with Grace excitedly chattering at Mary who gestured her answers in return.
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   The dinner was being held at the largest restaurant and bar outside of the capital city. It was run by two bartending brothers, one always present during the day, with the other one appearing only at night. The day shift guy was quiet and efficient while the bartender on the night shift was cheerful and fast. You could tell that they had been in the mercenaries together until retirement by their similar accounts of battles and experiences. Both of them carried lasting injuries from their days with the mercenary forces. The day guy was missing part of his left hand, while his nighttime brother had an artificial right leg. Neither injury seemed to affect their ability to bartend or to act as their own bouncers.
 
   They had other similarities. Both of them had tattoos on their arms that helped the resemblance and a variety of runes. And neither one of them could sing. The reason everyone knew they couldn’t sing was that the frequent minstrels and musical groups that played at the bar would occasionally tempt the brothers into trying to sing, which always ended badly. In fact, there was a jar on the bar that held donations from the patrons to prevent any singing by the bartenders.
 
   The party from the castle arrived in the village for the dinner engagement. The driver pulled the vehicle up to the mouth of an alleyway just a few hundred feet away from the restaurant door. Pawlik and Ruth were the first out of the vehicle after the guards had secured the area. They moved slightly ahead of the rest. Mary and Grace came next. Both were carefully dressed and smiling in happy anticipation. Mary almost seemed to be dancing. The sound of her cloven hooves striking the pavement of the alleyway echoed like a snare drum as she settled her jewelry and garments in preparation for the evening’s entertainment. Grace accompanied her a bit more sedately, her smile tentative but bright. Their anticipation and joy in the outing were a pleasure to all that saw them.
 
   The keep party entered the restaurant filled with an expectation of an evening filled with entertainment and pleasant conversation. The waiting dignitaries stood around the bar area waiting for Pawlik and Ruth to come in. Seeing the castle party enter, they moved to surround Pawlik and Ruth, including Mary and Grace in the shaking of hands and introducing themselves to all. 
 
   The mayor was there of course. A somewhat heavyset man, he was welcoming but nervous, endeavoring to calmly present Pawlik and his new consort to the others. Four guilds were represented by the guild masters who seemed more focused on Pawlik than anyone else. The two religious leaders divided their attention between Pawlik and Ruth but seemed far more concerned with the Mage. The local school headmaster appeared somewhat lost until Grace and Mary engaged him in a spirited conversation about children. Grace’s innocent charm and Mary’s calm demeanor soon had him relaxed and laughing. The remaining two attendees from the village were the head of the local healers and the lead judiciary.
 
   The head healer was an imposing woman with gray hair and a pleasantly lined face. Her eyes drifted from person-to-person in the group, observing their posture and facial expressions with a mild air of inquiry. Frequently, she focused on Ruth. Seeming to derive resolution from the air, the healer set her drink down and approached the Mage, murmuring a request for further discussion. Ruth bent her head to the side to better hear what the healer was saying, and the two seemed to enter into their own quiet space and time for an intense, but low-toned conversation.
 
   The judicial representative was entirely different. He was very distinctive and unusual in this group. He had a worn face, with the tracks of pain and triumph graven indelibly into the flesh and skin. His eyes reflected the depths of his sorrow and the power that a rage unleashed would invoke. Men automatically feared him if they had guilt in their soul, while women were fascinated by him and the danger promised by his manner. Most were repelled even in the middle of their fascination. Small children and wounded animals instinctively gravitated to him, unfooled by the facade of his expression and posture, connecting directly to the hidden heart.
 
   The conversation had become general as the group circulated in combination and recombination. Collecting another round of drinks from the bartender, they began to prepare to leave for the meeting room in the back of the tavern. A sharp slap of sound assaulted their ears as one of the men at a card table slammed his cards down on the table. Pinching his nose between forefinger and thumb, he loudly announced, “Someone forgot to wash up after they left the stables. It smells like stinking person here!”
 
   The other card players laughed loudly and started to make jokes.
 
   Mary’s smile disappeared from her face with the suddenness of the sun behind a growing rain cloud. It was as if all of the sunshine in the room was gone. Grace immediately came to her side and put an arm around her in support. 
 
   The flustered mayor didn’t appear to know what to do, deciding to quickly usher everyone into the private room for dinner. Ruth was furious, and her temper was reflected in the red tendrils that began covering her hands and crawling up her arms. Pawlik quickly moved behind her and placed both hands on her shoulders to ground her. Across the room, Mary and Ruth’s gazes connected, with Mary attempting a smile. She shook her head. She seemed to say that it wasn’t worth it to protest. Before Ruth could act further, someone else did.
 
