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 About this book 
 
      
 
    Thank you for picking up Star Magi.  
 
    This is the first book in the Star Magi Saga series, in a genre known as Space Fantasy, which mixes typical Space Opera ideas with mystical, mythical and Magical themes.  
 
      
 
    The Star Magi Saga can be read from this book onwards and enjoyed on its own. 
 
      
 
    But, it’s also a part of a larger universe, although you don’t need to read any of the below to enjoy this book. 
 
      
 
    Firstly, there’s the prequel to this book, called Maiden Voyage. 
 
      
 
    Secondly, if you want to know more about the main character Amanda, and her previous adventures (hinted at in this book), you can pick up the 7-book series The Magi Saga. 
 
      
 
    My Wasteland Road Knights series is also a part of the Magi Saga world if you want to broaden your horizons even further into a post-apocalyptic world. 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoy it.  
 
      
 
    Note: 
 
    Readers of the previous Magi Saga books will notice that I reintroduce several key concepts that you will likely already be aware of. Something that was impossible to avoid so that new readers could start here and not worry about reading other books first. Thank you for understanding.  
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 The Gods Return 
 
    Dwarf Planet Orcus, Sol System. 
 
      
 
    Nessa stood on the grey rocky surface of Orcus, staring up into the black of space above the planet. The moon, Vanth, hung in the darkness to her right, but she wasn’t looking at that. Instead, she was staring up at a spot in the sky where there was nothing. Nothing but inky black space and pinpricks of light twinkling in the night.  
 
    It was the spot in the sky where Nessa had watched Grokar, her Void Dragon, die. Or, more accurately, get killed.  
 
    Nothing was there now, of course. That had been over seven hundred years ago, to the day. Each year, she came out here and mourned her Dragon’s death. She missed him terribly, but things had changed that day, and her mission for the Crux had becoming something entirely different.  
 
    As the ship that had killed Grokar had finished him off, she’d Ported down here to this planet in a desperate act of survival at the suggestion of Grokar. He’d sacrificed himself so that she could live; such was the bond between Dragon and Rider. They’d do anything for the other, and Grokar had died a hero.  
 
    She’d refused to take another Dragon as her steed, preferring to dedicate herself to this new mission instead, but she would never forget Grokar’s sacrifice and had taken it upon herself to hunt down Grokar’s killer.  
 
    She knew who it was, and she would soon take her revenge when this mission for the Crux had come to fruition.  
 
    Things were moving quickly over on Earth now, and there was talk of a Nomad Magus, like herself, who had come to great power and was leading a crusade of death and destruction on Earth. Her name was Yasmin. Interestingly, the Arcadian Magi Amanda-Jane Page — the killer of Grokar — was leading the resistance against Yasmin.  
 
    Nessa took a deep breath. Part of her wanted this Nomad to kill Amanda, but another side of her wanted to do it herself. She felt like she deserved that honour. She wanted to avenge Grokar. It was only right.  
 
    Turning from the void of space, Nessa walked back inside, through the airlock, and back into the complex she called home.  
 
    Nessa wandered up the stairs to her right and into her private quarters. They were extensive, but then, if she were going to live in the Sol System, in hiding, for centuries, she wanted to live in comfort. It was only proper that she had everything she needed. She moved to her right and into the small side room with its desk and all her research on Amanda. There were photos of her pinned to the wall, drawings and paintings of her she’d collected through the centuries, as well as maps showing where she lived and places she liked to visit. She was also well aware of her friends, companions, Coven mates, and lovers. She knew as much as she could about her without really living with her.  
 
    Amanda’s history, for instance, had taken a turn for the bizarre recently with a certain amount of Time Travel happening to her. Amanda was probably over a thousand years old, but had only been born around twenty years ago. It was all very confusing, so Nessa didn’t think about it too much; the future was of much more concern to her. 
 
    She looked up into Amanda’s face as it stared out from one of the photos on the wall. She was young looking, mid-twenties or so, perhaps, with bright, long, burgundy-red hair and a friendly face that Nessa found sickening. She longed for the day that she could punch that face with her fist as hard as she could. She’d take a certain pleasure watching Amanda’s nose explode and her blood cover her face.  
 
    ‘Soon,’ she whispered. ‘Soon, your time will come.’ 
 
    As she stood there, staring into Amanda’s emerald eyes, the alert for the Portal sounded, warning her that someone was inbound from Earth.  
 
    Shaking her head to banish her murderous thoughts, Nessa walked out of the room, through her quarters, and down into the main operations chamber of the complex. The Portal on the far side of the room flared into life in her Aetheric Sight as Magical energy rolled off of it as a figure stepped through.  
 
    It was Sergio, one of her assistants, and he looked a little harried.  
 
    ‘Nessa, I’ve just come from New York and have word about the Archons,’ he said, catching his breath between words.  
 
    Finally, she thought. Would today be the day when things finally started to move forward? The Archon’s, Earth’s ancient dark gods imprisoned deep in the spirit world for millennia, had first spoken to her the day of Grokar’s death, here on Orcus. Their Magic had reached out and contacted her with a proposal. A proposal she had taken back to the Crux, who had accepted it with glee, and given her this mission.  
 
    ‘Go on,’ Nessa said to her assistant.  
 
    ‘They’re free, they’ve broken out of their prison and want to see you,’ Sergio answered her.  
 
    Nessa smiled. ‘Excellent, then let’s waste no time; come with me,’ she ordered him and strode towards the portal. Sergio followed, looking more than a little nervous as she stepped through and appeared in a penthouse apartment at the top of a tall skyscraper in New York. They were in a back room. It was small, and there was no one else in here. There was no furniture either, just the Portal that only Magi like herself could see as a glowing silvery elliptical shape hanging in mid-air.  
 
    Wasting no time, Nessa strode from the room, making sure that Sergio was right behind her. She left the room and moved along a corridor before exiting out into the main large open plan living area, complete with kitchen and soft furnishings. Nessa spotted a single figure standing off on the other side of the living area right away, and two thoughts passed through her mind. The first was how shocked she was with the amount of Magical power that was emanating from this figure. She’d been around other powerful Magi before and rode Dragons, but the only thing that came close to this level of power was the Crux. As she stepped out into the living area, Nessa actually faltered for a moment and had to steady herself as she felt the energy coming off this being.  
 
    The second thought only occurred to her a moment later as she looked around the room. There was only one figure in here.  
 
    But she was sure there were seven Archons, so, where were the other six? 
 
    She looked around but felt sure they were alone, so she shrugged and walked forward, appraising the figure before her with a critical eye. The shape was feminine and she had her back to Nessa. Nessa also noticed she was naked. Raising an eyebrow, Nessa continued forward, and as she grew closer, spotted several bodies on the floor, covered in blood.  
 
    She glanced back at Sergio, who was looking very nervous as he eyed the bodies and the Archon. She wondered what he’d seen this Archon do before he’d come to Orcus and delivered the message. 
 
    ‘Nessa,’ said the Archon in a silky, velvety voice without turning around to look at her. The Archon was gazing out at the New York skyline.  
 
    She had to remember that the last time this being had been on Earth was over ten thousand years ago when things were very different. The Earth had changed considerably since then, and even though the Archon could probably see a lot of what had happened on Earth over the centuries through their Magic, seeing it with its own eyes was likely very different.  
 
    ‘Archon,’ Nessa answered in greeting. 
 
    ‘This is truly an amazing city,’ the Archon said.  
 
    ‘It is,’ Nessa said, looking over at the Archon’s back and buttocks that were slick with glistening blood. She was a curvy woman with a thin waist and generous hips. Her long black hair fell over her shoulder and over halfway down her back.  
 
    ‘We are glad we found you, Nessa,’ she purred.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Nessa replied, and couldn’t resist asking the main question that was burning a hole in her mind. ‘Um, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but… Where are the others?’ 
 
    ‘Around,’ the Archon said. ‘The aeons of slumber have left us weak — comparatively. We need time to rebuild our strength, and that requires sacrifice. The others are… indulging.’ 
 
    ‘Aaah,’ Nessa said with a gulp, glancing at the corpses at her feet. She knew that the Archons had drawn power from sacrifices made to them by their Nomad followers down through the centuries. She wasn’t surprised that the Archons would be looking to harvest souls — or Anima, as the Magi called them — now they were back on Earth. Nessa could feel the intense power radiating off this Archon, and if she was this powerful now when she was apparently still weak, Nessa dreaded to think how monstrous she would be when she was fully revived.  
 
    ‘Our deal still stands, I take it?’ the Archon asked.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ Nessa said.  
 
    The Archon turned towards her, allowing Nessa her first look at the Archon’s face. The Archon’s ruddy skin and dark eyes pierced through to Nessa’s soul, and she knew she was an open book to this creature. There could be no secrets from it.  
 
    The Archon turned more fully, and Nessa couldn’t help but glance down at her body, if only to confirm that she at least looked entirely human, which she did.  
 
    ‘Good,’ the Archon answered, and then cocked her blood splattered face sideways. She was a vision of both beauty and horror. There was blood all around her mouth; it had poured down over her chin, down her neck and over her breasts and body, all the way to her feet. ‘You like?’ the Archon asked and waved her hands towards her body.  
 
    Nessa swallowed, her mind yelling at her to be careful here. It felt like she was on a knife-edge. ‘You are clearly a fierce and beautiful god,’ she answered, wondering if she’d said the right thing.  
 
    The Archon smiled, and then looked past Nessa to Sergio, her grin taking on a seductive quality as she ran her fingertips up her thigh and body, and then over her right breast before she put one finger in her mouth and sucked the blood off it.  
 
    She then reached out with her hand, and suddenly Sergio’s body shot forward, propelled to the Archon by a flicker of powerful Magic. The Archon caught Sergio by the neck and held him up off the floor with one hand. He hung limply as if fascinated by the Archon.  
 
    ‘Well, little Magus, it looks like you have a job to do then, doesn’t it? Go on, run along now; go and speak to your masters. We will be waiting here for you…’ 
 
    Nessa nodded and turned to go. 
 
    ‘I’m keeping this one, by the way,’ the Archon said, making Nessa pause part way through her turn to leave.  
 
    ‘Very well,’ Nessa answered, having already guessed that Sergio was going to be the Archon’s next meal.  
 
    ‘One last thing,’ the Archon added. ‘Why here? Why New York?’ 
 
    Nessa went to answer and paused. Should she lie? She guessed it was best not to, but she didn’t want to get into the whole thing. The truth was it was because of Amanda. She hated that Magus and wanted to complete this mission right under her nose as a kind of “fuck you” to her. But also because she hoped that if it were to happen here, maybe Amanda would show up and Nessa would finally get her chance to confront Amanda once and for all.  
 
    She considered telling the Archon the full story, but, instead, chose to say something much simpler. ‘For personal reasons…’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ the Archon replied, and waved her hand at Nessa, urging her to leave. Nessa nodded once and made her way back through the penthouse towards the portal, listening to the screams of Sergio the entire way until they were abruptly cut off as she passed through the Portal.  
 
    Back on Orcus, Nessa walked up to the main central table in the ops room and looked over her maps, most of which showed the locations of New York, Ultima Thule, and Sol Prime on them and their proximity to Orcus.  
 
    Satisfied that everything was in place, she turned right and made her way down into a vast hanger with a huge cavern at the back of it, deep underground within Orcus. Dwarfed by the scale of the room, her ship looked tiny within this vast space, but it wouldn’t remain empty for much longer, not when the Void Riders arrived here.  
 
    Nessa jumped into her Aether Ship, Linked with the core, and powered her up. She glanced once at the stairway up to what had been her home for so long, but whatever happened, that time was coming to an end. She’d be back once more, at least, and hopefully, she would finally get her revenge. But that would be months away. She had a long journey ahead of her now. With a deep breath, she opened the main hanger doors and boosted out into space, bringing the ship’s Flux Drive online moments later to warp her away from Sol at many thousands of times the speed of light.  
 
   


  
 

 Knight Hunt 
 
    Hollywood Hills, Los Angeles, USA 
 
      
 
    Hidden, invisible energy surged through the grasses and trees on the side of the road in the early morning haze. The energy — Essentia, the fundamental building block of everything — remained undetected by humanity for now, but without it, nothing could exist.  
 
    The Essentia rushed in towards a single point, building and flaring invisibly, stirring the air into a small eddy that whipped around the concentrated Essentia, kicking up dust as it moved.  
 
    With a final burst of energy, a figure appeared out of thin air. One moment there was nothing, the next moment, a woman stood amidst the grass.  
 
    The energy died and the air calmed as the young woman looked around her, checking her surroundings before focusing on the building on the opposite side of the road.  
 
    There had been a certain amount of risk Porting this close to the house, but Amanda wanted to get in here quickly to try and take her target by surprise. She had no idea if this would work, but she would soon find out.  
 
    Amanda concentrated for a moment and, using the link that she and all Magi had to Essentia, she imposed her will and desire on the hidden energy. She wanted to see into the Magical spectrum and see the invisible world that no ordinary human could.  
 
    It was a simple working of Magic for her and barely needed a moment’s thought for her to enact. The view before her suddenly filled with glowing golden light. All around her there was a thin golden mist that was barely there at all and only really grew more distinct when she focused on it.  
 
    That was Essentia — the mystical energy that was in everything. If it existed, it had Essentia within it. She could see static Essentia in the asphalt of the road and the metal of the barrier. She could also see it moving through the trees and grass, the movement of the energy through the plants, imparting life to them.  
 
    Essentia was life — it fuelled life — but it also powered her Magic and the Magic of the Magus that lived in the house across from her.  
 
    Right away, she could see the bubble of hardened Essentia around the house, glowing like a golden orb. This shield, this Aegis, matched a similar one that surrounded her own body, hugging close to her skin. It was one of the most basic and earliest effects that a young Magus learnt, because it could save your life.  
 
    The Aegis around the house meant Amanda could not simply Port into the house — the shield prevented that — and it would need to be destroyed for Amanda to gain entry into the building.  
 
    She looked around her once more, checking to see if there might be any early morning activity around here, but the road was quiet, and there wasn’t anyone about. As she looked around, the steady breeze picked at her long, bright burgundy-red hair, forcing her to pull it out of her face with her fingers as she started to walk down to the barrier beside the road. The breeze was cool, but it would be a warm day here in Los Angeles. The city lay sprawled before her, beyond the house that looked over it from its high perch in the Hollywood Hills.  
 
    The smog from the thousands of cars in the city gave the view a hazy quality, turning the landscape grey as it receded to the horizon beyond the coast.  
 
    She’d visited L.A. before, but didn’t much like it as a city. She much preferred her hometown of New York City.  
 
    Why was it whenever she came here she was hunting dark Magi, or Nomads, as the dark Magi called themselves? Those who walked the dark path.  
 
    They had been the ever-present thorn in the side of Magi like herself throughout their long history, and Amanda had fought and killed her fair share of these necromancers. Today's target would just be one more to add to the list.  
 
    Amanda hopped up to the top of the barrier before dropping to the other side, landing in the dry dirt by the side of the road in her sneakers.  
 
    She wore a simple white camisole top with fitted, boot-cut jeans, and although she could feel the cool early morning breeze, her Magic kept her warm. She looked left and right, checking the road before she started to make her way over towards the property and its front gate.  
 
    As she walked, she called on her connection to Essentia once more, but this would be a much bigger, much stronger casting as she drew in the local Essentia to her, hoovering it up, sucking it in and holding it ready.  
 
    There were two main ways to destroy an Aegis. The slow way was to pick at it, using your Magic to slowly and carefully pull it apart and draw energy away from it. It was slow going, but it was subtle.  
 
    Amanda didn’t need to be subtle, but she did want to be quick. Which meant she’d use the other method today. Essentia Strikes.  
 
    She’d hit it with as much Essentia as she could, as hard as she could, and try to break it down by force.  
 
    Before she did that, though, she needed to make sure her target couldn’t just Port out of there, escaping her. So, as she held the Essentia within her, ready to strike, she worked her Magic again and conjured another, slightly larger Aegis around the one that was already around the house, making sure it extended around herself as well.  
 
    Her precautions in place, she threw the Essentia she held within her at the inner Aegis, hitting it with strike after strike, making the shield flare with invisible light as her Magic hammered the Aegis before her. After a few seconds, the Aegis cracked, and then collapsed, dissipating into a haze of golden mist in her Aetheric Sight.  
 
    Amanda strode forward through the gate, across the small front yard, and up to the front door. She kicked it, landing the flat of her foot right in the centre. The door flew off its hinges and clattered into the hallway.  
 
    A flicker of surprise crossed Amanda’s features. She sometimes forgot her own magically enhanced strength, but then, she had kind of expected the door to have been reinforced slightly. Maybe she was giving her target too much credit.  
 
    Or maybe she was a little tenser that she had thought she was.  
 
    She’d been hunting this particular Nomad for a little while now, but so far, she’d had little in the way of luck. Maybe today would be different. The tip-off that had come through the Council’s contacts was a good one.  
 
    Working her Magic again, Amanda used an effect known as Multitasking, which split her mind into many smaller shards, each a fully functioning mind that could work magic independently to the others while working together as a hive-mind towards a common goal.  
 
    Amanda stalked into the house, checking the rooms that led off the sparsely decorated corridor on either side, but saw no one. In fact, she saw very little of anything. There was almost no furniture, no pictures on the walls, no personal touches in the building at all. It was as if it was barely lived in.  
 
    Moving towards the back of the house, she walked into a large open plan room that spanned the entire width of the building. The back wall was floor to ceiling windows, giving a spectacular view out over the City of Angels beyond. Like the other rooms she had seen, this one was just as empty. Two chairs in the middle of the room and a barely used kitchen to her right.  
 
    But Amanda wasn’t taking much notice of these details. Instead, she stared at the woman at the back of the room who sat in a metal chair at a modern table, her legs crossed, looking out through the windows beside her. She lifted a flute of wine and sipped it before placing it carefully back on the table. 
 
    She wore a long black silk dressing gown, loosely tied at her waist, revealing a black lace lingerie set complete with silk stockings and high heels. Her long blonde hair fell loosely over her shoulders as she turned her head, her sapphire eyes looking Amanda up and down before she spoke. 
 
    ‘Well, at least one of us dressed for the occasion,’ she smirked. ‘Welcome, Amanda, to my humble abode. I wondered when you might finally track me down,’ the woman said, looking back out at the view. Her voice was like the silk of her dressing gown, soft and luxurious, but with a hint of darkness to it.  
 
    ‘Anastasia,’ Amanda replied in greeting, keeping her voice low and measured as her eyes flicked back and forth, watching for any sneak attack. She wasn’t sure what she was doing dressed like that, but she decided it was best not to ask.   
 
    ‘You know, we’ve never really talked, you and I, have we?’ Anastasia commented, glancing back at Amanda. She was a beautiful woman with strong cheekbones, deep red lips, and sky-blue eyes that smiled at her mischievously.  
 
    ‘What’s to talk about, really?’ Amanda asked. ‘You’re a sadistic killer of innocents and serve the Archons; I doubt we have much in common.’ Just like herself, Amanda could see that Anastasia was surrounded by a personal Aegis, like a second skin that glowed with Essentia.  
 
    ‘The Archons? Well, I suppose that’s where Yasmin did teach me a thing or two. Why serve them when I can exploit them? Hmmm? At least, Yasmin got that right. Thanks for killing her, by the way; made it much easier for me to forge my own path.’ 
 
    ‘A path that ends here, today, Anastasia. You escaped me last time, but you’re not getting away again.’ 
 
    Anastasia laughed and stood up, her dressing gown falling off her shoulder to reveal even more of her underwear. Amanda made a face at the sight, which Anastasia noticed.   
 
    ‘Like what you see?’ Anastasia asked, her smile wicked and suggestive.  
 
    ‘Really? Was that your best attempt to seduce or distract me?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, no,’ Anastasia smiled. ‘Believe it or not, this isn’t for you, you just caught me at an inopportune moment, but you know, you learn to roll with the punches, so to speak.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting choice of words.’ 
 
    ‘I guess so,’ Anastasia giggled.  
 
    Essentia flared from Anastasia as she unleashed a flurry of Magical attacks. Essentia Strikes shot across the room and hammered into Amanda’s Aegis while a few bolts of lightning snapped and exploded into her.  
 
    Amanda’s Aegis held firm, though, taking the damage in its stride, but the attack knocked her back, causing her to grab the door frame to keep from falling through it.  
 
    ‘Cheap shot, Ana,’ Amanda commented before she hit Anastasia with a blast of kinetic energy of her own that slammed into the Nomad like an invisible battering ram, sending her flying back against the glass with a grunt.  
 
    Amanda leapt forward and crossed the room in a single jump while she unleashed a barrage of Essentia attacks against her, making Anastasia’s Aegis flare and spark as it resisted her Magic.  
 
    ‘Ugh, you think you can kill me?’ Anastasia asked as she leant back against the now cracked glass wall, her feet spread wide to keep herself from falling.  
 
    ‘I don’t know. Let’s find out, shall we? Let’s see how you roll with his one.’ Amanda replied as she reached her and hit Anastasia with a powerful right cross. Her fist was laced with Essentia that she channelled into Anastasia’s Aegis. The force of the punch sent Anastasia spinning to the floor, where she landed with a crunch and grunt.  
 
    Amanda watched Anastasia spit blood onto the laminated floor.  
 
    ‘Does it make you feel good to hurt me?’ Anastasia asked.  
 
    ‘Really? You’re trying to make me feel bad for this? You’re the ones who kill innocents, sacrificing them to your masters in return for more power. You’re the ones who sew corruption in mortal institutions, encourage crime, pain, and suffering. You’re the ones who support wars and genocide the world over, and you’re trying to make me feel bad for a punch?’ 
 
    ‘When you remind me of all the wonderful things I’ve done like that, I feel so proud. You’re going to make me cry, Amanda.’ 
 
    ‘You really are scum,’ she said when a burst of Essentia hit the outer Aegis she had conjured around the outside of the house, destroying her shield in short order. It hadn’t been a powerful Aegis, but even so, it spoke to the strength and skill of whoever had taken it out.  
 
    ‘Aaah, just in time,’ Anastasia muttered.  
 
    There was a whip-snap of displaced air as another figure appeared in the room a short distance away, making Amanda look up. The figure was vaguely feminine in form, but her skin was grey and alien looking. She had long tentacles for hair and a cruel look on her face as she stared at the scene before her. The newcomer was easily around nine-feet-tall and to Amanda, looked like something out of an Alien film.  
 
    Amanda took a step back. She knew this creature. She was dangerous and allied with Anastasia.  
 
    ‘Nice of you to join us, Lyka,’ Anastasia said.  
 
    ‘This is not your fight,’ Amanda said to Lyka, watching her closely. She’d seen her only once before, but only very briefly. Amanda knew Lyka more by reputation than anything else. She was an ancient being, a Scion, woken from millennia of slumber only recently, and from that moment until now, she’d single-handedly killed over a hundred Magi.  
 
    ‘Is it not?’ Lyka asked, cocking her head sideways as she looked at Amanda. A furious cocktail of Essentia and kinetic energy shot out of Lyka and hit her like a wrecking ball. Amanda was launched backwards through the air until she smashed into the kitchen cupboards, breaking the door on one of them.  
 
    Amanda’s head swam as she felt herself start to lose consciousness and looked up. Lyka turned and began to advance upon her, only for Anastasia to stand up and grab Lyka by the arm. ‘No, we have to go. This can wait; there will be other times,’ she said.  
 
    Lyka nodded once without taking her eyes off Amanda. ‘Until next time,’ Lyka said before the air around them snapped and they were gone. The threat gone, Amanda relaxed and felt herself slip into unconsciousness. 
 
    She found herself in an endless white void, falling through it at incredible speed But the feeling faded quickly and she lowered her feet, finding a floor somewhere beneath her, although it was difficult to make out in this endless white.  
 
    For a moment, she was confused, but a feeling of love and compassion filled her, calming her before a voice behind her spoke. 
 
    ‘Amanda,’ said the female voice. She turned to see Georgina, her friend from before she was a Magus and living in New York, standing and holding a plate with a baked vanilla cheesecake on it. ‘I brought your favourite.’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. Georgina was dead, had been for a few years now, but somehow, it didn’t feel wrong. Instead, it felt very right. 
 
    ‘Baked vanilla cheesecake? Oooh, lovely,’ Amanda said, turning to see a table off to one side with another figure sitting at it. ‘Mother?’ 
 
    ‘My child, it’s lovely to see you. Please, come, sit,’ she said.  
 
    Her mother looked eerily similar to Amanda, but there was a light inside her, making her almost luminous. There were two spare chairs at the table, which Amanda and Georgina moved to and settled themselves into before Georgina started to cut up the cheesecake.  
 
    ‘How are you, my dear? Sorry it’s been so long,’ her mother said with a smile that was filled with compassion.  
 
    ‘That’s okay,’ Amanda said with a smile. ‘It’s just great to see you again. It’s been months.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but that couldn’t be helped. Circumstances… They don’t always allow me to see you,’ she said as Georgina carefully placed a slice of baked cheesecake down on the pristine white plate set before Amanda. It wobbled invitingly. Amanda picked up her spoon and carved the end off, looking forward to that sweet vanilla flavour.  
 
    Georgina used to make these for them both when they had nights off. She remembered sitting with her friend, watching films deep into the night, enjoying a slice or two, or three of cheesecake, laughing like there was no tomorrow.  
 
    Until it took her.  
 
    Amanda shook her head and pushed that last thought away. She didn’t want to remember losing her friend to that disease, not now.  
 
    Quickly, Amanda spooned the corner of cake into her mouth and savoured its soft, sweet taste.  
 
    ‘That’s lovely, Georgie,’ Amanda complimented her friend.  
 
    ‘Thanks, Red,’ Georgina answered.  
 
    ‘Change is coming…’ Sophia, her mother said.  
 
    ‘Change?’ Amanda asked, placing another corner of cheesecake into her mouth.  
 
    Her mother nodded. ‘Change is always difficult, traumatic sometimes, but you cannot stop it.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of change?’ 
 
    ‘Change that will take you far away.’ 
 
    ‘Far away? But I can’t, I need to find the Archons. I promised you I’d find them.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ she said with a loving smile. ‘Trust me, you will, you will find them.’ 
 
    That last word stretched out into a long echo as she found herself rising back to consciousness, half sitting in a cupboard. 
 
    She sighed. ‘Good job, Amanda,’ she said to herself. ‘Excellent work.’ 
 
    With a small grunt of effort, she got back to her feet and scanned the room. It was a bit of a mess now, their fight having disrupted the clean, sparse look Anastasia had been going for.  
 
    She could vaguely remember some kind of dream or something she had just experienced, but most of it was unclear as if it were just out of reach, but a few words did stay with her.  
 
    Change. Change was coming; change that would take her far away. She wasn’t sure what that meant, so she mentally put it to one side. She’d come back to it later.  
 
    Thinking back through the fight, it was obvious now that Anastasia had been stalling for time by engaging her in conversation, she thought. Seeing that the alliance between Lyka and Anastasia was still alive and well was something of a surprise. When Lyka had backed Anastasia’s break from Yasmin and her Coven, Amanda had assumed that it was temporary. An alliance of convenience that allowed Anastasia to leave Yasmin behind in a show of strength, but maybe this was something new?  
 
    The pair of them Porting away like that also suggested they were planning something. Amanda wondered what it could be.  
 
    Having fought Nomads like her for as long as she had, she knew they wouldn’t be up to anything good. She would have to look into this, she thought. 
 
    With a sigh and a shrug to herself, Amanda concentrated and called on her Magic, focusing on her intent to be elsewhere. Essentia flared. There was a flash of light behind her eyes and a sudden feeling of dislocation as the air snapped about her.  
 
    A fraction of a second later, she found herself standing in her basement, back in New York. It was a large space, taking up a good portion of the footprint of her house, and served mainly as a garage. To her left was the main door that led to a ramp up to the street. Parked just before it, her Honda Fireblade motorcycle sat waiting for her to take it for a spin.  
 
    She loved her bike. Getting on it and speeding down the road was one of the things she liked to do the most. The wind rushing through her hair was one of those joyous things that gave her a feeling of freedom unlike almost anything else.  
 
    She needed to go for a ride again sometime soon, she thought.  
 
    Looking more to her right, the frosted glass doors of her Coven’s operations room stood waiting for her. She walked over and pushed one of them open, wandering into the smaller space. The room hummed with air conditioning and computer cooling systems, keeping the area comfortable and the workstations running smoothly.  
 
    Three people were in here, working away. They were all members of Amanda’s Coven, but none of them were Magi.  
 
    The two normal, non-magical humans, Vanessa and Matt, sat on chairs facing the right-hand wall and the banks of monitors set up before them. Matt, as usual, wore his VR Headset and was jacked into the Hypernet, the Magical Virtual Reality world of the Magi, while Vanessa seemed to be doing some research as she clicked her mouse and tapped away on her keyboard.  
 
    A little further back in the room, sitting at his own desk, was the vampire who ran her coven’s information and intelligence gathering, Shaun Murray.  
 
    He was dressed in a fitted black long sleeve top, combat trousers and boots, and looked not unlike a stocky, physically fit version of the creature from the Nosferatu films. He had rough, hairless, pockmarked chalk-white skin, a mouth full of fangs, and a bony ridge that ran over the top of his head from just above his forehead before disappearing down the back of his neck.  
 
    Despite his disturbing appearance, Shaun was a valued member of Amanda’s Coven. While he could be somewhat blunt and to the point, he was a friendly person generally.  
 
    ‘How’d it go, Red?’ Shaun asked, his eyes flicking up to her as she walked in.  
 
    Vanessa looked over and smiled at her, too. Amanda grinned back with a nod and a little wave.  
 
    ‘She slipped my grasp, but I did learn that Anastasia is still working with Lyka.’ 
 
    ‘Is she? Well, that’s good to know. I wonder what those two are up to now?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing good, that’s for sure,’ Amanda replied.  
 
    ‘Well, it can probably wait for the time being as I have some new info on the Archons.’ 
 
    ‘Which ones?’ Amanda asked, interested in this new information. There were six, maybe seven of these powerful creatures and Amanda was keen to track all of them down.  
 
    ‘Several of them, actually. The Arcanum have a few leads on some suspicious activity amongst the vampires, werewolves, revenants, and some of the others. They’re organising some agents to follow up on it and wondered if you wanted to help?’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. Since the freeing of the Archons, she’d made no secret of her hunt for them, bringing the Magi Council and Arcanum on board to help her hunt for clues. It felt good to have the Arcanum return the favour.  
 
    ‘Tell them that I’d love to help,’ Amanda answered.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Rumblings of War 
 
    The edge of Crux space 
 
    18,000 Light Years from Earth 
 
      
 
    Valerya strode along the corridor towards the main starboard hatch, walking into the antechamber that contained the airlock. Aris stood waiting for her, his face impassive as she walked in. He nodded once.  
 
    ‘Captain,’ he grunted. 
 
    Aris was a tall man with broad shoulders and a stoic face. Always calm under fire, it took a lot to fluster him. He stood ready, carrying his massive railgun in his hands. Always prepared for the worst eventuality, she thought with a smile. He loved that gun.  
 
    ‘Status,’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘We’re locked on, and the pressure’s been equalised. I’ve had word from the Void Star that they’re ready.’ 
 
    ‘Good. But where’s Briya?’ she asked, looking around her at the hatches that led into this room.  
 
    ‘I’m here,’ Briya said as she walked in, her robes playing around her calves as she walked.   
 
    Valerya nodded to her pilot. ‘Glad you could join us.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world,’ Briya answered, her tone sarcastic.  
 
    ‘Alright, pop the hatch,’ Valerya said.  
 
    Briya nodded, and after a seconds delay, the airlock door cracked open with a hiss of air before it slid back into the bulkheads, revealing the outer airlock doors. They opened, too, to show the passageway of the umbilical beyond. A single figure stepped out of the ship at the far end of the metal tube that connected the Void Star to Valerya’s ship, the Slayer.  
 
    Valerya recognised her right away. It was Kora, one of her informants in this sector.  
 
    She wore tall boots, dark trousers, and a slightly flamboyant coat with shoulder pads, a high collar, a pinched in waist, and a hemline that flared out around her thighs. She walked confidently down the corridor, her long dark hair bouncing as she strode with purpose until she reached their airlock, whereupon she slowed to a stop in the outer chamber.  
 
    ‘Permission to come aboard,’ Kora asked.  
 
    ‘Granted,’ Valerya answered.  
 
    Kora nodded once and stepped into the ship before she stopped and clasped her hands together behind her back, in a military “at ease” stance.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Kora said.  
 
    ‘You have some information for me?’ Valerya asked. She had quite a few informants scattered through this sector of space as she watched the followers of the Crux go about their business, well away from the auspices of the Nexus. Recent movements and a renewed focus on building up their forces had been concerning Valerya for a while. More Void Dragons were being bred, more worlds on the edges of Crux space were being conquered, their people killed, enslaved, or recruited. They were gearing up for something, she felt sure of it, but getting information on the details of what the Crux was doing was getting harder as well. They were stepping up their security and, although she couldn’t be sure, she felt confident that some of her contacts had been compromised.  
 
    They were likely dead now.  
 
    Kora wasn’t, though, and she’d been the first informant she’d heard from in a long time.  
 
    ‘I do,’ Kora affirmed. ‘I have it on good authority that the Corpus have assembled a flight of Void Dragons and are even now on the move.’ 
 
    ‘On the move?’ Valerya asked. Kora was referring to the Corpus Nomadica, the organisation of Nomads that served the Crux.  
 
    ‘Indeed. By all accounts, it’s a small force of maybe fifty or more Dragons and riders. Maybe not enough to assault a whole world, but a formidable strike force, none the less,’ Kora explained.  
 
    ‘They’re heading for the Nexus? One of the Dynasties?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking. The word seems to be that they’re headed for Earth.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Valerya said in surprise. ‘You mean Earth as in Sol?’ 
 
    ‘The same.’ 
 
    ‘Why the hell would they go to that fraying dump?’ 
 
    ‘That, I don’t know, but I’ve heard this from several sources.’ 
 
    ‘I believe you, Kora, I’m just at a loss as to why they would go there. It’s such a primitive planet, and it’s been quarantined for millennia.’ 
 
    Kora shrugged.  
 
    ‘Okay, thanks for the intel,’ she said and used her Neural Net to deposit Kora’s usual fee into her account. ‘I’ve made the usual deposit.’ 
 
    Kora nodded with a smile. ‘Always a pleasure. I’ll be on my way.’ 
 
    ‘Safe travels,’ Valerya said, and watched the captain depart through the airlock, the hatch closing behind her as she thought over what she had just learnt.  
 
    Why would the Dragons be going to Earth? It was an off-limits world that had been left to advance at its own pace. As far as she knew, it was thousands of years behind the current level of technology and the Magi there had little to do with the Nexus and the interstellar community that surrounded them. But, if the Dragons were going there, then they had to have a good reason. It was right in the heart of Nexus space, just a short hop from Axia.  
 
    They wouldn’t go there unless that had a fraying good reason to.  
 
    ‘Credit for your thoughts,’ Briya asked, stepping up to her.  
 
    ‘Why Earth?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘You’ve never been, have you?’ 
 
    ‘And you have?’  
 
    The Magus nodded slightly. ‘Once, a long time ago. I was curious to see the birthplace of humanity.’ 
 
    ‘And how was it?’ 
 
    ‘Quaint, but that was over a hundred years ago now. I’m sure they’ve come a long way since then. I think they’d just harnessed electricity at the time,’ Briya said, furrowing her brow in thought.  
 
    ‘By the void,’ Valerya said, shaking her head. They were so backwards there it was incredible. But, even worse, they probably didn’t stand a chance against the Dragons that were heading their way. ‘Well, we’d best follow them and see what it is they’re after.’ 
 
    ‘And try to stop them?’ Briya asked.  
 
    ‘We’ll see what we can do,’ Valerya shrugged.  
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Aris rumbled. ‘Let’s kick some Dragon ass.’ 
 
    Valeya smiled. ‘Disconnect from the Void Star and lay in a course for Earth, looks like we’re going home. 
 
   


  
 

 New Leads 
 
    London, England. 
 
      
 
    Joe stood in the hub in his full tactical gear, next to Rebecca and Kingsley, both of whom were also in their stealth suits and armed to the teeth.  
 
    The Black Ops division of the Arcanum had been a hive of activity these last few months with the hunt for the Archons, which seemed to be dragging on and on. Joe had personally gone on over a dozen high-risk missions, hunting down evidence as to where these Archons might be, but each clue seemed only to lead to another, and then another in a never-ending trail.  
 
    The problem was that these Archons could use Magic, powerful Magic, unlike him and most of the other members of the Arcanum.  
 
    Unfortunately, Magic was a daily necessity for him, given they were dealing with the Magi and the various supernatural creatures of the world. His armour — the stealth suit he was wearing — his guns and most of the other gadgets he carried where all Magical and had saved his life on more than one occasion.  
 
    And then there were the Magi themselves, two of which were right before him. Two magi, both of them young looking women, stood on either side of Harry Fleming, Head of the Arcanum Black Ops division. He knew both Magi, but one of them better than the other.  
 
    Ariel was Arcanum and had been a part of Black Ops for as long as he’d been here. If she were human, or Riven, as they called mortals, he’d have been interested in her. She was pretty with her light strawberry blonde hair and that prim librarian style thing she had going on. Yeah, she was fit, and that below the knee pencil skirt she had on today was doing wonders for her hips and bum.  
 
    She noticed him looking at her and looked away. As easy on the eye as she was, he didn’t really want to get close to her. Magi were trouble, even the friendly ones.  
 
    The other Magus in here was not a part of the Arcanum, but he had seen her around these last few months, mainly whenever there was Archon stuff going on. Amanda was her name. She was shortish, fit, with bright red hair that he really wasn’t sure was natural, and a seriously impressive pair of tits. She was different to Ariel, though, and was a bit of a contradiction at times. Her general demeanour was carefree and easy going, but there was a seriousness and wisdom behind her eyes that gave you the feeling she was a lot older than she looked, which was certainly a possibility, given that Magi lifespans could number in the centuries or millennia. She was pretty, but she didn’t hold a candle to Ariel in Joe’s mind. 
 
    ‘Okay, you three,’ Harry said, turning to them. ‘We have a few leads for you to follow up tonight; one for each of you.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Kingsley muttered.  
 
    ‘You’re keen,’ Rebecca commented.  
 
    ‘Not been out for a while; gonna be good getting back into the field again, you feel me?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get bitten by a werewolf next time,’ Joe quipped, raising an eyebrow to his friend.  
 
    ‘Hey, fuck you, man; you try taking on two of them at the same time. Shit got real.’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough, you can compare dick sizes in your own time,’ Harry cut in. 
 
    Rebecca smirked.  
 
    ‘Kingsley, you can take the Jakarta mission,’ Harry said and passed him a manila folder. ‘Rebecca, you’re in Moscow tonight,’ Harry continued and handed her a folder, too, which she opened. ‘Joe, you’re a little closer to home, here in jolly old London, in fact,’ he said and handed him the last folder he was holding.  
 
    ‘Joe gets London?’ Kingsley asked.  
 
    ‘Jealous?’ Joe commented. 
 
    ‘Damn right! How come he gets easy street?’ 
 
    ‘Shut it, agent,’ Harry barked. ‘You were chosen for these missions based on your skill sets, current health and fitness, and your recent performance, like always. Besides, I think you got the easy one, King.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ Kingsley asked as he scanned over the documents in the folder. ‘Hah, yes. Damn right I did, awesome.’  
 
    ‘Joe, you might be closer to home, but have your wits about you on this one, it could get real dangerous real fast.’ 
 
    Rebecca closed her folder, looked at him and then at Harry. ‘Looks like mine’s not urgent, want me to back him up?’ 
 
    Joe turned to look at Rebecca. She glanced at him, her ponytail bobbing about behind her head and winked.  
 
    ‘No, Rebecca, I need you in Moscow as ordered. Joe can handle this.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ she answered and glanced at Joe with a shrug.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Joe whispered.  
 
    ‘Joe, is it?’ the red-headed Magi asked.  
 