   Walking with a deliberate and forceful stride, the lawyer approached Mary. He bowed his head slightly and asked her, “Would you be so kind to save me a chair next to you at dinner while I attend to a bit of necessary business?” Mary reared back slightly in surprise. She locked gazes with him for a brief moment and then blushed intensely. Nodding her agreement, she allowed Grace to draw her along with the rest of the party toward the private room. As they moved out of the bar room, Mary glanced over her shoulder in wonderment.
 
   Picking his drink up from the bar, the lawyer walked over to the card players’ table and set his drink down. Without looking, he casually reached out and grabbed one of the men at the table by the shoulder and threw him to the floor, pushing the chips to the side. Precisely sitting at a comfortable distance from the table, he reached into his coat and extracted his wallet. His long fingers flipped the wallet open and pulled out a huge pile of cash. Dumping the money in front of him onto the table, he looked up and around at the players. Their wide eyes and frightened demeanors made the light in his eye sharpen. Looking across the table to the braggart that had insulted Mary, he smiled menacingly at him and said, “Deal…”
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Afterword
 
   The experience of participating in this iteration of Inanna’s Circle Game falls into the classification of “a growing addiction.” The creative spark and the resultant explosion in motivation and energy among the writers that participated was both exciting and awe-inspiring, resembling the flight of rocket-propelled birds.
 
   The feedback cycles structured into the gameplay covered the details of proofreading, market strategies and genre matches (courtesy of the SCARE semantic analysis), and the mentoring advice of a wide range of beta readers. All the authors benefited greatly from that practical mentoring. Participants in the beta reader group included dedicated readers, retired trade publishing readers, well-respected academic professionals in literature and creative writing, and extensively-published authors. The voice of experience spoke both loudly and clearly in the anonymous feedback.
 
   Most of the writers in this game will be publishing their stories either in standalone form or as part of an expanded book within the next few months. Many of them have already expressed a wish to participate in the next round of the game. With a waiting list for the next iteration, the Inanna’s Circle Game has demonstrated the power of shared creative spark and the supportive enablement of the indie writers’ community.
 
   The experimentation side of the game has also been a resounding success. The careful selection of game components enabled the writers to build greater character depth and comprehensive scene setting within their stories than many have been able to before this exercise. It is both notable and personally satisfying that the components that I projected as being the most useful for the writers were once again those that were chosen most frequently.
 
   During the period that this game cycle has been running, I have been receiving offers of participation for the next game round from both authors and beta readers. Random suggestions on characters, scenes, and snippets have been emailed, instant messaged, and handed to me scribbled on paper napkins. I have even been approached by small trade publishers interested in running this type of creative workshop for their writers. It is a somewhat overwhelming response to a challenging and fun game that a bunch of indie writers came up with one Friday afternoon.
 
   The next game has already been set. The mystery box components are marinating in creative juices. The latter part of December will see a new round of Inanna’s Circle Game. I like to think that the Mesopotamian deity of writers, words, and syntax would be proud.
 
   The newfound confidence in game participants in their ability to write 10 to 40 K words of completed story in less than six days has affected all of their writing plans and strategies. The observable impact on their ability to make a living as an author has also profoundly changed their life. 
 
   How could I ask for any better outcome to my own vision – of the game, my role, or my own ability to contribute to the world of writing and reading that I love?
 
   And the game continues.
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Contributing Authors
 
   Author Introduction – Aysia Amery
 
   Aysia Amery loves writing mysteries that stump her readers with an ‘Oh my, I didn’t see that coming.’ Hopefully, that’s what will happen for you, and if it doesn’t, then you’re either a damn good sleuth yourself, or she’ll need to try a hell of a lot harder. So curl up with your cocoa, hot tea, or a glass of wine and dive into her cozies as she takes you to the beautiful and diverse islands of Hawai‘i.
 
   Author Introduction – Bradford Bates
 
   I’ve had a passion for being creative since I was a kid. While other people were out doing things I was dreaming about what it would be like to be in another world. My daydreams eventually turned into stories, and those stories became books. I’m a huge fan of multiple point of view first person writing. I’ve found that you can get deeper into an individual character with the ability to still tell a cohesive story when it’s done right.
 
   I’ve spent the last year writing full time. Each book seems to get better than the book before. I’ve been spending time working on the craft of writing, and reading books by successful authors. I’m looking forward to seeing where my writing takes me in 2017. it’s going to be a great year.
 