    Joe turned to look at her. She’d barely said two words since he’d been standing here and thought he picked up an Irish lilt to her accent, but it was subtle.  
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    The redhead smiled. ‘Um, call me Amanda, please.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish.’ 
 
    ‘Joe, Harry isn’t kidding. There’s a whole bunch of vampires in that club, you’re just doing recon work. Don’t get cocky, alright?’ she said and placed her hand on his shoulder.  
 
    Joe blinked for a moment, surprised at the sincerity of her words, but then nodded. ‘Noted,’ he answered her.  
 
    Amanda gave him a thin smile, shook his shoulder slightly, and backed off. Joe looked over at Rebecca, who widened her eyes at him. Joe smiled back.  
 
    The next half an hour was spent reading through the documents at his desk and committing them to memory before he made his way to Ops. He walked out of the hub, down a corridor, passing the armoury as he went, until he walked through a doorway and found himself in a pure white space with no features to define the size of the room. This was the Ops centre, and off to his left, a group of people sat at desks with holographic interfaces surrounding them.  
 
    ‘Agent Barnes,’ a man standing beside an operator at one of the holo stations said.  
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ Joe answered.  
 
    ‘Portal’s active. Ready when you are,’ he stated.  
 
    Joe turned to his right and saw a dark rectangle hovering in mid-air. Joe took a breath and walked over, peering through it into what looked like a London alleyway at night. With a thought, he accessed his suits stealth systems and activated the ghost camo, making him all but invisible, and then stepped through the Portal. On the other side, he fell a foot before hitting the floor, but landed deftly. It always paid to be ready for a slight difference in elevation when going through the portal.  
 
    Looking around him, he couldn’t see the Portal, but he knew it was there. Pulling out his Magical shades, he put them on, and suddenly his vision was filled with all the invisible Magical energies that permeated the world, as well as other information about the world around him. Looking back, he could clearly make out the Portal, which, after a moment, shrunk and disappeared.  
 
    ‘Basilisk? This is Drake, come in?’ Joe heard in his ear. 
 
    ‘I hear you, Drake, Basilisk here,’ Joe answered the operator, using his codename.  
 
    ‘End of the alleyway, look to your right, you’ll see the club,’ Drake said.  
 
    ‘Copy that,’ Joe answered and hustled to the end of the alleyway, looking right once he hit the street. Sure enough, there was the club. Club Red. Joe smiled to himself. If there really were vampires in there, maybe it should be Club Blood? 
 
    He shrugged to himself. ‘Ready, Drake?’ 
 
    ‘Always,’ his handler answered.  
 
    ‘Good, let’s do this.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Club Blood 
 
    London, England 
 
      
 
      
 
    Essentia surged. Discarded paper and snack packets flew into the air for a moment as gusts of light wind whirled in the alleyway as three figures suddenly appeared out of thin air.  
 
    Amanda glanced around, checking the corners of the alleyway, making sure they were alone and that no one had noticed their Magical arrival.  
 
    Liz and Maya stood beside her, also eyeing the shadows suspiciously for a few moments.  
 
    ‘It’s always good to come home,’ Liz commented, referring to the fact that this was the city she’d grown up in. Liz was a couple of inches shorter than Amanda, with long platinum blonde hair and a pretty face.  
 
    ‘Even if we’re hunting vampires while we’re here?’ Amanda asked her apprentice.  
 
    Liz shrugged. ‘Well, I can think of things I’d rather be doing,’ she commented, raising an eyebrow at Amanda.  
 
    Liz had dressed the part for this mission, just like herself and Maya, wearing black wet-look leggings, boots, and a sheer loose shirt over a black camisole top.  
 
    There was a definite theme running through their outfits, with everything they were wearing being black. Shaun’s research into the club made it clear that this was a goth club. So, they decided to dress the part to blend in. It would be no good turning up in her usual blue jeans and white top, so Amanda had changed into a black pleated mini skirt, velvet thigh-high boots, and leather jacket over a fishnet lace top that revealed her black bra.  
 
    ‘I bet,’ she said, and glanced over at Maya, who looked back at her. ‘Ready?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Mother,’ Maya answered.  
 
    Amanda smiled. Maya didn’t often call her mum, but when she asked a silly question, it was one of the ways that Maya let her know what she thought of her mother’s protective instincts.  
 
    She nodded and sent some thoughts through the telepathic mental Link she had with the girls and Shaun back in New York.  
 
    ~We’re here, Shaun,~ she sent.  
 
    ~Good, the club should be on the main road ahead of you, just up the street to your right,~ Shaun replied through the Link, his words sounding in their heads loud and clear. 
 
    ~Okay, we’ll head there now,’ Amanda answered and started to make her way up the street towards the road. The alleyway was dark but empty, and one of the more appealing aspects of them for Magi Porting around the Earth. 
 
    It wouldn’t do to appear before a crowd of people who didn’t believe in Magic, making alleyways one of the occupational hazards of being Magus.  
 
    She soon reached the street and scanned the area. They were just outside the central city of London and found herself standing on a road that didn’t seem too busy. It was before midnight still, and there was just the occasional car making its way along the street and a few people hurrying home through the night. Up the road, the thumping beat from the club could be heard coming from a building with a small queue outside, waiting to get in.  
 
    ‘That’s it,’ Maya said. ‘Club Red.’ 
 
    ‘Have you been here before?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘No, this is my first time, but we vampires do seem to like places like this,’ she said.  
 
    Amanda glanced over at her daughter with her alabaster skin and dark clothing. ‘Is it the overabundance of prey?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘That’s part of it. Hundreds of people, pressed into a small space, getting drunk and losing their inhibitions. Makes feeding easier, especially when the club is run by other Scions sympathetic to their undead patrons.’ 
 
    ‘You think this place will be like that? Run by a vampire, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘It’s called Club Red. So no, it wouldn’t surprise me,’ Maya stated.  
 
    ‘Well, let’s go check it out,’ Amanda replied, and led the way over the road towards the club. She checked her Aegis, pumping a little more Essentia into it to make sure it was at full strength and noticed Liz doing the same with hers. Maya, being a Scion, had an innate Aegis that protected her the whole time from a Magi’s potential attacks and didn’t need to bolster her defences.  
 
    Moving towards the club, Amanda reached out with her mind towards the two doormen who were letting people in, or not in the case of the line next to the entrance. She’d already seen through her Aetheric Sight that there was nothing Magical about the pair, so it was a simple task to reach into the minds of both of them and plant the idea that Amanda and her friends were important VIPs who should be let in right away and not have to queue.  
 
    ‘Easing our entrance, Mandy?’ Liz asked. 
 
    ‘I’d rather not queue if I don’t have to,’ she answered as she walked up to the door, ignoring the queue entirely.  
 
    ‘How are yeh?’ Amanda asked the closest one, her Irish accent colouring her words.  
 
    ‘Ladies,’ the bouncer said, looking at each of them in turn. ‘Good to have you here, you can go straight inside.’ 
 
    He waved them through while the people in the queue looked on in annoyance.  
 
    ‘How come they can go straight in?’ one of them called out. Amanda listened, curious to see how the bouncer’s mind would rationalise the suggestion she had implanted in it.  
 
    ‘Because they have class,’ the bouncer explained.  
 
    ‘What? And I don’t?’ came the reply, but Amanda continued inside and wasn’t listening any more, smiling at the bouncer’s comment.  
 
    The three of them moved into the entrance area where Amanda conjured some money and paid their entrance fee before they were allowed inside. It had not escaped Amanda’s notice that there was no Aegis around the building to keep Magi out, but this was as Amanda had hoped. Vampires typically didn’t have the power to use Magic and create Aegises, but then, if an Archon were here, she’d expect an Aegis to be in place, perhaps. An Aegis was great. It was a powerful line of defence, and they could be made subtly so that they weren’t as obvious as usual, but they did telegraph to other Magi that there was something or someone related to the Magical community in the building with the Aegis.  
 
    Some Magi purposefully did not erect Aegises around their more secret properties to hide their presence, or they had the Aegis deep inside the building, erected around a room or two instead to better conceal their presence. But, so far, there were no Aegises here.  
 
    As they wandered into the main room of the club, Amanda looked over the sea of people as the thumping music washed over her. People stood talking in groups, walked around or danced to the music, jumping up and down to the beat, waving their hands in the air.  
 
    Amanda realised it had been a while since she had been in a club, but she didn’t miss it much.  
 
    With her Aetheric Sight active, Amanda wandered over towards the edge of a raised area that looked out over much of the club and swept her eyes over the people in here, looking for any hint of Magic. She quickly spotted several people who glowed with more than the usual amount of the Magical energy, and with her enhanced vision, peered at them to try and get a better look.  
 
    She spotted a couple of Magi, but they were not very powerful, judging from what she could see of them and the connection they appeared to have to Essentia. There were, however, a more significant number of vampires in here.  
 
    Like the Magi, they glowed brighter than the surrounding people, giving away their Magical nature, but their bodies also registered as basically dead to her Aetheric Sight. They had no heartbeat and no other vital signs. A typical giveaway that they were undead.  
 
    ~There are a few vampires in here,~ Amanda commented to Maya over the Link.  
 
    ~I’ve spotted a few already as well,~ Maya said.  
 
    ~That’s promising, then. Doesn’t mean there’s an Archon here, though, and I can’t sense anything that powerful close by.~ 
 
    ‘So, it’s not here?’ Liz asked.  
 
    Amanda offered her a thin smile. ‘Who’s to say? I’ll bet they can hide their presence quite well when they want to. Let’s keep an eye on these vampires, though; maybe there’s a VIP area they’re using?’ 
 
    ‘Shall we get a drink while we’re in here?’ Liz asked.  
 
    ‘To be sure, we can have a walk around as well and see what else we can see,’ Amanda said. ‘Come on, let’s go this way.’ 
 
    The club comprised of the main room, surrounded by several other smaller rooms and corridors that had either more dance floors, bars, or even a small kitchen in one room cooking up burgers and other food. The club’s patrons sat around small tables, eating and drinking in there. Passing by a bar, the trio stopped and picked up a drink each. Amanda opted for a glass of fruity red wine while Liz had a bottle of some hip looking beverage. Maya also picked up a glass of red, but didn’t drink it.  
 
    Moving on, they soon made their way back around to the main room, but walked out into it through another entrance, giving them an alternative view.  
 
    ‘There, look,’ Liz called out and pointed over to a discrete set of stairs leading up to a small door with three glowing letters above it.  
 
    “VIP.” 
 
    ‘Bingo,’ Amanda said, moving to get a better view as she worked her Magic and conjured a second set of invisible senses, giving her a second viewpoint she could see, hear, and smell through.  
 
    Finding a small booth that had just been vacated, the three girls sat down as Amanda concentrated and moved her senses up and over the crowds of people. They moved in closer to the door, and then passed right through it into a small lobby or entrance area with a couple more bouncers in here and one other door.  
 
    She immediately spotted the Aegis that sat over this next door, barring entry for her senses, but it was a weak one. The Aegis looked like it had been set up and left without maintenance, meaning it was losing its potency and would be very quick to break through. But, if she did that, it was likely that any of the more sensitive vampires in the room would notice the Aegis collapse, warning them of potential danger.  
 
    ‘There’s another door behind that one, and there’s an Aegis around the room beyond, so it looks like we might have to head up there after all,’ Amanda said aloud.  
 
    ~Go careful,~ Shaun said over the Link.  
 
    ~We will,~ Liz answered.  
 
    ‘Well, no time like the present. Let’s get this over with,’ Amanda said and stood up. Liz and Maya followed suit. Amanda led them through the crowd. As they passed another booth with a table in it, Amanda noticed that the pair of patrons in there, a man and a woman, were glowing with Essentia, marking them as Magi. She made no move to approach them, focusing on the stairs she was heading to when she heard the man at the table call out to her.  
 
    ‘Hey, I know you,’ he said.  
 
    Amanda paused and looked back down at the man, who was leaning towards her. The girl with him looked on with a degree of surprise.  
 
    ‘Do you?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Yeah, you’re that Amanda bird, right? You killed Yasmin.’ 
 
    She knew the news had spread through the Magi community, at least, to a certain degree. Yasmin had been something of a legendary Nomad, so her death wouldn’t pass by unnoticed. She’d been recognised a few times since then by other Magi, something she doubted she’d ever really get used to.  
 
    ‘Bird?’ Amanda answered, finding his words both amusing and a little rude.  
 
    The man's face fell slightly when he registered her look as one of slight offence. ‘Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean…’ 
 
    Amanda waved his backtracking away and smiled. ‘It’s okay. Yes, I’m Amanda; pleased to meet you,’ she said and took his hand in hers and giving it a shake.  
 
    ‘Awesome, what are you doing? In London, I mean? Cause, you know, you live, um…’ 
 
    ‘In New York?’ Amanda offered.  
 
    ‘Yeah, in New York.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m working, so, sorry if I don’t hang around, but duty calls.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, of course, sorry to interrupt,’ he answered her.  
 
    ‘Sorry about him,’ the girl added.  
 
    ‘No problem,’ she said, smiling. 
 
    ‘You’re shorter than I thought you’d be,’ he said, looking her up and down with critical eye.  
 
    ‘Is that right?’ 
 
    ‘No offence, it’s just, having heard about you, I just imagined you as taller…’ 
 
    Amanda stood there for a moment and blinked a couple of times, not really sure what to do with his comments or how to react to them.  
 
    ‘I’ll catch you later,’ she said eventually, and moved away with a bewildered smile on her face. ‘People are strange,’ she commented to Liz as she walked.  
 
    ‘You can say that again,’ Liz answered as they reached the bottom of the stairs up to the VIP area. Ascending them without hesitation, she concentrated on the two doormen she knew were in the room. She still had her senses in there and had been watching them. She reached out with her Magic and pressed into their minds, implanting the suggestion that she and her friends were VIPs and welcome guests.  
 
    Opening the door at the top of the stairs, she stepped inside and, with her mind already Multitasking, flung a series of attacks at the weak Aegis that surrounded the VIP area. The two bouncers in here didn’t see the invisible attacks and didn’t notice anything untoward as Amanda smiled at them, walking calmly into the small lobby area.  
 
    ‘Evening, ladies,’ the bouncer said as he got up to open the door. The man wobbled slightly and grabbed the door frame to steady himself.  
 
    ~Looks like your Magic was too strong for him,~ Liz commented in their minds to Amanda. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ Amanda asked. Liz was probably correct that the dizziness he was experiencing was because of the Magic she was throwing around. It was one of the side effects of powerful Magic. If you used it close to an average human or Riven, as the Magi referred to them, then it would sometimes induce a wave of dizziness or even nausea occasionally if they weren’t used to it.  
 
    ~At least, he didn’t throw up on you,~ Liz added with a smile.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ the man said as the Aegis to the VIP area collapsed and faded to nothing under Amanda’s onslaught.  
 
    ~Awesome,~ Liz commented through their Mental Link. ~Let’s hope that none of the people in here noticed that.~ 
 
    ~We’ll soon find out,~ Amanda answered as the bouncer opened the door.  
 
    Amanda walked forward into the room beyond. It was a little darker in here than in the club downstairs, and although music was playing, it was also a little less loud. The room was big and filled with people, but nowhere near as many as in the main club downstairs, meaning there was plenty of room to move between the tables. The red accent lighting gave the place an eerie look, and as they walked in, many of the people in here turned to look at the newcomers.  
 
    Amanda knew they were in the right place as she scanned the crowd and saw that nearly half the people in here were vampires, and they were not being very discreet about their nature, either. She spotted a few of these Scions feeding in the booths along the walls. Nearby, another vampire held a Riven girl’s wrist over a glass on the table they were sitting at. The deep cut on her forearm dripping blood into the wine glass as she stared at the vampire in fascination.  
 
    Conflicting feelings filled Amanda’s mind at the scene before her. Her own daughter, Maya, standing right beside her was a vampire who fed on blood. She knew she did it, but Maya had always been discreet about it, to the point of Amanda having never seen her feed. Vampires needed blood to survive, it was just the way it was, and she knew their society tried to keep their rank and file under control and stop them from being too overt. 
 
    This here, though, pushed those boundaries, to Amanda’s mind, but she wasn’t here for them. Not really. No, she was here for the owner. 
 
    Glancing over the room, some of the vampires appeared concerned as they looked over towards her. They could probably sense the Magic she was using and had an idea who they were just from gut instinct. A figure rushed through the room, threading between tables and approached them. The man was thin and wearing a suit with slicked-back hair, and he was waving his hands at them.  
 
    ‘No, no, no, you can’t be in here, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,’ he said as he strode up to them all flustered.  
 
    Looking up at the man’s face, as he was a good bit taller than she was, Amanda eyed him briefly before answering. ‘Where’s the owner?’ Amanda asked once he’d finished saying his part.  
 
    ‘Unavailable, indisposed. Look, you’re going to have to head outside. You’re upsetting our guests.’ 
 
    Amanda glanced past the man, and then returned her steely gaze back at him. ‘They’re upsetting me,’ she answered.  
 
    The man shifted slightly back, apparently surprised at her answer before he composed himself and frowned at Amanda. ‘You need to leave,’ he said, his voice a good octave lower as he stepped towards her. The door behind them opened, Amanda heard, and with her second set of sensing still active, she knew that the two bouncers had stepped into the room to back up the man's words.  
 
    ‘I don’t want any trouble,’ Amanda said. ‘But, if you force us, we will defend ourselves. I just want to see your boss, the owner,’ Amanda said, standing her ground and not moving, meaning he was nearly pressed up against her now.  
 
    ‘Lea…’ he never finished that statement as Amanda worked her Magic on these three Riven humans. The man before her rose up into the air as her Magic gripped him by the neck and lifted him up. 
 
    Meanwhile, she hit the two bouncers behind her with a powerful kinetic ram each, slamming both of them back into the wall behind her, knocking one out cold while the other crumpled and groaned as he clutched his chest.  
 
    The man before her struggled and clawed at the invisible force gripping his neck as his legs pinwheeled and kicked out in panic.  
 
    ‘Gak… ack… What…do…you… want?’ 
 
    ‘Your boss, but I’m fed up with waiting,’ she said and dived into his mind with her Magic, soon finding the name of the owner and a mental image of her, too.  
 
    ‘Deamira,’ Amanda said aloud, having found the name of the owner.  
 
    ‘You called?’ said a female voice from nearby.  
 
    Amanda looked up and saw a woman walking across the room towards them. She wore a long black dress. It was low cut and hugged her figure, a slit up the skirt revealing her right leg as she walked.  
 
    She had long dark hair, the face of a seductress, and she glowed with Essentia. Amanda had assumed she would be a vampire, but although she was apparently a Scion, her body was quite clearly alive.  
 
    ‘You’re the owner?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Correct. How may I be of assistance?’ 
 
    ‘I’m looking for a man by the name of Joe Barnes, he disappeared around here recently,’ she said, and watched Deamira’s face closely, looking for any hint of recognition that might betray her, but she remained calm and didn’t show any signs of recognition.  
 
    ‘Should I know him?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘I don’t know. How about Lilitu? Do you know her?’ Amanda continued and saw a flicker of something in the woman’s face, but she wasn’t sure what it was.  
 
    ‘I think you should leave,’ Deamira said.  
 
    ~Do you think this thing’s lying?~ Liz asked through the Link.  
 
    ~I don’t trust her at all, whatever she is,~ Amanda answered.  
 
    ~Me either,~ Maya added.  
 
    The music was still playing in here, but everyone in the room was looking at them now. Some looked surprised, others looked scared or confused, while a few seemed a little guilty to Amanda’s eye.  
 
    ‘I don’t think so,’ Amanda said, and threw the man she held off the floor with her Magic at Deamira, who expertly dodged to the side, leaving the man to crash into the table behind her.  
 
    People screamed and shouted as they jumped up from their tables and ran.  
 
    From Deamira’s back, two huge leathery wings sprouted and fanned out while horns grew from her forehead. Amanda flushed a little more Essentia into her Aegis as Deamira hissed at her, her mouth now full of needle-like teeth before she sprang forward with a single beat of her wings.  
 
    Amanda flung a blast of Essentia at Deamira, which splashed over her Aegis. She burst through it, though, and shoulder barged Amanda, hitting her in her sternum, sending her flying past Liz and Maya and into the wall behind them.  
 
    Maya, her claws extended, shot forward and slashed at the winged woman, but Deamira blocked her with one arm and extended her other out towards Maya. There was a flash of light as Magical energy flared and hit Maya, sending her flying. To her right, the conscious doorman had got up and now had Liz in a headlock from behind.  
 
    Deamira stepped towards Amanda, attracting her attention as her wings fanned out.  
 
    ‘Lilitu sends her greetings,’ Deamira said as her claws glinted in the light.  
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    Deamira raised her hand, holding it palm out towards Amanda, Essentia dancing around her fingers. Magical light flashed in Amanda’s vision, and a blast of Essentia rushed out from Deamira’s hand, slamming into Amanda’s Aegis.  
 
    It hit hard, but Amanda’s shield held as the Magic washed over and around her while she jumped to her feet.  
 
    ‘My turn,’ Amanda whispered, and with a thought from one of her Multitasking minds, hit Deamira with a battering ram of Kinetic energy that sent her flying into the wall to Amanda’s left. She followed it up with a series of Essentia blasts, making her Aegis flare as it tried to fend off Amanda’s attacks. The rest of Amanda’s hive minds loosed a barrage of lightning bolts that shot across the space between them with thunderous booms and flashes of intense white light as they hit Deamira’s Aegis with ever more Essentia.  
 
    Deamira screamed as she tried to fend off the onslaught, while Amanda looked behind her to check on her friends in time to see Liz twist and throw the bouncer off her. She was smaller than Amanda and a slim girl, too, but her Magically enhanced body was much stranger than the bouncer’s.  
 
    He looked shocked as this young slip of a girl threw him around before she hit him in the face, knocking him out.  
 
    Vampire and Riven clubbers ran for the exits, pushing out through the door as they ran from the fight. Maya stood nearby and faced off against a couple of other vampires, who seemed to have taken exception to their battle against Deamira.  
 
    They rushed Maya, but she was too fast for them and slipped between them, slashing at them with her talons as she moved. Blood sprayed everywhere. She twisted and came at them again, overwhelming them with her ferocious assault.  
 
    Amanda focused her attention back on Deamira, who had somehow found her feet and lunged forward. Amanda was ready for her this time, though, and lashed out with her fist and struck her across the face. Essentia snapped as she connected with her, sending Deamira collapsing back to the floor as she threw another round of Essentia Strikes at her and pushed Deamira’s Aegis to its limits.  
 
    The shield flared and after another moment, disintegrated entirely.  
 
    ‘Stop, wait,’ Deamira wailed, but Amanda wanted the Scion to be under no illusions that she wouldn’t finish the job, and hit her with another bolt of lightning that sent her spinning back into the wall. She hit it with a crunch of bone and grunted.  
 
    ‘Where are Lilitu and Joe?’ Amanda reiterated.  
 
    ‘I take it you mean the Arcanum agent that was snooping around here?’ Deamira asked as she steadied herself and looked up. 
 
    ‘I do,’ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘He’s dead,’ she said, looking away from Amanda.  
 
    ‘Of course, he is,’ Amanda answered, watching Deamira tense up as if expecting Amanda to lash out at her. ‘And Lilitu, where is she?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t… I can’t tell you that…’ Deamira answered, looking sheepish.  
 
    Amanda cocked her head to one side. ‘And why not?’ 
 
    Deamira sighed before she spoke next. It was a sound that to Amanda, felt like defeat. Deamira knew she was beaten and there was little she could do, and her body language reflected that. She was still dangerous, though, Amanda thought, and it would not be a good idea for her to lower her defences.  
 
    ‘Magic. She put a… a block… up here,’ she said, tapping the side of her head.  
 
    ‘Let’s see,’ Amanda said, and reached out with her Magic, focusing on Deamira’s mind and thoughts with the intention of reading them and finding out the information she wanted to know.  
 
    Flashes of memories flickered by, memories of death and blood as she started to understand a little of who Deamira was. She was a succubus. A creature very similar to a vampire, except that rather than drain blood for sustenance, Deamira syphoned off her prey’s life-force, her Anima.  
 
    But she had not been a Scion for long. Lilitu had transformed her after the Archon had returned to Earth, having been freed a few months ago, but already Deamira had killed people. Lilitu had passed through and left Deamira here after killing the vampire owner of this establishment, and the feelings Deamira had about that were incredibly mixed.  
 
    Amanda moved past those thoughts, though, and hunted for the information she needed. Where was Lilitu now? 
 
    Deamira was right, there was Magic in her mind. Lilitu had locked off some of Deamira’s memories, meaning whenever she tried to remember where Lilitu was, she drew a blank. But Amanda had no such trouble and quickly bypassed the block once she knew it was coming and delved into Deamira’s memories of where Lilitu had been living.  
 
    She found it quickly, and as the information about the location blossomed in Amanda’s mind, she couldn’t help the look of surprise that crossed her face.  
 
    ‘Well, shite, would yeh look at that?’ she whispered.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ Liz asked from beside her. Amanda looked up and smiled at her apprentice, looking over at the crumpled figure of the bouncer she had knocked out. She also got a quick look at Maya, who had finished off the two vampires she’d been fighting and who was now watching the last few patrons who had been in here leaving through the far exit.  
 
    Amanda looked back at Liz and smiled. ‘She’s in New York.’ 
 
    ‘Who? The Archon?’ 
 
    ‘Lilitu, yes,’ Amanda confirmed.  
 
    ‘Right under our noses,’ Maya said from close by.  
 
    ‘I wonder if the others are in the city, too?’ Amanda mused. ‘Hmm, well, that’s a question for another time,’ she said and looked down at Deamira.  
 
    ‘You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?’ Deamira asked, although it sounded more like a statement.  
 
    ‘Sorry, but I can’t let you live,’ Amanda shrugged. ‘I’ll make it quick.’ 
 
    Deamira nodded. Amanda summoned the Magical energy to her once more and reached into her head. It was a simple thing. Just a quick thought, a quick change in her brain, and she was suddenly dead. Deamira dropped to the floor like a ragdoll, her body now a lifeless husk. As Amanda watched, her wings faded away, and she transformed back into a normal human, losing her Scion traits in a matter of seconds.  
 
    At least, any investigators here would only find a normal human now, rather than a monster.  
 
    ‘New York, then?’ Liz asked.  
 
    ‘Looks that way,’ Amanda agreed.  
 
    ‘Whereabouts?’ 
 
    ‘A nice penthouse, in the city,’ Amanda answered, and then turned to her apprentice and daughter. ‘This is it, we’ve found an Archon. Have no illusions, this won’t be easy. You don’t have to come, you know. I understand if you’d rather sit this one out.’ 
 
    ‘No way. I’m coming,’ Liz replied.  
 
    ‘If you go, I go,’ Maya added.  
 
    ‘Alright,’ Amanda said, and was about to work her Magic when a pulse of Essentia flared in her mind. It was someone who wanted to talk to her through a Mental Link, and she recognised the Magical signature of Trevelyan. The current chair of the Magi Council and one of the oldest Magi in England.  
 
    ‘Hang on,’ Amanda said to Liz and Maya, and opened the Link to Trevelyan, letting his thoughts sound in her mind so they could talk.  
 
    ~Trevelyan, it’s good to hear from you,~ she said.  
 
    ~Amanda. I hope I didn’t interrupt the mission?~ 
 
    Amanda glanced down at the body on the floor nearby. ~No, we’ve just finished up here. Had some vampires to deal with.~ 
 
    ~Very well, let me know your location,~ he asked.  
 
    Amanda sent the information over the Link, and a moment later there was a flash of Essentia and a whip-snap of air as a figure appeared in the VIP area of the club a short distance from the three women.  
 
    Trevelyan was a trim, handsome man in his fifties with salt and pepper hair and a close-cropped beard. He stood wearing a long-stylised coat that had an angular cut. It was tied at the waist and came to his knees, showing trousers beneath tucked into his boots. He looked very much like a modern wizard, which was precisely what he was.  
 
    ‘Amanda, lovely to see you again,’ he said.  
 
    ‘And you.’ 
 
    ‘Liz, Maya, always a pleasure.’ 
 
    ‘Evening, Councillor,’ Liz said, referring to his position on the Magi Council, the group of elected Magi who served as the guiding hand for the Arcadian Magi. 
 
    Maya merely nodded. 
 
    Amanda had known Trevelyan for a long time, and he had been a valuable ally many times over the years to her and her Coven. He looked around the room, taking particular notice of the bodies on the floor.  
 
    ‘We’ll need to bring the Arcanum in on this for clean up,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ Amanda agreed. ‘This was a vampire club, though, so I guess that the Riven who were in here would be aware of the supernatural. The vampires were feeding openly.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ Trevelyan nodded. ‘Still, we’ll leave that for the Arcanum to sort out. They know what they’re doing when it comes to covering our tracks and hiding us from the masses.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded.  
 
    ‘So, any news of Joe?’ 
 
    Amanda directed Trevelyan’s attention to the dead succubus close to her. ‘She said they killed him.’ 
 
    ‘I had expected as much. Still, we tried. So, did you learn anything else useful?’ 
 
    ‘I have a lead on one of the Archons,’ she said. ‘Lilitu. It appears she’s in New York.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ he said, raising his eyebrows.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I know, right under my nose. It’s almost like they did it on purpose,’ Amanda commented.  
 
    ‘Hmmm. A little too close for comfort.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘I take it you’re going to follow it up?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Of course, I’m not missing this opportunity.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, well…. Oh, hang on, I’m being messaged,’ he said, and turned away from her, turning his attention inwards. As she watched, a look of concern crossed his face before he looked up at her and the Essentia around him faded. ‘Sorry. I have somewhere I need to be.’  
 
    ‘Sure. I’ll send you an update when I know more,’ Amanda said.  
 
    Trevelyan nodded, and with a flash of Essentia, he was gone.  
 
    ‘Wonder what that was about?’ Liz asked.  
 
    ‘Council business, probably,’ Amanda mused. ‘Right. I’m going to follow this lead about the Archon. Are you coming?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Liz answered.  
 
    Maya only nodded.  
 
    ‘Alright,’ Amanda said, and concentrated. She cancelled the second set of senses that were still active here, and instead, focused on seeing the building that the succubus believed Lilitu to be in. Essentia flared, and in her mind’s eye, she was suddenly looking at the upper floors of one of Manhattan’s towers. It was early evening there, and the sun was dipping towards the horizon, casting long shadows over the city as the light started to turn orange.  
 
    Spinning her senses around, she spotted a nearby rooftop that had a good view of the building Lilitu was apparently in and concentrated on being there rather than here.  
 
    Essentia snapped and light flashed behind her eyes as a sudden, but fleeting feeling of dislocation washed over her, as it always did when she Ported. A fraction of a second later, she, along with Liz and Maya, were standing on a rooftop. They were high above the city streets with the evening sun bathing them in a warm glow. The building Amanda was interested in was a block over, but there was nothing between them and it, and she was able to get a good look at it.  
 
    Her enhanced vision could make out a lavish and well-appointed apartment on the top floor, complete with outside garden and rooftop swimming pool. It was a beautiful place and looked deserted. But as she concentrated, she made out the subtle shimmer of a bubble of Essentia around it. An Aegis, and a well-hidden one. Any casual glance by a Magus would never see it, and an even a less powerful Magus might have trouble seeing it at all, but it was there. She reached out to it to get a feel for the shield and was not surprised to see just how powerful it was. The presence of Magical protections also meant that she could not trust what she saw, in case it was an illusion. There could be an army of Scions in there for all she knew. 
 
    ‘Is it that building?’ Liz asked.  
 
    ‘That’s it. She’s in there.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no Aegis,’ Liz commented, her voice filled with confusion. 
 
    ‘Oh, there is. There’s an Aegis there, but it’s incredibly subtle. I’ve never seen one like this.’ 
 
    ‘Just how powerful are these Archons?’ Liz asked.  
 
    Amanda glanced up at her. ‘Um. I don’t think you really want to know that.’  
 
    ‘That bad, hey?’ Liz answered.  
 
    ‘Best not to think about it,’ Amanda advised her. ‘This is going to take me a while; bear with me.’ Amanda sat on the edge of the building, and as subtly as she could, used her Magic to gently probe the Aegis, looking for weak points. She didn’t want to be detected, so she moved slowly and used as little Essentia as she could.  
 
    Feeling around the shield, moving slowly and cautiously, she eventually identified a few weaker sections. Picking one, she set to work picking the tiniest hole she could in the shield. It was painstaking work, but nearly an hour later, as the sun neared the horizon, turning a brilliant orange, she finally picked a hole in the Aegis. 
 
    ‘I’m in,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘Wow, that was quick,’ Liz said. ‘I’ve only just been able to spot the thing, but even now I know it’s there it keeps slipping away. That’s the strangest Aegis I’ve ever seen.’ 
 
    ‘I suspect very few Magi would be able to detect it,’ Amanda commented. ‘Right, let me take a look in there.’ 
 
    Amanda sent her senses in through the hole in the Aegis she was now holding open with her own Magic, which was tougher to do than she expected. The Archon’s Aegis kept pressing in on her Magic, trying to close the breach, but so far, she’d managed to keep it open.  
 
    The inside of the penthouse mainly consisted of a large open plan area, with sections dedicated to the kitchen, dining and relaxation with plenty of space between them. Outside, on the rooftop space, Amanda spotted a figure standing close to the pool overlooking the city. She wondered if that was Lilitu.  
 
    ‘Someone’s in there,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘Lilitu?’ Maya asked.  
 
    ‘Can’t tell, and I don’t want to warn them of our presence until we’re there.’ 
 
    ‘What about putting another Aegis around that one?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe once we’re in. I bet it would be noticed, though, and a quick Aegis by any of us would probably be useless against an Archon. So, on that happy note, are you ready?’ Amanda asked with a smile as she boosted her Aegis and checked to make sure she was ready for a fight.  
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Whenever you are.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded and focused on being inside that apartment, but tried to use her Magic carefully to make it as subtle as possible. Essentia flared and the trio Ported over and into the penthouse, appearing in the apartment just on the other side of the hole Amanda had burrowed through the Aegis.  
 
    Liz and Maya stood beside her, much to her relief, as she scanned the space they found themselves in. It looked empty as far as she could tell, and off to her right, on the other side of the floor to ceiling windows, through the open patio doors, Amanda could still make out the single occupant. Getting a better look at the feminine figure, Amanda could feel the power she radiated from here. She glowed in her Aetheric Sight, marking her as an incredibly powerful Magus at least, or as someone who could use Magic, anyway.  
 
    With a final glance around to make sure they were alone, Amanda waved at Liz and Maya to follow her as she started to creep through the apartment.  
 
    They crossed it unchallenged, and soon reached the open doorway that led outside. A single walkway led out over to where the woman stood at the edge of the rooftop with a pool on the right and seating on the left. The figure stood with her back to the apartment, showing only her dark hair and long black coat.  
 
    With another glance around, Amanda stepped out of the apartment and took a few steps towards the woman.  
 
    Was she Lilitu? Was she an Archon? The way she glowed with energy and power led Amanda to think that this was who she suspected it to be, and she also felt sure that this person probably knew they were here by now.  
 
    ‘Amanda, isn’t it?’ the figure said. It was a soft voice, enticing and resonant, making herself heard quite clearly. 
 
    Amanda stopped and then straightened up. ‘That’s right,’ she answered.  
 
    The figure turned. She was a pale woman with long raven black hair, deep red lips, and dusky eyes.  
 
    She wore a simple fitted black outfit under her long coat that showed off a somewhat busty figure, not too dissimilar from Amanda’s own shape.  
 
    ‘You took your time picking that hole in my Aegis,’ she smirked.  
 
    ‘Lilitu?’ Amanda felt sure it was the Archon in question. She’d seen Lilitu briefly before, and was about as certain as she could be that it was her, But she wondered if she would confirm it and admit who and what she was, or would she hide it? 
 
    ‘You’ve done your research,’ she said.  
 
    Amanda shrugged and let Lilitu continue.  
 
    ‘It’s amazing how few of you know who we are or know our names any more. Have we been away for that long?’ 
 
    ‘Millennia,’ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘We used to rule this world, you know. We lived as gods, with all of humanity ready to do our bidding. Although, there were much less of you back then, before we were imprisoned. Things have changed so much.’ She sounded almost wistful, mourning the loss of the old days. 
 
    ‘Humanity has been getting along just fine without you,’ Amanda argued.  
 
    ‘So I see,’ Lilitu answered. ‘This city is amazing. I’m impressed.’ 
 
    ‘Good to know. Are you the only one here, in New York?’ 
 
    Lilitu looked back at her and smiled mischievously. ‘The hunt for us has been going well, then?’ 
 
    Amanda narrowed her eyes as she studied the Archon carefully. A suspicion fell over her suddenly. Had she let herself be found? Was this all a part of her plan? 
 
    Lilitu laughed. ‘Oh, dear. You’ve only just caught on, haven’t you? Of course, I let you find me. I wouldn’t want you to miss this, not after you were there for our release from the Abyss,’ she stated with a smile that sent shivers down Amanda’s spine.  
 
    She glanced around, wondering what Lilitu was talking about. Had she walked into a trap? ‘Miss what?’  
 
    ‘Oh, you’ll see. You’re a little early, to be honest.’ 
 
    Amanda frowned. She didn’t like that the Archon was toying with her, but she had to admit to herself, she was a little worried about fighting Lilitu. They were incredibly powerful creatures and as strong in her Magic as Amanda felt, she had yet to actually fight any of the Archons.  
 
    ‘Enough games,’ Amanda said. ‘You and your kin are responsible for the deaths of countless Magi, Scions, and Riven. Your Nomad followers have killed hundreds of thousands, millions even, in your name and under your direct instruction. You gave up any right to life a long time ago,’ she said as her array of minds concentrated on reaching out and gathering Essentia to her.  
 
    ‘You speak on behalf of all Magi, do you?’ Lilitu mocked her.  
 
    ‘I’m tasked by the Council with finding you and destroying you, not to mention my own need to do the same,’ she said, remembering her promise to her mother and to herself. She would hunt down the Archons. Hunt them and kill them. She was one of the few Magi capable of standing up to them, and she would see this through. It wasn’t just a job that the Council had tasked her to do, it was an obligation, a need and a promise. She would hunt them down, wherever they went, however long it took her.  
 
    ‘Your need? This sounds personal to you, Amanda.’ 
 
    ‘Your kind have killed more than enough innocents and a few friends of mine, so yes, it’s personal,’ she said and released the Essentia she’d built up within her in a rage-fuelled blast. The Archon’s Aegis flared, and Lilitu herself staggered back, catching the rail behind her to steady herself and keep from falling off the edge of the building.  
 
    Lilitu grunted in surprise and pain and looked up through her hair that had fallen about her face. ‘Aaah, so you do have some power,’ Lilitu said as Amanda threw another volley of attacks at the Archon. 
 
    Lilitu swept her hand before her and Magic flowed out of her in a wave, sending some of Amanda’s second volley of attacks off course, and disintegrating others. Suddenly, energy flared around the Archon as she unleashed a swarm of attacks of her own. Essentia Strikes rained in on Amanda and smashed against her Aegis when a kinetic ram slammed into her and knocked her off her feet with its sheer power. Amanda tumbled and landed awkwardly. She looked up to see more Magic hit Maya and Liz, throwing them off their feet as well, their Aegises flaring.  
 
    Amanda got up in time for another attack of lightning to slam into her from the Archon, knocking her back once more. 
 
    She hit the ground and rolled to a stop, her body aching already from the punishment it was taking. A hundred cuts, bruises, and scratches called for her attention as she looked up to see the Archon on the other side of the rooftop smiling down at them. But as Amanda looked, the scene behind her changed.  
 
    ‘Witness the seed of your destruction,’ Lilitu said, spreading her hand wide as she looked up to the sky with glee. 
 
    The clouds in the sky, their edges picked out in orange by the setting sun, looked like they were boiling. They almost bubbled as Essentia flared from within them. A shadow grew in those clouds, getting darker and more distinct until a black shape burst through and dived down towards the city.  
 
    Amanda stood up and could only watch in slack-jawed horror as the enormous black dragon spread its wings wide, its four legs tucked neatly beneath it as it roared and swooped down. 
 
    ‘No… It can’t be…’ Amanda whispered.  
 
    ‘Oh, it can, and it is, young Magus. Now, you see the truth; now, you see what you’re up against.’ 
 
    ‘Holy shit,’ Liz gasped from nearby. 
 
    ‘Oh, my God,’ Maya muttered.  
 
    As she watched, more of these massive creatures burst through the cloud cover and dove towards the city.  
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    Amanda stared at the horrifying sight of what felt like endless numbers of Dragons bursting through the clouds and swooping down towards the city as a feeling of helplessness and of being overwhelmed rose up within her.  
 
    This was too much. This was a nightmare.  
 
    ‘What are they doing here?’ Amanda said, not really asking anyone. She was just voicing her own questions, but, as she looked back at Lilitu, she knew she, and maybe the other Archons, had been the architects of this. ‘Oh, my God, what have you done?’ 
 
    ‘What needed to be done,’ Lilitu said with a smile as she backed away from Amanda. Amanda started to follow the Archon and looked up to see two Dragons, one a little further back, diving down towards them. As she watched, Lilitu’s Aegis around the building was suddenly cancelled, snapping out of existence in the blink of an eye. 
 
    ‘Amanda?’ Liz called out, a note of warning in her voice.  
 
    ‘I… I have to do something…’ she yelled back, but in all honesty, she had no idea what it was she could do. This was too much. The whole city would be seeing this. Could the Arcanum cover this up? 
 
    Amanda opened up her Link to Shaun and sent a pulse through it to him. It opened right away.  
 
    ~You seeing this?~ 
 
    ~The Dragons? Just got word.~ 
 
    ~Tell the Arcanum, they’re going to need everyone in New York, right now,~ she said, and closed the Link as the closest Dragon swooped below the level of the roof further up the street. 
 
    ‘Have fun with this,’ Lilitu said before she leapt off the side of the building and dropped out of sight. Amanda, too shocked to do anything, just watched her go.  
 
    ‘They’re Void Dragons, right?’ Liz asked. ‘From deep space? Like that one you fought once? What the hell are they doing here?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea…’ Amanda said as the Dragon that had swooped down into the street climbed back up out of the street and up into the air, with Lilitu clearly visible on the Dragon’s back, clinging onto the rider before her.  
 
    Looking out over the city, Amanda cast a critical eye over the scene and noticed that most of the Dragons seemed to be staying airborne, gliding between the upper reaches of the buildings, breathing fire from their mouths at the city, creating firestorms in the streets below. She could hear screams of terror already.  
 
    However, amidst the majority of Dragons that were flying around, a few were dropping down slowing, and clearly landing in the city. Where her suspicions correct? Were the other Archons in New York also, being picked up by these other Dragons before her very eyes? 
 
    She didn’t know and felt powerless to do anything. This was an army of Dragons and their riders. What could she do against them? She was just one Magi against who knew how many.  
 
    ‘Amanda!’ Liz yelled out as a shadow fell over the rooftop. Amanda looked up to see the second Dragon that had been approaching them mere moments away from landing on the rooftop, right on top of her.  
 
    Amanda Ported back, using her Magic on instinct to take her out of harms way. She appeared over ten meters away from where she’d been standing, appearing close to Maya and Liz as the enormous black scaled beast landed on the roof of the building.  
 
    ‘This is not good,’ Liz yelled out.  
 
    ‘Yeh think?’ Amanda answered.  
 
    The floor shook with the impact as the fifty-foot long creature’s claws bit into the concrete and steel, bending and disintegrating it. Amanda, Liz, and Maya backed off further as the Dragon lowered its head and roared at them. Amanda saw fire kindle in the back of the wyrm’s throat and quickly expanded her Aegis to include Liz and Maya as white-hot fire laced with Essentia splashed over them.  
 
    The heat was intense, even with her shield keeping most of it at bay, and she could feel the Magical fire eating away at the strength of her Aegis.  
 
    ‘We need to get out of here,’ Liz shouted, sounding more than a little panicky. Amanda didn’t blame her; this was unprecedented. The supernatural was unknown to the wider world, with Earth having been something of a no-go area for the Magi of deep space.  
 
    Amanda had fought against overwhelming odds before, but it was the brazen openness of the attack that was so shocking. If the Arcanum, with a force of Magi backing them up, got on this quick enough, they might be able to contain it… But there was a lot of uncertainty.  
 
    The Magical fire abated and faded from view, leaving patches of the decking and rooftop ablaze as the Dragon shifted its position. Amanda made to reach out with her Magic and Port them all off the roof, only to notice that another Aegis had been placed around the top of the building, keeping her from Porting away and stuck in here with the Dragon.  
 
    With her concern growing, Amanda looked back at the beast, which had twisted slightly, and saw a rider in black armour on its back as well as at least four other people on it wielding guns. The rider glowed with Essentia in Amanda’s Aetheric Sight as he controlled the Dragon while the armoured soldiers jumped down to the rooftop, their movements slick and professional.  
 
    ‘We’re stuck here,’ Amanda called out to her friends. 
 
    ‘So, we’ve gotta fight? Against that thing?’ Liz asked.  
 
    ‘Don’t fight the Dragon, you deal with these guys,’ she said, nodding towards the men with guns jumping off it.  
 
    ‘You don’t have to tell me twice!’ Liz replied.  
 
    Despite the seriousness of the situation, Amanda couldn’t help to let out a brief laugh at Liz’s answer. Blasts of Essentia hammered into Amanda’s Aegis, snapping her attention back to the Magus riding the Dragon as her Aegis soaked up the brunt of the attack.  
 
    Nearby, on the ground, the black-clad soldiers brought their weapons to bear on them and fired. As the electron and particle beams lanced out at them, Liz ran forward, dodging back and forth and leaping over the furniture while Maya moved so quick she was merely a blur.  
 
    Two of the soldiers had focused on Amanda, their guns hitting her shield as she fed it with Essentia to keep it from being worn down by the onslaught. With a thought and a focusing of her intention to be next to the attackers, she Ported over, appearing between them already part way through her first kick, which connected with the knee of the one to her right. There was a sickening crack and his knee bent the wrong way as he fell to the floor.  
 
    The other man turned his head in shock, only to be met with Amanda’s fist. The power of the hit cracked his facemask as she discharged a pulse of Essentia through her fist. He fell to the floor with a grunt, spinning as he went.  
 
    A bolt of electrical energy slammed into her Aegis from above and arced all around her to the floor. Looking up, she saw the Dragon rider leering at her as the Dragon itself swung its neck around to get a better look.  
 
    Focusing as many of her Multitasking minds on the rider as she dared, she unleashed a flurry of Magical attacks on him. Lighting, fire, and Magical energy rushed up and smashed into his Aegis with an explosion of sparks and energy.  
 
    The man called out with a yell of pain, causing the Dragon to rear up and roar, Amanda glanced over to the Dragon’s head in time to see another blast of Magical fire and plasma rush towards her, crossing the space between them. The fire cascaded around her, bathing her in its orange glow as she heard the screams of her two attackers who were now being roasted alive no more than a meter away from her.  
 
    Reacting in anger, Amanda used as many of her minds as she dared to release a flurry of attacks on the Dragon. Lightning flashed and Essentia surged at the beast, but the attacks seemed to slide off its considerable Aegis.  
 
    A blur of dark shadow rushed through the flames all around her and hit her like a battering ram. The Dragon’s slap with its front claw might as well have been a wrecking ball hitting her. Amanda flew back, and before she really knew what had happened, she’d hit the wall of the penthouse behind her and dropped to the floor with a grunt.  
 
    She looked up to see the Dragon turn, lifting up and pulling back its tail as its vast wings unfurled. Amanda guessed what was coming before it happened. Sending a spike of Essentia at the Aegis around the rooftop, she called out to her friends. ‘Liz, Maya! Look out!’ she cried as the tail swept down towards them. 
 
    As the tail descended, Amanda hit the Aegis keeping them on the rooftop with ever more energy, desperate to put a hole in it. 
 
    The Aegis cracked, faltered and then collapsed as the tail crunched into the far side of the roof and started destroying everything in its path. Liz was already running from it when Amanda reached out with her Flux Magic and Ported herself, Liz, and Maya forty meters up.  
 
    The trio watched as the Dragon’s tail slammed into the outside decking of the penthouse and racked across it. The spikes on the tail tore up wood, concrete, and metal as it destroyed the whole thing, including the soldiers that had ridden the Dragon down.  
 
    Amanda, Liz, and Maya hung in the air, Amanda’s Magic keeping them floating as they watched the Dragon beat its wings and lift off from the building, the top floor of which was now little more than a ruin.  
 
    ‘Holy shit,’ Liz whispered in shock and incredulity.  
 
    ‘That was intense,’ Maya agreed.  
 
    ‘What the hell do we do now?’ Liz asked, looking up at the scene of horror before them as buildings across the city were destroyed and people killed.  
 
    The cover-up, if it were even possible at this stage, would be up to the Arcanum and the Magi they brought in to help them, and frankly was not something she was skilled in. She wouldn’t know where to start with such an operation.  
 
    But what she could do, was fight. She could try to fend the Dragons off and try to save some lives. She looked over at Liz and Maya and saw their utter dismay at what was going on. Liz was a capable Magi, and Amanda was intensely proud of how far her young apprentice had come over the years, but she was not anywhere near the level of being able to stand against a Dragon.  
 
    Hell, Amanda wasn’t even sure she could.  
 
    Maya was a capable and experienced vampire and could hold her own in a fight, much like Liz could, but again, she got the feeling that these Dragons were beyond her.  
 
    She wondered if she were making up excuses to get her daughter and apprentice out of harm's way; reasons why they should not fight these Dragons.  
 
    Was she being selfish? Did she want to merely protect those closest to her? Maybe, but both of them did undoubtedly look scared.  
 
    Amanda reached out with her Magic once more. Neither Liz nor Maya resisted, and a heartbeat later, they were standing on a New York street, just meters away from Amanda’s house.  
 
    ‘What? Oh, what are we doing here?’ Liz asked, sounding nervous.  
 
    ‘What’s the plan?’ Maya added, her voice calmer and less shaky than Liz’s.  
 
    ‘The cleanup and cover up of this is going to be mammoth and will require as much help as possible. Go and find Shaun and find out what’s happening. Do what you can to help,’ Amanda told them.  
 
    ‘And what are you going to do?’ Maya asked.  
 
    ‘I’m going to fight.’ 
 
    Maya nodded once. ‘Good luck. We’ll get the Council and Arcanum here soon.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t go getting yourself killed, alright?’ Liz commented.  
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘I won’t,’ she said as she watched the pair run into her brownstone house.  
 
    Amanda turned and looked up between the towering buildings to see one, and then another Dragon shoot past, their leathery wings wide as they shrieked in the night. The roars and calls of the Void Dragons were terrifying to hear, chilling Amanda right to her bones. It was the keen realisation that you were not at the top of the food chain any more.  
 
    Around her, people were running in fear, watching the skies or fleeing for their lives. This would not be easy to cover up. It would all depend on whether the Arcanum had caught it early enough and stopped what were likely thousands of photos and videos from people’s phones from being shared on social networks.  
 
    It was certainly possible, and the Arcanum had the expertise to do it, but the sheer scale of this was, as far as Amanda knew, way beyond anything they would have ever encountered before.  
 
    ‘Amanda,’ called out a female voice from behind her. She turned to see a small Magical starship, an Aether ship hovering above the street, and standing below it was a Magi woman dressed in a fitted bodysuit with various bits of armour attached to it. She didn’t carry any weapons, but she glowed in Amanda’s Aetheric Sight with Magic.  
 
    ‘Hey, what’s the craic?’ Amanda answered. She’d never seen the woman before. She was perhaps a little taller than Amanda was, but only by an inch or two, with a physically fit and toned body held in a stance that suggested she knew how to handle herself. Her features were fairly plain, and her dark hair was pulled back in a bun on the back of her head. ‘Do I know you?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not. But I know you, Dragon killer!’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ Amanda answered as a pair of lightning bolts flew out from the woman and slammed into her Aegis, making the few remaining pedestrians nearby scream in fear and back off. ‘Hey!’ Amanda yelped in protest at the Magus.  
 
    ‘You killed my Dragon,’ the woman said and threw several Essentia Strikes. They smashed into Amanda’s Aegis.  
 
    ‘Your Dragon? I don’t think I’ve killed a Dragon yet today,’ she said, looking up at the sky as another of the huge creatures flew overhead. ‘Well, not yet.’ 
 
    ‘Grokar! You killed Grokar over seven hundred years ago,’ she yelled and threw a fiery bolt of plasma at her that Amanda’s shield deflected without issue.  
 
    ‘Oh, that Dragon… That was yours, was it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but today I have my revenge,’ she growled. ‘Your city is in ruins and your quarry is gone, all because of me!’ 
 
    ‘To be sure,’ Amanda commented with a raised eyebrow. She sounded unhinged, but her comments were worrying. Did she help plan this and bring these Dragons here? Did she help to kill all these innocent people? Before she could think about it much more, the woman ran towards her with a yell and threw several more Magical attacks at her. Amanda’s Aegis was more than up to the task, but she used a couple of her minds to keep her Aegis boosted before she struck back and sent a barrage of energy at the woman, Magical and otherwise. Lightning snapped and exploded, ionising the air around them and slamming into the woman’s Aegis like a hammer.  
 
    She fell backwards and landed on the floor before she was suddenly up on her feet again as Amanda closed the distance and delivered a savage, Essentia laced kick to her face. The woman spat blood as her Aegis fizzed from the impact. Amanda hit her again with a massive onslaught of Essentia and tore an enormous hole in the woman’s Aegis before she punched her in her face, right on the nose, making it explode with blood.  
 
    ‘No!’ the woman yelled, and then screamed as she charged into Amanda in a crouch, grabbing her around her waist and throwing her back. Amanda used the woman’s momentum against her, and as she hit the ground, pushed off with her feet and flipped the woman over.  
 
    Amanda followed suit and ended up on top of her. She backhanded her with her fist, splattering blood to the concrete.  
 
    The woman lay there, breathing hard through the blood in her nose and mouth, but looked defeated. Amanda got up and stood before her. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    The woman pushed herself up with her hands, looking slightly shaky. ‘Nessa,’ she answered.  
 
    ‘Whatever I did, Nessa, I’m sorry, but I can’t waste time on you. I’m a little busy right now.’ 
 
    Nessa got up, rising to her feet, but her legs looked about as solid as a newborn fawn’s. ‘I… I will kill you,’ she coughed.  
 
    ‘Last warning, Nessa. Don’t be an idiot, you won’t win this.’ 
 
    Nessa reached to her belt and pulled out a knife. She held it wide and looked at Amanda from beneath her furrowed brow, her eyes mad with rage.  
 
    Suddenly, she screamed and charged at her.  
 
    ‘Goodbye, Nessa,’ Amanda said as she released a bolt of lightning at her from her hand. It burnt a hole right through Nessa’s chest, leaving a smoking ruin behind as Nessa dropped to her knees and looked down at herself in disbelief. After a moment, she looked up at Amanda again, blinked once, and pitched forward, faceplanting the street. Looking at her through her Aetheric Sight, Amanda could see her vitals were gone. She was dead.  
 
    Behind her, the ship suddenly pitched left and dropped to the street with a scraping of metal against concrete, and then burst into flames.  
 
    Amanda sighed. Killing was something she never enjoyed, but it had also become a necessary part of her life as a Magus, and today, New York was filled with death.  
 
    Another screech cut through the evening air. Amanda looked up to see what looked like a sleek starship bank around and fire on one of the Dragons, burning its hide with its particle beams.  
 
    Amanda frowned. Who was this? Did they have help from beyond Earth? 
 
    As she watched, another Dragon dive-bombed the ship, landing on it before ripping at its hull and tearing huge sections of the ship loose.  
 
    Amanda could see the ship was Magical, marking it as an Aetheric Craft — a starship made by Magi — as explosions blossomed from within while the Dragon continued to pull it apart.  
 
    Loosing power, she watched the ship drive towards the ground. Within moments, it came screaming down the street Amanda stood in, trailing smoke and debris behind it as it passed above her before crashing into the ground, still with the Dragon on top of it. The sudden deceleration of the ship as its hull bit into the concrete, ripping up asphalt as it went, threw the Dragon from its hull.  
 
    The ship thundered to a stop, throwing the Dragon along the street beyond it before stopping itself.  
 
    Amanda started to make for the ship, wondering who had been flying it and if they were on her side as bystanders ran from the chaos. Amanda guided a few of the more confused people away from potential danger, using her Magic to bring a car to a sudden halt before it hit an older man, who had not been quick enough to get out the way. Ahead, she spotted three people jump from the ship. A woman in a fitted black stealth suit with long black hair, a man in light armour carrying a massive gun, and a woman in long robes. All of them sported an Aegis, but Amanda guessed that only the woman in robes was a Magus.  
 
    As the three people jumped from the ship, the Dragon that had destroyed it found its feet and turned to face them before it leapt forward with a roar.  
 
    The trio spread themselves wide with the Magus in the middle, who threw blasts of Essentia and energy attacks at the Dragon. The woman in black raised her arm, which Amanda saw now had a gun sticking out of it, and fired on the Dragon.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, the gun ionised a path to the Dragon, before sending a powerful electrical current along the conducting track of ionised plasma. It happened in a fraction of a second, and only Amanda’s Aetheric Sight picked out the details for her as the electron laser flashed and hit the Dragon.  
 
    On the left of the Magus, the man with the huge gun, which Amanda recognised as a rail gun from the powerful electromagnetic energy along its barrels, fired as well. The shots from his weapon left a trail of blue energy that faded after a moment. 
 
    But the Dragon went straight for the Magus, and as Amanda helped up another injured pedestrian and passed her off to someone else who could help, she saw the Dragon bathe the Magus in Magical plasma fire, and as that faded, lunge down and snap its jaws shut on her, ignoring the barrage of gunfire from the other two crew.  
 
    No one was left between her and the fight now, so Amanda summoned her Magic and hit the Dragon with an almighty kinetic ram that knocked the beast backwards, sending it stumbling as Amanda Ported over, appearing on top of the ship that had crashed.  
 
    The Dragon spun around. Its tail whipped past and hit the two remaining crew, who were much closer to it. They were both knocked backwards and crunched to the floor as the Dragon roared.  
 
    Amanda looked up to see the Dragon staring at her before he jumped into the air and dived for her, its claws extended.  
 
   


  
 

 Dragon Fight 
 
    New York, USA. 
 
      
 
    Calling on her Magic, Amanda hit the Dragon with a battering ram of invisible kinetic energy from above, smashing the colossal wyrm into the street before she followed it up and a flurry of Essentia blasts and streaks of lightning that hammered into the creature. Beside her, the woman in black and the armoured man were back on their feet and unleashing hell on the Dragon as well, their weapons tearing into the beast, which recoiled from the assault with a tremendous roar.  
 
    Fire kindled deep in the Dragon’s throat, and a moment later a fireball leapt from the Dragon’s mouth.  
 
    Amanda pushed her Aegis out and encased the three of them in her shield as the fire hit and cascaded over the invisible barrier, bathing them in its orange glow.  
 
    It faded a moment later, and as the flames died, she saw the Dragon grab a large pickup truck that was close to it with one hand and throw it at them.  
 
    Amanda jumped down from the crashed ship and let the pickup hit her Aegis, which deflected it easily, although she noticed the two-remaining crew from the ship duck for cover before the truck came to a sudden stop and hit the floor before them.  
 
    Reaching out with her Magic, Amanda telekinetically took hold of the ship that was behind her and launch it at the Dragon like she’d thrown a fastball in a baseball game.  
 
    The ship smashed into the Dragon’s shoulder, exploding in a gigantic fireball. The shockwave from the blast blowing out windows throughout the block. The Dragon bellowed with what Amanda hoped was pain before the thing beat its enormous wings and shot up into the sky with a screech.  
 
    Amanda watched it go for a moment, making sure it wasn’t trying to bluff them. After a few seconds, it was clear the Dragon wasn’t coming back, and she looked at the two figures standing nearby.  
 
    The woman’s black catsuit and the man's armour both looked like nothing she’d seen on earth before. The design was very futuristic. The large railgun rifle the man held sparked for a moment as he stood near the Magus that had been with them, looking solemn. The woman crouched beside him and put her hand on the dead woman’s shoulder and took a moment to herself. As Amanda watched, the gun barrel that protruded from the back of her forearm folded back inside and closed up, leaving no trace of it.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry about your friend,’ Amanda said, stepping towards them.  
 
    They both looked up at her, the woman standing back up. ‘Thanks for the assist, I don’t think we would have survived that otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘No problem. Um, how come you’re here?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘I guess you could say we’re Dragon hunters,’ she answered.  
 
    Amanda felt surprise play over her features. ‘Dragon hunters?’ 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking. We were tracking them and got word they were coming to Earth.’ A screech from another Dragon echoed through the buildings of the city. The two crew members looked up upon hearing the sound. ‘We need to get back up there, we can’t do fray all from down here.’ 
 
    ‘I might be able to help with that,’ Amanda replied.  
 
    ‘You?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I have a ship.’ 
 
    ‘You’re an Earth Magus. What are you doing with a ship?’ 
 
    ‘What can I say? I’m full of surprises. I’m Amanda,’ she said, offering her hand.  
 
    The woman looked at her hand for a moment as if she were unsure what to do with it before she reached out and took it in hers. ‘Valerya, and this is Aris,’ she said as they shook hands. ‘So, where’s this ship?’ 
 
    ‘Come with me,’ Amanda said and set off back towards her house at an easy run. She could have Ported, but it wasn’t far, and she wanted a little more time with these two new friends before she let them in her house and on her ship.  
 
    ‘Do you know what the hell’s going on here? Why are these Dragon’s attacking New York?’ 
 
    ‘That, I’m not sure about, but the Crux have been building their armies for as long as I can remember.’ 
 
    ‘The Crux?’ 
 
    ‘Powerful creatures that live close to the galactic core, served by the Corpus Nomadica.’ 
 
    ‘Nomads,’ Amanda muttered referring to the loose organisation of dark Magi that wanted to destroy or enslave humanity.  
 
    ‘That’s right, Nomads. They ride the Void Dragons that the Crux create. I have no idea why they came here, though. We were hoping to figure that out.’ 
 
    Amanda frowned as she thought through what she had seen, feeling the pieces falling into place as she thought it through.  
 
    ‘I think I might have an idea why,’ Amanda said as they approached her house.  
 
    ‘Care to share?’ 
 
    Amanda slowed and stopped on the sidewalk outside her house and turned to face Valerya and Aris. ‘How do I know I can trust you?’ 
 
    ‘I guess you don’t, but we’re on the side of the Nexus, despite its corruption.’ 
 
    The Nexus are the interstellar version of the Earth’s Magi Council, basically the good guys, Amanda thought. She didn’t know much about how the Nexus worked or the society of the Star Magi. She’d seen bits of it a long time ago, but she’d kept out of it mainly, preferring to stay close to Earth, only really keeping in touch with a couple of friends she’d met early on in her trips amongst the stars.  
 
    Amanda eyed the two crew members, and as much as she’d known them for only a matter of moments, it was clear that they were not friends of the Dragons or their Nomad riders. At least, for now, that was good enough for her, and she needed as much help as she could get. If this pair were experienced in dealing with Dragons, then maybe they would be valuable allies? 
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘Good enough for me,’ she said and turned towards her house only for a barrage of energy beams to lance over the street at them, slamming into their shields.  
 
    Amanda turned to face the attackers, ducking slightly as Valerya and Aris dropped and moved into cover beside the cars lining the street.  
 
    Looking over, a group of six armed and armoured figures were gathered, two standing on top of cars, and the other four on the sidewalk, firing their electron lasers. 
 
    Amanda concentrated as Valerya and Aris started to return fire. She ported over the street and appeared on the car beside one of the attackers, catching him off guard. She punched him in the kidneys, sending a pulse of Essentia into his body. He called out in pain just as she released a bolt of lightning at him and sent him flying through the air.  
 
    Beams of energy shot past her as Valerya and Aris fired at the soldiers around her. Twisting, Amanda saw the other one on the top of a car turn to aim at her.  
 
    Amanda scythed at the man's legs with a blade of invisible kinetic force that knocked his feet out from beneath him. He landed on his rear on the car’s hood with a thud.  
 
    Amanda jumped, her enhanced strength carrying her further than an average human could ever manage and brought her leg down on the man’s chest.  
 
    Ribs cracked.  
 
    Leaving the groaning man who was clearly no longer a threat to them, she rolled off the car to engage the two remaining soldiers, the others having been shot by Valerya and Aris.  
 
    Standing between them, Amanda moved quicker than they could follow, lashing out with a series of strikes that quickly had them on the ground nursing several broken bones. She stood there, feet wide apart giving her a solid base, her long red hair tousled and slightly wild, scanning around her for any further threats.  
 
    Satisfied they were safe for now, and with all pretence of subtlety gone, Amanda Ported across the road, appearing beside Valerya and Aris.  
 
    ‘Right, let’s go,’ she said and made to walk towards the house.  
 
    ‘You’re a little scary, you know,’ Valerya commented, eyeing her curiously.  
 
    Amanda turned back and looked at the black-clad woman before she shrugged. ‘What can I say? I’ve had enough of dark Magi today. Come on, if yeh still wanna get back in the fight.’ 
 
    Valerya followed her up the steps of her stoop and into the front hallway of the house. As she walked inside, Liz stepped out from the front room. ‘You’re back? What the hell is going on out there… And who are these guys?’ she asked, looking over at the two people behind her.  
 
    ‘Liz, this is Valerya and Aris, they’re on our side. Their spaceship crashed after a Dragon attacked it… Wow, that’s a sentence I never thought I’d say.’ 
 
    ‘Spaceship? Right, this is madness,’ Liz commented.  
 
    ‘We’ve had word that the Arcanum is on the case, it appeared they were warned moments before the attack,’ Maya said, appearing from the basement door further up the corridor.  
 
    ‘Then we might be lucky, we might be able to contain this,’ Amanda mused.  
 
    ‘Contain it?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘Earth isn’t like the human colonies of the Nexus. The Magi don’t live openly here. Earth’s humans don’t know Magic is real.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Valerya replied. ‘I mean, how you live like that is beyond me, but you mean you can somehow make everyone forget this happened?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not forget. People have died. But maybe those memories can be modified? I don’t know, I’ll leave that to the Arcanum. It’s what they do.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not from Earth?’ Liz asked.  
 
    Valerya smiled. ‘No, we’re not, thank the Aether. It wasn’t high on my list of places to visit, either.’ 
 
    Liz gave her a funny look and opened her mouth to answer or protest, but Amanda cut in. ‘We don’t have time to stand here and chat, come on, let’s get to the Arkady.’ 
 
    ‘Understood,’ Maya commented. ‘We’ll keep an eye on things down here.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded and waved for Valerya and Aris to follow her and ran up the stairs to where the Portal was located on the first landing, part way up. 
 
    The Magical Portal looked like an unremarkable set of wooden double doors, no different to the other doors in the house, except that in Amanda’s Aetheric Sight, they glowed brightly.  
 
    Opening the door, Amanda stepped through, feeling the rush of Magic that washed over her before holding the door open to let the other two through. They found themselves in part of Amanda’s Null Realm, a spirit realm that she had created herself that was linked to her house, and, through another door, to her ship. This part of the Null Realm looked like a large, well-appointed room complete with fireplace, leather chairs, wooden panelling on the walls as well as small tables with trinkets on them from Amanda’s adventures. Pictures hung on the walls with more souvenirs from her life, and as Amanda walked over to the door on her left, which led to her ship, her two guests peered at the décor with some curiosity.  
 
    ‘Nice place,’ Aris said, surprising Amanda by speaking. He’d hardly said a word since they’d met. She got the feeling he was a quiet, stoic type.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Amanda said. ‘This way.’ She opened the door and stepped through. She went first to demonstrate that nothing was lurking on the other side and that she wasn’t leading them into a trap. 
 
    They followed her through without issue and stepped out onto the main deck of her Aetheric Craft, the Arkady.  
 
    The inside of the ship looked like a billionaire’s yacht with its sweeping pine wood surfaces and pristine white décor. She knew it was, to some people, at least, something of an impressive sight. Her two guests looked over the inside of the ship and nodded approvingly as Amanda made for the stairs and led them up one deck to the bridge.  
 
    The space was an elongated semicircle with the main viewport along the front curved part of the room. Chairs were spaced around in front of holographic consoles, and Amanda moved over towards the captain's chair and slid herself into it.  
 
    ‘Oooh, this is nice. You have a great ship here, Amanda. I could get used to this,’ Valerya commented.  
 
    ‘Thanks. Grab a seat,’ Amanda replied as she reached out with her mind and connected to the ship's core, bringing the engines online and feeling the hum of the ship around her.  
 
    ‘Can this thing fight?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘She can hold her own,’ Amanda answered, checking the shields and weapons systems and powering them up, bringing them to a ready state. At the same time, she got the ship underway, bringing the nose down and diving towards the blue and green planet below.  
 
    Earth looked calm and beautiful from up here, and as she boosted the ship down, it took a few moments before the chaos that was engulfing Manhattan was in evidence at all.  
 
    The eastern seaboard of North America was right before them, with the prominent strip of land that was Long Island straight ahead. The ship boosted through the atmosphere, flames engulfing the hull for a few moments as it entered the atmosphere before the ship's systems swept them away with its Magic. The Arkady dove through the layers of thin wispy clouds. Looking west, Amanda saw the sun dip towards the gentle curve of the horizon as the terminator between day and night moved over the United States.  
 
    Below, the lights of New York at night glowed alongside several out of control fires that were engulfing various buildings. Amanda frowned and with a thought, sent a pulse of Essentia along her Link to Shaun in the city below.  
 
    He opened the Link. ~Hi, Red, you on your way down?~ 
 
    ~I am. I’ve got eyes on several fires through the city, if you can send Liz or someone, or inform the Arcanum, maybe?~ 
 
    ~I’m sure they have it in hand, but I’ll see what I can do,~ he answered.  
 
    ~Copy that,~ Amanda said, and focused on the dark shapes gliding above the city, occasionally breathing more fire as they swept about in all directions.  
 
    Choosing one of the reptilian shapes from the countless numbers of them, Amanda banked the ship and aimed right for it as they sped through the night sky, diving towards the city. Concentrating, she directed the ship to fire on the Dragon.  
 
    Light flashed as beams shot out of the weapons pods on either side of the ship, lancing down and striking the Dragon she’d targeted.  
 
    The Dragon roared with rage and quickly banked, braking hard and changing direction. Amanda brought the ship around and looked over towards Valerya and Aris. They stared out of the main viewer, gripping their armrests, looking tense.  
 
    This was no way to go about this, she needed to use the resources she had available to her.  
 
    ‘Who wants to pilot and who wants to be on weapons?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    The pair of them looked over to her.  
 
    ‘I’ll pilot,’ Valerya answered.  
 
    Amanda waved towards the seat before her. ‘Go for it,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Weapons for me,’ Aris answered.  
 
    ‘Go there,’ Amanda called out, pointing to a console a short distance away as Valerya jumped into her seat and took control of the ship. She wobbled it back and forth a little, getting a feel for it before she brought the boosters online and turned the ship back towards the city, diving at the Dragon’s once more.  
 
    Amanda kept the Link between her and the ship open, but released her control of it as she closed her eyes and let the ship's sensors become her vision and hearing. The Arkady barrelled into the flight of Dragons, and as they neared several of them, Aris opened fire with the ship's lasers and beams. The energy from the weapons tore at the hides of the passing Dragons. Amanda, using her Multitasking effect once more, unleashed her own attacks on the wyrms as well.  
 
    Lightning flashed left and right, slamming into the flying beasts, exploding off their Aegises and ripping the scales from the bodies. She added in Essentia Strikes, focusing on a Dragon at a time and hammering their Aegis as much as she could until she managed to crack one of them, and in the moments that followed, shattered it.  
 
    ~Follow that one,~ Amanda said, speaking through her Link to the ship, so it sounded in the mind of Valerya. Amanda highlighted the Dragon she was after on the screen.  
 
    ~Copy that,~ Valerya answered, and jinked the ship to narrowly miss another Dragon and stay on this one’s tail.  
 
    Aris refocused the ship's weapons and blasted the creature as Amanda released another barrage of lightning bolts at it.  
 
    The wyrm screeched in obvious pain and climbed, beating its wings as it climbed into the night, but Valerya pulled up and made to follow only to have another Dragon dive towards them, dropping like a rock from the sky.  
 
    ‘Fray me,’ Valerya cursed.  
 
    Valerya pulled the ship left, spinning it as it pulled away and shot through a wall of Magical fire that the attacking Dragon had released. The Dragon desperately reached for the Arkady with its claw. The Arkady in its spin, bumped into the hand, but it was moving way too quickly to be caught.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ Valerya hissed as she fought to bring the ship out of the spin and then bring it around, hunting for the Dragon she’d been following. It was climbing, and as they watched, Essentia flowed out from the Dragon before colaceing into a focused point. The concentrated energy then burst open and created a portal before the Dragon that it slipped through. The Portal closed up right behind it, and the Dragon was gone.  
 
    ‘They can create portals?’ 
 
    ‘We call them Wyrm Holes, but yes, they can Gate over vast distances.’ 
 
    ‘How vast?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Several light years at least; between systems easily.’ 
 
    Amanda looked back down towards the city and saw that all of the Dragons were now climbing, leaving the surface of the Earth and New York behind as they made their way back towards space. Valerya brought the ship around and dove towards the Dragons as more of them started to Gate out. Aris fired the ship's weapons once more as Amanda released another flurry of attacks. They shot through the group and banked around once more just in time to see the last of the Dragons disappear through their Gates before they snapped shut behind them.  
 
    Valerya brought the ship to a steady stop high above the city.  
 
    Amanda scanned the city below and the area all around them, but there was no sign of there being any more Dragons.  
 
    ‘They’re gone,’ Valerya said aloud.  
 
    Amanda opened her eyes and withdrew her mind from the ship's sensors. ‘Looks that way.’ Below, several buildings burned while blue and red flashing lights could be seen in the streets. It would be chaos. She wondered what to do next, and if her guess at the reason for the attack was right. Was there any way she could find out? 
 
    Amanda felt a pulse of Essentia in her mind. ~Shaun,~ she said, recognising the sender.  
 
    ~Are they gone?~ he asked.  
 
    ~Looks that way. I think we’re in the clear. How're things with you? Does the Arcanum have things under control?~ 
 
    ~I think so. The Arcanum was here shortly before things kicked off. They’ve got the city and its networks locked down. I can’t get a message out from the city using conventional comms, and I have already had word through that they’re using Magi to send out a blanket rewriting of people’s memories over the last hour. Anyone without an Aegis, or not inside of an Aegis, will not remember what happened. They’ve already set a narrative in motion as regards a terrorist attack as well.~ 
 
    ~Excellent. Sounds like we might have just dodged a bullet,~ she answered as another pulse of Essentia flared in her mind. It was Trevelyan, and Amanda quickly noticed a sense of urgency around this Link.  
 
    ~Trevelyan?~ Amanda answered, opening the Link.  
 
    ~Amanda, can you get to Ultima Thule? We’re under attack by Void Dragons.~ 
 
   


  
 

 Exodus 
 
    New York, USA. 
 
      
 
    Anastasia stood at the windows of the penthouse apartment and looked over the city of Manhattan as the Dragons dived down between the buildings, lighting things on fire with their terrible breath, causing havoc throughout the city.  
 
    She smiled, it was a beautiful sight, seeing chaos and death everywhere. In some ways, part of her was sad to be leaving this behind, but her plans had been a long time in the making, and she knew that her destiny — her future — lay out there in the stars. Yasmin, her former master, had been blinkered. She’d been focused with ruling Earth and far too obsessed with killing Amanda.  
 
    Look where they had gotten her, she thought, looking up at the moon and the new crater on its surface, the result of Yasmin’s fight with Amanda, and also Yasmin’s grave.  
 
    Yasmin had only ever thought of revenge against a single Magus, but Anastasia would not fall into such a trap.  
 
    She had travelled the stars at Yasmin’s behest, looking for ways to increase her master's power, but little did Yasmin know that she had broadened Anastasia’s horizon’s as well, showing her the wider Magi community in the stars.  
 
    There were thousands of planets out there, all of them ripe for the taking and on the brink of war.  
 
    All it would take would be a little push, a little nudge, and the Dynasties of the Nexus Arcadia would erupt into war with each other. Anastasia was keen to use the events that were transpiring around her to her own advantage and breaking away from Yasmin had been the first step in that journey. Now, she was free, her own woman, a lone Nomad on the path to greater things.  
 
    ‘Anastasia, everyone’s ready,’ said a voice from behind her.  
 
    Anastasia turned and looked back at the figure in the shadows of the dimly lit apartment. She was slim with dreadlocks and wore far too much ripped denim for Anastasia’s tastes. Her name was Tacita, and like Anastasia had been, she was a former member of Yasmin’s Black Knights Coven, who she had convinced to join her in her split from their former master.  
 
    There were several other Knights, who, like her, had flocked to Anastasia’s banner in the last days of Yasmin’s life, and they were apparently all waiting for her. So, not entirely alone, not yet, at least.  
 
    She was in two minds about her fellow Black Knights. Part of her wanted to leave them here. Let the Arcadians find them, hunt them down, and kill them like they had done with so many other parts of Yasmin’s operation. But she had made a promise.  
 
    It was part of being a Nomad, she guessed, to be suspicious of everyone else. The Nomads practised a “power through strength” philosophy, with only the strongest and most cunning Nomads staying in power. The weaker ones were routinely challenged and killed, but this often led to distrust and suspicion. An unfortunate but inevitable side effect of their faction.  
 
    She had some very real concerns about these Knights. With Yasmin gone, she wondered how long it would be before her leadership of them was challenged.  
 
    She had backup plans, of course, but for now, she needed to walk a line.  
 
    ‘Very well,’ Anastasia said to Tacita and returned to looking out the window as another Dragon swooped past, diving towards the city. They were majestic creatures of great power and great potential. A key ally of the Nomads of the Crux. She’d known they were coming. She’d heard tell of a plan, a scheme by the Archons that somehow involved the Dragons. The rumours she’d heard had been light on details, but she’d made some guesses, and when Yasmin had freed the Archons, she had a suspicion that Yasmin had actually been played. The manipulation of the Archons was subtle, and not without sacrifice, but the whispers she’d heard while in deep space matched up with events back on Earth.  
 
    When the Archons had been freed, Anastasia put her plan into action, and with Yasmin’s erratic behaviour, it hadn’t taken much to bring most of the Coven over to her side.  
 
    She’d waited patiently since for the Dragons to arrive.  
 
    They were here now, though, and the fight had begun, and she couldn’t stay on Earth any longer. She needed to follow the battle and leave Earth behind. This attack by the Dragons would make a perfect distraction and cover for her as she left. The chaos the Dragon attack created would make it that bit easier to leave Earth undetected and get to where she wanted to go.  
 
    Well, she hoped anyway.  
 
    Anastasia rose from her chair and crossed the room to the door Tacita had used. Walking into the corridor beyond, she approached a door part way along and paused outside of it.  
 
    She knew who was inside. But knowing made it slightly worse. Lyka, the ancient Scion, was in here. Their alliance had been temporary, forged in the midst of Anastasia’s chaotic defection from Yasmin. An alliance of convenience, but one that had been very useful. She had expected the Scion to move on and go her own way, but Lyka had stuck with her and was keen to follow her to the stars.  
 
    Anastasia could feel the concentration of Essentia on the other side of the door, which was slightly open, revealing a couple of fleshy tendrils gently pulsating on the floor in the room.  
 
    Anastasia pushed the door open to reveal the shadowy interior, and Lyka sitting in the middle of the room on a chair. Lyka herself looked like some kind of monster. Her greyish skin covered in ridges and strange patterns that looked like something from an H. R. Giger illustration.  
 
    Tendrils and tentacles, maybe fifty or more, sprouted from all parts of her body to reach across the room and crawl up the walls and across the ceiling and floor. She sat there with her head hung low, as if she were asleep, but Anastasia knew that appearances could be deceptive and that Lyka, even though she had not moved or shown any indication that she knew Anastasia was there, would be well aware of her surroundings.  
 