   Blog http://www.bradfordbates.com/blog/
 
   https://www.facebook.com/bradfordbatesauthor/
 
   https://twitter.com/Freetheblizz
 
   Author Introduction – Craig Martelle
 
   Craig is a retired Marine, retired business consultant, and now writes full time. He lives on the outskirts of Fairbanks, Alaska where there are few distractions and an environment unequaled for inspiration. Visit Craig’s webpage at http://www.craigmartelle.com for information on all his novels, series, short stories, and thoughts. If you like what you see, maybe you can even sign up for his newsletter to find out more of what lies ahead
 
   Author Introduction – Michael-Scott Earle
 
   Michael-Scott Earle lives in Southern California with his wife, two daughters, desert tortoise, beta fish, and yorkie-poo doggie.
 
   When he isn't writing he enjoys playing guitar, riding his bicycle, and absorbing as many stories as he can.
 
   His epic dark fantasy novel The Destroyer is available for free at every on-line book retailer.
 
   To find out more about him please visit: http://www.michaelscottearle.com.
 
   Author Introduction – Paul Middleton
 
   I was born on Remembrance Day, I was early. My mother wanted me to be born at 11, but the doctors delivered me at 9:30. I’m contrary like that. My childhood was shaped by a bout of meningitis, that was diagnosed by my grandmother over the phone. She was one of her generation's few female doctors and hoped that I might follow her into that field. 
 
   I may not be a surgeon now, but I still like sharp things. Swords are my thing, and I studied Iaijutsu, and a plethora of other martial arts, with and without blades. Not in the serial killer kind of way, but more of a curious enthusiast. Also, the blunted weapons gotta have a bit of a thump. I’ve got a lot of knowledge built around weaponry, tactics and military history.
 
   I’m always working on several fictional worlds simultaneously, including a collaboration with Michael Anderle. Some of my works have been published, maybe more by the time you’re reading this, while hundreds more pages are lying orphaned in my incomplete folders. So, I’m generally working on three books (at least) at any one time. One day they’ll all be out there for you to read. In the meantime, I’m living in a regional town in Australia, with a day's drive to the nearest capital city.
 
   Right now I live at home with my partner of eight years, and between novels, I’m a full-time care-giver. While doing this I’m completing a degree in philosophy, and right now I’m applying that learning to the deep question of whether a self-published author can survive on more than cat food. This is a terribly important question, as I have two beagles to feed. I am wary of bumps in the house due to my partner’s severe epilepsy. The nurse beagles assist me in keeping an ear out enthusiastically… oh so enthusiastically… in this. 
 
   As I sit here writing these notes I look back on the last six weeks with some amusement. This was a fun project. It was also immensely hard. I do not suggest ANYONE try to write a nearly 40k book in 8 days. This didn't happen for me either. It took me nine or ten. 
 
   Still I find myself immensely proud of this book. It went through a new process and became one of the longest edit and beta processes of any of my books, in part due to all the other books going through the same process. 
 
   I hope you enjoy it. There is a lot of feeling I've had to deal with in my life in this book. I was an outcast at one point even from other nerds, because computers and programing weren't (and still aren't) a huge fascination for me. History, philosophy and now storytelling are my passions.
 
   Also as I plan on continuing this story. Some may even appear in future ICG compilations. Some will definitely not. It is funny, how a simple thought experiment can spawn a universe in my head.
 
   Thanks separately to EVERYONE involved in the ICG. The SCARE team, Kat Lind for organizing it, Kathryn for all the effort she put in. And of course he Blind Beta team (I still don't know who you are.)
 
   And I thank you in advance for leaving a review if you liked this story and book (Or even if you didn't. I can take it!) Reviews help authors with their visibility and with improving their work. 
 
   Paul C. Middleton
 
   P.S. I am working on building a Glossary for the series as it was recently pointed out to me that there are a lot of Aussieisms that people will miss. I hope to have it in the next book. 
 
   P.P.S. I hope you enjoyed the book, and take a look at all my other books, already published or not.
 
   This is for my Blog
 
   This is for the Betrayed by Faith Mailing list 
 
   This is my Author Facebook
 
   This is the Series Facebook
 
   Author Introduction – Kevin O. McLaughlin
 
   When not practicing hobbies which include sailing, constructing medieval armor, and swinging swords at his friends, Kevin McLaughlin can usually be found in his Boston home, writing the next book. Kevin’s award-winning science fiction and fantasy stories continue to thrill readers. In science fiction, the “Starship” and “Accord” series have won praise and starred reviews. In urban fantasy, his “Blackwell Magic” and “Raven’s Heart” tales have been widely acclaimed for excellence. 
 