    ‘It’s time,’ Anastasia whispered. She wasn’t sure why she’d said it so quietly, other than because of her slight fear of the creature.  
 
    Lyka’s head lifted up and her eyes opened. ‘I know.’ 
 
    Anastasia took a step back. ‘Very well.’ 
 
    Lyka stood slowly, her tendrils stretching up to her and peeling from the walls and floor as she moved until they all pulled themselves free, whipped back into her body and disappeared. All apart from a few on her back what undulated slowly, like snakes ready to strike.  
 
    ‘This way,’ Anastasia said, and moved away from the room with Lyka behind her. She walked down the corridor to another doorway and stepped through it into another room. Tacita waited for her, standing beside a Portal that looked like a shimmering black hole, streaked through with purple, in the fabric of reality.  
 
    ‘Lead the way,’ Anastasia said to Tacita, who nodded once and stepped into the Portal. Anastasia followed and walked into the Portal, feeling its Magical energies ripple through her as she went and appeared in her Null Realm. The Realm was small compared to some, but easily big enough for her needs. She appeared in what looked like a modern, minimalist hallway in a house with various doors leading off from it. At the far end of the space, double doors stood open, revealing a vast space, like an aircraft hanger, on the far side. Anastasia strode confidently through the doors with Lyka close behind her and looked up at the Dark Star.  
 
    This gleaming black Aether ship stood in the hanger, reaching from end to end and wall to wall. It was a sleek, futuristic ship that had an aerodynamic feel to it. Ahead of her, the main loading ramp stood open, with the rest of the Black Knights standing before it.  
 
    Tacita was approaching them as they looked back at her. Anastasia spotted Veronique, Error, Spirit, Danette, Ludvig, Atticus, and Scralex waiting for her. Scralex stood slightly separate from the others. She, like Anastasia, had been working away from Earth and wasn’t as close to the other Knights. She was closer to Anastasia than the others and was the one member who Anastasia felt she could kind of trust.  
 
    She wondered how things might have been during these last few months if Lyka had not stayed with them. Lyka was powerful and something of an unknown and was probably a factor in the lack of attacks against her for the leadership of the group.  
 
    ‘The time has come, my friends, the time has come. If you would please board the ship, we’ll get underway.’ 
 
    There was some vague movement towards the ship, but something wasn’t quite right. Then Atticus, once of Yasmin's old guard, stepped forward.  
 
    ‘I can’t let you do this, Ana,’ he challenged her. His Aegis was up and glowing brightly in her Aetheric Sight. Atticus was a competent Master Magus, and more powerful than Anastasia was. She wasn’t entirely surprised. She’d figured that this moment, of leaving Earth behind, would be a fairly significant moment. A point of no return. If there were going to be a challenge to her leadership, now would be the time, and Atticus was perhaps the most likely candidate to lead it. She noticed a few of the others backing him up, but not all.  
 
    ‘We’re running away,’ he continued. ‘Leaving Earth behind like this is not the right thing to do.’ 
 
    ‘I disagree, but you’re free to leave,’ she said, wondering if he might just walk away.  
 
    ‘I can’t do that, and I can’t let you lead the others on this fool's errand. It stops here…’ Tentacles of flesh flew past her and grabbed Atticus, whipping him off his feet and throwing him to Anastasia’s left. Lyka flew at him, Essentia flying as she hammered his Aegis with Magical attacks of her own while her powerful tendrils grabbed him and slammed him into the wall and floor. For a moment, it felt like Atticus was just letting her attack unchallenged as Lyka erected an Aegis around them to keep Atticus from escaping and others from interfering.  
 
    Atticus Ported from Lyka’s grip, but stayed within the Aegis as he attacked her back, but Lyka was ready for him and continued her unrelenting assault. It was utter chaos in that bubble of energy, but it was only brief, and in less than half a minute, it was over.  
 
    The shield surrounding them dropped, leaving Lyka standing above the dismembered body of Atticus, who was now little more than a bloody stain on the floor.  
 
    Lyka looked up and eyed the Magi who had backed him up. They seemed very sheepish, and quickly looked away and moved into the ship.  
 
    Anastasia smiled. It was during moments like this that she was very glad to have Lyka on her side. She doubted she would have survived that challenge without Lyka, and it was this lack of power that bothered her more than anything else.  
 
    Amanda was hunting her, which wasn’t surprising. She and the other Nomads with her were the last remaining remnant of Yasmin’s Coven, so it was only logical that Amanda would be after her. But Amanda was powerful. Much more powerful than Anastasia was, and that would be a problem.  
 
    But it might be that this attack by the Dragons would provide her with an opportunity to change all that if things went to plan. She wouldn’t find that out standing here, though.  
 
    ‘Okay, show’s over. If you’re coming with me, now’s the time to get on the ship. If not, that’s fine. I couldn’t give a shit. Good luck staying hidden from the Council, though.’ With that, Anastasia walked up the ramp and into the ship. Lyka and Scralex followed her without delay, while the others were a little slower to join her.  
 
    With everyone aboard, Anastasia closed the ramp and made her way up to the bridge, reaching out with her mind to connect with the ship's core. By the time she was reclined in the captain's chair, the ship was humming nicely and ready to go.  
 
    Anastasia powered up the Flux Drive and focused it on shifting from the Null Realm back to the Material Realm, choosing their exit point carefully.  
 
    Around them, visible through the main viewer, the scene outside the ship changed from the hanger bay to high Earth orbit with the planet off to the left side of the viewer. In the distance, high above New York, Anastasia watched the Dragons fly up, away from Earth before Gating out and disappearing. With a quick thought, the view zoomed in, and a small Aetheric Craft came into view. It seemed to be chasing the Dragons away from Earth, firing at them, but it didn’t seem to be doing them a lot of damage.  
 
    Anastasia recognised the ship, though, and stared at it with a frown.  
 
    ‘Amanda,’ she muttered under her breath.  
 
    She found herself lost in the moment, staring at the ship before she shook her head and silently cursed at herself.  
 
    Becoming obsessed with revenge was Yasmin’s mistake, she would not make the same one. Amanda was just another in a long list of Arcadian Magi who had been thorns in her side, and there would no doubt be more in the years to come.  
 
    Amanda would get what was coming to her in due course, but she would not be going out of her way to hunt Amanda down. If Amanda left her well enough alone, their paths might never cross again… 
 
    Yeah right, she thought, who am I kidding? 
 
   
  
 



Ultima Thule 
 
    Enceladus, Saturn 
 
      
 
    ~Ultima Thule?~ Shaun asked through the Link Amanda had with him.  
 
    ~That’s right; looks like they’re under attack by the same people. I’ve no idea if it’s the Dragons who just left Earth or a splinter group, but I’m heading out to Saturn now,~ Amanda explained.  
 
    ~Okay, good luck,~ Shaun replied and closed the Link.  
 
    ‘What’s up now?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘Dragons have attacked Ultima Thule as well,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘What’s Ultima Thule?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘You’ve never heard of it?’ 
 
    ‘Should I have?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it is the seat of the Magi Council. Where they meet and work,’ Amanda explained.  
 
    ‘Okay. So, an important place, then,’ Valerya stated.  
 
    ‘For the Magi of Earth, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like your version of the Nexus.’ 
 
    ‘Or the Nexus is your version of the Magi Council?’ Amanda challenged.  
 
    Valerya shrugged. ‘If you like.’ 
 
    Amanda sat back and smiled. ‘I think the Nexus came first, though, by a few thousand years at least. The Council’s not even two thousand years old,’ she said as she put the Arkady on an approach course to Ultima Thule.  
 
    ‘So, where is this Ultima Thule?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘It’s on Enceladus, one of the moons of Saturn.’ 
 
    ‘Aaah, so you Earth Magi have explored your system a bit, then?’ 
 
    ‘We have. I think there are other settlements dotted around the solar system, but I’ve only been to Ultima Thule and Sol Prime.’ 
 
    ‘Now, I’ve heard of Sol Prime. The Ormond Dynasty, right? They run the Sol Protectorate?’ 
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder what happened there, then? Isn’t the Protectorate meant to defend and protect Earth from this kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘They are…’ Amanda said, wondering if they had been assaulted as well. 
 
    ‘Maybe they’ve been compromised,’ Valerya wondered out loud.  
 
    ‘Or attacked,’ Amanda added. ‘This was well-coordinated, and with that many Dragons, why wasn’t this noticed by the Nexus?’ 
 
    Valerya sat back in her chair, which she’d swivelled around so she could talk to Amanda. ‘Politics. Complacency. Hubris. Take your pick. The Dynasties, and by extension, the Nexus, has been dismissing the Crux for millennia. They don’t see them as a threat anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? I mean, they clearly are,’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘You know that and so do I. I’ve been living in Crux space and watching them rebuild for as long as I can remember. I gave up trying to convince the Nexus that I needed support a long time ago. They’re just not interested. They’re too consumed with their own territories and petty squabbles. Meanwhile, the Crux withdrew and rebuilt. I knew they were up to something. I knew they had a goal in mind. Maybe this is it?’ 
 
    ‘Freeing the Archons?’ 
 
    ‘Joining forces with them. I’m fairly sure they want the same things.’ 
 
    ‘Domination over humanity?’ 
 
    Valerya smiled and nodded.  
 
    ‘So, what’s the relationship between the Crux, the Dragons, and the Nomads?’ Amanda asked. 
 
    ‘The Nomads who serve the Crux are known as the Corpus Nomadica. The Crux are like gods to them, I guess? They serve them in return for power.’ 
 
    ‘And the Dragons?’ 
 
    ‘Created and bred by the Crux.’ 
 
    Amanda sat back. ‘That sounds like the Archons and their relationship with the Scions and Nomads on Earth. The Archons are each responsible for creating a lineage of Scions, a bloodline, such as the vampires or werewolves,’ Amanda explained.  
 
    ‘Like the Dragons.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like the Dragons are basically Scions, which makes sense. Earth’s Nomads, however, served the Archons in return for power. The Archons were able to communicate with the Nomads from their Aetheric prison and grant them greater Magical power by pursuing the Archon’s goals.’ 
 
    ‘Death, destruction, corruption, the usual?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. As far as we understood it, when people were killed in the name of the Archons, the Anima of those sacrificed people went to them. The Archons ate those souls, making them stronger and waking them from their enforced slumber. Plus, I think they were trying to prepare the Earth for their return.’ 
 
    ‘Except, they haven’t stayed on Earth.’ 
 
    ‘Looks that way. Although, I only really saw one of them leave Earth. But I am willing to bet that Lilitu wasn’t the only one who caught a ride from the Dragons.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think the Crux and the Archons are basically the same things?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘I think they’re similar at the very least, and they could not have pulled this off without the help of the Crux, which means they’ve been talking to each other for a while.’ 
 
    ‘They’re reinforcements…’ Valerya muttered.  
 
    ‘Were some of the Crux killed?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘A long time ago, yes. They came out of nowhere with a burning hatred for the Magi. They sewed corruption and propaganda amongst the Magi and plunged the galaxy into war. A war which they ultimately lost. We killed most of the Crux and the remaining few fled deep into the core of the galaxy where they stayed, slowly consolidating their power, building their resources back up again, breeding more Dragons and no doubt infiltrating the Dynasties and Nexus. I dread to think how far the Crux has wormed their way into the halls of power.’ 
 
    ‘This feels like the start of something big. The first move in a greater game,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘I’ve suspected as much for a long time. Seeing this play out today and learning what’s happened on Earth just confirms my suspicions,’ Valerya agreed.  
 
    Amanda sat back and thought through the events of the last day and what this might mean. She’d been hunting these Archons for months. Tracking them down until today when she finally found one of them, only to have her slip through her fingers.  
 
    She couldn’t pretend she was happy about that, even if the Archon in question apparently let Amanda find her. 
 
    But the Archon’s had left Earth behind and moved off into the stars. On the one hand, this was good. The direct threat to Earth was over and providing the Arcanum could clean up after this Dragon attack, and somehow stop it from becoming general knowledge, then maybe Earth could continue as it had done for millennia.  
 
    But maybe not. Deep down, she knew something had changed. The conflict had shifted, and it would never be the same again. She also knew that the Archons weren’t finished with humanity, not by a long shot. The only thing that had really changed was the scope of their plans for humanity. The Archons were no longer satisfied with enslaving only the people of Earth. They were now aware of the vast interstellar community of humans, Magi and Riven alike, that were spread through the galaxy unknown to the people of Earth.  
 
    This was just too tempting for the Archons.  
 
    Earth, even as isolated as it is, was still located deep in the heart of the Nexus, and should the Nexus fall to the Archons, then Earth would fall as well. It might not be aware of the Magi or the Nexus, but Earth was part of it whether it liked it or not.  
 
    Following the release of the Archons, Amanda had dedicated her life to hunting them down. She had promised her mother she would see this goal through, but things had just become a lot more complicated.  
 
    Amanda looked down at her two guests, Valerya and Aris. ‘So, tell me a little about yourselves.’ Amanda asked. ‘We’ve been thrown together, and I don’t feel like I know you at all.’ 
 
    ‘And us you,’ Valerya commented.  
 
    ‘That’s true,’ Amanda said. ‘What would you like to know?’ 
 
    Valerya shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Um, so your name’s Amanda, right?’ 
 
    ‘Amanda-Jane Page, yes.’ 
 
    ‘So, what do you do, Amanda-Jane?’ 
 
    ‘Err, that’s a good question. Well, I guess I’m an Arcadian Magi, and I’ve been hunting the Archons ever since they were released from their prison in the Aetheric Realm.’ 
 
    ‘A noble cause. So, what happened with that? I wasn’t really aware of these Archons before, or this prison they were in.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘I guess they weren’t really a concern for the Magi beyond Earth before today. Well, they sound very much like the Crux you mentioned. They’re ancient and powerful creatures. Dark gods, basically, that the Nomads served and, in some cases, worshipped. They were imprisoned deep in the Aetheric Realm millennia ago by a being known as the Demiurge.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not heard of the Demiurge either. Is he another Archon?’ 
 
    ‘No, something different. I honestly don’t know much about him other than his name and that he came to Earth and saw the Archons ruling humanity with an iron fist. He didn’t like what he saw and banished the Archons to the spirit world. He put a barrier around the Aetheric Realm of Earth, stopping the Magi from crossing into the Aetheric, probably so that we wouldn’t go and try to free them before he left.’ 
 
    ‘Aaah, I knew about the Earth’s barrier around the Aetheric Realm, but not how it had been created,’ Valerya commented.  
 
    ‘Well, it’s not there anymore. A Nomad called Yasmin built up enough power and knowledge to travel into the Abyss and free the Archons, which in turn destroyed the barrier. I’ve been hunting the Archons ever since,’ she said, choosing not to go into the whole thing with her mother. The story was complicated enough as it was without adding in all that stuff. Besides, that was a little more personal and not general knowledge. She’d only just met these two, so that story could wait.  
 
    ‘Personal vendetta?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘Something like that. I guess I feel a little responsible for releasing the Archons.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I was hunting Yasmin at the time, trying to stop her, but I just wasn’t quick enough. She was always one step ahead of me.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Valerya replied.  
 
    She wasn’t lying. She did feel a little responsible for the events that led up to the release of the Archons, but there were all kinds of reasons why things had played out the way they had, and she had come to terms with most of it.  
 
    Even so, between her failure to stop Yasmin and her promise to her mother to hunt these Archons down, she was not about to give up now just because they had taken to the stars.  
 
    ‘So, how far have you travelled, then? Out here in space, I mean,’ Valerya asked.  
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘Did you not expect an Earth Magi to own an Aetheric Craft?’ 
 
    ‘It was something of a surprise, yes. The Nexus Magi opinion of Earth is less than favourable.’ 
 
    ‘I’d heard that. We’re seen as a little backwards and behind, right? A backwater.’ 
 
    ‘Something like that, yes.  
 
    ‘I’m aware of that view. I’ve travelled a bit. Mainly around my solar system, but I have visited Axia and Sirius and a few other places briefly, like Sol Prime.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, so you’ve seen a little of what’s out there.’ 
 
    ‘A little,’ Amanda smiled. ‘What about you, Valerya?’ 
 
    ‘Argent. Valerya Argent. I’ve been around for a long time. I fought in the Crux War, and when we won, I was one of the few who wanted to keep pushing. I wanted to hunt them down, but Dynasty politics took over. The Crux withdrew, disappeared into the core of the galaxy, and was forgotten by most of the Nexus as they returned to bickering over territory. I couldn’t let it go, though. I knew they would be back one day, even if it took them hundreds or thousands of years. I found them eventually. Discovered the small area of space they called their own and watched. Around seven hundred years ago, I noticed an uptick in their build up. Something had happened, but I didn’t know what. Whatever it was, it got them focused and preparing again. I tried to warn the Nexus, but no one listened to me, no one took it seriously.’ 
 
    ‘I did,’ Aris commented.  
 
    ‘Alright, sure. Yes, you did, but those who did listen were few and far between. Most of the Nexus and Dynasty officials were not interested. I’ve got informants throughout Crux space, but they’ve been disappearing as well. One of them came to me and told me about the flight of Dragons heading to the Earth, so I came as quick as I could.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded to Valerya, and then looked over at Aris. ‘And what’s your story?’ 
 
    ‘I was a soldier within the Axia Foundation. Special Forces. I heard Valerya’s story and wanted to help. I wanted to fight the Crux, so I joined her crew.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it? You just wanted to kick some arse?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘I’m a simple man with simple tastes,’ Aris answered her with a slight smile.  
 
    ‘Aren’t all men?’ Amanda answered with a smirk. 
 
    Aris raised an eyebrow, and Valerya let out a brief laugh.  
 
    ‘I agree with you, though,’ Valerya said. ‘The Crux has been building up for something. This was part of it, but I think you’re right, this is just the start. The opening gambit.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think they want war?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘I think they want power, and I think they will do whatever it takes to get it. Open warfare? Maybe. I think they might be wary of that, though. At least, at first. They lost the last time around remember. It was a long time ago, but there’s plenty of people around who were alive back then and still remember it.’ 
 
    ‘You think they will be more subtle?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Valerya answered, not offering much else.  
 
    ‘There was nothing subtle about this attack on Earth.’ 
 
    ‘No, there wasn’t, but perhaps they think they’ll get away with this? No one cares about Earth. It’s just kind of… there.’ 
 
    Amanda frowned. She didn’t like the idea that the Nexus didn’t care about Earth. The thought didn’t sit well with her. She wondered if she might be able to do something about that one day. A moment later, a proximity alarm went off. 
 
    ‘We’re approaching Enceladus,’ Amanda said. ‘Valerya, can you take her in?’ 
 
    The woman in black turned back to her console. ‘On it.’ 
 
    ‘Ready with weapons Aris,’ Amanda called out. ‘Let’s give these Dragons a surprise.’ 
 
    ‘Way ahead of you,’ he answered as the ship boosted around the planet, slowing as it followed a curved trajectory and approached the south polar regions of the icy moon. As they neared the celestial body, they could clearly make out the geysers that were always erupting from the surface, and then in the distance, the large gothic edifice of Ultima Thule rose up from the landscape. Amanda quickly made out several fires burning through the building, but most obvious of all was the colossal Void Dragon perched atop the taller spires.  
 
    Using a second set of senses that allowed her to look all around, Amanda scanned the landscape and the inky black space above, but saw no more of the creatures. Amanda felt slightly surprised there was only one of them, but then, they probably had a better chance against just a single opponent.  
 
    Amanda focused on the creature and summoned her Magic, imparting her intentions to hurt it on the energy around her.  
 
    Essentia flew out from her followed by several snaps of lightning that crossed the void between them and smashed into the Dragon. The creature roared and leapt from the castle as the ship fired. Particle and electron beams flashed, crashing into the beast as it beat its vast wings.  
 
    A gout of fire rushed from the mouth of the beast towards the Arkady as it approached the castle. Valerya jinked the ship right, skirting the edge of the Magical fire that played over the ship's shields, damaging them but not seriously. Turning back towards the castle, the Arkady swung around it as the ship’s beams found their target once more, catching the Dragon as it rose into the air, its Aegis flaring in Amanda’s Aetheric Sight.  
 
    Amanda concentrated again and threw more Magical attacks at it, causing the beast to roar as it tried to get away. As she watched, the Dragon wasn’t even retaliating any more, and after another moment, the now familiar sight of a Wyrm Hole flared into life before it, and the Dragon Gated out, disappearing into nothing.  
 
    ‘That was easy,’ Valerya commented, sounding a little perplexed. ‘The way you said this place was being attacked, it sounded like there would be more than one of them.’ 
 
    ‘I was thinking the same,’ Amanda said. Wondering what was going on, she focused on her Link with Trevelyan and sent an alert pulse through to him. The Link opened.  
 
    ~Amanda, you made it. Sorry you missed the excitement.~ 
 
    ~We just chased off one of the Dragons. Was there more?~ 
 
    ~There was, but all but that one had left already; we’re just chasing down the last few Nomads and Riven in the building.~ 
 
    ~We’ll come and land a hand.~ 
 
    ~Thank you,~ he answered.  
 
    ‘Looks like we missed the main attack,’ Amanda explained, addressing her companions.  
 
    ‘I’d guessed,’ Valerya answered.  
 
    ‘Set her down here, we’ll go inside. Sounds like there might still be some Nomads on site.’ Amanda suggested, marking a landing pad on the viewer with a thought and watched Valerya manoeuvre the ship down. Amanda smiled. She was an excellent pilot. Impressive, actually, she thought. It hadn’t escaped Amanda’s notice that she also had a personal Aegis and there was a certain amount of inherent Essentia inside of her as well. She wasn’t a Magus, that much was clear, but maybe she was a Scion? Either that or she’d been enhanced somehow, and not just cybernetically.  
 
    Amanda had already noticed the metals and other non-organic materials that were implanted in Valerya’s body. It had been strengthened in several ways, such as toughened bones and muscles. There was the gun embedded in her arm, and there were millions of nanomachines filtering throughout her body and bloodstream. It was fascinating to see.  
 
    The ship landed smoothly, and within moments, Amanda had led her two companions down the ramp and was marching over towards the entrance of the castle.  
 
    ~We’ve landed, we’re coming in,~ Amanda sent through the Link to Trevelyan.  
 
    ~I saw. Careful, I think there’s a Nomad in that area. We’re dealing with a couple elsewhere, but we’ll come to you soon. Watch your step.~ 
 
    ~We will,~ she answered as they reached the entrance and started to move inside. Glancing back, Amanda saw that Valerya’s implanted gun was already sticking out of her forearm, its barrel extended. Next to her, Aris carried the same huge railgun he’d been using earlier. Sparks of electricity arced between its rails.  
 
    ‘Let me Link with you,’ Amanda whispered.  
 
    Both nodded, so Amanda reached out and sent a pulse of Essentia into their minds, and after a moment, the Link opened between them all.  
 
    ~Can you hear me okay?~ Amanda sent to them.  
 
    ~Loud and clear,~ Valerya answered.  
 
    ~Copy that,~ Aris added.  
 
    ~We have a Nomad around here somewhere, so be on the lookout.~ 
 
    They both nodded to her and followed, their eyes peering into the shadows of the building. Amanda led the way, moving into the corridor beyond the entrance and creeping along it, keeping to the walls and watching for any signs of life. Doorways and hallways led off on either side of the corridor, disappearing into darkness. Scorch marks on the walls and a few bits of debris on the floor spoke of some fighting that had occurred around here.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ called out a voice from behind them.  
 
    Amanda spun. Her companions did the same and saw a man with a gun that she didn’t recognise. The gun didn’t look like anything she’d seen before, and when a couple more people stepped into the corridor as well, Amanda felt as sure as she could that these guys were not supposed to be here.  
 
    ~Bad guys?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    Amanda saw that one of the group was glowing, marking him as a Nomad, but the others, while they did have items on them that were glowing, they were not Magi, they were just Riven.  
 
    ‘Kill them,’ shouted the Magus to his Riven companions. 
 
    ~There’s your answer. I’ll take the Magus,~ Amanda said and picked him out with a snap of lightning that lashed out from her hand. It hit the Magus in his chest while two more Riven stepped around the corner, also armed.  
 
    There were five in total, but only one of them was a Magus.  
 
    The Nomad flew backwards and crunched to the floor. With a thought, Amanda Ported to the other side of the group and appeared next to the Nomad as beam fire rang out between the Riven and her two companions. The Nomad jumped to his feet and looked up in slight surprise to see Amanda right next to him.  
 
    Essentia surged around him as he sent a kinetic ram at her that smashed into her Aegis, making her stagger back.  
 
    ‘Not bad,’ she muttered before she gathered her own Magic to her and hit him again, not holding anything back. Essentia strikes, bolts of lightning, and more hit the Aegis of the Magus. He was apparently a capable Nomad, but he wasn’t a match for her.  
 
    His Aegis quickly faltered and then collapsed part way through Amanda’s attack, leaving him defenceless against the massive amounts of energy that Amanda was throwing at him. His enhanced body and the armour he wore protected him for a moment, but her onslaught burnt through those as well and reduced the man to a smoking ruin in moments.  
 
    Turning, she looked up to see Valerya and Aris putting down the last of the Riven with extreme prejudice, and found the fight was over mere seconds after it had started.  
 
    ‘Good work,’ Amanda said, impressed with their fighting skills. ‘You know what you’re doing in a fight.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve had to live in hostile territory for a long time; you don’t do that and not learn how to defend yourself. These were Void Riders, by the way,’ Valerya answered.  
 
    ‘They’re the Nomads who ride the Dragons, right?’ 
 
    ‘Correct. They’re a formidable force made from Nomads and a huge force of Riven as well. I don’t know these guys specifically, but I recognise their armour and weapons.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s see if there’s any more,’ Aris added.  
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘This way,’ she said, and led them through the corridor and out into a large atrium at the end. There were more bodies on the floor in here. Some of them looked untouched, others bore scorch marks from weapons fire while a few had been reduced to little more than charred remains. There’d been some intense fighting in here.  
 
    As they wandered in, Essentia flared in the middle of the room. Amanda paused and readied her Magic, but relaxed when she saw it was Trevelyan.  
 
    ~Stand down, guys, this is Trevelyan; he’s on our side,~ she sent through the Link.  
 
    ‘Amanda, glad you could join us. You didn’t have any trouble, did you?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing we couldn’t handle,’ she replied with a smile, hugging him briefly in greeting.  
 
    ‘Who’re your friends?’ Trevelyan asked.  
 
    ‘This is Valerya and Aris, they tracked the Dragons here. They’re from the Nexus,’ she explained.  
 
    ‘The Nexus? Glad to see they’re getting involved with this finally,’ Trevelyan replied. ‘Glad to have you with us.’ 
 
    ‘Well, they’re not exactly here on behalf of the Nexus,’ Amanda explained.  
 
    ‘Oh, I see. I can’t say I’m surprised. Well, glad to have you with us anyway.’ 
 
    Valerya and Aris didn’t answer, they just smiled and nodded their thanks, when Essentia flared again, and another Magus appeared from thin air. She was a slim woman with sharp cheekbones and a striking appearance. She wore her bright blonde hair short, barely an inch long at its longest, and wore dark clothing consisting of a black coat tied at her waist and boots.  
 
    Amanda recognised her right away. ‘Crystal?’  
 
    Crystal smiled. ‘Amanda, good to see you again, despite the circumstances of the day.’ 
 
    ‘What are you doing here? I thought you’d left Earth?’ 
 
    ‘We have, but the Sentinels did not go far. We’ve set up on Sol Prime.’ 
 
    ‘So, your mission still stands?’ 
 
    ‘The Sentinels will always be here to protect humanity, we just couldn’t stay in the Abyss any more, not with the Archon’s no longer being there. A prison without inmates has no need for jailers.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘So, you heard about the Dragon attack?’ 
 
    ‘They attacked Sol Prime first. It was a diversionary tactic, and we detected that the main force was heading in-system. We warned the Arcanum and sent a force in to back them up.’ 
 
    ‘That’s how the Arcanum knew about the attack before it happened,’ Amanda commented.  
 
    ‘I came here, guessing that Thule would also be a target — correctly, as it turned out — and I’ve received word from Earth that New York has been contained. It looks like we survived this one,’ Crystal said.  
 
    ‘Are those reports accurate?’ Trevelyan asked Amanda. ‘How is New York?’ 
 
    ‘It will recover, and I think I know the reason for the attack.’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ Trevelyan asked, with Crystal beside him looking equally interested.  
 
    ‘They came here to liberate the Archons. I was with Lilitu when the attack happened. I’d tracked her down and had gone to confront her when the Dragons appeared. She leapt onto one and flew away. Plus, I encountered a Nomad who pretty much admitted helping to set this up. She gloated about it and seemed to confirm my suspicions.’ 
 
    ‘Shit,’ Crystal cursed. ‘That’s not good.’ 
 
    ‘We think they’re joining forces with the Crux,’ Valerya added.  
 
    ‘But of course,’ Crystal muttered. ‘Makes perfect sense. Why conquer just one planet when they’re thousands out there?’ 
 
    ‘I’m calling a Council meeting now, we need to decide what we’re going to do about this,’ Trevelyan said. ‘You will attend, I hope?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, when?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Right now. After the attack on Earth, they’ll be expecting one anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Amanda answered.  
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    Trevelyan called the meeting through a series of telepathic messages over the next few moments. He backed off while he concentrated and left Amanda with Crystal, Valerya, and Aris.  
 
    ‘I’m glad to see that the Council of Earth is taking this seriously,’ Valerya commented. ‘Makes a refreshing change to the way the Nexus has reacted to me.’ 
 
    ‘Did none of them take your warnings seriously? Were they all dismissive?’ 
 
    Valerya pressed her lips together into a thin line as she frowned and considered the question.  
 
    ‘You see, when you speak with the Nexus, you’re speaking with ambassadors. Envoys from the Dynasties and they often can’t make decisions on their own, and my message probably gets a little lost in translation by the time it gets back to the Dynasties. But, yes, I have had a few productive talks with some of the Dynasties when I speak with them directly. I’ve even had a little help sent my way in the past, but, on the whole, no. It’s a lost cause, generally, and I’m usually mocked for it.’ 
 
    ‘But then, you have not had an all-out assault on the Nexus by a hoard of Dragons, have you?’ 
 
    ‘No, I guess not,’ Valerya said. ‘But I also don’t want it to get to that stage before we act. If it does, then we’re too late.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, guys, if you’ll follow me,’ Trevelyan said and waved them over before he led them across the atrium. ‘We’ll be starting in a few minutes.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think will come of this?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘Hopefully, something substantive,’ Amanda answered. She wondered about that, too. She hoped that the Council would be in one mind about this and not get bogged down in politics. But as for a way forward, she really wasn’t sure.  
 
    ‘And you? What are you going to do?’ Valerya asked. 
 
    ‘Erm…’ Amanda muttered and realised she’d not really thought about it in any great detail. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said, as she ran through the situation in her head.  
 
    The Archons had been released from their aeon’s old prison, and she had pledged herself to hunting them down. But now, they had apparently left Earth behind and were heading into space, deep into the galaxy, presumably to prepare for war. Earth had a lucky escape this time, but what about next time? If the Crux came calling and launched a planet-wide assault, would the Earth survive? What about the rest of humanity? Earth was one thing, but compared to the trillions and trillions of humans spread over the lightyears of space surrounding Sol, Earth was a tiny fraction of a percentage of the entire human race.  
 
    And they deserved life as much as she did.  
 
    ‘I guess, if the Nexus falls, then Earth won’t be far behind…’ Amanda stated.  
 
    ‘That would be my assumption,’ Valerya replied.  
 
    ‘I thought as much,’ Amanda answered as Trevelyan led them into a room down a corridor. It was a large conference room with a long central table surrounded by chairs. Trevelyan waved towards them as he led them in. ‘Do take a seat,’ he said.  
 
    As they filed in, Essentia flared in the room, and more Magi abruptly appeared out of thin air. They moved to take a seat as they greeted some of the others. Amanda smiled and nodded to them as they looked in her direction and noted the looks of interest as they noticed her companions and Crystal.  
 
    ‘Thank you for coming, everyone, please, if you can take a seat, we have urgent business to take care of. I take it everyone here is okay and wasn’t hurt too badly during the attack?’  
 
    There were some muttered answers around the table, as well as a couple of good-natured jokes before people settled.  
 
    ‘Okay, we’re starting to get a clearer idea of what actually happened here and elsewhere in the solar system, including what happened on Earth, and the possible motives behind it. So, to get everyone up to speed, Amanda, you were in New York during the attack, can you relate your experiences to the Council, please?’ 
 
    Amanda nodded and rose from her chair. It wasn’t the first time she had stood before this Council, including recently reporting on her hunt for the Archons, so in many ways, this was just an update on that mission.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ she said, and stood to address the table as Trevelyan sat. ‘I was in New York at the time of the attack, as Trevelyan said. I was following up a lead on the Archon Lilitu at the time and had actually managed to find her and confront her when the first Dragons attacked. In fact, Lilitu intimated that she planned for me to be there, knew the attack was coming, and seemed genuinely pleased when it did arrive.  
 
    ‘Lilitu herself actually jumped off a building to land on one of the Dragons, which quickly flew off while another Dragon attacked us. We fought it off and shortly after that, I encountered a Nomad Magus who claimed to both want revenge on me and that she had helped arrange this assault. Later, an Aetheric Craft that was fighting the Dragons was brought down near my house. Valerya and Aris here were on that ship, and I assisted them in fighting off the Dragon that had attacked them. It wasn’t long before the Dragons withdrew, though, and left Earth behind, which was when I heard about the attack here, and we came to assist.’ 
 
    ‘What was your impression of the attack? Was it well coordinated?’ Trevelyan asked. 
 
    ‘Despite the chaos on the streets and during the fighting itself, I think the attack was very well coordinated. This had been planned well in advance. The attack here at the same time as the one on Earth corroborates that, I feel.’ 
 
    ‘They attacked Sol Prime, too, also at the same time,’ Crystal added.  
 
    Amanda nodded.  
 
    ‘I was unaware that the Sentinels were involved,’ stated Bran, another of the Councillors.  
 
    ‘We had relocated to Sol Prime following the Archons’ escape,’ Crystal explained. ‘Our mission to protecting humanity from the influence of the Magi and the supernatural has not changed, and we can still continue this mission from Prime. We’re not abandoning you yet. But, to return to the point, Prime was attacked shortly before Earth and Thule, so we were able to use Portals and Porting to get to Earth before the Dragons and alert the Arcanum. As of now, the flow of media from the New York area is contained, the damage to the buildings fixed, for the most part, and the minds of the majority of Riven have been altered. They believe it was a terrorist attack, and the Arcanum will provide the US government with suspects and see that through. As always, the cover-up will not be one hundred percent effective, and there will be those on whom the Magic did not work, but we’re confident they will be considered crackpot conspiracy theorists.’ 
 
    ‘I can confirm this to be the case,’ Harry Fleming of the Arcanum answered. ‘The Sentinels have been invaluable in their support of the clean up in New York. We could not have done this without them. Not as neatly, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good to hear,’ Councillor Victoria replied. ‘Perhaps, we should look at formally establishing an alliance between the Arcanum and the Sentinels?’ 
 
    ‘We would welcome discussions,’ Harry answered, looking over at Crystal.  
 
    ‘We’ll talk about it later,’ Crystal said.  
 
    ‘Do we know the reason for this attack?’ Councillor Kai asked.  
 
    ‘We can guess,’ Trevelyan answered and looked at Amanda. 
 
    ‘This is supposition at this point, but as I mentioned, Lilitu was taken away by one of the Dragons, and I did see other Dragons land in the city. I think the Dragons were liberating the Archons and taking them away from the Earth.’ 
 
    ‘But why?’ Councillor Abra-Melin asked. ‘Who are these people?’ 
 
    Valerya stood up beside Amanda. ‘Councillors, perhaps I can answer that. My name is Valerya Argent, and it is a pleasure to meet you. This is my first visit to Sol, and I followed the Dragons here in an attempt to aid Earth and find out what was happening. The Dragons are servants of the Crux, who created them, much like the Scions of Earth were the creations of the Archons. Like the Archons, the Crux are ancient and powerful. Millennia ago, we, the Nexus, fought the Crux and defeated them, driving them out of Nexus space. They were soon forgotten by the Nexus and the Magi Dynasties that make up the Nexus, who returned to looking inward and fighting amongst themselves. As one who saw the lingering threat of the Crux, I tracked them down and have lived in their sector of the galaxy ever since, watching them. They have been busy in the years since their defeat, rebuilding their armies, breeding their Dragons, and extending their power base. It is our belief,’ Valerya said, gesturing towards Amanda, ‘that the Archons intend to join with the Crux. To join forces. Then we believe that the Crux will turn their attention once more to humanity and the Nexus.’ 
 
    ‘You think they want war?’ Victoria asked.  
 
    ‘Perhaps. I think that will be part of it, but I also believe that the Crux will have agents throughout the Nexus. It’s possible they control or have alliances with some of the Dynasties. I believe they will spread corruption and death, make us fight each other. And when the time is right, they will swoop in.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a grim picture you paint,’ Councillor Stephen Bathory stated. ‘Who are you, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a veteran of the first war against the Crux, and I’m keen to avoid a repeat performance, if possible.’ 
 
    ‘So, what if the Crux attack the Nexus, what problem of ours is that? Good riddance, I say,’ called out Councillor Neuri.  
 
    ‘If the Crux attack the Nexus, it will be a huge problem for us,’ Amanda explained. ‘Earth is in the centre of the Nexus. The Nexus capital is Axia, although we know it better as Proxima Centurai. The Tempus Dynasty runs the Foundation, which controls the area of space around Axia and runs the meetings of the Nexus. The member Dynasties of the Nexus are arrayed around the Foundation.’ 
 
    ‘This is a little hard to follow,’ said Councillor Remus.  
 
    Amanda sighed. ‘Just like you are each a member of your own Covens or groups, and the Council is formed by you, the Nexus is an organisation with Dynasties and other groups as members. The Ambassadors of the Dynasties attend these meetings and conduct business. Look, my point is that Earth is at the heart of the Nexus, and the Nexus has been helping to protect Earth and keep it safe. If the Nexus falls, then so do we.’ 
 
    Silence fell over the room, and for a moment, Amanda felt sure she’d be able to hear a pin drop. At least, I got through to them, she thought.  
 
    ~Good work,~ Valerya said to her through their Link. 
 
    ~Thanks,~ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘Do we have any support from the Nexus or the Dynasties?’ Someone else asked. 
 
    ‘Earth,’ Valerya answered. ‘partly due to the Sentinels keeping it this way, is considered a no-go area. While not exactly quarantined, it’s not somewhere people from the Nexus visit much.’ 
 
    ‘Like a no-fly zone?’ Stephen suggested.  
 
    Valerya nodded. ‘Correct. But as Earth has developed at a much slower rate, it’s picked up something of a reputation as being a bit backwards. A primitive third-world backwater that few in the Nexus care about and even less want to visit. The only ally I would say you might have would be in the Ormond Dynasty, and possibly the Tempus Dynasty.’ 
 
    ‘And who are they?’ Victoria asked.  
 
    ‘They’re Magi families. The Tempus family is based at Axia and run the Nexus Council. The Ormons are based at Sol Prime, a Space Station on the edge of the Sol System outside the Heliopause, and they run the Sol Protectorate, the no-fly zone around Sol.’ 
 
    ‘I know Rane Ormond,’ Amanda cut in. ‘Daughter of Matriarch Ylena Ormond. I believe they would side with us and help us.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Crystal added. ‘The Sentinels have worked with the Ormond Dynasty for many centuries now. They have Earth’s best interests at heart and would probably support any action we take, as long as it doesn’t threaten them.’ 
 
    ‘Then I think the time has come,’ Trevelyan spoke up. ‘This attack has changed things, and we can no longer afford to ignore the Magi community beyond Earth. The Crux have launched an attack on Earth, and the Nexus were not there to help. So, we need to help ourselves. I think it’s time that the Magi of Earth reach out and join with the galactic community.’ 
 
    ‘And the rest of humanity? Do we show the populations of Earth that they’re not alone in the galaxy?’ Kai asked.  
 
    ‘No, at least, not yet,’ Trevelyan said.  
 
    ‘I agree,’ Amanda replied. ‘The Sentinels mission to allow humanity to develop along its own path should be honoured. The Magi community, however, needs to step up.’ 
 
    ‘I totally agree,’ Crystal added. ‘It is too soon for humanity, too soon.’ 
 
    A general noise of agreement spread around the table as others added their voice. Humanity would stay as it is.  
 
    ‘And what of the Nexus?’ Stephen asked. ‘How will this be received by them?’ 
 
    ‘They won’t like it,’ Valerya spoke up. ‘They are set in their ways, and the idea of Earth, located in the centre of Nexus space wanting to join the galactic community, will not go down well. I’m not sure of the process, though, if Earth needs to meet any criteria or anything.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll need a representative,’ Trevelyan suggested, and everyone in the room started to look at each other. ‘Someone to go to the Nexus and to open the talks with them. Someone we can trust,’ he said. Amanda looked over and saw Trevelyan looking at her with a smile, suddenly realising who he was thinking of.  
 
    ‘Me?’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘Perfect,’ Kai said.  
 
    ‘Oh, yes, good idea,’ Stephen joined in.  
 
    Others added their approving voices as well.  
 
    ‘Hey, I wasn’t volunteering,’ Amanda said, raising her voice to make sure she was heard. The noise died away a bit.  
 
    ‘Amanda, you’d be perfect. You already know more about the Nexus than anyone here. I don’t think any of us have even visited Axia before. You have, though, right?’ 
 
    ‘Once, a long time ago.’ 
 
    ‘And you know the Ormonds?’ 
 
    ‘I guess…’ 
 
    ‘You’re perfect.’ 
 
    ‘But... what about Crystal? She knows the Ormonds.’ 
 
    ‘I do, but I can’t leave Sol right now,’ Crystal answered. ‘I’m too busy with the Sentinels. I can accompany you to Sol Prime and put in a good word for you, though.’ 
 
    ‘I was planning on hunting the Archons,’ Amanda protested. ‘I don’t think I have time to be a diplomat.’ 
 
    ‘Going after the Archons, flying deep into Crux space is not a good idea. You will get yourself killed,’ Valerya explained. ‘We need to build support, we need to find out their plans and do this intelligently. If we fly in there with no support and no plan, we’re as good as dead. I’ve been monitoring the Crux for centuries, building evidence of their power base in the hope of convincing the Nexus and Dynasties to help. I think this is the perfect time to do this. I admit, I’ve not known you for long, Amanda, but I do believe you would be the best choice for leading this mission and the perfect representative of Earth’s Magi. We’ll go with you, this is our mission, too. And don’t let your guard down. I have a feeling this will be dangerous.’ 
 
    Amanda sighed where she stood and placed her palms on the table, leaning forward. She’d made her mind up just before the meeting that she would see this through. She wanted to follow the Archons and continue to pursue her quest to fight them, but Valerya was right. The Archons were supremely powerful, and flying in there on a whim would indeed be suicide, and where would that leave Earth’s Magi? 
 
    No, she needed support, she needed help. She couldn’t do this alone. Valerya was right. She felt a little out of her comfort zone, but she had been out of her comfort zone many more times before, so how was this any different? She wasn’t sure she was much of a diplomat, but she would do her best.  
 
    She had to admit, she liked the idea of Earth’s Magi moving to join the Nexus and the galactic community. Exciting times were ahead. She stood up straight again and looked over to Trevelyan.  
 
    ‘Okay, I’ll do it.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Farewell 
 
    Ultima Thule, Enceladus, Saturn. 
 
      
 
    The meeting ended and Amanda sat back in her seat, letting out a sigh of relief. Around her, some of the Councillors were chatting amongst themselves, others got up and Ported out of there with a whip-snap of displaced air. Many of them nodded or smiled at her before they left.  
 
    ‘What have I got myself into?’ Amanda muttered to no one in particular.  
 
    ‘You were the obvious choice,’ Trevelyan said, walking around to her and then perching on the edge of the table. ‘And, for what it’s worth, I have faith in you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Amanda said with a self-conscious smile.  
 
    ‘What do you think your Coven will think?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Honestly, I have no idea. I know some of them aren’t comfortable in space and didn’t like just being in orbit, so there will be some who will have no interest at all, but some might want to come…’ 
 
    ‘Do you want them to come?’ 
 
    ‘Why do you ask that?’ 
 
    ‘I get the feeling that you might want to do this alone…?’ 
 
    Amanda sighed. He was right. She was the only one in her Coven with any kind of real experience out beyond Sol, and while she had a fairly good idea who might want to come with her, and who would be good choices for the mission, they were also the same people she trusted most to keep things running here in Sol. She didn’t want to walk away from everything she had built on Earth, after all.  
 
    ‘I admit, I think that might be for the best. At least, initially. I’m not sure I want to be introducing people to the nuances of the Nexus when I’m on a sensitive mission, and I also need people here who I trust implicitly.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds reasonable to me,’ Trevelyan agreed.  
 
    Amanda nodded.  
 
    ‘Amanda,’ Crystal called out, stepping up to her. ‘Well done, and for what it’s worth, I think you will do great.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Amanda smiled.  
 
    ‘Can I expect you to travel to Sol Prime first? I think you need to meet with the Ormonds and discuss the next steps. They are sympathetic to Earth and have good links with the Nexus. I think you need to get them on-side.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds good to me,’ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘Excellent, I’ll see you there,’ Crystal replied with a smile as she walked away. Amanda watched her go for a moment. Crystal was right. Visiting the Ormonds was a good first step. It had been a while since she had seen Rane anyway, so it would be good to catch up.  
 
    ‘So, are we heading back to Earth?’ Valerya asked from her seat beside her where she had been listening to their conversation.  
 
    ‘We are,’ Amanda answered. ‘I have some friends I need to talk to,’ she said as she stood. Valerya followed her lead and got up as well. So did Aris. ‘Thank you,’ Amanda said to Trevelyan and shook his hand in farewell. Valerya and Aris also said their goodbyes. Amanda led them out of the room and started to make her way back through the castle towards the landing pad. The clean up had already begun as the corpses were no longer scattered about the room. People went about their work, Magi and Riven alike, quickly restoring the building to its former glory.  
 
    ‘Thanks for stepping up to help with this,’ Aris said to her as they walked.  
 
    ‘Yeah, thank you. With the Earth Magi’s help, it might finally be able to get the Nexus to sit up and take notice of us,’ Valerya added. 
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘No problem. I’m happy to help. I think the time is well overdue for us to join with the Nexus anyway. I just hope we can garner some support, as you mentioned.’ 
 
    ‘This will be a long and dangerous road,’ Valerya commented.  
 
    ‘I wish I could say different, but I think you’re right, and I have a feeling I’m walking into a lion's den.’ 
 
    ‘We may well be… Although, I’m unsure what a lion is…’ Valerya added. ‘At a guess, something scary?’ 
 
    Amanda laughed as they walked out onto the landing pad and up the ramp of the Arkady. ‘Make yourselves at home; there are some free cabins on the main deck. I think we’ll be spending some time on this ship for the foreseeable future,’ Amanda said, directing her two companions inside. ‘I’ll get us underway.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Valerya answered brightly while Aris nodded to her in gratitude.  
 
    Amanda watched the pair walk off down the corridor, looking into the various rooms that lined it before she turned and made her way to the bridge.  
 
    Today had spiralled wildly out of control from where it had started, she thought. Her hunt for the Archons had taken a very unexpected turn, and now she would be leaving Earth behind for who knew how long. Her head felt like it was spinning from everything that was going on.  
 
    And yet, her path was clear. The Archons, one of the biggest threats to humanity, had chosen to join with the Crux. She knew little about the Crux, but it sounded like they were as much of a threat as the Archons, if not more so.  
 
    She had chosen to hunt these Archons down. This was her mission, her choice, and maybe her destiny. She had made a promise to fight them, and if she wanted to stick to her mission and honour that promise, then there really was only one way forward, and it would mean leaving Earth behind.  
 
    She knew she couldn’t do this alone, but she also didn’t want to force her Coven to accompany her. In fact, she didn’t want them to follow her. She needed good people she could trust and rely on here in Sol, on Earth, and her Coven were the perfect people for that job. Liz, her apprentice, was more than capable of leading the Sigil Coven. Liz had come a long way since she’d taken her on and she was very much ready to take on more responsibility.  
 
    Well, now was her time.  
 
    Slipping into her seat on the bridge, she Linked her mind with the ship's core, and within moments the Arkady was boosting away from Enceladus and speeding into the dark, making for home.  
 
    Home, she thought. Earth would always be my home.  
 
    This mission would almost certainly take her far away from Earth and the Sol system, but Earth would always be here waiting for her. Or, it would if she had anything to do with it.  
 
    The threat to Earth and to humanity was clear, and I will stand tall to defend it, she thought as she sat back and tried to relax, even though there was just so much pent-up energy within her. She was excited. A little scared, too, if she were honest.  
 
    She had travelled through the solar system a lot, mainly between Earth and Saturn, and had even spent a little time further out, with Rane Ormond at Sol Prime and with her other friend Astrid at Sirius, but not much beyond that.  
 
    This, however, would be different.  
 
    ‘We picked out some rooms,’ Valerya called out as she walked onto the bridge. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Amanda said as the ship suddenly slowed and Earth shot out of the blackness, growing until just a gentle arc of one side of the planet could be seen through the viewer. The Arkady glided down and continued to sail around Earth towards the eastern seaboard of the USA.  
 
    As the ship settled into a geosynchronous orbit, Amanda rose from her seat and turned to her two new companions. ‘Okay, I’m going to head down to my house. I have no idea how long this will take, so, make yourselves at home and I’ll be back as soon as I can,’ she said as she used her Magic to power down the engines of the ship and put a lock on the propulsion systems of the Arkady.  
 
    She trusted Valerya and Aris about as much as anyone could, given recent events, but they had still only known each other for less than a day, and it was only logical to take a few precautions.  
 
    She’d been fooled before by trusting people too soon. It was a fault of hers, she knew. She tended to be an optimist and see the good in people, but not everyone in the world or beyond was like that.  
 
    She led them out of the bridge and locked it. ‘The portal to my Null Realm and the house is open, so if you need anything, just come and find me, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Valerya answered with a small nod.  
 
    ‘See you in a bit,’ she said. Leaving the pair of them on the main deck of her ship, she walked to the Portal.  
 
    Within seconds, she was back on Earth, stepping out of her Null Realm and back into her house. She smiled to herself. It felt good to be back. She’d not been away long, and yet, it kind of felt like forever. Opening up her Aetheric Sight she soon spotted her Coven. They were all downstairs in the basement, in Shaun’s Ops Room. She wondered what they were looking at, and with another quick working of Magic, Ported downstairs and approached the frosted glass doors, beyond which her Coven stood.  
 
    She stepped in, and they all turned to see who was joining them.  
 
    ‘Mandy, you’re back,’ Liz squealed with glee, stepping over to her and giving her a hug.  
 
    ‘Of course, I’m back,’ she answered.  
 
    ‘Good to see you again, Red,’ Shaun greeted her.  
 
    ‘We were wondering where you’d gotten to,’ Maria added from Amanda’s left. Amanda smiled at her and pulled Maria in for a hug.  
 
    ‘Maria, it’s been a while, good to see you,’ whispered, giving her a kiss. She was perhaps the one Magus, other than Liz and Maya, who she was closest to. She had a casual, on and off again relationship with Maria, and it was good to see her again after a few weeks apart.  
 
    ‘How was Ultima Thule?’ Shaun asked.  
 
    ‘Was Trevelyan there?’ Liz added.  
 
    ‘It had been attacked just like Earth, but we think that the attack on Thule was a distraction. There was a similar attack on Sol Prime as well. They all happened at around the same time as the assault on Earth.’ 
 
    ‘Diversionary tactics,’ Shaun mused to himself.  
 
    ‘Classic divide and conquer,’ Maya stated.  
 
    ‘That was our conclusion, too. There were only a few stragglers left when we got there, so it was easy enough to deal with them. So, is everything okay here?’ 
 
    ‘The clean up is basically done,’ Shaun answered her. ‘The Arcanum was on the ball with this, and frankly, we got lucky. They’re just doing some final clean up. Look, they’re talking about it on the news, that’s why everyone’s down here; we were just watching it,’ Shaun explained as he un-muted a monitor that was playing a news report.  
 
    Amanda watched as the newsreader talked about a terrorist attack. She explained that the attack had two parts. There were several explosive and incendiary devices spread through the city that caused some deaths and property damage, but this highly coordinated attack also had another angle in a very well-arranged gas attack. This was hallucinogenic gas that could cause death with prolonged exposure, but was designed primarily to cause confusion and chaos.  
 
    Amanda smiled. The Arcanum had done a fantastic job. The reporter then moved onto another story about a virus that seemed to have spread through the mobile phone networks and internet as well that was causing some peoples phones to go a little crazy. There was apparently some suspicion that it was linked to the terrorist attacks, but the authorities had yet to find a link.  
 
    Amanda knew this would be one of the Arcanum’s measures as well, designed to delete any incriminating evidence from people’s phones. The news continued, and they ended the segment teasing an interview with a clearly crazy person who apparently had seen Dragons over New York.  
 
    ‘There will always be some who slip through the net or that are immune to the Magic the Arcanum are using,’ Shaun explained.  
 
    ‘I guessed there would be a few. Luckily, they will be dismissed as crazy… This time…’ 
 
    Silence descended over the room briefly as the weight of her words sank in.  
 
    ‘So, what was decided with the Council? Anything? Did they hold a meeting?’ Maria asked.  
 
    ‘They did,’ Amanda answered, ‘and that’s something I need to talk to you about, as it involves me.’ She looked around to see that everyone was paying attention to her and listening to her. ‘We had a meeting with the whole Council, and we concluded that to the best of our knowledge, the reason for the Dragon assault was to liberate the Archons from Earth. Our working theory is that this had been pre-planned. The Archons must have been speaking to the Crux for months, years even, leading up to their release. Which, if that’s the case, I guess it means that Yasmin was tricked into killing one of the Archons.’ 
 
    ‘So, that Archon that she killed…’ Liz started to say. 
 
    ‘Samael,’ Amanda offered.  
 
    ‘Yes, Samael, he must have sacrificed himself,’ Liz finished.  
 
    ‘I certainly wouldn’t put it past them,’ Amanda answered. ‘So anyway, they were released and must then have gotten word to the Crux somehow, who then gathered their forces and came here to liberate them.’ 
 
    ‘Why would they hide out here, on Earth? Wouldn’t that be dangerous for them?’ Liz asked.  
 
    ‘Anima,’ Maria answered her.  
 
    ‘Yes, of course,’ Amanda agreed. She’d not thought about this, but it made perfect sense. ‘They were weak from their imprisonment and we know they gained strength through consuming the souls of others. So they used their followers here on Earth to help them rebuild their strength.’ 
 
    ‘That ties into that Arcanum agent who went missing in London,’ Maya added. ‘He was probably one of the victims the vampires sacrificed to Lilitu.’ 
 
    ‘That fits,’ Amanda nodded.  
 
    ‘So, the Archons have left Earth. That’s good, right?’ Shaun asked.  
 
    ‘Only in that they are not on our doorstep anymore, yes, but in the long run, it will most certainly be very bad. From what we know, the Crux — the powerful beings that created the Void Dragons — have allied themselves with the Archons to increase their strength. We know from sources that the Crux had been building up their forces, we think in readiness to attack the Nexus. Earth is in the heart of the Nexus, one star over from its capital at Proxima, so when war comes, it will come to us, too. So, we need to be ready for that.’ 
 
    ‘How do we prepare for interstellar war?’ Shaun asked.  
 
    ‘For years, Earth has been cut off from the galactic community. There’s been a non-interference policy to leave humanity on Earth alone and let it develop by itself, but the Council and I believe that the Magi of Earth can no longer be cut off from the Nexus. Earth needs to take its place in the galactic community so it can at least have a chance of defending itself.’ 
 
    ‘But the humans on Earth will not know about this?’ Maria asked.  
 
    ‘That’s right. The Sentinels and the Arcanum will work to ensure this is the case. But, in the meantime, we need to initiate contact with the Nexus and begin talks with them to join.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve volunteered, haven’t you?’ Maria asked.  
 
    ‘Of course, she has,’ Maya commented.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I have. I’ll be leaving Earth shortly and travelling to Sol Prime to meet with officials from the Ormond Dynasty before moving on to Axia and the Nexus,’ Amanda explained and watched as the information sunk in. She could see them looking at each other as if they were waiting for her to say something. Maybe they were wondering if she would ask them to go with her, but from the looks on their faces, she knew that most of them had no interest in getting involved in what would probably be a very long and drawn out mission. She also knew that if she asked them, most of them would agree to help, even if it caused them problems because they were friends and good people.  
 
    ‘I’ll be going alone,’ Amanda said and watched them all look at her with varying amounts of surprise.  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Maya asked.  
 
    ‘Really?’ Maria questioned her.  
 
    ‘Alone?’ Liz commented, sounding almost offended.  
 
    ‘I’m sure. I’ll have Valerya and Aris with me, and I’ll be meeting up with some others I know out there, but I think this is for the best. Maya, Maria, you have obligations here. Shaun, Vanessa, Matt, I know you are probably reluctant anyway, and the rest of you, well, I need you here. I’m not abandoning Earth, and I’m not going to uproot my Coven and move it all out to space. I need people here, on Earth. People I know and can trust and who can do what needs doing. Liz, recently you stepped up and showed me you're no longer my apprentice. Not really. You’re a capable young Magus with a great future ahead of you, and I know you can lead this Coven capably and effectively. So, that’s what I need you to do. Would you do that for me?’ 
 
    ‘You know I’d come with you,’ Liz said.  
 
    Amanda smiled and nodded. ‘I know you would, and part of me still wants you to come, but all in due time. For now, I need you here.’ 
 
    Liz stood up straight and nodded. ‘I understand, you can count on me.’ 
 
    ‘I know I can,’ Amanda smiled at the younger woman, before pulling her in for a hug.  
 
    ‘I’m sure I speak for everyone here when I wish you good luck,’ Maria stated.  
 
    ‘Here, here,’ Maya agreed.  
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ Shaun said, while the others in the room added their own comments in agreement.  
 
    ‘Thank you, all of you. But don’t think I won’t be coming back. You’ve not got rid of me yet,’ she warned them with a smile.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Prime Captive 
 
    The Arkady, Sol System. 
 
      
 
    With a flash behind her eyes and a rush of Essentia, Amanda appeared in her stateroom aboard the Arkady. Like the rest of the ship, the décor was clean with lots of sweeping lines, white furnishings, and pine accents.  
 
    Saying goodbye to her Coven, her friends, family, and lover was tough. She was about to embark on what could be a long and dangerous mission and travel far away from Earth, and as much as she knew it had to be done, the thought of it was undeniably terrifying.  
 
    And yet, she had embarked on similar daunting missions before, many of them alone with no backup, and she knew she was more than capable of putting that fear behind her and doing what needed to be done.  
 
    Amanda walked around the room, opening her wardrobe and drawers, checking her things were where they needed to be before she caught sight of herself in one of the mirrors. She was still wearing her ripped jeans, sneakers, and a camisole top. Clothes she was more than happy to wear, but she knew from previous experience that she would stand out as different beyond Earth and Enceladus.  
 
    The fashions of the Nexus and the Dynasties were quite different to that of Earth, with fitted smart clothing, often with protective properties, illuminated sections and digital systems inbuilt being the norm, especially amongst the Magi. On her previous sojourns into deep space, she had picked up a few items of clothing and by now, had a small collection of outfits that she liked to wear. It had been a while, though, and she still had a soft spot for the first outfit she’d ever bought and worn when she had first visited Axia.  
 
    She reached for it and held it in front of her in the mirror before she smiled to herself. It would be the perfect thing.  
 
    She quickly stripped out of her clothes and pulled on the fitted catsuit with its intelligent fabric that acted as a kind of armour and looked very futuristic to Amanda. The bodysuit was white with a couple of shades of grey here and there and once it was on, suddenly shrunk and adjusted to her shape, while several lights flared into life. It was a perfect fit. She then pulled on a pair of self-adjusting boots that also shrunk to fit her perfectly. The boots also had an adjustable heel, allowing her to wear them as flats, wedges, or stilettos, making them perfect for both day-to-day wear and combat. She finished off by pulling on a half skirt that fell from her waist to the floor, but was open at the front from hip bone to hip bone. 
 
    She liked that it flared about around her legs and gave her a more mystical look than a catsuit alone.  
 
    She kept her bright red hair loose and flicked it over her shoulders as she checked herself in the mirror one last time before feeling satisfied.  
 
    Well, she thought, there’s no reason to delay this any further. She stepped out of her stateroom before walking through to the central communal area towards the back of the ship on the main deck where she knew Valerya and Aris were waiting for her.  
 
    ‘A-ha, beat you again,’ Valerya said to Aris, her tone superior.  
 
    ‘Fray it. Alright, that’s enough of that,’ he replied, passing the cards in his hand back to Valerya. 
 
    Valerya looked up at Amanda as she walked in and cocked her head to one side as she assessed her look. ‘Nice,’ she commented. ‘I was wondering if you’d embrace the fashions of the Nexus.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s best that I fit in,’ Amanda explained. ‘No point getting off to a bad start with the Nexus before I’ve even opened my mouth.  
 
    ‘Agreed.’ 
 
    ‘Plus, I like these clothes; they’re ridiculously comfy.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a win-win, then,’ Valerya answered with a smile. ‘Are you all done on Earth? Are we getting underway?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we are. I’m all done here, so we really should get going.’ 
 
    ‘Is it just you? None of your Coven coming with you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just me,’ Amanda answered with a thin smile, noticing Valerya’s reaction of slight surprise that she was coming alone. ‘I’ll get the ship moving, we need to get to Sol Prime.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the ETA on that?’ Aris asked. He was sitting opposite Valerya in the main deck relaxing on one of the long soft seats.  
 
    ‘It’s about two hundred AU out, so a little over three hours,’ she answered.  
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Aris nodded and sat back, his eyes looking off into the middle distance. As he moved, Amanda saw with her Aetheric Sight the neural net implanted in his brain flare with slightly more activity, sending signals to his eyes. He was engrossed in something that only he could see. A game or book or something that he’d be able to see overlaid onto his vision like a HUD in an aircraft.  
 
    Implants and upgrades like this, as far as Amanda knew from her admittedly limited experience, were common in the Nexus. She’d already noticed Valerya’s implants, including her neural net.  
 
    For now, she felt she really didn’t need such things as she was able to connect to the Net with her Magic anyway, but it might be easier to one day get implants like these if it turned out she would be spending a lot of time out here.  
 
    Time would tell, she guessed.  
 
    ‘You know what??’ Valerya asked. ‘Before I came here, I’d always imagined Earth as some kind of… I don’t know. A sort of primitive, inward-looking, ignorant place that I would just hate. But this visit really has opened my eyes and I quite like it, actually. It’s a little quaint and retro, but it has an appeal I was not expecting. I can see why the Sol Protectorate would want to keep it as it is and not let the Nexus interfere with Earth’s humanity.’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘I’m glad you liked it,’ she said. Valerya nodded and sat back, apparently not wanting to get any deeper into the conversation. Amanda chuckled silently. She was taking a liking to these two but had a better idea of what Valerya was like than Aris. Aris was very much a closed book. He stood and watched and took everything in. He seemed like quite a calculating man. Quiet, stoic, but probably very reliable and something of a fighter. The kind of person you’d want backing you up on a dangerous mission. She wondered if his Special Forces training influenced his demeanour?  
 
    She’d caught him watching her a few times, but not in a lecherous way. Instead, she got the feeling he was sizing her up, trying to gauge her strengths and weaknesses and whether she would be a useful ally to have.  
 
    Valerya was a little more open and talkative, which Amanda was glad of. Otherwise, this would be a very quiet trip. Like Aris, she came across as a survivor. Someone who had been through some tough times and could clearly handle herself. She also probably had some high-level training in her past, but there was a wisdom with her. Amanda guessed that Valerya was older than Aris, a lot older. She seemed practical and no-nonsense, but a little more emotionally open than Aris.  
 
    She liked them, and so far, saw no reason not to work with them. Real trust would take time to come and would be determined by their actions, of course, but at least, they seemed to be off to a good start.  
 
    Leaving them where they were, Amanda walked towards the back of the ship as the Arkady turned away from the Earth using its Pulse Drive — the slowest of its three main drive systems — before it pointed itself towards Sol Prime. Once it was on target, the ships second drive system powered up.  
 
    The Displacement Drive boosted the ship forward while the inertial dampeners negated most of the feeling of movement. Not all of it, though. The system was more than capable of eliminating all of it, but Amanda had it set to allow some through. She preferred to have some sense of movement on the ship as she flew it through space.  
 
    As the Displacement Drive powered up, the Earth shot away from the Arkady, shrinking down to nothing in a little more than a second as they started to race towards the edge of the solar system and Sol Prime.  
 
    Sol Prime, at around 200AU from the sun, was a little over four times as far out as Pluto was from the sun, dipping in and out of the heliopause boundary of interstellar space as it made its orbit. She’d been there a few times, but not for a while. She hoped that Rane would still be there. 
 
    But she had a few hours to wait before she got there.  
 
    Being an Aetheric Craft, and thus Magical, the Arkady didn’t need to follow the usual rules of construction for starships. She’d seen a few strange ones on her travels that stood out from the crowd. Technically, they could be anything and didn’t even need engines. The core of an Aether ship was basically an enchanted item that moved them Magically rather than through any kind of chemical reaction or anything.  
 
    This meant that a Magus could, in theory, take a pirates galleon out to space. Once the Aegis was in place to protect it from the harsh environment of deep space, you had a viable ship. This also meant that the craft of the Magi could be made from pretty much anything. Some looked like typical starships made from metal, but they could just as easily be made from wood or crystal or plastic or anything, really. The only limit as to what a ship could be made from was the imagination of the Magus making it.  
 
    The Arkady was Amanda’s own design, and she’d constructed the Arkady to look like a futuristic Trimaran with a primary central hull split over four decks, while two further, smaller hulls, one on either side of the ship, were held in place with struts and did actually contain conventional engines.  
 
    The ship was also able to transform slightly and lower the two outer hulls, allowing it to land and float in water, becoming a yacht.  
 
    Like many Aether ships, the Arkady usually wasn’t airtight, although it could be made so easily enough. At the back of the ship on the main deck, there was an open area with only the Aegis to protect it.  
 
    Amanda liked being out here with no apparent barrier between her and the far reaches of space beyond. It didn’t feel as confining as the inside of the Arkady, and she could happily sit out here on the soft sofas and lose herself in the vastness of space.  
 
    For now, she wanted to enjoy some time alone, though, and with the other two inside, this was the perfect place to do it.  
 
    Walking away from the rear railing, she settled herself into one of the seats and relaxed into the cushion behind her. There would be plenty to do and worry about once they were at Sol Prime, and probably more once they were at Axia and the Nexus.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Amanda sat in her chair on the bridge and watched the last few seconds on the timer countdown on the main viewer. As it hit zero, the Displacement Drive shut off at the exact moment the huge Sol Prime space station shot out of the darkness into full view before them.  
 
    The thing was massive at about twenty-five kilometres diameter across the main disc of the station, and not much less than that vertically. The station was built upon a vast disk, with towers that got taller towards the centre, rising several kilometres up into space. The central tower, a vast structure that reached five kilometres higher than the next highest spire, was the home of the Ormond Dynasty, the family of Magi that ran this station and the Sol Protectorate.  
 
    Below the disk, similar structures extended down, but they were industrial and engineering sections of the station rather than the day to day living areas above. It was basically a huge city, floating in the void of space. 
 
    Looking at the structure with her Aetheric Sight, the primary concentration of Magic was around the Ormond Spire, but the rest of the station was mainly run by conventional, but advanced, science and technology.  
 
    Most of the large population of Sol Prime was Riven and had no innate Magical ability at all. Most of the small Ormond Family were Magi, of course, but there were almost certainly a few other Magi scattered through the rest of the station as well, going about their lives.  
 
    Lives that had obviously been disrupted recently judging by the apparent damage that the station had sustained. Some of it was still smoking, so it hadn’t happened long ago.  
 
    Looks like Crystal wasn’t lying, the Dragons had been here, too, Amanda thought. 
 
    Amanda immediately reached out with her mind and sent a Pulse of Essentia out to Rane. They had met and spent time together many years ago, and despite not having seen each other in a while, she still had that dormant Link to her in her mind.  
 
    Moments passed, and Amanda couldn’t help but think that maybe Rane wasn’t here. Perhaps, she’d moved on or worse? Despite her lineage as a member of a small Dynasty, which put certain expectations on her and how she should behave, Rane could be a little wild at times. She was very much a free spirit, or, at least, had been a long time ago.  
 
    And then the Link opened and Rane’s familiar voice sounded in her mind. 
 
    ~Amanda? Is that you?~ 
 
    ~Hi, Rane. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?~ 
 
    ~It sure has, but it’s good to hear your voice.~ 
 
    ~Yours too,~ Amanda agreed, enjoying the feeling of Rane in her mind. Just like she had with Maria, Amanda had enjoyed a casual relationship with Rane once, long ago, and memories of their short time together flooded back.  
 
    ~I think I can guess why you’re here, though…~ 
 
    ~The Dragon attack,~ Amanda stated.  
 
    ~I had assumed as much,~ Rane answered.  
 
    ~Yeah. This isn’t a social visit; I’m here on official Council business, and I need to speak to your mother.~ 
 
    ~My mother? Ylena? Alright, I’m sure I can arrange that. Hang on, I’ll get you authorised to land at the spire,~ she said, and the Link went quiet for a moment. Seconds later, the HUD displayed permission for them to land at the Ormond Spire providing their Indicia checked out.  
 
    Amanda sent off the Indicia, the ship's ID and manifest, with a thought, and moments later, the approval came back and they were allocated a pad in the lower reaches of the tower, which Amanda knew was where the day to day business of the Ormond Dynasty, Sol Prime, and the Protectorate happened.  
 
    Amanda put the ship on approach, letting the core fly the ship on autopilot, bringing it in through the towers of the station and down towards the pad.  
 
    As it flew, Valerya and Aris walked in and stood beside her.  
 
    ‘We made it, then,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Just got here,’ Amanda answered. ‘You’ve not missed anything.’ 
 
    Looking out through the viewer, they passed a few of the damaged sections on their final approach. ‘Crystal was right about the attack here.’ 
 
    ‘To be sure. Looks like they took a bit of a pounding,’ Amanda agreed as the ship finally bumped lightly down onto the pad and came to rest. ‘Right, let’s get going,’ Amanda said, feeling a slight flutter of nerves in her stomach as she stood.  
 
    ‘This should be the easy bit,’ Valerya replied.  
 
    ‘All being well,’ Amanda added with a smile and led the way out of the ship and down the ramp.  
 
    As they walked down, she saw Rane suddenly appear in a brief flare of Essentia. She looked up at Amanda with a welcoming smile and approached the ramp 
 
    ‘It’s good to see you, Mandy,’ Rane said, and gave Amanda a friendly hug at the base of the ramp. Amanda returned it. It felt good to see Rane again. She felt like she needed a friendly face to get this mission off on the right foot and to help ease her into the events to come. ‘I heard about Earth, I can’t believe they were able to do this, we were totally unprepared for the scale of the attack. The fact that they were able to get through the Nexus without being challenged is incredible to me. But I heard you were able to contain it, and the populace of Earth is still unaware of what happened, correct?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, yes. Luckily. Although, how they managed to get through Dynasty space is certainly something that needs looking into. Look, what happened, happened. They took us all by surprise, but we got through it. What’s important now is that we work together to make sure it doesn’t happen again.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what this is all about?’ Rane asked.  
 
    ‘Partly,’ Amanda answered. She wanted to say more, but she didn’t want to have to repeat herself when she got into the meeting with Ylena Ormond.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ Rane said and nodded, apparently understanding. ‘My mother will be with us shortly. She’s still dealing with the fallout from the attack here. Let’s get inside.’ 
 
    ‘How bad was it?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Pretty bad. We had eight Dragons plus riders, troops, and starships descend on us from nowhere. It was a difficult fight, but we have some defences of our own which came in useful.’ 
 
    ‘Well, at least you’re alive,’ Amanda said, smiling and followed Rane off the landing pad and into the building. They made their way through the atrium and headed towards a hallway on their right.  
 
    ‘So, are you going to introduce me to your friends?’ Rane asked.  
 
    ‘Oh, sorry, yes. This is Valerya and Aris. They followed the Dragons to Earth to try and help fight them. They lost their ship and crew in the attack. I helped them. They’ve been working with me since.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you couldn’t have found a better Magus to work with,’ Rane turned and said to Valerya.  
 
    ‘Is that right?’ Valerya answered.  
 
    Rane nodded. ‘Mandy is one of a kind. I’m Rane Ormond; it’s a pleasure to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘Valerya Argent,’ she answered and shook Rane’s hand.  
 
    ‘Huh, I know that name I think…?’ Rane commented, frowning with concentration.  
 
    ‘I fought in the first Crux war, plus I’ve been in front of the Nexus a few times since,’ Valerya answered.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I think I recognise you. Well, good to have you here,’ she replied and led them into a side room partway along the corridor. ‘Make yourself comfortable, there’s drinks and things over here,’ Rane said when there was a sudden rush of Essentia, and a new figure appeared in the room. She looked maybe a decade older than Rane with similar dark hair that was shorter than Rane’s and cream coloured flowing robes that flattered her form.  
 
    ‘So sorry to keep you waiting,’ she said as she appeared. Essentia rushed again, and a few more people appeared close to Ylena, all of them Magi. Amanda didn’t recognise most of them.  
 
    ‘Amanda,’ Rane spoke up, ‘this is my mother, Matriarch Ylena Ormond, the chair of the Sol Protectorate. Mother, this is Amanda-Jane Page of Earth, representative of the Earth’s Magi Council.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ Amanda said, stepping forward and offering her hand.  
 
    ‘The pleasure’s all mine, Miss Page,’ she answered with a smile, her handshake gentle, but still strong. ‘It’s good to finally put a face to the name. Rane has told me all about you over the years.’ 
 
    ‘Not everything, I hope.’ 
 
    ‘She only had compliments for you, I assure you.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so…’ she said, glancing at Rane with wide eyes.  
 
    ‘May I introduce some of the other members of the Ormond Dynasty,’ Ylena continued and went one by one through the small crowd. The only name she recognised out of the group was Dasha, Rane’s brother, and she quickly remembered why she hadn’t taken a shine to him the last time. He was a fop and refused to offer his hand in greeting. Instead, the thin man, who probably wore the most ornate clothing out of everyone here, simply stared at her with barely disguised hatred.  
 
    When Ylena had finished, Amanda smiled and gestured to her two companions. ‘May I introduce my friends, Valerya Argent and Aris.’ 
 
    ‘Argent? I’ve seen you before at the Nexus, haven’t I?’ Ylena asked. 
 
    ‘Probably. I’ve visited and stood before the Nexus Council many times.’ 
 
    ‘You monitor the Crux, right?’ 
 
    ‘We do, yes.’ 
 
    ‘It seems like we should have listened to you, Miss Argent.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps, although it might not have made much difference on this matter,’ Valerya answered. 
 
    ‘I take it we’re talking about the attacks?’ Ylena asked. 
 
    ‘We are,’ Amanda answered. ‘Can we sit?’  
 
    ‘Of course,’ Ylena replied, and the group moved to sit at the table. ‘So, tell me what happened.’ 
 
    Amanda took a deep breath before starting. ‘The Earth was attacked by a force of Dragons, killing people as they assaulted one of the Earth’s cities. We have covered it up so that the general populace doesn’t remember it, but we’re worried that the Void Dragons came to liberate the Archons, who we suspect will be joining forces with the Crux.’ 
 
    Ylena sat back. ‘Those are some bold claims.’ 
 
    ‘I saw one of the Archons ride one of the Dragons away from Earth. I suspect she wasn’t the only one.’ 
 
    Ylena sighed. ‘I would not be surprised…’  
 
    ‘The attacks on Sol Prime and Ultima Thule, I am convinced they were diversions, a way for the Void Riders to buy time.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that might have backfired on them slightly,’ Ylena stated.  
 
    ‘How so?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘We captured one.’ 
 
    ‘You captured what? A Dragon?’ 
 
    ‘They may have caught us off guard, but we have formidable defences of our own.’ 
 
    ‘May I see it?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Of course, but first, tell me, why are you here, and what is this Council business you’re here to do?’ 
 
    ‘The Earth wishes to join the Nexus,’ Amanda said bluntly. It was pointless beating around the bush. She figured she’d just come out and say it. She watched Ylena as that information sunk in. The matriarch sat back in her chair and seemed to be thinking it through. As she did, Amanda noticed that Dasha, who was next to her, was looking at his mother also, and then glanced at her, before looking back to Ylena.  
 
    ‘Mother?’ Dasha asked.  
 
    ‘Interesting…’ Ylena said.  
 
    ‘You’re not seriously considering this, are you?’ Dasha asked.  
 
    ‘I’m guessing this change in position stems from this attack,’ Ylena said, ignoring Dasha. 
 
    ‘Mother!’ Dasha said more forcefully, making Ylena turn and address him.  
 
    ‘They have a right to change their position, and given their proximity to Axia and this attack they have suffered, I understand the Council’s thoughts completely, now hush a moment.’ 
 
    Dasha sat back, looking unhappy and shot an unfriendly glance at Amanda. She caught the look but didn’t react. She’d run across Dasha before and wasn’t surprised by his reaction at all. She found him to be a rather repugnant individual.  
 
    ‘Yes, this attack has worried us. If the Archons join with the Crux, we believe all planets within the Nexus will be under threat, including Earth.’ 
 
    ‘So, what’s your plan?’ 
 
    ‘From what we understand, the Nexus seems reluctant to fight the Crux. That has to change.’ 
 
    ‘The chance would be a fine thing,’ Ylena sighed. ‘This attack on Sol Prime, even though it was a diversion, has revealed the truth, that the Crux are back. We can’t sit idly by and do nothing anymore.’ 
 
    ‘What are you suggesting, Mother?’ Dasha asked.  
 
    ‘We need to have a proper meeting. Aldon?’  
 
    ‘Yes?’ said one of the men sat at the table.  
 
    ‘I’m going to show Miss Page here the captive, while I do that, please arrange a meeting for an hour from now. Contact the other members of the Protectorate and make sure they attend.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Matriarch,’ Aldon said, and Ported out of the room in a rush of Essentia.  
 
    ‘Amanda, if you’d allow me, I’ll Port us over to the captive,’ Ylena suggested.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ Amanda answered and opened her Aegis, allowed Ylena’s Magic in.  
 
    Essentia surged. With a whip-crack of air, a flash of light behind her eyes and a brief moment of dislocation where up was down, she, along with Valerya, Aris, Rane, and Ylena suddenly found themselves in an entirely different part of the station.  
 
    Through her Aetheric senses, she knew right away where she was in relation to the spire she’d been in moments before. They were about two-thirds of the way towards the edge of the disk in a more conventional and less Magical part of the station. They appeared in what seemed to be some kind of courtyard, before a large building that reached all the way up to the upper shell of this part of the station. The building ahead glowed brightly in her Aetheric Sight, or rather, the Aegises around it did. These were powerful, well-made Aegises, she noticed.  
 
    ‘This way,’ Ylena said and walked forward, towards a nearby door. Amanda noticed the guards all around them right away, her Aetheric Sight picking up their life signs easily. Even the ones that were well hidden.  
 
    ‘So, there’s a Dragon in here?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Ylena answered. ‘It’s easier if I show you, though.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded and followed Ylena to the door where they passed through some security and the Aegis without any issue and into the building. They made their way through a couple of small rooms staffed by more soldiers. They all wore Magical Aetheric Armour, similarly enchanted guns, and other gadgets that Amanda could only guess at the purpose of. The man in charge here deferred to Ylena without question, but gave Amanda, Valerya, and Aris sideways looks, betraying their suspicious nature.  
 