   Author Introduction – E.A. Copen
 
   I focus on strong female characters and stories that challenge readers to think hard about social norms. I write primarily for people who are tired of the same old thing. There are plenty of strong female leads in urban fantasy. How many are single mothers? Mine is. There are lots of mobster and hitman or revenge stories out there. How many are fae? I write for people who want to try something new without completely stepping outside of their comfort zones.
 
   I also write to entertain. Stories are important. They are part of what it means to be alive, to be human. They are miniature universes that exist only in people’s brains, fully populated and fully functional. How cool is that? Why wouldn’t you write?
 
   Blog http://www.ea-copen.com/blog
 
   Facebook http://facebook.com/EACopen
 
   Twitter https://twitter.com/authoreacopen
 
   Author Introduction – J.L. Hendricks
 
   J.L. Hendricks (A lady never reveals her age) is a new independent author. The Interdimensional Saga series is her first one and she is very excited to share the new universe she has created. J.L. is currently writing full time, but before she started writing she had a successful career as a Purchasing Manager and Contracts Administrator. 
 
   Travel is a passion of hers and she hopes to be able to travel again soon and discover a new world to write about for those who enjoy creative universes.
 
   She is very proud to have served in the US Army before she went to college.
 
   She decided to finally write, and finish a book this year because of a few friends who encouraged her to do so. She hopes her stories entertain you and can bring a laugh on occasion.
 
   Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/JLHendricksAuthor/
 
   Twitter: https://twitter.com/TinkFan25 
 
   Blog: http://jlhendricksauthor.com/blog 
 
   Newsletter sign up: http://jlhendricksauthor.com/newsletter/ 
 
   Author Introduction – Samantha Maguire
 
   Sam lives in sunny Florida, where she keeps a year-round hurricane kit well stocked with cheap wine and good cheese. She takes her bourbon neat, her coffee black, and if her socks are roughly the same color, considers her day a success. Because Sam’s priorities are top-notch, she prepared for the zombie apocalypse by teaching herself how to pick locks and hotwire a car (pro-tip: it’s an expensive fix) and encouraged her husband in his archery hobby. She likes to think that her creepy neighbor with his exterior camera pointed directly at her house is really an FBI plant because that would explain everything.
 
   Author Introduction – Taki Drake
 
   Taki Drake is a long-time reader that was convinced to make her initial attempt at writing fiction in this anthology. Intrigued by the concept and challenge of Inanna’s Circle Game, her efforts found their shape in a story reflective of the complexity of life. She currently lives in the Midwest of the US, happily ensconced in the midst of her cats, dogs, and husband. She can be reached at taki@technologymage.com, or by signing up for her brand new newsletter at http://www.technologymage.com. 
 
   Author Introduction – E. R. Starling
 
   After a life time of fighting an intense love of writing for the more socially acceptable form of life, E.R. Starling finally gave into the fact that she wouldn’t be happy without building a career from her love of books. Putting to good use a deep fascination for supernatural, metaphysical and astrological mysteries, Starling writes dark fantasy and sci-fi blends with a lot of sizzling romance and even some taboo twists for mature readers.
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Keep Connected
 
   There are many ways to keep connected in today’s social media world. If you have specific questions and would like to email the editor of this anthology, you can reach Kat Lind at kat@sil-creativesense.com.
 
   If you are interested in SIL Creative Sense, the website is http://www.sil-creativesense.com. The semantic analysis products (SCARE) that were used to analyze market and genre matching are available on the site. You can sign up for the newsletter or submit a general inquiry there.
 
   The Facebook page is https://www.facebook.com/silCreativeSense/
 
   You can follow us on Twitter, https://twitter.com/SILCreativeS, and our blog on Tumblr, https://www.tumblr.com/blog/creativesensemusing.
 
   If you are interested in participating in the indie author community that sparked this effort, we can be found on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/groups/781495321956934/ and the community forum link is http://20booksto50k.com/forum/index.php.
 
    
 
   Thanks for joining us for this brief time.
 
    
 
   Get connected, join the Inanna’s Circle Game, be part of the community. Let your imagination take flight!
 
    
 
   We will keep the spark lit for you!
 
    
 
   Cheerfully, Kat
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