    ‘They’re with me,’ Ylena said, apparently noticing their looks of apprehension.  
 
    ‘Very well, ma’am,’ the soldier answered.  
 
    ‘This way,’ Ylena said, and walked towards another door.  
 
    Amanda looked over at the soldier again. He was an officer, but she really wasn’t sure what rank he was. ‘Good work, soldier,’ she said with a smile. But the man didn’t react and just watched them follow Ylena through the door, much to Amanda’s amusement.  
 
    In the corridor beyond, they walked towards another door at the end, and Amanda noticed another Aegis in here. They really aren’t taking any chances with this at all, she thought as Ylena opened the door, creating another passageway through this second Aegis. They stepped out into a vast room that must have taken up the rest of the building and was maybe six or seven stories high.  
 
    Amanda stopped as she walked in and looked up at the three Dragons laid on the floor before her. They were all awake. The outer pair held their heads up high and regarded Amanda and the others with critical eyes. They looked relaxed and in control. The middle one lay flat in an uncomfortable looking position and was sheathed in Magic generated from the other two Dragons that held it in place.  
 
    ‘Three Dragons?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘The middle one is the prisoner, but the outer two are on our side and live here on the station full time.’ 
 
    ‘You own two Dragons?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Own is perhaps a little strong,’ one of the Dragons said. ‘We’re here because we want to be.’ 
 
    Amanda looked back up the Dragons, surprised to hear one of them talk. For some reason, she had thought they couldn’t, but she knew they were incredibly intelligent, so she guessed she shouldn’t be so shocked.  
 
    They were massive things. The heads of the two on guard were around fifteen to twenty meters above her and were easily big enough to swallow her in a single bite. She was confident she’d seen bigger ones during the attack on New York, but she’d not had the chance to stand and just admire them before and really take in their majesty.  
 
    They were covered in thousands of scales that looked like impenetrable armour and had an almost iridescent sheen to them. It was quite beautiful, actually. They were covered in spikes and horns that ran over the length of their spines and crowned their heads. One of the two Sol Dragons was black, while the other had a dark, bluish purple hue, and as she looked up at the black one, she felt sure she’d seen it before somewhere.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry for any offence caused,’ Amanda answered the purple Dragon’s rebuff. ‘That was not my intention. I’m Amanda, from Earth. Um, I’d offer my hand, but…’ she said with a smile, looking at the enormous claws that were more than twice her size.  
 
    The Dragon inclined its head. ‘I am honoured to meet you, Amanda. I am Ventori, and this is Grokar,’ it said, motioning to the black Dragon.  
 
    ‘Pleasure to meet you, too, Grokar,’ Amanda said, noticing Valerya and Aris were nodding in greeting as well beside her.  
 
    ‘And you,’ the black Dragon rumbled.  
 
    ‘Excuse my asking, but I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    The Dragon twisted its head slightly and looked at her. ‘Perhaps, where did you see me?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve only seen a Dragon once before. Before recent events, I mean,’ saying that last part sideways to her companions. ‘And that was when I was attacked in my ship. I’d been on a mission to a system many lightyears away, and the Dragon chased me back to Sol, but I’m fairly sure I killed it. This was about seven hundred years ago, though, so, maybe it was a relative or…’ 
 
    ‘That was me,’ Grokar answered.  
 
    ‘Oh,’ Amanda said, feeling slightly surprised and afraid as that Dragon had been ridden by a Nomad.  
 
    ‘Do not worry, young Magus. I will not harm you. In fact, I wish to thank you. You freed me from my Nomad rider, Nessa. When you attacked, I gated out, making you think you had killed me. You provided the perfect distraction.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I had no idea,’ Amanda answered, as she thought through that memory, remembering the Dragon being vaporised in a flash of energy and Essentia.  
 
    ‘Grokar came to us shortly after seeking asylum. He has since proven himself many times.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded, her brief feelings of apprehension falling away as she looked up at the two Dragons again. The fight she’d had with Grokar, all those years ago, had been intense, but brief. As she’d been fighting the Dragons these past few days, she realised there had been a small question forming in the back of her mind about that first encounter with a Dragon seven hundred years ago, and why she’d been able to kill it so quickly. Now she knew the truth that she had not, in fact, killed it and that Dragons were much tougher then she’d given them credit for. They are also Magic users by the looks of things, she thought, as she looked towards the captive. 
 
    ‘So, this is a Crux Dragon?’ Amanda asked aloud to anyone as she stepped closer to it. The black and red Dragon lay on its belly, its legs out beside it, and its head on the floor, confined and held in place by some powerful Magic.  
 
    ‘Correct,’ Ylena answered. ‘Grokar and Ventori captured it during the chaos of the assault, and it’s their Magic keeping it contained.’ 
 
    ‘Have you tried to read its mind? Find out what it knows?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, but it’s not easy to do. Their power and ability to resist such Magic is legendary.’ 
 
    ‘May I try?’ Amanda asked, curious to see just how strong the creature was.  
 
    ‘Please, be my guest,’ Ylena said and waved Amanda towards the Dragon.  
 
    Stepping up, Amanda eyed the Dragon, who looked back up at her with clear contempt in its eyes. 
 
    Concentrating, Amanda summoned Essentia to her and reached out with her mind and focused on trying to read the Dragon’s thoughts. She encountered resistance right away in the form of a kind of Aegis around the Dragon’s mind, shielding it from her mental probe. She felt the Crux Dragon start to bring its own Magic to bear as well, as it tried to summon its power and fight her off, only for the Magic of the Sol Dragon’s to rush in and wash it away. Amanda pressed on, pushing in and hit the Aegis around its mind. It was an incredibly powerful barrier, but Amanda wasn’t going to give up so easily and began to hammer at this shield with her Magic in an attempt to break through, but the Dragon seemed to be holding the line and repairing the damage she was doing as she was causing it.  
 
    She pressed on, forcing her Magic against the Aegis as much as she could, but it was soon apparent that no matter what she did, she would not be able to break through.  
 
    Not right now, anyway. Amanda pressed on for a moment or two more, hoping she was wrong, but it just wasn’t going to happen, she realised, and released her Magic, stepping back from the beast as she caught her breath.  
 
    ‘I see what you mean,’ Amanda gasped.  
 
    Ylena nodded. ‘As I said, notorious. And yet, from what I could see, you got closer than anyone else so far.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘Let’s return,’ Ylena said. ‘The meeting won’t be long.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Alliance 
 
    Sol Prime, Sol System. 
 
      
 
    Amanda looked out over the table that she was sitting at with Valerya, Aris, Rane, Ylena, Crystal, and other members of the Ormond Dynasty, including Dasha. She’d looked into their eyes, engaging them as she’d spoken. She’d just finished going through the events on Earth, telling the Sol Protectorate what had happened and their theory as to why it had happened before she’d then laid out the Council’s idea of joining with the Nexus.  
 
    ‘For too long, we’ve kept to ourselves,’ Amanda explained. ‘We can no longer afford to rely on others to keep us safe, not when an army of Void Dragons can attack us at any moment, even here, deep in the heart of Nexus Space. This attack, as unfortunate and horrific as it was, has at least made us rethink our position as regards the Nexus and the galactic community.’ 
 
    ‘And where does that leave us?’ Dasha asked, his tone challenging. 
 
    Amanda looked over at the fop and considered her answer. ‘For years, the Ormonds and the Sol Protectorate have protected us and sought to keep Earth’s population free from the influence of the Star Magi of the Nexus, and I see no reason why this cannot continue. In fact, the Magi Council wish to join with you and work with the Ormond Dynasty to build a stronger alliance. It is my understanding that we will see resistance to this from the Dynasties, but by working together with our allies, we wish to become a force to be reckoned with.’ 
 
    ‘Admirable.’ Ylena commented. 
 
    ‘But what of our sovereignty?’ Dasha asked.  
 
    ‘Sol Prime is yours to govern, as it always has been. We see no need to challenge that. Nothing will really change as regards Sol Prime and the Protectorate,’ Amanda said, doing her best to answer the questions that were being thrown at her.  
 
    Trevelyan and the Council Magi had gone over the details of what they were proposing at the end of the meeting she had been at with them, doing their best to make sure she had all the answers she needed.  
 
    ‘This could be a great opportunity,’ Crystal added in. The Ormond’s power base has always been small, but with the help of the Terran Magi, this could change things.’  
 
    Amanda nodded to Crystal as she glanced over at the end of her comments. She’d been pleased to see the leader of the Sentinels when she’d walked into this meeting room and had greeted her warmly. She’d hoped that Crystal would support her and the Council’s position, and it felt good to have her actually do it during the meeting.  
 
    ‘You’re suggesting a Terran Alliance?. A formal declaration of the Earth Council and the Sol Protectorate joining together?’ Ylena asked.  
 
    ‘Correct. We’re stronger together,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘I’m not against the idea,’ Ylena said, looking to her aids and the other Ormonds sat at the table. Almost all of them nodded their heads, showing that they were in favour of the motion. Amanda picked out no more than maybe three who made obvious shows of not being in favour. Dasha included.  
 
    ‘You do realise that the Nexus and the Dynasties won’t like this, right?’ Ylena commented.  
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘Of course. There was always going to be resistance to the Magi of Earth joining the Nexus, but the Crux is a threat to all Arcadian Magi, whether they be Dynasty, Nexus, or Terran,’ she said. ‘The Dynasties need to work together to fight this threat, whereas the Crux know that they need to divide us to conquer us.’ 
 
    ‘Some of these Dynasties have been at war for hundreds of years, you know,’ said one of the other Ormonds.  
 
    ‘I was aware of this, yes. I know it won’t be easy, but nothing worthwhile ever is,’ she said. In her mind, she guessed that getting the various Dynasties to work together on something would be like trying to get America, Iran, North Korea, Syria, Germany, and Russia to all agree on something, put their differences to one side, and work together. The chances of that were slim, but there were probably circumstances where it might be possible, such as a powerful external force that threatened all of the Earth.  
 
    And that, Amanda knew, was what she had to convince them all of. They had to be convinced that there was a threat that didn’t discriminate between the Dynasties and wanted to wipe them all out.  
 
    But getting them to see that and take it seriously would not be easy. Amanda knew she was going in there as a representative of a small backwater planet, somewhere that wasn’t seen as important or as serious as one of the main Dynasties, but she would do it all the same.  
 
    ‘Alright,’ Ylena said, sitting forward. ‘The Sol Protectorate was started by my family because we believed in the sanctity of Sol. We wanted to protect humanity from outside influences and let the humans on Earth reach the stars in their own way. We have worked together with the Magi Council, and with the Sentinels, separately for a long time, but this attack by the Crux has shown me that things have changed. We can no longer continue as we have been doing for the past few thousand years. The Crux are a threat. A threat to the Nexus, the Dynasties, and Sol, and we might be the only ones who truly see that. In fact, I doubt the Nexus even know about the attack. The way forward is clear. We must unite and work together to fight them. So, let us, the official bodies of Earth, join together and set an example for the Dynasties to follow. No longer are we the Ormond Dynasty, the Sol Protectorate, the Sentinels, and the Magi Council. With everyone’s agreement, I suggest we put aside these differences and become the Terran Alliance. The Magi of Earth, working together to fight the Crux. Are you with me?’ 
 
    Amanda stood up quickly. ‘I am.’ 
 
    Crystal, Valerya, Rane, and Aris followed suit. ‘I am,’ they each said.  
 
    The members of the Sol Protectorate joined in as well, each of them standing and declaring, ‘I am.’ 
 
    Even Dasha stood up, although he was one of the last and didn’t seem terribly happy about it, muttering his ‘I am’ under his breath.  
 
    ‘It is decided, then,’ Ylena said. ‘I suggest we elect a Council to run things, mediate matters, that kind of thing.’ 
 
    ‘We need delegates from each faction, at least two each to form the Council,’ Amanda suggested.  
 
    ‘Agreed,’ Ylena said. ‘We’ll work out the details, but for now, I suggest the interim Council should be myself representing the Protectorate, Rane representing the Ormond Dynasty, Crystal representing the Sentinels and Amanda representing the Earth Council. Any objections?’ 
 
    Amanda looked around the room, wondering if anyone would speak up and derail things, but no one did, not even Dasha, much to her surprise.  
 
    ‘Then it’s settled,’ Ylena declared. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Amanda said, choosing not to hide the joy in her voice. ‘Now, we just need to inform the Nexus. When do you think would be a good time for me to pay them a visit?’ 
 
    ‘They meet every day, so we can petition to speak to the Nexus Council as soon as we get there. In fact, there’s a gala event for the Dynasties in the next few days, so if we’re lucky, everyone will be there and attending the meetings before and after. You’ll also get to meet some of the ambassadors at the gala.’ 
 
    ‘You can get us into that?’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t be an issue,’ Ylena smiled.  
 
    ‘I’m going to need a new dress,’ Rane grunted.  
 
    ‘Me, too,’ Amanda muttered. ‘Sounds good, Ylena,’ Amanda smiled and nodded to the matriarch. She was keen to keep going, to meet with the Nexus and see if they could garner any support from them. She wasn’t terribly hopeful, but she had to try. 
 
   


  
 

 Unexpected meeting 
 
    Sol Prime, Sol System. 
 
      
 
    Dasha sat back in his chair and watched the meeting finish as his mother fawned over this Earth Magus. The events of the last day or so were troubling to Dasha, as it felt like things were changing, something which was only confirmed by meetings like today’s with this Amanda. He was vaguely familiar with her. She’d been here before and was a friend of his sister’s. More than a friend, actually. They were occasional lovers. Or had been back when Amanda had been visiting a little more often, but that was a while ago now.  
 
    He’d never liked Amanda much. She seemed like the kind of person who would interfere with his dealings. He’d been glad when she’d stopped coming out here quite so often, but seeing her back here now was not something he relished.  
 
    He had a good thing going, but now, with this Dragon attack, it felt like everything was at risk again.  
 
    That fact that he didn’t know it was coming was one of the most significant concerns he had. He’d been sure that he was one of the better-informed members of their family, but this seemed to have caught everyone by surprise. And now, the Earth Magi wanted to join with the Ormonds and Sentinels? 
 
    Honestly, he wasn’t sure if he was against this or not. Part of him just automatically railed against it. It felt like these Earth magi were trying to take over, to take the Ormond’s power for their own. Something he hated the idea of, and yet, he wondered if that was just his fear of change talking, because he was also fairly sure that there would be opportunity in this change.  
 
    These Earth Magi knew nothing of the galactic community, which would make them excellent marks for his plans. If he played it right, they would surely follow him anywhere.  
 
    So, when it came to throwing his lot in with his mother and this new Terran Alliance, he did so, but made a show of looking reluctant. He had an image to live up to, after all, so he took his time and pulled a face.  
 
    And yet, deep down, he was smiling. He could see all kinds of deals opening up for him, and the more he thought about this shift, the more ideas he had.  
 
    The Dynasties would not like this change at all. Some would be dismissive, others would be in uproar, but a few of them would accept it, and in this conflict, there would be opportunity. He just needed to be sure to position himself right and make sure he was there when these options presented themselves.  
 
    The meeting ended with them making plans for the flight to Axia, something that Dasha was now keen to go on. He wanted to see how the vaunted members of the Nexus would react to Amanda and her statement. He had no doubt that it would be both enlightening and hilarious. He also wanted to be in the right place at the right time to speak with anyone who might be able to offer him something. There would be some knee-jerk reactions to this news — he was sure of that — and was curious to see what they were, and how they could benefit him personally. 
 
    Dasha got up and left the room with everyone else and made his way back to his suite, choosing to walk rather than Port to give him some time to think things through. He usually did his best thinking when he was walking.  
 
    As he walked, he ran through his contacts and also through the Nexus delegates, making some mental notes as to who he thought would be good people to watch or approach, and who might be receptive to talking to him. When he neared his door, he knew for sure that this move by the Earth was actually going to be a good thing, and the future actually excited him. They were going to thoroughly upset the status quo, sending parts of the Nexus into chaos, exposing vulnerabilities to him that maybe he could exploit.  
 
    He was actually looking forward to this, he decided.  
 
    The door to his suite unlocked as he approached it and opened for him, letting him in before closing behind him. Dasha was a good way into his apartment, lost in thought as he ran through the ideas he had about who would be good people to target when he suddenly noticed the feeling that he wasn’t alone. His enhanced Magi senses picked up the flow of Magic in the apartment, the scent of someone else and a hundred other tiny giveaways that most Riven would never notice. If he’d been a little more present rather than lost in thought as he’d walked in here, he probably would have noticed before he’d even got in here.  
 
    Dasha turned and looked around, noticing the figure sitting in one of his soft chairs a short distance away.  
 
    Dasha sighed. ‘Earth lost its appeal that quick did it?’ he asked as he eyed the blonde woman sat watching him.  
 
    ‘I’d be a little more aware of your surroundings in future, if I were you,’ she replied. ‘I could have killed you by now.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ he said as he walked over to his drinks cabinet. He had a feeling that he was going to need something strong.  
 
    ‘It’s a nice place you have here,’ she complimented him. He glanced over to see her looking out through the floor to ceiling windows behind him before he returned his attention to his drink and finished pouring it.  
 
    ‘You’ve been here before, Anastasia; you’ve seen that view before.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ she answered simply. 
 
    ‘So, why are you here this time?’ he asked as he picked up his drink and moved to one of the other seats.  
 
    Ana looked at him, her face serious as she stared, making him feel uncomfortable. ‘A little bit of bravado from an Arcadian who’s had dealings with the Nomads… Interesting.’  
 
    Dasha shrugged, not sure how to answer and not really wanting to push Anastasia any further.  
 
    Anastasia smiled and sat back in her seat. ‘Amanda’s here,’ she stated.  
 
    ‘She is,’ Dasha confirmed. She knew that these two Magi had crossed paths before, so Anastasia’s interest in Amanda was not surprising.  
 
    ‘What’s going on? What’s she doing here?’ 
 
    ‘What’s that information worth to you?’ Dasha asked. It was a risky thing to try, making a deal with a Nomad, but he was curious to see if he could get anything out of it.  
 
    Anastasia cocked her head to one side. ‘Your life and your reputation.’ 
 
    Dasha nodded once, understanding that she could ruin him easily enough. ‘Fair enough. She’s here representing the Earth Magi Council, who want to join the Nexus. The Council, the Protectorate, and the Ormond Dynasty are joining together to form the Terran Alliance. They’re going to the Nexus next.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Anastasia said, and leaned back, looking up at the ceiling. ‘Are you going with them?’ 
 
    Dasha nodded. ‘I am,’ he answered, choosing not to elaborate further on his own plans.  
 
    ‘Good, report back to me on events there, please. I’ll make it worth your while.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘The Dragons attacked here as well, didn’t they?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ he answered, wondering where she was going with this.  
 
    ‘I’ve heard a rumour that you captured one of them…’ 
 
    ‘I believe so, yes, but I have not yet seen it,’ he replied, careful to keep any notes of frustration from his voice. His mother’s insistence on keeping the location and further details of this captive secret was a source of annoyance for him, exacerbated further by Ylena taking Amanda to visit it. But there was little he could do about that right now.  
 
    ‘If you find out where it is, I would very much like to know,’ she said to him. She uncrossed her legs and leant forward. ‘Understand?’ 
 
    ‘Perfectly,’ Dasha answered.  
 
    She stood up, showing off her fitted black and white bodysuit to him. He guessed she was good looking. Slim, fit, blonde, and confident, but his interest lay on the other side of the tracks, so she did nothing for him.  
 
    ‘Good,’ she answered, and with a whip-snap of air, she was gone.  
 
    Dasha sat back and sighed. ‘Women!’ he groaned. 
 
   


  
 

 Axia 
 
    Sol Prime, Sol System 
 
      
 
    Amanda stood at the back of the Arkady as the ship accelerated away from the Sol Prime station, weaving between the buildings and up into the black. To her right, the sleek gold and white lines of the Zephyr, the mid-sized Ormond ship that Ylena, Dasha, and a few others were on moved alongside the Arkady as they also travelling towards Axia at Proxima Centauri.  
 
    ‘The Terran Alliance,’ Rane said from behind her. ‘Things are changing.’ 
 
    Amanda smiled and turned to face her friend, resting her butt against the railing on the rear deck. ‘All this is… Well, it’s crazy. Just a couple of days ago, I was on Earth, living in my house, doing what I’ve done for years now, but this feels new. This is different. Things are changing. That attack by the Dragons, it really made us, the Magi, I mean, sit up and take notice.’ 
 
    ‘It must have been horrific to be in the middle of all that,’ Rane said.  
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘Seeing those Dragons erupt from the clouds and descend on the city was one of the most shocking moments I have ever witnessed. I knew this was the start of something big. I knew life as a Magi on Earth would no longer be the same.’ 
 
    ‘It’s changing things everywhere. It’s clear now just how complacent we’ve been. We’ve let our enemies regroup, get their strength back, and we’ve paid the price.’ 
 
    Amanda sighed and nodded. ‘I just hope that this will be the only price and not the beginning of a greater cost to Magi and Riven life.’ 
 
    ‘Me, too,’ Rane agreed, but Amanda could hear the doubt in her voice. Rane knew, just as Amanda did, that this would be far from easy.  
 
    ‘You don’t sound convinced.’ 
 
    ‘Heh,’ Rane laughed. ‘You noticed did you?’ 
 
    Amanda shrugged.  
 
    ‘Well, no, I’m not. We’ve been dealing with the Nexus and the Dynasties for years. If it wasn’t for the fact that the Protectorate is deep in Foundation space, I don’t think we would have remained untouched for as long as we have done.  
 
    ‘Tell me about this Foundation,’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Okay, well, you’re aware that the Nexus Arcadia is an organisation formed mainly of Magi Dynasties. It doesn’t really have a territory as such, it’s like a club, and all members agree to some basic tenets and it serves as a meeting ground where the Dynasties and other groups can meet and discuss things, right?’ 
 
    ‘I get that, yes,’ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘When the Nexus was first formed, the Dynasty founders chose one of their number, the most trusted and neutral of them to run this neutral meeting ground. That was the Tempus family. They created the Foundation, an area of neutral space centred on Earth and Axia about two hundred and fifty light-years across. This sphere of space is the hub of the Nexus, the neutral meeting ground.’ 
 
    ‘Are they sympathetic to Earth?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘They have been, yes. Thousands of years ago, the Sentinels visited the Foundation leadership and convinced them to create the Sol Protectorate. They installed us, the Ormonds, a small family at the time, at Sol Prime to watch over the Earth for the Foundation. Something we have obviously recently failed at.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t beat yourself up over it,’ Amanda said. ‘Come, let’s sit,’ she said, and walked with Rane over to the nearby sofas. ‘So, who runs the Foundation now?’ 
 
    ‘Elden Tempus. He’s actually one of the good guys. You shouldn’t have a problem with him. He’s close to the Sentinels and sympathetic to Earth, so, I think he’ll accept the Terran Alliance. It’s everyone else I think you’ll have a problem with.’ 
 
    ‘The Dynasties,’ Amanda muttered.  
 
    ‘That’s right. Some of them more than others, but they all have the potential to be… difficult, shall we say.’ 
 
    ‘One thing I’ve been wondering about,’ Amanda said. ‘These Dynasties, they’re families of Magi, right?’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘But... how is that possible? Magi on Earth don’t usually have Magi children.’ 
 
    Rane nodded. ‘Aaah, yes, I understand. The reason for that is the Sundering.’ 
 
    Amanda knew what Rane was talking about right away. Over ten thousand years ago, the Archons, when they still ruled the Earth, enacted a ritual to try and wipe out the growing number of Magi who were fighting them. The ritual tried to separate all Magi from their Magic, turning them into normal Riven humans with no Magical ability. It didn’t work. At least, not fully. The Magi’s connection to Essentia and Magic was weakened, but not severed.  
 
    ‘The Sundering?’ Amanda asked, wondering why that would be the reason.  
 
    ‘Prior to the Sundering, all Magi children, especially those where both parents were Magi, had a very high chance of being a Magus themselves. The Sundering changed this. Before the Sundering, new Magi were either children of Magi or appeared randomly. Following the Sundering, Magi found they could no longer have Magi children, or, at least, very rarely. The founders of the Dynasties, however, left before the Archons enacted the ritual. They escaped its effects, and they, in time, had children who were also Magi.’ 
 
    ‘And they formed the Dynasties,’ Amanda interjected.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Rane smiled.  
 
    ‘So, tell me about these Dynasties.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t go into too much detail, but there are eleven main dynasties. The Palashain, the Valk, Solidaire, Aristax, Larzentus, Arcturus, Traxeler, Dimande, Wraxleith, Bellaxon, and the Septhian Dynasties. There are countless other, smaller families of Magi around, littered around the edges of Dynasty space, but they’re small and usually only have a handful of systems in their territory. There are other organisations as well, such as Concord Prime, the Exemplar Order, the Templar Knights…’ 
 
    ‘Templars?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, they’re a curious group. Apparently, some Magi Templar’s fled their group's persecution on Earth and moved to the stars. For such a late addition to the sector, they’ve done well. Their territory includes many systems between the territories of the Arcturus and Larzentus Dynasties.’ 
 
    Amanda sat back for a moment and thought back. Hundreds of years ago, she’d helped liberate a Magus Templar and some of his allies from a dungeon in Paris during the persecution that led to the order’s downfall. Her friend Astrid had then taken them away from Earth on her Aether ship. Was this the same group of people? If they were, they had been more successful than she had ever expected them to be.  
 
    ‘Everything okay?’ Rane asked.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m fine. I just had some dealings with some Magi Templar’s once, just wondering if it might be the same people,’ she mused, wrinkling her nose in thought. 
 
    ‘That would be amazing,’ Rane said. ‘Speaking of old friends, have you seen or heard from Astrid recently?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Amanda answered, smiling at Rane’s mention of Astrid, having just thought about her herself. ‘You?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve crossed paths. She’s still at Sirius, commanding the Wraiths.’ 
 
    ‘The mercenary company she set up,’ Amanda said.  
 
    Rane nodded. ‘She's doing well, I think.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to have to pay her a visit sometime,’ Amanda said. ‘I’ve just been so busy back home.’ 
 
    ‘Hunting Nomads and Archons?’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘Something like that. There was a Nomad who was somewhat obsessed with me… Well, with killing me, anyway. She was the one who released the Archons. I had no idea it would lead to this.’ 
 
    ‘The life of a Magus,’ Rane murmured.  
 
    ‘It’s never dull, that’s for sure.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Arkady dropped out of Flux about an hour after leaving Sol Prime. The planet Axia shot out of the black and came to a halt before them as their ships slowed before making their final approach. The Zephyr was beside them still, a result of them having matched their speed on their approach.  
 
    Sitting in her captain’s seat on the Arkady, Amanda felt a pulse of Essentia from Ylena on the Zephyr. She opened the Link to her. 
 
    ~We’ll deal with the port authorities; just be ready to present your Indicia when asked,~ Ylena instructed her.  
 
    ~Will do,~ Amanda answered moments before the Link muted.  
 
    As Amanda waited, she gazed out the window, enjoying the view of this magnificent planet. Axia was a city planet, with much of the surface covered in urban sprawl. Just a few small seas were left, but even those were criss-crossed with structures. But the biggest and most striking features were the planet's rings.  
 
    Three huge artificial rings encircled the planet. The first and outermost aligned perfectly with the equator. The other two inner rings were tilted in opposite directions to each other. There were more rings besides these three huge ones, but they looked like fine silvery strands compared to the three big ones. Below the rings, on the surface, huge spires reached out into space, rising well beyond the cloud cover and up towards the rings. Some of them had platforms atop them where ships could dock. At the northern pole, a huge platform rose proudly above the cloud tops, held aloft by more of these spires and space elevators. It looked like a giant insect with the spires beneath acting as its spindly legs. This was the Red City, the home of the Nexus Council at Axia. She had visited it before, many hundreds of years ago, but it was still breathtaking.  
 
    Around them, countless ships, thousands of them, zipped around local space. She could see Warp Gates nearby and ships queuing up to use them, jumping lightyears across the stars to distant destinations.  
 
    She’d never used a Warp Gate. They were typically only used by Riven ships that were powered by conventional thrusters, meaning they were unable to embark on interstellar journeys. Only the Aetheric Craft of the Magi could reach superluminal speeds. 
 
    The ship’s core alerted Amanda to an incoming hail.  
 
    ‘Aetheric Craft Arkady, welcome to Axia. Please present your Indicia for inspection,’ said a voice over the ships comms.  
 
    ‘With pleasure,’ Amanda answered and directed the Arkady to send the ships Indicia.  
 
    ‘Identity confirmed, standby for docking instructions,’ the voice said, and moments later, the ship informed her that they had received the coordinates for the docking bay and the course they were being asked to take to reach it. Amanda checked it over, and double checked it against the coordinates that the Zephyr had received. They matched, as she had guessed they might.  
 
    Happy with the directions, she set the ship to follow the Zephyr and to auto dock when the time came.  
 
    ‘I never bore of seeing this place,’ Rane commented as the ship sped through the ships in the vicinity of Axia, banking around freighters and destroyers and zipping between corvettes, shuttles, and yachts like the Arkady.  
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s stunning,’ Amanda answered, marvelling at the view as the ship approached the planet, rising up to pass over the rings as it approached the Red City platform.  
 
    ‘Have you been here before?’ Valerya asked as the city grew in the main viewer before them.  
 
    ‘Once, a long time ago,’ Amanda said as the ship slowed. Buildings reached up towards them as the ship followed the Zephyr towards the large central building in the city. It was a huge dome, kilometres wide, with a tall spire on top of it that reached up into space. Following the Ormond’s ship, the Arkady dropped down to the ring of landing platforms that surrounded the dome and veered off slightly to land on the one next to the Zephyr. Landing lights blinked on the platform, helping to guide the ship in, but Amanda let the ship’s autopilot handle the landing.  
 
    Bumping gently down, the Arkady came to a rest and began to power down as Amanda rose from her seat. ‘Right, here we go,’ she said as she moved towards the stairwell leading to the lower decks with Rane, Valerya, and Aris in tow.  
 
    ‘Are you nervous?’ Rane asked.  
 
    ‘A little, I guess,’ Amanda answered. ‘But only because I want this to go well. I want to do the Council justice and leave with a successful result for them.’ 
 
    ‘The Dynasties can be intimidating, and they see Earth Magi as being both short-sighted and weak,’ Rane explained.  
 
    ‘Then let’s go and prove them wrong,’ Amanda said.  
 
    Rane smiled and nodded as Amanda glanced back.  
 
    Before long, they were walking down the ramp and out into the crisp, clear air of the Red City. Before them, the vast dome of the Nexus Council rose up before them, the massive spire disappearing into the sky high above.  
 
    Nearby, Ylena made her way over with a retinue of Ormond representatives following behind her, along with a small group of guards. Amanda raised her eyebrows. She had not expected to see the guards, but she guessed it made sense. They were away from the home of the Ormond family, and there would likely be threats here who would like to see Dynasty leaders like Ylena dead.  
 
    She might be a Magus, but that didn’t make her invulnerable.  
 
    The guards, she noticed, were also Magi, and well armed with a small armoury of Magical weapons and armour. They would be formidable.  
 
    ‘Pleasant flight?’ Ylena asked.  
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘Yes, thanks, it’s good to be back here,’ she said. The flight from Sol Prime to Axia was only an hour’s trip using the Flux Drive, and that had passed quickly.  
 
    ‘It is an impressive place,’ Ylena agreed.  
 
    ‘Matriarch Ylena! It’s so lovely to see you again.’ Amanda looked up to see a mature man, maybe in his forties or fifties with silver hair leading a large entourage over towards them, which included guards and others. She guessed they were his aids or other diplomats from the Nexus.  
 
    Ylena looked up at this Magus, who was glowing in Amanda’s Aetheric Sight and smiled from ear to ear.  
 
    ‘Elden, my dear friend, it’s nice to see you, too.’ 
 
    ~That’s Overseer Elden Tempus,~ Rane commented through their Link. ~Leader of the Axia Foundation and Speaker of the Nexus Council. He runs the meetings of the Nexus, and he’s usually sympathetic to Sol.~ 
 
    ~Thanks for the heads up,~ Amanda answered as she watched Ylena hug Elden.  
 
    ‘It’s been a few months, hasn’t it?’ Elden asked.  
 
    ‘Something like that yes.’ 
 
    ‘We should catch up. I have a bottle of Septhian wine that I’ve been keeping for just such an evening.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds lovely. Maybe later?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Elden said and nodded to one of his aids, who acknowledged the gesture. Amanda noticed with interest that this aid appeared to be an android or robot of some kind. ‘Now, I believe you have brought a guest with you?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, I have. This is Representative Amanda-Jane Page of the Magi Council of Earth,’ Ylena replied, introducing her.  
 
    ‘From Earth? How wonderful. I so rarely get to meet Earth Magi, even though it’s so close to us,’ he said, stepping towards her and offering his hand. She took it, and he placed his free hand on the back of hers as he smiled warmly. ‘We extend our warmest welcome to you, Amanda of Earth.’ 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile back at him. ‘Thank you, it’s a pleasure to be here.’ 
 
    ~I think he likes you,~ Rane commented in her mind.  
 
    ‘Tell me, how is Earth? It’s been a while since I was there. You visited your moon recently, didn’t you?’ 
 
    Amanda grinned. ‘The Riven of Earth have visited the moon, yes, and sent probes through our solar system.’ 
 
    ‘How wonderful. I’d love to hear more about this. Have you visited Axia before?’ 
 
    ‘I have, yes. Once, around seven hundred years ago, I think. It’s still as stunning now as it was back then.’ 
 
    ‘That’s wonderful, I hope you had fun.’ 
 
    Amanda smiled, remembering her fleeting visit. She’d done a little exploring when she’d been here last time and ended up being confronted by a Riven gang on the planet below the Red City platform. She’d handled it without any issue, but the memory made her smile. ‘I guess so,’ she answered him.  
 
    ‘Good. So, what brings you here to Axia?’ 
 
    ~He’s not heard?~ Amanda messaged to Rane, Valerya, and Aris over their joint Link.  
 
    ~I’m not surprised,~ Valerya answered.  
 
    ~Me neither,~ Rane agreed.  
 
    ‘I need to address the Nexus council on matters that concern us all. I’ll be speaking on behalf of the Magi Council, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Well, I’m sure we can fit you in,’ he said, looking to his robotic aid.  
 
    ‘The meeting after the gala has space,’ the aid answered.  
 
    ‘Perfect,’ Elden exclaimed. ‘In which case, I’d like to invite you to the gala ball as well. You can meet some of the ambassadors there and get a feeling for the audience you will be speaking to. I must say, I am intrigued as to what you will have to say.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, really?’ Amanda asked, and noticed Ylena smiling at her behind Elden.  
 
    ‘But of course, I don’t remember the last time a representative from Earth addressed the Nexus Council. I’ll make it known you will be speaking to us. I think we can expect a good turn out to that meeting,’ Elden said before he turned to his aid. ‘Make a note of that, will you? I need to have a look at what bills and issues we have coming up if we’re to have a good turnout that day.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ the android answered.  
 
    ‘Do you have a place to stay?’ Elden asked.  
 
    Amanda glanced at Ylena and the others. ‘Um, no, we don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Then we will arrange suites for you here in the Union Building. Yasha, see to that, will you?’ he turned and asked a different aid. She nodded to him and smiled at Amanda and the others.  
 
    ‘So, tell me,’ Elden continued as he indicated that Amanda and the others should follow him into the building, ‘What’s been happening recently on Earth? Anything of interest?’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. ~You said he’s sympathetic to Earth, right?~ 
 
    ~I did, and I think you can tell him what happened. Get him onside early.~ Rane answered.  
 
    ‘Well, that has to do with why I’m here, actually,’ Amanda continued aloud. ‘The Earth was recently attacked by Void Dragons.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Elden said, stopping and looking at her. ‘Void Dragons?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ she answered.  
 
    Elden started off walking again. ‘Fray me, I had no idea. What happened?’  
 
    ‘A large group of Dragons, maybe fifty or more, attacked New York City on Earth. They killed hundreds before leaving.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure? I mean, that these were actual Void Dragons? From the Crux?’ 
 
    ‘Quite sure,’ Amanda answered, her voice stoic. 
 
    ‘Is this true?’ Elden said to Ylena. 
 
    She nodded. ‘We have one of the Dragons captive at Sol Prime.’ 
 
    ‘How did they…?’ Elden asked.  
 
    ‘They attacked Sol Prime and Ultima Thule at the same time. Diversionary tactics designed to divide our forces and to hide their true intentions.’ 
 
    ‘Which was?’ 
 
    ‘Liberation of the Archons from Earth.’ 
 
    ‘The Archons broke free?’ 
 
    ‘They escaped their prison in the Aetheric Realm, and it seems like the Crux were ready to bring them to the stars.’ 
 
    ‘By the Aether, this is a nightmare. Alright, then yes, I can see why the Earth Council would want to speak to us. Look, I’d love to speak to you more about this and find out exactly what happened, but I am sorry to say I am needed elsewhere. Yasha here will see you to your rooms, and I suspect I will see you at the gala ball tomorrow night.’ 
 
    ‘You will,’ Amanda said with a smile.  
 
    ‘Elden,’ Ylena said, stepping closer to him. ‘Don’t go telling the other Dynasties about the attack yet; leave that for Amanda to do at the meeting, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Understood,’ Elden answered and said his goodbyes, leaving them in Yasha’s capable hands, who began to lead them into the building.  
 
    ~Can we trust him?~ Amanda asked through their Link.  
 
    ~Yes,~ Ylena answered. ~But not many others out here.~ 
 
   


  
 

 Life and Dress 
 
    Red City, Axia, Proxima Centauri 
 
      
 
    The hospitality provided to them by the Nexus was second to none. As Amanda sat up in her bed following a very relaxing night’s sleep, she looked out of the window to see a view that was breathtaking in its beauty.  
 
    They were high up in the spire above the Union building, allowing Amanda to look out over the thin spires of the surrounding structures of the Red City platform. In the distance, the curve of the planet below with its enormous, kilometers tall buildings reaching up through the clouds was stunning. She watched lights from passing ships flashing against the sky that even now, during the day, darkened to black above her, they were so high up. Beyond the curve of the planet, one of the inner tilted rings rose above the horizon majestically, further adding to the alien feel.  
 
    ‘Incredible,’ Amanda muttered to herself. This place was amazing, and yet, she was only in the next system over from Earth. She wondered what other marvels lay out there in the darkness of space.  
 
    Climbing out of bed, Amanda walked out of the bedroom and into the main living area of her suite. It was big, with lots of open space and soft furnishings as well as almost all of one wall being floor to ceiling windows so she could continue to enjoy the view from here as well.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Miss Page,’ said a voice in the room. It made her jump and look around to see who else was in here — not least because she wasn’t wearing much — before she remembered it was an AI of some kind that she’d spoken to the day before. ‘Shall I prepare breakfast?’ 
 
    Amanda smiled to herself, feeling a little silly for being scared. ‘Yes, please. Just some cereal and fruit, though, nothing cooked.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish,’ answered the AI.  
 
    ‘Actually, I have another question for you,’ Amanda said. 
 
    ‘Go ahead,’ the voice answered.  
 
    ‘If I wanted to go shopping for a dress for tonight's gala, where could I go?’ 
 
    ‘There is an extensive shopping plaza lower down in this building, Miss Page. They should have something suitable for you,’ the AI answered. As it did, a holographic representation of the building appeared over a nearby table. A marker flashed, saying, “You are here,” in the upper third of the building, Then a whole floor was highlighted in the lower third, with the label, “Shopping Plaza,” marked on it.  
 
    Amanda took in the visualisation for a moment. ‘Thanks,’ she said, and made her way back into the bedroom and headed for the bathroom where she turned the shower on.  
 
    ~You up?~ Amanda sent through her Link to her companions.  
 
    ~I am,~ Rane answered.  
 
    ~Indeed,~ Valerya added.  
 
    ~Yes,~ Aris said.  
 
    ~I’m going to head out and go shopping for something to wear to the gala tonight. Anyone fancy coming with me?~ she asked as she climbed in the shower.  
 
    ~I already have something with me. Besides, mother’s keeping me busy today meeting a few dignitaries, so I can’t join you until later,~ Rane answered.  
 
    ~I’d rather not,~ Aris said, his tone deadpan. She wasn’t surprised by his answer.  
 
    ~I ordered something last night,~ Valerya explained. ~Sorry.~ 
 
    ~No problem,~ Amanda answered as she soaped herself down. 
 
    ~Did you sleep okay?~ Rane asked.  
 
    ~Very well, yes, although, the AI in the room nearly scared me to death this morning.~ 
 
    ~Hah, you forgot it was there, didn’t you?~ 
 
    ~Of course. I wasn’t used to it. I only had my underwear on. I thought someone was getting an eyeful.~ 
 
    ~Since when were you bothered about someone seeing you naked?~ Rane asked.  
 
    ~I wasn’t naked,~ Amanda protested.  
 
    ~Alright, nearly naked. Better?~ 
 
    ~Much,~ Amanda smiled. ~ 
 
    ~You didn’t answer my question,~ Rane continued.  
 
    ~I know, I’m getting to it. I wasn’t bothered, not really, it was just… Unexpected.~ 
 
    ~Are you guys always like this?~ Valerya asked.  
 
    ~Sometimes,~ Rane answered.  
 
    ~That’s a yes,~ Amanda added.  
 
    ~I feel sorry for Aris, having to listen to Mandy’s dirty stories, poor guy,~ Rane commented.  
 
    ~Hah!~ Amanda laughed. ~You know I’m in the shower right now, right?~ 
 
    ~Oh shit.~ Rane’s smirk could be heard through the Link. ~Now, he’ll have visions of you soaping down your tits.~ 
 
    ~Don’t you get excited, Rane,~ Amanda needled her.  
 
    ~You wish.~ 
 
    ~What have I got myself involved in?’ Valerya said.  
 
    ~I was thinking the same thing,~ Aris added.  
 
    ~Was that all you were thinking?~ Rane asked him, her voice suggestive.  
 
    ~You’re like a dog with a bone, Rane. Leave him alone,~ Amanda said, laughing. ~Okay guys, I’m going to get a move on and see what this place has to offer, I’ll catch you later,~ she said to a chorus of goodbyes before she pulled back from the Link and focused on getting washed.  
 
    Finishing up, she finally got dressed and ate her breakfast out on the room’s modest balcony.  
 
    She could just conjure a dress from thin air with her Magic if she wanted, it would be the work of seconds, but she wasn’t in a rush, and honestly, she was just curious to see more of the building and the community here. While she ate, she used her Magic to send a second set of senses down to the shopping plaza and had a cursory look around, taking in some of the shops to get an idea of what was around.  
 
    She spotted several suitable places before she cancelled the Magic and finished her breakfast. In a similar fashion to just conjuring the dress, she could also just Port down to the plaza level, but again, she wanted to experience more of this place, so she settled on the idea of walking down instead.  
 
    The building itself was massive. Even just a cross-section of the level she was currently on would be the size of a small town back on Earth. She noted on a map she asked the AI to bring up that there was a small shopping area on this level, too, but it was just for everyday food and sundries. The main shopping plaza was actually spread over five floors, and the stores were huge; you could buy pretty much anything down there.  
 
    ‘So, remind me how money works on Axia, it’s been a while since I was here,’ Amanda asked the AI.  
 
    ‘Axia’s economy is what you might refer to as a Post-Scarcity Society. There is no lack of the basics for life here. Everyone receives a small amount of money every thirty days, but all basic food, clothing, housing and more — the basics needed to live — are free. Luxury items are not, though, and money is used to pay for them.  
 
    ‘The money a citizen gets is not much, but enough to buy small luxury items. Citizens can earn more by working — which many do — from manual labour as an employee, or they can set up businesses of their own.’ 
 
    ‘Or they can steal or extort it,’ Amanda added, knowing there was still a criminal element here. 
 
    ‘Correct. The item of currency throughout the Nexus is the Mana Credit. Most money is virtual, but cash does still exist and is created from Mana.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded, remembering this now from her previous excursions into space. Mana was the physical manifestation of Essentia, found at Poolings where Leylines on a planet crossed. Mana’s appearance varied wildly depending on where the Pooling was located. It often looked like a natural part of the environment, like grass or rocks or metal, but a Magus could always see it for what it truly was. Another property of Mana is that it cannot be conjured by a Magus, only shaped, making it perfect as a currency as no Magi could conjure millions of Mana Credits and destabilise the market.  
 
    The Nexus Bank, who controls and circulates the Credits, have an automatic right to any and every Pooling found on any planet within Nexus Space. Typically, the bank will protect and preserve the Poolings while also harvesting the Mana, which they later change into Mana Credits.  
 
    Since learning of Mana Credits centuries ago, and with help from Astrid and later Rane, Amanda remembered she’d made investments in Nexus businesses and started saving, giving her a nice pot of money should she ever return to the Nexus at some point. Today would be the first time she got to spend some of that money.  
 
    Finishing her breakfast, Amanda left the guest suite and made her way through the building towards the nearest bank of elevators, of which she had noticed there were many. The corridors were huge, easily big enough to drive a few cars down side by side, maybe even a couple of semi-trucks, and although people were walking around, there weren’t that many of them.  
 
    She got the feeling that living here on this floor was like living in a small community, a village of well-off families enjoying a privileged life. People greeted her as they passed and were generally friendly. She quite liked it here.  
 
    Eventually, she found the bank of lifts closest to her room and rode one down to the shopping plaza. It stopped several times during the descent, letting people on and off, but again, the elevator car was maybe four times bigger than even the biggest ones she’d been in on Earth, giving everyone plenty of space.  
 
    No one really paid her much attention, and she felt like she fitted in with the general fashions that people were wearing, with a couple of others wearing very similar fitted body suits to hers.  
 
    Before too long, the lift announced it had reached the shopping plaza level, and Amanda left the elevator behind, walking out into this much busier area of the building.  
 
    Leaving the elevator car, Amanda found herself on the uppermost floor of the shopping plaza. There were people everywhere, and it looked like the complex went on forever in every direction. Making her way through the crowd, she walked over towards the nearby balcony, getting a better view of her surroundings. It wasn’t too much different from a large, multi-level mall on Earth, with the Nexus version of escalators ferrying people between levels which were filled with shops of all kinds.  
 
    One of the most fascinating things was looking at the incredible range and diversity of people that were all around her. While many of them looked basically human, most people looked like they had modifications of some kind, including the more human looking ones. The mods ranged from simple prosthetic limbs or eyes to extra appendages, tails, wings, through to modifications so extreme that she wasn’t even sure that they even qualified as human any more. She found she killed over fifteen minutes just people watching before she remembered she’d come down here to actually buy something. Pulling her gaze away from the crowds around her, she focused on the job at hand and looked around at the stores around her. 
 
    The place was massive, and she had no idea how she was going to find what she wanted until she spotted an area off to her left with what looked like a map.  
 
    Wandering over, Amanda found a large illuminated map of the five levels of the plaza, complete with a key that told her which shop was which. She noticed that while there were plenty of general areas with all kinds of shops next to one another, there also seemed to be some specialised areas as well. She scanned the map quickly, finding where she was on it and then figured out how to get to the nearest clothing section.  
 
    The next few hours passed in a blur of walking through crowds, visiting shops, and trying on all kinds of dresses and outfits, and for the first time in what felt like forever, she actually kind of forgot about the mission and the responsibilities she had. She was having fun, and the whole thing reminded her of some of the days she spent with her friend Georgina back before she even knew about Magic and her whole world was a few streets of New York City.  
 
    At one point, she even spotted a cake shop with some seriously delicious looking creations in the window. I wonder if they have their own version of baked vanilla cheesecake in here, she thought, remembering the smell and taste of Georgina’s speciality.  
 
    With a pang of sadness and longing, she turned away and returned her focus to her quest for the perfect dress. 
 
    As she wandered from shop to shop, however, she started to feel a small doubt that something was slightly off. She wasn’t sure what it was exactly, but it was there, hiding at the back of her mind that something wasn’t quite right.  
 
    Spotting another shop, she walked over to it and was about to go in when she had a distinct and clear feeling that someone was behind her, or that she was being watched.  
 
    She turned and scanned the crowd with her Aetheric Sight, but saw nothing. Frowning to herself, she shrugged and moved inside.  
 
    She hadn’t been browsing the racks long when her eyes lit up as she spotted what could be the perfect dress. It was short and kind of metallic, with an iridescent pink colour to it that shimmered in the light. She strode over to it and picked it off the rack. It’s gorgeous, she thought as she held it against herself to see how it might look. 
 
    ‘Amanda?’ said a voice from next to her. She turned and looked at the man who stood beside her. He looked a little out of place, standing here in the women’s section of the store. ‘Amanda-Jane Page? Of Earth?’ 
 
    ‘Eeerm, I guess…’ she spluttered, feeling a little shocked by this intrusion. She let her vision switch over to the Aetheric spectrum and immediately saw the intense glow of something Magical under the loose wrap he wore.  
 
    ‘The Dynasties say hi…’ he said with a kind of fervent glee.  
 
    ‘Oh, shi…’ Amanda cursed as she furiously worked her Magic.  
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The man exploded in a massive fireball of intense heat and shrapnel as the Essentia bomb blew up. Raw Essentia ripped at her Aegis, shredding her shield with a nightmarish intensity as her Magic snapped into place.  
 
    The floor fell away, and she was suddenly weightless. For a moment, there was nothing but the orange light of flame and a void with no floor.  
 
    She landed with a ribcage shaking thud and lost her breath for a second as it flew out of her. Looking up, debris and masonry fell down towards her. Instinctively, she raised her arms to shield herself and pumped Essentia into her personal Aegis. The debris bounced off her shield, which surrounded her like a bubble, and then came to rest all around her. Dust and smoke filled the air but faded quickly as it started to settle.  
 
    ‘What the…’ she muttered to herself, looking up at the huge hole in the ceiling she’d fallen through.  
 
    Two figures stood on the edge of that hole, indistinct in the dusty air, looking like little more than two shadows. One of them moved and then glowing white hot bolts of energy flew at her from whatever weapon the one on the right was holding. The one on the left glowed in her Aetheric Sight, though, indicating it was a Magus. 
 
    The bolts slammed into her shield, but bounced off, smacking into the rubble all around her.  
 
    Amanda jumped to her feet and leapt up, her enhanced strength propelling her up towards the figure that was shooting at her. Magic flared from the other person.  
 
    Amanda slammed her knee into the shooter’s face. The shooter — a man, she now realised — fell backwards with a shout of pain and dropped to the floor, his Magical gun skittering sideways as he lost his grip on it. 
 
    Landing where the shooter had been standing, she looked left, but the Magus who had been standing there was gone. He’d Ported out.  
 
    ‘Damn,’ Amanda cursed. Movement in front of her attracted her attention. She looked back towards the shooter. He held a knife in his hand and wore a sneer on his face as he made threatening motions.  
 
    Amanda smirked, raised her hand and beckoned him towards her.  
 
    The man lunged with his knife. Amanda knocked his arm away and slammed her knee into his sternum, catching the edge of his ribcage and hearing the dull crack of breaking bone.  
 
    ‘Ugh,’ the man grunted before he swung in at her again. She grabbed his wrist and used his own motion against him. Twisting and flicking her wrist. The man flew five meters and crunched into the far wall, hitting it upside down. He fell to the floor, landing head first before falling flat.  
 
    Stepping over to him, the man stirred and tried to push himself up. Amanda punched him hard and knocked him out cold. She kicked the knife away. With a thought, she summoned her Magic and reached into the man’s head, looking for any hint why she’d been attacked and who they were.  
 
    Instead, she found a mind that had been torn apart. It was a mess, with little of anything left, including no real memories of who he was. He also didn’t know what he was doing or why he was doing it, only that he needed to kill her at any and all costs. She rifled through his short-term memories and found some images of the man he’d been standing here with moments ago, but the appearance of the Magus seemed fluid like it was shifting and changing all the time. She couldn’t tell if the Magus was male or female or anything.  
 
    Amanda sighed. She suddenly realised that she was still holding the dress she’d found in her left hand, but it was torn, dirty, burnt, and in no state to be worn.  
 
    ‘Great,’ she muttered.  
 
    ‘Hey, you okay over there?’ said a voice. Amanda looked up to see one of the shop’s attendants climbing over the rubble. She smiled. The moment she’d realised it was a bomb and was about to blow, she’d thrown up an Aegis around the bomber and herself to try and contain it. The mess the explosion had made was quite well contained, she noticed with a feeling of satisfaction, and with a quick scan around, she confirmed that beyond the bomber, no one else had suffered any serious injuries.  
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ the attendant asked again.  
 
    ‘Yeah, um, I don’t suppose you have any more stock of this dress out back, do you?’ Amanda asked, holding the remains of it up to show him.  
 
    The attendant blinked, stood in the ruin of their shop staring at the crazy woman in the middle of it holding up the bunt dress.  
 
    The last remaining strap on the dress finally gave way, and it fell to the floor.  
 
    Amanda smiled.  
 
    The attendant stared at her for a second longer. ‘I’ll just check.’ 
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    ‘So, what did the wardens say?’ Rane asked, referring to Axia’s law enforcement.  
 
    ‘They looked at the footage, but the Magus who’d done this had been thorough and covered their tracks. The surveillance of the area had shut off shortly before the explosion and they couldn’t find anything.’ 
 
    ‘And the guy you beat up?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘His mind was a mess. I had a look in there, but I couldn’t see anything to use. I doubt they’ll find anything.’ 
 
    ‘Still, a bit of drama to liven things up for you.’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘I guess.’ 
 
    They were walking through the base of the spire, just above where the vast tower attached to the dome below it, making their way to the grand ballroom where the gala was being held. Around them, men, women, and androids walked alongside them, making their own way to the event, with everyone wearing some of the most stunning outfits she had ever seen.  
 
    There was the complete range from the ridiculously over the top to the refined and reserved, and everything in between in this formal gathering. Some of them were obviously Magical. One dress was trailing glittering floating sparkles, another faded off to mist towards the floor and glided along rather than walked, and a man nearby wore a cloak made from flames. 
 
    To her left, Rane wore a white and gold outfit with a long skirt with gold detailing and a long train behind it. It pinched in at the waist and flared out at the shoulders. She completed it with an opulent gold headdress.  
 
    By comparison, Valerya wore a plain black dress with a slit up one leg and her hair pulling tightly back from her head. Beside her, Aris wore an equally simple black suit with a black shirt and black tie.  
 
    Luckily for Amanda, the attendant in the shop had managed to find more stock of the dress she’d found moments before the explosion in the back of the shop. The shimmering, iridescent metal pink dress was a halter neck, backless design, and quite revealing. The skirt was short with a small slit up either side to show off her legs even more than it already did. She’d also found some sparkly heels to go with it. She’d also added a shimmering effect that glittered and floated off the dress into the air around her. She didn’t want to go too over the top, but she loved the fact that she could show off her Magic a little.   
 
    The dress looked like it was made from a cross between sequins and chainmail, but pretty. It had a weight to it that she liked, but after wearing the fitted bodysuits, she felt kind of free in this outfit.  
 
    It was a nice feeling, and she’d already noticed a few approving looks from some of the other guests.  
 
    ‘I didn’t really need any further drama to liven up my day, though,’ Amanda commented, answering Rane’s comment. 
 
    ‘Does drama seem to just follow you around?’ Aris asked. 
 
    ‘Comes with being a Magus, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know,’ Valerya commented.  
 
    ‘Yeah, it does,’ Rane added.  
 
    ‘So, what do you think the bomber meant by what he said?’ 
 
    ‘ “The Dynasties say hi”? Well, sounds to me like someone doesn’t want you here,’ Valerya said. 
 
    ‘But who?’ 
 
    ‘I could point my finger at most of the ambassadors here, and the business leaders and other dignitaries,’ Rane answered. ‘The list is endless.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think they know why I’m here?’ Amanda said, before adding through their Link, ~Do they know about the Terran Alliance, I mean?~ 
 
    ‘Doubtful,’ Rane answered. ‘But, you’re the first Earth Magus to come before the Nexus in a long time. Plus, they might now know of the Dragon attack, so there’s that.’ 
 
    ‘If any of the people here are in league with the Crux, they won’t want you here,’ Valerya said.  
 
    ‘I doubt that any of them would want Earth coming over to the Nexus and poking its nose into Nexus affairs,’ Rane added.  
 
    ‘You’re right, the Earth could be a threat, and an unknown one at that,’ Valerya said.  
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Amanda said. ‘Sounds like I’m walking into the Lion's den.’ 
 
    ‘A-ha, I get that reference now. I looked Lions up on the Arkady.’ 
 
    Amanda laughed. ‘Good for you.’ 
 
    Valerya nodded with a smile, looking proud of herself.  
 
    They continued on and walked through a broad, opulent corridor with plush red carpets and decorative cream walls hung with gilded paintings, including some in which the images in them moved. Huge vases held well cared for potted plants while statues and other ornaments sat on tables here and there. Passing through a large open doorway, they entered into a massive room with an elaborately painted dome roof, that was, if anything, even more opulent than the corridor they had just been in. There was more magic on display in here as well with performers in long trailing outfits gliding through the air above their heads in an intricate, ballet-like dance.  
 
    There were some huge displays around the room that people were looking at. The closest one consisted of a large tree with hundreds of roots growing from a rock. Golden mist threaded up and through the tree, glittering in the light while pretty bird-like creatures fluttered through its branches as the tree constantly seemed to move, changing shape randomly.  
 
    ‘Each Dynasty has created one of these displays,’ Rane explained. ‘That’s the Septhian one.’ 
 
    ‘It’s beautiful,’ Amanda remarked, enjoying the slow, gentle movement of the display. She walked up to it, and as she got close, some of the birds fluttered around her. ‘Whoa,’ she gasped as they flew away again.  
 
    Rane laughed.  
 
    ‘You didn’t say they were interactive,’ Amanda exclaimed, stepping back and looking at Rane accusingly before smiling and laughing.  
 
    Rane shrugged happily.  
 
    ‘There’s a lot of people here.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly are,’ Rane agreed. ‘You have the Dynasty ambassadors, their aids, as well as officials and diplomats from each Dynasty. There are also representatives from businesses and organisations from across Nexus space. Not to mention the ACG — the Aetheric Crafting Guild. This is also a charity event, so there’s a lot of representatives of various charities as well.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Amanda said, feeling a little overwhelmed as a waitress wandered over to them with a tray of drinks. Amanda took one of the flutes filled with a sparkling golden liquid after seeing Rane take one of them, too. She sipped it. It wasn’t champagne exactly, but it wasn’t far off in taste, either. She liked it.  
 
    ‘Look, so, I’ll help you; I know all the people you should be aware of here, all the ambassadors you will meet tomorrow in the Council meeting anyway, and they’re the ones you need to be aware of tonight,’ Rane said.  
 
    ‘I’ve seen a few of them already,’ Valerya added.  
 
    ‘Yeah, they’re around,’ Rane agreed. ‘Let’s go over here,’ Rane suggested, guiding her to a raised area that looked over most of the room. Walking up, they stopped at a railing and looked out over the incredible spectacle of the event they were a part of as more people arrived.  
 
    ‘This is amazing,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘It is impressive, isn’t it,’ Rane agreed.  
 
    ‘I’ll say one thing for the Nexus, they know how to throw a party,’ Valerya commented.  
 
    Amanda could see a band playing off to one side of the room, their instruments looked like they were made out of gold and silver glittering metals, and as they played them, coloured light flowed off the instruments and up into the air to spiral around the dancers as they swooped through it. As the floating performers glided through the lights, they turned into intricate helixes or split off into other directions, creating a light show of colour and music.  
 
    ‘Incredible,’ Amanda whispered.  
 
    ‘Okay, focus, Mandy,’ Rane said. ‘Look, let me point a few people out to you and make you aware of a few things.’ 
 
    Amanda looked back at Rane. ‘Sorry, just getting caught up in the moment.’ 
 
    ‘I know. And it’s something the Dynasties will use. Distraction and flashy shows of power are great tools when used well.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Okay, so it looks to me like all the Dynasties are represented here, but their interplay is complex, partly because of the conflicts and alliances between them. They might all look best of friends here, but believe me, they’re not. Many of them are at war with one or more of their neighbours, while also having treaties with some of the others. It’s complex, and you don’t need to know everything.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Amanda commented, already feeling a little overwhelmed. 
 
    ‘For instance, that’s the Trexeler ambassador there. The Trexeler are in conflict with the Palashain and Larzentus, who’s ambassadors are… there and there,’ Rane explained, pointing people out. ‘The Wrexleith, that’s their ambassador over there; they’re fighting with the younger Dynasty, the Dimande, over territory. The Dimande are in negotiations with the Palashain and Bellaxon for help in that fight, but I’ve heard reports that the Wrexleith are also talking to the Bellaxon and granting them access to trade routes through to the Foundation. Then you have the Aristax and Solidaire, who used to be one Dynasty, but split millennia ago when the leaders of each family, who were in a relationship, split up. They’ve been fighting and bickering ever since.’ 
 
    ‘Christ on a bike, you weren’t kidding when you said it was complex,’ Amanda commented.  
 
    ‘No, I wasn’t,’ she smiled.  
 
    ‘Okay, so I’m never going to remember all of this right now, so, let’s scale it down. In your opinion, which Dynasties should I be focusing on today and would be most relevant to this whole thing with the Crux and Archons?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘That’s easy,’ Valerya said.  
 
    ‘Go on,’ Rane encouraged her.  
 
    ‘The territories of the Valk, Arcturus, and Septhian Dynasties lay directly between us here at Axia and Crux Space,’ Valerya explained.  
 
    ‘That area of space is a long way beyond those Dynasties’ territories. though, and its location has been rumour and conjecture since forever. You’re sure it’s there?’ Rane asked. 
 
    ‘Believe me, it’s there,’ Valerya commented, her tone abrupt.  
 
    ‘Okay, three Dynasties, so, tell me about them. You said the Valk?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the Valk ambassador over there, Sortheen Vysh. The Valk are quite isolationist, preferring to act unilaterally. Their society is quite authoritarian, from my point of view, and they’re always fighting with the Arcturus and Septhian Dynasties, which lie on either side of them.’  
 
    ‘They sound delightful,’ Amanda commented, looking over at the Valk Ambassador, who stood talking with a few other people. He was tall and thin, with a fitted frock coat and perfect hair.  
 
    ‘I don’t like them personally, but that doesn’t mean they’re working with the Crux.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. And the other two?’ 
 
    Rane looked around. ‘Okay, there, that’s the Arcturus ambassador,’ she said, pointing out a short man with a big beard and a bigger grin. He was laughing and enjoying himself, holding a large drink in his hand.  
 
    ‘You mean Gimli from Lord of the Rings,’ Amanda smirked.  
 
    ‘I have no idea who that is,’ Rane answered quizzically. ‘But his name is Gorthon Druk. They’re a little rough around the edges, but the Arcturuns have been losing ground to the Valk for a long time now as the Valk pursue their expansionist agenda. The Arcturuns have allied with the Septhians to help resist the Valk. That’s the Septheian ambassador there, Lusha Ultris,’ Rane explained, pointing to a woman standing not too far from Druk.  
 
    She was tall and thin with long blonde hair and wore elaborate robes.  
 
    ‘And there’s Galadriel,’ Amanda muttered, much to her own amusement. ‘So, do you think it would be worth talking to them tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t hurt,’ Valerya said.  
 
    ‘I don’t think it’s a bad idea,’ Rane agreed. ‘But be careful. Speaking with an ambassador can be seen by their rivals as you wanting to side with them. The politics here can be petty and childish, really. There’s a lot of one-up-manship.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Amanda said, looking out at the three Ambassadors as they talked with the people around them while she sipped her drink.  
 
    Honestly, the politics didn’t sound very different to what she had experienced before back on Earth with the Magi Council and the various Covens that were a part of the Arcadian Magi. This was just on a much bigger scale.  
 
    ‘So, what do you think of our little party?’ 
 
    Amanda turned to see Elden Tempus standing behind them. He wore a flattering dark suit with gold flourishes at his cuffs and around his shoulders, giving him an opulent feel.  
 
    ‘It’s very impressive,’ Amanda answered honestly. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it on Earth before.’ 
 
    ‘I expect not,’ Elden smiled. ‘I heard about the attempt on your life earlier today. I’m sorry we couldn’t prevent such a horrific thing from happening. You have my sincerest apologies.’ 
 
    Amanda smiled at him. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That means a lot, but honestly, it’s not the first time, and I can handle myself.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, but still, it upsets me that it even happened at all,’ he said, pausing before continuing. ‘So, you must be well known amongst the Earth Magi if you had such things happen to you there?’ 
 
    ‘Not as well known as some, I don’t think, but I made a name for myself, I guess,’ she mused. ‘I took a proactive approach to confronting some of the Nomads on Earth, which made me less popular with them.’ 
 
    ‘Aaah, yes. That would do it. Will you be bringing this… proactive approach to the Nexus and the Dragons?’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. He was trying to get information out of her. ‘Perhaps. If they can attack Earth, Ultima Thule, and Sol Prime, then they can attack anywhere. Nowhere is safe if they can penetrate this deep without detection.’ She briefly thought about adding in a hint that maybe someone helped them, but then chose to leave it out. He might pick up on the unsaid thought anyway.  
 
    ‘You might be right,’ he answered her.  
 
    Amanda raised her eyebrows. Might? There was no might about it, she thought and was about to tell him so when he continued on.  
 
    ‘So, apart from the unfortunate event today, are you settling in okay? We do things a little differently out here.’ 
 
    Amanda looked at him for a moment, wondering what he was playing at by changing the topic of conversation. But she guessed he had his reasons. It could be just that he wanted to save this topic for tomorrow and the meeting, so, she let it go for now.  
 
    ‘Not as different as you might think. Humans will be humans, after all. You’re just several steps ahead of Earth.’ He smiled at her answer. She wondered if his question was a subtle dig towards her. A reminder that she was from a more primitive world?  
 
    ‘I guess so. Well, I hope you enjoy the night. I have lots more guests to speak to, if you’ll excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, maybe I’ll see you later, or, if not, then tomorrow,’ and with that, he bid them all good night and wandered off.  
 
    ‘What do you make of that?’ Amanda asked her three companions.  
 
    ‘I think he’s just unsure what you’re really here for. I think you make him nervous. I mean, what you potentially represent,’ Rane explained. 
 
    ‘An expansionist Earth,’ Amanda commented.  
 
    ‘Good,’ Valerya added.  
 
    Amanda smiled at Valerya’s outburst.  
 
    ‘Well, we have all night, let’s take a wander through the hall and have a look around. We can swing back around to the ambassadors shortly,’ Rane suggested.  
 
    ‘Sounds good,’ Amanda said and followed Rane off the elevated section of the hall. They walked and talked, marvelling at the dancers above and the installations the Dynasties had placed around the room. Food was made available, and there was an endless supply of drinks. Amanda made sure to use her Magic to keep the drink from affecting her too much, though.  
 
    Eventually, they moved towards the ambassadors and approached the Arcturus and Septhian representatives. They waited their turn, and after a short wait, the opportunity to talk to them presented itself. Amanda and Rane stepped forward with Valerya and Aris close behind.  
 
    ‘Miss Rane,’ Gorthon said on seeing her. ‘How’s Earth these days? Still as dull as ever?’ he laughed.  
 
    ‘It has its exciting moments,’ Rane answered. ‘How are you, Ambassador Druk?’ 
 
    ‘Good, good, very good. All the better for getting a drink or three down my throat, you know?’ he laughed again and patted her on her shoulder.  
 
    ‘Always about the drink, Gorthon,’ Lusha smiled, having finished a few last pleasantries with the people they had been speaking to before them. ‘Lovely to see you again, Rane. What brings you back to civilisation? Is your mother here?’ 
 
    ‘Ylena is around somewhere, yes.’ 
 
    ‘I must find her soon,’ Lusha commented.  
 
    ‘Indeed. She’s a fine woman, your mother. A fine woman,’ Gorthon added.  
 
    ‘I’ll be sure to let her know.’ 
 
    ‘You do that, girl, you do that. Now, are you just going to stand there flapping that mouth of yours or are you going to introduce me to your friend here?’ he said, glancing at Amanda. Amanda smiled back, curious to see their reaction when they found out where she was from.  
 
    ‘Of course, in fact, she’s the reason the Ormonds are here today. This is Representative Amanda-Jane Page… from Earth…’ Rane said, and let it hang in the air.  
 
    Amanda saw the information register on their faces and couldn’t help the slight smirk as they realised they had both just insulted her home planet.  
 
    ‘Well, why didn’t you fraying say so when you walked up here?’ Gorthon blurted out.  
 
    ‘Miss Page,’ Lusha began, stepping forward and offering her hand. ‘Forgive our loose tongues; we’re not used to visitors from Earth. I hope you’re enjoying the evening?’ 
 
    ‘Very much so, and don’t worry, I am aware of the general stereotype that Earth apparently has within the Nexus,’ Amanda answered with a smile.  
 
    ‘Must be quite a change from what you’re used to, aye?’ Gorthon asked.  
 
    ‘It’s very impressive,’ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘So, may I ask what brings you out to Axia?’ Lusha asked.  
 
    ‘I’m here to address the Nexus Council tomorrow on behalf of the Magi Council of Earth. There are a few matters which need to be discussed.’ 
 
    ‘Is that right?’ Lusha answered.  
 
    ‘Playing coy with us, are you? Very well. You’ve got me interest, that’s for sure.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Amanda answered. ‘May I ask your opinion on something?’  
 
    ‘Yeh may,’ Gorthon answered.  
 
    ‘Please do,’ Lusha added.  
 
    ‘The Crux…’ Amanda said, and let the word hang in the air for a moment.  
 
    ‘What of them?’ Gorton shrugged.  
 
    ‘As I understand it, they lay on the far side of the Arcturus, Septhian, and Valk Dynasties when viewed from Earth. Do you see them as a threat?’ 
 
    ‘The Crux were defeated long ago,’ Lusha began. ‘There are Nomads throughout the Nexus Dynasties, and these Nomads are always problematic, but they have not been a threat to the Nexus or the Dynasties as a whole for millennia, and I don’t see that changing any time soon.’ 
 
    ‘The Crux are broken. Weak and would never be able to stand up to just one Dynasty, let along more than one. They’re no threat.’ 
 
    ‘I would disagree,’ Valerya said, stepping into the conversation.  
 
    ‘Aye, you would. Are you still spreading your propaganda?’ Gorthon asked.  
 
    ‘The Crux are building their power, they are massing their forces unchecked. They are a bigger threat now than ever before,’ Valerya continued. 
 
    ‘Is that right? You’re not listening to her, are yeh?’ Gorthon asked Amanda. 
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘I’m not going to get into the details of it right now. These are matters for a more formal setting,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘As you wish. I’ll look forward to it,’ Lusha commented, her tone hauty.  
 
    ‘Aye, me, too,’ Gorton added accusingly. ‘See you tomorrow.’ 
 
    Amanda bid the pairs of ambassadors a good evening and left the conversation, moving away from their vicinity.  
 
    ‘You see what you’re up against?’ Rane asked.  
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘I do, but I knew it wouldn’t be easy. They clearly have their own ingrained prejudices and ideas about the universe.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been trying to tell them about the danger the Crux present for years now, and they’ve never changed their view,’ Valerya said.  
 
    ‘You’re obviously a valuable part of this team,’ Rane replied, ‘but I do wonder if having you there beside Amanda might taint their view. They know you, they know your story, and it worries me that it might make them disregard us even more.’ 
 
    ‘That’s possible,’ Valerya shrugged.  
 
    ‘I think they’ll do that whatever. They clearly don’t think much of Earth,’ Amanda added.  
 
    Rane shrugged. ‘I hope this doesn’t discourage you.’ 
 
    ‘Far from it,’ Amanda shot back. ‘Actually, it might work in our favour. They won’t see us coming. They’ll think we’re inconsequential.’ 
 
    ‘Or a weak foe that they can crush all too easily,’ Rane offered.  
 
    Amanda sniggered. ‘Yeah, well, whatever. It’ll be fun to see how things play out.’ 
 
    ‘You have a funny idea of fun,’ Valerya commented.  
 
    ‘I’ve learnt to take the rough with the smooth over the years. Even the small victories should be celebrated,’ Amanda answered with a thin smile.  
 
    ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ said a male voice from behind them.  
 
    Amanda turned to see the Valk ambassador, Sortheen Vysh, standing close to them, his head held high and his hands behind his back.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry to interrupt,’ Vysh continued. ‘I saw you talking with Ambassadors Druk and Ultris and thought it best to come over and introduce myself. I’m Ambassador Vysh of the Valk Dynasty,’ he said, offering his hand.  
 
    Amanda took it in hers and gave him a firm handshake. ‘Amanda-Jane Page, representative of the Magi Council of Earth,’ she replied. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘Earth? My word, what brings you out here?’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘I will be addressing the Nexus Council tomorrow, so you’ll find out then.’ 
 
    Sortheen nodded with a conspiratorial smile. ‘Of course, I understand. I’ll certainly look forward to that. I hope Ambassadors Druk and Ultris weren’t too dismissive of you?’ 
 
    ‘They acted very much as I expected them to, based on everything I’ve heard,’ Amanda answered with a slight smile. 
 
    ‘That would not surprise me. Well, it’s wonderful to see the Earth Magi taking an interest in the Nexus finally.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. We feel we can no longer remain on the sidelines. Tell me, Ambassador, given that the Valk Dynasty lies between Axia — and Earth for that matter — and the Crux, do you think the Crux are a threat?’ 
 
    ‘The Crux were defeated by the Nexus a long time ago, my dear. They retreated, and while we still deal with individual Nomads, the Crux themselves are of little threat. Like you say, out territory lies between you and them. You can rest assured we would stand and fight them should they ever pose a threat again.’ 
 
    ‘That’s comforting to hear,’ Amanda smiled.  
 
    Sortheen nodded. ‘I’m glad you think so. Well, I will leave you to enjoy the night, but should you wish to talk to the Valk about these concerns, we would be happy to meet with you and any other Earth Magi,’ he offered.  
 
    ‘That’s very kind,’ Amanda smiled. ‘Good evening to you.’ 
 
    The ambassador smiled at her and the others and walked away. Amanda watched him go. ‘He was a little more courteous,’ Amanda commented.  
 
    ‘Slimy, if you ask me,’ Rane replied.  
 
    ‘That too,’ Amanda agreed. There was something about his demeanour that felt fake to her, despite how polite he was. Like a used car salesman or something. Still, that didn’t mean he was working with the Crux.  
 
    She watched him walk away and scanned through the crowd as he did, noticing that the Septhian and Arcturus ambassadors were looking back at her. They had probably seen the Valk ambassador speak with her. She smiled at them, and they looked away. Amanda shrugged. There was no pleasing some people, she guessed.  
 
    Suddenly, her eyes passed over a face she recognised, and she had to do a double take, looking again to see if she might have imagined it. 
 
    There, standing in the crowd was Ulrich Pascal. She’d not seen him in hundreds of years.  
 
    She turned to her friends and excused herself before walking over towards him. He looked up as she approached and watched as he suddenly recognised her.  
 
    ‘As I live and breathe, Amanda, is it you?’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘It is. Ulrich, it’s been so long, how have you been?’ she asked, reaching out to hug him. He returned the gesture and pulled her in for a hug before letting her go. 
 
    ‘Wow, you look stunning,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ she smiled, suddenly aware of how much skin she was showing, and feeling momentarily ashamed before the thought passed. Damn Catholic upbringing, she thought, pushing those childhood feelings away. They were precisely why she liked to show herself off a little more as an adult. She guessed it was Ulrich’s roots as a Templar in the church that dredged those repressed feelings back up again. ‘How long has it been?’ 
 
    ‘About seven hundred years,’ he said with a wry smile.  
 
    ‘Jeez, that long? I remember you coming to tell us that they were rounding up the Templars and arresting them. That was a fairly crazy day.’ 
 
    ‘It was, and thank you for helping me free my brothers; I couldn’t have done it without you. Is Astrid here? I’ve heard talk of her and the Wraiths, but I’ve not seen her since she ferried us from Earth to Axia.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not seen her for a while either, actually. I’ll see her soon, though.’ 
 
    ‘Say hello from me when you do see her,’ Ulrich asked.  
 
    ‘I will. So, tell me, what are you doing? Are your brothers here as well?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘No. It’s just me. My brothers and I formed an organisation. We call ourselves the Templar Knights. We’ve since grown and I took the position of ambassador to the Nexus.’ 
 
    ‘The Templar Knights. Bringing your faith out to the stars, I see?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s debatable. We’re not really a religious organisation any more. I’d guess you’d say we’re more of a warrior society. A knightly order of fighting men and women.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded approvingly. ‘Sounds awesome. Well, I’m glad you’ve done well.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. You should come visit us sometime at our homeworld.’ 
 
    ‘I’d love to,’ Amanda answered with a smile.  
 
    ‘Good, we should arrange that. So, what brings you out here?’ he asked her.  
 
    ‘I’m here on Council business,’ she answered him. ‘I’ll be addressing the Nexus tomorrow. Will you be there?’ 
 
    ‘I certainly will,’ he answered with a smile.  
 
    ‘Excellent.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Lion’s Den 
 
    Red City, Axia, Proxima Centauri 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Amanda walked beside Rane and Valerya with Aris slightly behind through the dome at the base of the Nexus Spire.  
 
    ‘Are you ready for this?’ Rane asked.  
 
    ‘As I’ll ever be,’ Amanda said, smoothing down her more business style dress. It was a simple one piece, knee length white dress with some red detailing. In her head, she ran through some of the memories she had of the Dragon attack. She had guessed the Nexus might want proof, but she also thought it would be a good idea to actually show the Council what had happened.  
 
    She could easily conjure a holographic version of her memory to show the assembled officials.  
 
    ‘You’ll do fine,’ Rane replied with a smile.  
 
    ‘I hope so.’ The four of them walked out of a corridor into a gigantic chamber that was in the centre of the dome below the spire above. The walls were formed from enormous ornate colonnades that ran around the entire chamber, and in the middle, hovering in mid-air, was a vast sphere. Intricate filigree patterns covered the orb, but other than that, there were no other features and no obvious entrance, either.  
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘That is where the Nexus Council meets,’ Rane said. ‘The only way in is to Port.’ 
 
    Amanda could see the intense Magic keeping the sphere aloft, and guessed that it probably made sense for the Nexus Council to meet in a place only accessible via Magic.  
 
    ‘Impressive,’ Amanda whispered, looking up at the vast sphere that was probably as big as a small town in diameter. 
 
    ‘Here we go,’ Rane said. Amanda saw and felt Rane’s Magic surge and reach out for her. Amanda allowed it through her Aegis, and with a whip-snap of air, they had suddenly Ported into the sphere.  
 
    They stood at the edge of a large chamber, surrounded by tiers of seats leading down to a central forum. To one side, a podium and raised area marked the area for the chair of the Nexus to sit, and she could see Elden Tempus standing near to it, talking with some other people.  
 
    ‘This way,’ Rane suggested, leading her down the stairs towards the central forum. Amanda looked around. There were already plenty of people in here, including some of the ambassadors she had met the previous night. Amanda quickly spotted Ambassadors Druk, Ultris, and Vysh from the Arcturus, Septhian, and Valk Dynasties respectively. She saw and nodded to Ulrich as well before Rane led her to a seat down near the forum.  
 
    Looking around, Amanda saw that the circular chamber had the ambassadors down at the front, and then the section behind them seemed to be reserved for their aids and such. Further back, other politicians and representatives had their places to sit, but there was room in here for a huge audience. The fact that there wasn’t one today made it feel quite empty.  
 
    It was something Amanda felt quite happy about. She didn’t mind public speaking, she had done it a few times now, but it certainly wasn’t her favourite thing to do.  
 
    As more Magi arrived and took their places, Amanda sat beside her friends and watched everyone arrive, noting some of the curious looks she was getting from people. She wondered how many of them knew about the reason for her visit.  
 
    Ylena and the Ormond contingent arrived next and came over to greet them before moving to their seats. Rane went with them, which she had warned Amanda she would have to do. 
 
    Elden made his way around to them and leaned into her so he could speak quietly. ‘We’re about to bring the meeting to order. Are you ready?’  
 
    Amanda smiled at him. ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Let’s have a meeting in my office after this, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Amanda answered. She guessed they would have a few things to talk about once the full story was public. A few more minutes passed before Elden was back at his podium. 
 
    Above the central forum, a golden sphere that hovered up there rang out once like a gong, bringing the meeting to order. Everyone sat and the noise faded to nothing as Elden looked out over the assembled crowd.  
 
    ‘Welcome, everyone,’ Elden began. ‘I bring this meeting to order. Firstly, thank you all for attending the gala event last night. I’m pleased to say it was a great success. But, we will come back to that matter later. To start with, we have a very special guest with us today. The Magi Council of Earth have sent a representative to speak with us,’ he explained. Amanda could hear some hushed whispers come from a few places around the room as he mentioned Earth.  
 
    ‘So, without further ado, I present to you, Amanda-Jane Page of Earth,’ he finished and waved for her to come down to the central forum.  
 
    Amanda got up with a smile, walked down the last few stairs, and entered the open, circular area in the middle of the room. Her heels clicked on the polished stone floor. It looked like pristine white marble shot through with gold. As she reached the forum, she looked up at Elden with a smile.  
 
    ‘Thank you, Overseer Elden, it’s a pleasure to be here,’ she said, before turning to address the row of stony-faced ambassadors that sat all around her, their steely gazes boring into her and making her feel about thirty centimetres tall. ‘I'm here on behalf of the Magi Council of Earth, partly to bring you news of an event that should concern all of you, and also to inform you of developments within the Sol system as a whole. 
 
    ‘A few days ago, a flock of around fifty Void Dragons appeared above Earth and attacked one of our major cities. They destroyed buildings and killed many innocent Riven and Magi,’ she said, glancing at Valerya.  
 
    ‘This was not some random attack; this was a carefully planned assault. They also attacked Ultima Thule, the Magi Council’s building on one of the moons of Saturn, and Sol Prime, the space station run by the Ormond Dynasty and the Sol Protectorate. I saw, with my own eyes, one of the recently freed Archons ride one of these Dragons up and away from Earth. We believe that at least some of the other Archons went with the Dragons as well. As I mentioned, this was not some random attack, this was a rescue mission. Meaning the Archons are allying with the Crux.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense,’ called out one of the ambassadors. Amanda looked up to see it was the Solidaire representative, Ember Xol. ‘The Crux are defeated.’ 
 
    ‘Were,’ Amanda interrupted him. ‘Were defeated, and have been left to grow unchecked ever since.’ 
 
    ‘The Crux were defeated a long time ago,’ Sortheen of the Valk said. ‘They are no threat to us now.’ 
 
    ‘We’re stronger than we were back then, the Crux are no threat to us now, even if they have grown,’ Ashr of the Larzentus added. ‘We do not fear them.’ 
 
    ‘What proof do you have that this even took place?’ Phenix Zallam of the Palashain asked.  
 
    ‘I’m glad you asked,’ Amanda answered, and summoned a floating hologram of her memory of that day, showing the Dragons erupting from the clouds above New York and swooping down before showing Lilitu leaping onto one of them as it passed by the building she had been stood on. ‘Please, examine my memories if you want to be sure,’ she said as the hologram showed the destruction the Void Dragons had wrought on Earth.  
 
    ‘We will take you at your word for now,’ Elden interrupted as the ambassadors watched the memory play out in the hologram before Amanda finally cancelled the effect.  
 
    ‘What do we have to fear of the Crux? The Earth is weak compared to us,’ Arana Rast of the Wraxleith asked.  
 
    ‘I think that fact that these Dragons, a whole flight of them, managed to pass through Dynasty territory, twice, and reach Earth, just a few lightyears from here, should be enough to concern you,’ Amanda continued.  
 
    ‘Axia isn’t Earth,’ Gorthon Druk of the Arcturus Dynasty added. ‘We’re far more advanced, and would be much better suited to fight off such an attack. The Earth Magi probably didn’t even know the Void Dragons existed beforehand. Besides, fifty is not a large force of Dragons.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed,’ Valerya interrupted, standing up in her seat. ‘It’s a small fraction of the amount of Dragons I have seen massing in Crux Space.’ 
 
    ‘Who invited you?’ the Valk Ambassador asked.  
 
    ‘I did,’ Amanda answered, her tone defiant. ‘She tried to fight off the Dragons, putting her own life on the line to help Earth. She has more than earned her right to be here, and she knows what she's talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Sortheen of the Valk asked her. 
 
    ‘Quite sure,’ Amanda answered, her voice steely. ‘Ultimately, I always doubted I would be able to convince you here today, and frankly, whether I have or not, is beside the point. We know what happened and it’s clear that the Earth cannot sit by and rely on you to defend us. Your record speaks for itself on that front. No, the Earth Magi will be taking a much more proactive stance from now on. I’m here to announce that the Magi Council of Earth will be merging with the Sol Protectorate and the Sentinels to form the Terran Alliance, and it is our intention to join the Nexus.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t do that.’ 
 
    Who do you think you are?’ 
 
    ‘There’s procedure and protocol to follow.’ 
 
    The protests came thick and fast as the ambassadors made their feelings on the matter felt quite clearly.  
 
    ‘The Sol Protectorate is part of the Nexus,’ Amanda protested in return. 
 
    ‘That was a special case,’ Elden answered her. ‘The Protectorate is technically part of the Foundation. If you do this, then the Protectorate will be withdrawing from that deal.’ 
 
    Amanda looked up at Ylena. ~This is it, the point of no return,~ Amanda messaged Ylena. 
 
    ~And the Ormond Dynasty stands united with Earth, we’re the Terran Alliance now,~ Ylena answered her with a nod.  
 
    ~Very well,~ Amanda responded with a smile. ‘We understand,’ Amanda said aloud.  
 
    Elden looked up at Ylena as well. ‘Are you sure, Ylena?’ 
 
    Ylena stood. ‘Those Dragons killed hundreds on Sol Prime. We drove them off and away, but it was crystal clear to us that as devastating as that attack was, it was a diversion. This was planned, and the Crux clearly have enough Dragons to throw some away to get what they want. This threat cannot be ignored, and it is our honour to join with our Earth friends to form an Alliance.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Elden answered, his voice sounding a little more solemn. ‘As the honourable representative said, though, there is procedure and protocol to follow. Not least of which being that Nexus applicants must have at least five systems in their territory to have their own seat in this chamber, and much more to sit beside the Dynasties you see before you.’ 
 
    ‘I am aware of that restriction,’ Ylena said.  
 
    ‘This is preposterous,’ Ember Xol called out. ‘Where has the Earth been these last ten thousand years? Protected by the Nexus, that’s where, and now you want to throw that in our faces, withdraw from the Foundation, take over some of their territory, and join the Nexus?’ 
 
    ‘Will the population of Earth be made aware of the Nexus and the galactic community?’ Sortheen of the Valk asked.  
 
    ‘No,’ Amanda answered. ‘The Riven of Earth will continue to be left alone to develop at their own pace.’ 
 
    ‘That is absurd. How can a planet be a part of the Nexus when its inhabitants are unaware?’ the Valk ambassador asked.  
 
    ‘Earth is a Foundation planet, are you planning on taking over more Foundation planets?’ the Palashain ambassador asked. ‘Are you going to stand for this, Elden?’ 
 
    ‘Order, order,’ Elden called out, shouting the ambassadors down until eventually, the chamber calmed down. Amanda stood in the centre of the room still, shaking slightly and clasping her hands before her to keep them steady as the adrenalin that was pumping through her system began to fade. She took a breath and waited, looking up at the ambassadors and the Magic that was flaring all around them as they talked silently through their mental Links.  
 
    ‘We clearly have much to discuss, but the Terran Alliance will be subject to the usual rules about joining the Nexus,’ Elden explained before he looked down at her. Amanda looked back up and waited to see what he would say next. She knew that her announcement about the Terran Alliance would be a shock, even to Elden who was, to the best of her knowledge, supportive of Earth.  
 
    ‘This meeting is at an end, we will reconvene after lunch to discuss the other matters,’ Elden said and rang the golden sphere once more. She wasn’t sure what Elden’s feelings on this were, but she guessed he didn’t like it. She nodded to him.  
 
    He, in turn, pointed behind him, indicating they should meet as the noise in the room rose up once more as the ambassadors started to discuss the events in the meeting with their aids and each other.  
 
    Amanda pointedly ignored them and walked back to where Valerya and Aris stood. Moments later, Ylena and Rane joined them.  
 
    ‘Elden wants to see us in his office,’ Amanda said to them.  
 
    ‘Understandable,’ Ylena said. ‘Well done, by the way, Amanda. You handled yourself well out there. Don’t let them intimidate you.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t,’ she smiled back at the Ormond matriarch.  
 
    Ylena smiled. ‘Let’s go and see what Elden wants.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Next Steps 
 
    Red City, Axia, Proxima Centauri 
 
      
 
    ‘Welcome,’ Elden said as he guided them into this office. It was a large room in the sphere where the previous Council meeting had taken place and was easily big enough to fit them all in with lots of room to spare. He guided them over to a nearby conference table and indicated that they should sit.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry to surprise you like that,’ Amanda said to him, offering him a thin smile.  
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Elden answered. ‘I’ve had worse surprises than that in my time.’ 
 
    ‘You handled it well,’ Ylena agreed. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Elden replied. 
 
    ‘They didn’t seem to like what I had to say very much,’ Amanda suggested.  
 
    ‘Are you surprised?’ Elden asked. 
 
    ‘I guess not.’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t like it because you’re suggesting change. A change to the status quo. It was never going to go down well. It was a shock to me as well, even if part of me expected it to happen one day.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Earth was never going to stay isolated forever, and when Crystal told me about the Archons breaking free, I knew it was just a matter of time.’ 
 
    Ylena was nodding. 
 
    ‘You know Crystal?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘We’ve been working with the Sentinels for thousands of years,’ Elden explained.  
 
    ‘Aaah, yes, Rane mentioned that,’ Amanda cut in.  
 
    ‘Good. No, I knew this would happen, which is why certain precautions have been taken.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘Axia is well populated and busy, but that is only because it’s the hub of the Nexus. Most of the other planets around Sol are, at most, sparsely populated with only small colonies if they’re inhabited at all. This is not an accident. This was done partially to keep people away from Earth and keep it isolated, but also because we knew that eventually, this situation would happen, and you would seek membership in the Nexus.’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘The systems rim-ward of Sol — Tau Ceti, Wolf, Epsilon Eridani, Sirius, Procyon etc, they only have a few small colonies on them, and I’m open to any proposal for them to join the Terran Alliance. You’ll need to visit them, see if they wish to join your Alliance, of course, but if they do, at least you will be able to join the Nexus.’ 
 
    Amanda sat there in a state of mild shock for a moment, unable to answer for a few moments until eventually, she got her emotions under control.  
 
    ‘Are you serious?’ Ylena asked.  
 
    ‘Entirely,’ Elden said. ‘The Foundation, as you know, has been supportive of the Earth for as long as I can remember. Earth is the homeworld of the human race, and we want the best for it; we always have.’ 
 
    ‘That’s incredible, thank you,’ Amanda said finally, finding her voice. 
 
    ‘Save your thanks. These systems are not a part of your Alliance yet, and needless to say, I might require some favours from the Alliance in the future,’ Elden added.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ Amanda said, knowing a silly grin was already spreading over her face.  
 
    ‘Keep me informed,’ Elden added.  
 
    ‘We will,’ Amanda agreed with a smile.  
 
    ‘We will keep you in the loop as to what’s happening. You have my word,’ Ylena stated.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Rane added.  
 
    ‘Go on, get out of here,’ he said and rose from the table. Amanda followed Ylena and Rane in offering Elden her thanks for such a generous offer, and before long, they left the office.  
 
    ‘I can’t believe what just happened,’ Amanda said. 
 
    ‘Elden and the Foundation have been supporting us since day one, and I knew they were working with the Sentinels, so part of me isn’t surprised,’ Ylena explained. ‘But even so, this is huge.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think these systems will join us?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Honestly, I don’t know. They are sparsely populated, though, nothing like Axia, or Earth for that matter.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, there is one that I’m fairly sure we can bring in very quickly,’ Amanda added.  
 
    ‘Sirius,’ Rane suggested.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Amanda smiled.  
 
    ‘Aaah, the Wraiths,’ Ylena added. 
 
    ‘I think that should be our next stop,’ Amanda suggested. ‘I’ve been wanting to see Astrid for a while, and this would be the perfect chance.’ 
 
    ‘So, if we bring Sirius in, what happens to the Wraiths?’ Rane asked.  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Ylena enquired.  
 
    ‘You mean, do they become a part of the Alliance? Like, part of the Alliance’s armed forces?’ Amanda suggested.  
 
    Rane nodded. ‘They’re a highly trained group who would be invaluable to us as a new Alliance joining the Nexus. We could certainly use them.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Ylena concurred. ‘My biggest worry surrounding this new Alliance is how the other Dynasties will react. Historically, they do not like new factions joining up, and there have been all kinds of claims of attacks against the younger Dynasties and groups when they first joined, and not all of them make it.’ 
 
    ‘You think that will happen to us?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘I would be shocked if it didn’t. They dislike new applicants to the Nexus at the best of times and in the least offensive of circumstances. Our timing and the Earth’s location in the heart of the Foundation is sure to upset most of them.’ 
 
    ‘Although, ironically, Elden and the Tempus Dynasty doesn’t seem to be one of them,’ Valerya stated.  
 
    ‘You’ve already been attacked once,’ Ylena said to Amanda. ‘That will almost certainly have originated from one of the Dynasties who didn’t like the idea of an Earth Magi stepping up.’ 
 
    ‘That was my assumption as well,’ Amanda sighed. She couldn’t be entirely sure, but the whole attack didn’t feel like a Nomad action. The thought of the Dynasties being so opposed to her that they would actively attack her was a disquieting idea, but it did seem the be the case.  
 
    ‘Another reason to bring in the Wraiths,’ Rane suggested.  
 
    ‘You might be right,’ Amanda agreed.  
 
    ‘I’m positive of it,’ Rane said. ‘Besides, I’d love to see Astrid again.’ 
 
    ‘Rane, go with Amanda; Valerya and Aris to Sirius. Let’s see if Astrid will join up. I’m heading back to Sol Prime. When you know her answer, come back to Sol. We have a lot to arrange.’ 
 
    ‘I need to report back to the Magi Council for a start,’ Amanda added.  
 
    ‘Of course, maybe we can bring Trevelyan to Sol Prime.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good,’ Amanda agreed. ‘Let’s gather our things and meet at the Arkady.’ 
 
    Rane nodded, and moments later, they were all Porting off to other parts of the Nexus Spire.  
 
   


  
 

 Sirius 
 
    Canis, Sirius System. 
 
      
 
    The Arkady banked around the moon Canis as it orbited the lone colonised planet, Sirius Alpha. Amanda had been here many times, but that had been hundreds of years ago when Astrid had been setting up the Wraiths. Since then, to the best of her knowledge, the Wraiths had become one of the more in demand mercenary companies in the Foundation and even in some of the surrounding Dynasty sectors. But it had been a long time since Amanda had seen Astrid, and she guessed anything could have happened in the interim. Rane seemed sure she was still running the company, though.  
 
    The ship approached the northern pole of Canis, and the huge, five hundred meter, roughly circular blast doors that spanned the pole.  
 
    Amanda reached out through her long unused Link to Astrid, sending a pulse of Essentia along it to her.  
 
    Tense moments passed as she waited for Astrid to answer. Nearby, Rane, Valerya, and Aris sat on the bridge, watching Amanda to see how this would play out.  
 
    ~Amanda,~ a voice intoned in her mind as the Link opened. Amanda recognised the voice right away. ~By the Aether, what are you doing here? It’s been centuries.~ 
 
    Amanda smiled, apparently much to the relief of her companions who all seemed to relax. ~Astrid, it’s good to hear your voice again.~ 
 
    ~And yours,~ Astrid said. ~Is this a social visit?~ she asked as Amanda noticed the blast doors on the moon begin to part and light start to flood out of the gap.  
 
    ~Not really, although it will be good to see you again. No, this concerns matters that should be a concern to all of us. We need to talk.~ 
 
    ~Well, that sounds ominous. But, of course, come in. You should be receiving docking instructions shortly,~ she said and closed the Link.  
 
    Docking info did indeed appear on the main viewer, and she exchanged information with someone from the moon’s operations centre as the Arkady dropped towards the door.  
 
    Passing through the portal, they found themselves within a huge hollowed out shaft that cut through the middle of the moon. Amanda knew it went right through to the south pole, where a similar set of blast doors sealed off that entrance as well.  
 
    As they passed through the entrance, they phased through an Aegis that held the atmosphere within the moon, and then the outer doors, followed by a set of inner doors, begin to slide shut behind them.  
 
    Amanda reoriented the ship so that it was dropping belly first, to match the direction of the artificial gravity in here. It now felt like they were dropping down the shaft rather than flying along it, and she could make out the endless walkways that ringed the shaft. She spotted docking bays with starships inside, more blast doors leading to who knew what, and various people walking this way and that through the complex until the ship lowered itself onto a platform, not too far down the shaft from the entrance.  
 
    Bumping down to the pad, Amanda led Rane and the others off the ship and onto the ramp. Amanda paused for a moment partway down when she saw a row of soldiers dressed in black tactical gear on each side of the wide walkway leading to the side wall of the shaft.  
 
    They were all carrying Essentia charged weapons and armour, and Amanda also spotted two Magi on either side at either end of the two rows.  
 
    Her hesitation didn’t last long though as she spotted Astrid standing a short distance away between the two rows of troops, her hands clasped behind her back.  
 
    She also recognised one of the two people standing slightly behind her to either side as Officer Malax, one of the earliest recruits to the Wraiths. He was a major once upon a time, and she wondered if he’d advanced in rank somewhat by now. 
 
    Amanda smiled at her friend, who smiled back and began to walk forward. Amanda continued down the ramp and approached her.  
 
    ‘It’s been too long, Red,’ Astrid said as they drew closer. ‘I was beginning to wonder what had happened to you.’ She wore black, like everyone here. It was a simple fitted stealth suit with tactical webbing that held a gun and a few other items.  
 
    ‘Sorry, Trid, I just got caught up with events back home,’ she answered.  
 
    Astrid eyed her for a moment, and then stepped forward, grabbing her and pulling her in for a hug. ‘Don’t leave it so long next time!’  
 
    Amanda hugged her back. ‘I won’t, you can guarantee that.’ 
 
    ‘Is that right?’ Astrid answered, pulling away slightly.  
 
    ‘Let’s just say, we have a lot to talk about,’ Amanda explained.  
 
    ‘Fair enough,’ Astrid answered, before looking over her shoulder. ‘Rane, how are you doing, you little wild-child?’ she said before stepping over and hugging her, too.  
 
    ‘I’m very well. This is impressive,’ Rane said, waving at their surroundings.  
 
    ‘I’m a businesswoman these days,’ Astrid answered. ‘Who’d a thought it, hey? Me? Making deals and running a company?’ 
 
    ‘Scary,’ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘Hey, I had to grow up sometime. So, you going to introduce me to your friends?’ Astrid asked, gesturing towards Valerya and Aris.  
 
    ‘Astrid, meet Valerya and Aris — Dragon hunters.’ 
 
    ‘Dragon hunters? You sure you picked a challenging enough target?’ Astrid quipped.  
 
    Valerya shrugged.  
 
    ‘Well, whatever, if you’re friends with Red and Rane here, you’re welcome on Canis.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. You run this place?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘I do. Started it a few hundred years ago, and it’s grown into a bit of a monster,’ Astrid said as she started to walk towards the shaft wall, indicating they should follow her. ‘It was my baby, but these two miscreants here helped me get it started,’ waving to Amanda and Rane as she spoke.  
 
    ‘The Wraiths are one of the more sought-after mercenary companies in the sector these days,’ Rane explained. ‘We use them, the Foundation uses them, and I’m pretty sure some of the Dynasties use them, too.’ 
 
    ‘Right on the money,’ Astrid agreed. ‘We’re kept very busy.’ 
 
    ‘What do you do for your clients?’ Valerya asked.  
 
    ‘All sorts. We do lots of escort duty, security details, as well as infiltrations, and helping in various military capacities. We have teams that specialise in all kinds of work, from assassination to bodyguards.’ 
 
    Rane looked over at Amanda as she messaged her through their Link. ~I hope she joins. The Wraiths would be perfect for the Alliance.~ 
 
    ~Agreed,~ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘Impressive,’ Valerya complimented her.  
 
    ‘Thanks. Let’s head down this way. I think there’s a meeting room along here somewhere…’  
 
    Amanda turned to Malax, the man who had been standing with Astrid and was now walking along the corridor with them. ‘Glad to see you’re still keeping Astrid in line, Major,’ she said. He was an older looking man with a bushy moustache and a serious expression on his face. He was all business, if she remembered correctly.  
 
    ‘No one’s been good enough to kill me yet, Miss Page. And it’s General now, not Sergeant Major.’ 
 
    ‘General? You mean you run this thing now?’ 
 
    ‘He wishes,’ Astrid interrupted.  
 
    ‘I look after the Riven troops,’ he grunted.  
 
    ‘Aaah,’ Amanda said. Malax wasn’t a Magus, so it sounded like he was in overall charge of the Riven members of the Wraiths, but Astrid, being an Arch Magus, outranked him, at least, when it came to members of the Wraiths, anyway. 
 
    ‘Aaah, here we are. This will do,’ Astrid said and opened a door part way along a corridor. Amanda walked in and found a seat while her friends followed suit, sitting around the table. Astrid also took a seat. ‘So, what’s so secretive, Red?’ 
 
    ‘Well, most of it isn’t secretive, but some of it could be sensitive. Okay, let me start from the beginning,’ she said and started to go through the tale one more time, explaining the attack on Earth and what they guessed the reasons for that attack might be. She continued, elaborating further, telling Astrid of the assaults on Ultima Thule and Sol Prime, and then the choice by all parties in the Sol system to join together to form the Terran Alliance. She continued on, going through the events at Axia before finally finishing by telling her what Elden Tempus had offered to the Terran Alliance.  
 
    ‘And that brings us to you. We came straight here from Axia,’ she finished.  
 
    ‘’Wow, that’s an impressive tale, and in fact, I had heard some rumours that Earth had been attacked, so it’s not as big a surprise as it could have been. I’m pleased that you have that in-hand, though. So, you think this was to liberate the Archons?’ 
 
    ‘That’s our best guess,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘That kind of fits with some of the intel we’ve gathered here recently, actually. We’ve noticed some increased Nomad activity, so this fits with the bigger picture that we have here. Okay, so, let me guess. I take it to you — meaning the Terran Alliance — want to bring the Wraiths and the Sirius system into this new Alliance, correct?’ 
 
    ‘That’s pretty much the long and short of it. Other than those who have enlisted in the Sol Prime forces, which is only a small number, we don’t have any kind of military force.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re expecting resistance,’ Astrid stated.  
 
    ‘I think that’s a given. The attack on me on Axia proved that the Dynasties don’t like even the idea of an ascendant Earth.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not in the slightest bit surprised.’ 
 
    ‘We would likely lose some of our Dynasty clients under such an alliance,’ Malax commented.  
 
    ‘I’d expect nothing less, but I think we can weather that storm. Does anyone have any serious concerns about such an alliance?’ Astrid asked Malax and the other Wraith officers in the room.  
 
    Amanda watched as they all looked to one another, and noticed through her Aetheric Sight the flurry of electronic signals between their minds, suggesting they were talking to each other through their Neural Nets.  
 
    ‘No, I think we’d be happy with that direction. We’ve made our position as a supporter of Earth clear and public in the past,’ Malax said.  
 
    ‘We have,’ Astrid agreed.  
 
    ‘To be clear, I don’t want to merge you with Sol Prime’s forces or with any military force we build in the interim. The Wraiths will stay as the Wraiths, providing that is what you want.’ 
 
    ‘For now, yes,’ Astrid confirmed.  
 
    ‘So, do you think you can bring the people of Sirius into the Alliance?’ 
 
    ‘The Wraiths work closely with the people and government of Silver City on Sirius Alpha, when it becomes clear to them the direction the Wraiths are taking, I doubt there will be much resistance to joining with the Terran Alliance. Many of the Magi on Alpha can trace their lineage back to Earth if they’re not actually refugees from Earth themselves. It seems like many of the residents here ventured out from Earth to Sirius, rather than moving closer to Earth from the outer reaches of the Foundation, so they should be sympathetic to your offer.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good to hear,’ Amanda commented.  
 
    ‘Leave it with me, I’ll deal with Sirius. I also have contacts in some of the other systems in the Foundation. It might be that I can help you there as well.’ 
 
    ‘That would be excellent,’ Amanda agreed.  
 
    ‘So, what’s your next step?’ Astrid asked.  
 
    ‘We need to get back to Sol Prime. Report in. There will be people who want to know how things have gone so far.’ 
 
    Astrid stood up from her chair and offered her hand. Amanda stood up as well and took Astrid's hand in hers, gripping it firmly. 
 
    ‘I’m looking forward to working with you,’ Astrid stated.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Amanda said with feeling.  
 
    ‘That’s what friends are for, though, right?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed it is,’ Amanda agreed with a smile. 
 
   


  
 

 Rescue 
 
    Sol Prime, Sol System. 
 
      
 
    The flight from Sirius to Sol was barely two hours, nowhere near enough time for any kind of significant rest, but Amanda had taken the opportunity to retire to her stateroom and lay on her bed for a while. A thousand and one thoughts ran through her mind after the last few days of negotiation and activity. There was so much to think about.  
 
    All she wanted to do was to go and hunt down the Archons, but nothing is ever simple, and she knew she could not simply march into Crux Space and take them on. She might survive for a little while, and maybe even take one or two of them down, but they would catch up with her eventually, and that would be all she wrote.  
 
    Then who would stand and fight the Archons? 
 
    But there was more to it than that. This was bigger than her personal vendetta. She had the whole human race to think about. They needed to be protected and provided for. Her experience was, at the very least, uncommon amongst Earth Magi, if not unique. She needed to be a beacon for others to follow. She needed to rally the Magi of the Nexus and Earth to unite and stand against the Crux one more time, and she needed to do it before it was too late.  
 
    Still, it would be much easier if she could just blast some Archons with her Magic.  
 
    Finding herself in a pure white environment, Amanda turned to see a figure standing a short distance away, wearing a simple white robe. She looked all too similar to herself with long red hair and a face that looked like an older version of her own.  
 
    ‘Mother,’ Amanda said on instinct.  
 
    ‘Amanda, my dear, I’m so proud of you,’ she said. Amanda could feel the love and compassion flowing from her mother, filling her up and comforting her.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Amanda replied with a smile and approached her. They hugged. Amanda savoured the feeling of protection she always got from her mother. She didn’t see her as often as she’d like.  
 
    ‘You have done well.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been watching?’ 
 
    ‘Always,’ Sophia answered with a smile.  
 
    ‘It’s not been easy,’ Amanda admitted. 
 
    ‘It never will be, and this is but the beginning. You have so much further to go, my dear, but I will always be watching, and be there whenever I can.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘It’s been so long since I saw you last, although, I saw you the other day, right?’ she said, the memories hazy.  
 
    ‘You did. And yes, I know it’s been a while. The other Aeons, they restricted my ability to interfere in your universe after I helped you last time. That restriction has ended, but they are watching me closely. I must be careful.’ 
 
    ‘They’re watching you? Like, now?’ 
 
    ‘As much as they’re able.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘I understand.’ 
 
    ‘You have a long and difficult journey ahead of you, Amanda. You must be strong. You will learn things that will shake your world, make you question everything, but stay the course, and remember, I love you.’ 
 
    ‘Always,’ Amanda answered, letting her own love for her mother flow out of her.  
 
    Amanda sensed Magic flare beside them and turned to see a hole of pure black rip through the white of the Aeon’s Realm until an under lit face appeared in that black void.  
 
    ‘Weaver,’ Sophia said in greeting to it.  
 
    ‘Sophia, Amanda, I bid you greetings,’ the Weaver said, its voice deep with a strange modulation to it.  
 
    Amanda smiled; it had been a long time since she had last seen the Weaver. She could feel the power leaking off him and the intense temporal energy that she always felt around him.  
 
    ‘Hi,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘Void has confirmed her plans,’ the Weaver said to Sophia. 
 
    Sophia nodded. ‘Amanda, a powerful Magus called Void will contact you shortly. She could be a valuable ally to you if you help her in her own quests.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’ve met Void before,’ Amanda commented, recalling the dream-like memory from over a year ago. ‘It concerns the Multiverse, correct?’ 
 
    Sophia smiled. ‘Yes. It is entirely possible you have met her before, time, as you know, works differently for me, and Void is difficult to keep track of, even for us.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘Be careful, my dear. I will do what I can to help you, but you’re not invincible. The forces arrayed against you are powerful and unpredictable.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘And never forget who and what you are.’ 
 
    Amanda nodded. ‘I am Amanda, Arch Magus, half human and half Aeon,’ she muttered as the scene around her faded.  
 
    She woke to the sound of the proximity warning beeping in her room. She’d set it to go off five minutes before they reached Sol Prime. It felt like she’d been asleep for barely any time at all when it had in reality probably been more than an hour. Nowhere near long enough. She yawned, still feeling incredibly tired.  
 
    Using Magic to negate tiredness was easy to do, but not a long-term solution, plus, it never felt quite as good as getting a good night’s rest did. Still, it was better than nothing, so she worked her Magic and felt the wave of Essentia pass over and through her, pulling the veil of exhaustion off of her.  
 
    Stretching, Amanda rose from her bed, pulled on her body suit and wandered out onto the main deck of the Arkady to find Valerya, Aris, and Rane sitting in seats around a table playing some kind of card game.  
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Amanda watched as Rane had her turn.  
 
    ‘Hi, Mandy, did you get some rest?’ Rane asked, looking up from her cards.  
 
    ‘Some,’ she answered. ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘A card game. It’s called, Fluque, right?’ Rane asked the others.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Valerya answered as she looked curiously at her hand.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ Amanda answered with a shrug. ‘I’m off to the bridge; we’re coming up on Sol.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent, about time. I was getting hammered anyway. Let’s finish this some other time,’ Rane suggested to Valerya and Aris.  
 
    ‘If you like,’ Valerya answered and started to gather everything up.  
 
    Amanda left them to it and climbed the stairs to the bridge before settling herself into her chair. She waited as the countdown approached zero on the main viewer. It looked out on the glowing blue tunnel that the Arkady flew through when it was in Flux.  
 
    Rane walked up onto the bridge.  
 
    ‘Thanks for the save back there; they were destroying me.’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. ‘Gambling away your fortune, were you?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ Rane answered moving to a nearby chair as Valerya and Aris arrived on the bridge.  
 
    ‘You played well,’ Valerya complimented Rane.  
 
    ‘Thank you, but no, I did not. You were taking me for everything I had.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that, Ormond,’ Valerya answered, putting emphasis on her family name. 
 
    ‘Okay, but I can’t be doing that every day,’ she replied with a knowing grin.  
 
    ‘Every other day it is, then,’ Valerya smirked back.  
 
    The counter hit zero and the ship dropped out of Flux. The streaks of light slammed to a stop, becoming pinpricks again in the velvet black of the void while Sol Prime hung silently in the night, catching the light of Sol itself on its left flank.  
 
    ‘Home sweet home,’ Rane sang. Amanda smiled, and with a thought, sent a signal to the station, announcing their return.  
 
    ‘We have you on scan,’ came a voice through the comm. ‘We’ll be with you in a moment; we just some really strange readings we’re…’ 
 
    The man's voice trailed off as Amanda watched four boiling points of Essentia erupt from nothing in the space above the main disk of Sol Prime. The glowing blue energy blossomed like flowers, opening up before a huge dark Dragon emerged from each Wyrm Hole and swooped down towards the space station.  
 
    ‘Fray me,’ Rane cursed.  
 
    ‘Holy Crap,’ Amanda joined in. 
 
    ~Rane, get over here,~ Amanda heard Ylena’s voice loud and clear over the group Link they all shared. ~Amanda, welcome back, and good timing, by the way. I take it you’ve seen what’s happening?~ 
 
    ~We see it,~ Amanda answered.  
 
    ~They’re going for the Dragon we captured — it must be a rescue attempt. I don’t know if you can do anything, but we could use some help.~ 
 
    ~We’re on it,~ Amanda answered.  
 
    ‘Gotta go,’ Rane said aloud.  
 
    ‘Go,’ Amanda replied and watched Rane’s Magic flare as she Ported away with a snap of air. She looked over at Valerya. ‘Ship’s yours, I’m better out there. Give em hell.’ 
 
    Valerya nodded. ‘You can count on us. Aris? On weapons.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, aye,’ he said as the pair of them dashed to their respective seats.  
 
    Amanda smiled, and then looked up at the main viewer. She focused on one of the buildings closest to where the Dragons were now ripping into the station, their fires burning everything around them as the two Sol Dragons burst out of the station and attacked the four Crux Dragons.  
 
    With a working of will, Amanda quickly enacted her Multitasking effect, splitting her mind into over twenty shards, before she bolstered her Aegis and Ported herself across the void to the station.  
 
    Light flashed behind her eyes as the air on the ship snapped. She appeared standing on the outside of the station less than a hundred meters from the fight, noticing that the four Crux Dragons each had a rider and a squad of troops on their backs. Looking up, at least four more ships burst through the Wyrm Holes that the Dragons had left behind and were flying down towards the station.  
 
    In front of her, the two Sol Dragons were on the exterior of the station now as they clawed at the four Crux Dragons, but they had already been overwhelmed and beaten back.  
 
    As Amanda appeared, one of the Crux Void Dragons dived into the station, out of sight.  
 
    With a roar, one of the bigger Crux Dragons threw Grokar, the black Sol Dragon, across the station, towards her, bellowing a single word through the Aether as he did it. ~Traitor.~ 
 
    Amanda concentrated and Ported a hundred meters to her left as Grokar smashed into the station’s exterior where she had been moments before.  
 
    Looking up, Amanda summoned her Magic and threw a barrage of Essentia Strikes at the creature, with several bolts of lightning to go with it.  
 
    The energy smashed into the Crux Dragon, making it flinch, and then roar at her. Fire rushed out from the Dragon’s mouth and engulfed her in super-heated fire and plasma laced with Essentia.  
 
    Amanda ported again, appearing thirty meters away, her Aegis smoking in the void as the fire she had been inside of tore through the station.  
 
    Movement caught her attention as the Nomad rider leapt from the Dragon’s back and landed deftly on the station’s exterior. Four other men, all of them clearly Riven but with Magical gear, followed suit and brandished their weapons towards her.  
 
    To her right, Grokar rushed past her and flew at the Crux Dragon. Fire went everywhere as the Crux Dragon rolled with the attack and both of them were launched into space above the station.  
 
    ~Think you can take us on, Magus?~ the Nomad said, over an open Link.  
 
    Electron beams lanced out at her from the Nomad troops and slammed into her Aegis as the Nomad himself threw blasts of Essentia at her.  
 
    Amanda boosted her shield with several of her minds, fending off the attacks. They weren’t anything like as powerful as the Dragon’s fire. Amanda focused on the Nomad, guessing he was a Knight or Sage in rank from the power and number of attacks.  
 
    Gathering her strength, she unleashed a fountain of Essentia Strikes and punishing electrical attacks at the Nomad and watched his Aegis take a hammering. The Nomad suddenly looked worried and took a few steps back.  
 
    ~Not so cocky now, are we?~ Amanda replied, leaping into the air. With a working of Magic, she changed the direction of momentum and added to it.  
 
    Her knee slammed into the Nomad’s chest and threw him to the floor with a gasp as his Aegis flickered under her assault.  
 
    As he gasped and funnelled Essentia into his shield, trying to save himself, Amanda hit him again with another round of Magic that flared and cracked his Aegis wide open.  
 
    Around her, the four Crux soldiers refocused and shot at her, but she ignored them for the moment.  
 
    She punched the Nomad once out of sheer annoyance. His nose exploded, sending blood everywhere as she raised her hand out to him and sent around fifty million volts of electricity into his head with a bolt of lightning.  
 
    His head exploded with a flash as the electricity arced out over the surface of the station and hit the two closest Crux troopers, who staggered back, holding their heads.  
 
    Standing up, Amanda looked at the four men and women surrounding her. Behind them, the captured Void Dragon leapt from the hole in the surface of the station with a new rider on its back, spread its wings, and took flight.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Valerya jumped into the pilot's seat as Amanda disappeared from the bridge.  
 
    ‘You ready, Aris? We’re going in,’ she cried as she boosted the ship forward and sped towards the station as light and fire lit up its surface around the Dragons.  
 
    Four support ships had followed the Dragons through their gates, so Valerya aimed towards one of them.  
 
    ‘Let's take out one of those ships,’ she said as she brought the ship in on an intercept course. 
 
    ‘Firing,’ Aris called out and opened up on the target ship with the particle beams and electron lasers the Arkady boasted. The beams burnt across the ship's shields with a flare of light. 
 
    Valerya watched the Nomad vessel bank and turn away as four fighters launched from it and boosted into the night.  
 
    ‘Fray me,’ she cursed. These guys came prepared, she thought. The force the Crux had sent to liberate the Dragon wasn’t massive, but the fight would be tough. Valerya didn’t mind the odds, though, she’d been in tighter scrapes than this, and honestly, it felt good to be back in the pilot’s seat and in the midst of battle. Much better than dealing with politicians and all that crap.  
 
    Unfortunately, if they wanted to fight the Crux and stand a chance of winning, it would be a necessary evil.  
 
    Valerya followed the support ship, boosting through the other three. Aris took the opportunity to let off a few pot shots at these others as they rocketed through their midst before he refocused on the ship they were trailing. Watching the radar, Valerya saw the four fighters bank and come in behind them.  
 
    ‘Four fighters on our tail,’ Valerya called out.  
 
    ‘I see em,’ Aris answered her.  
 
    ‘I’m breaking off from the support ship; let’s take out some of those fighters.’ 
 
    ‘Ready when you are,’ he answered her as lasers streaked past them. Valerya spun the ship, banking hard.  
 
    She loved flying Aetheric Craft. They often handled nothing like conventional ships and more like fighter planes in atmosphere with their ability to make gradual turns as if they had ailerons pushing against the air, except they were pushing against the Essentia in space instead.  
 
    The fighters spun and turned while the Arkady came about. The moment Aris could bring the ship's weapons to bear, he unleashed hell and concentrated fire on the first target he could hit.  
 
    The beams hammered against the fighter's shields, before they suddenly broke through. The fighter exploded in a flash of yellow as the Arkady jinked and sped after another, swooping past the explosion at incredible speed.  
 
    Aris fired again and quickly took out the second fighter, leaving behind a glowing fireball where it had once been. Turning back, the station swung up into view and Valerya watched as the Dragon that had been held captive lifted off from the station. The support ship they had been chasing rose back up before them and fired, its beams slamming into the Arkady, making the ship rock and judder from the impacts.  
 
    ‘Aris?’ Valerya called. 
 
    ‘I know,’ he answered as the Arkady’s beams lit up the night once more, hitting the support ship like a wreaking ball. They were right on the ships tail as it dived back towards the station, probably looking for help.  
 
    Aris threw everything the Arkady had it at, including unleashing the wrath of a pair of railguns at their target.  
 
    Seconds passed as Valerya jinked the ship back and forth, doing her best to dodge the incoming fire when the target ship’s shields suddenly failed and the Arkady’s beams and projectiles hit home.  
 
    Explosions rocked the support ship and engulfed it in a wave of destruction from the engines forward.  
 
    Valerya banked the ship left, bringing one of the Crux Dragons into view.  
 
    Aris fired at it. The Arkady’s beams racked over the Dragon’s Aegis, making the beast flinch, beat its wings, and twist away.  
 
    Behind it, in an otherwise empty area of space, two more Wyrm Holes flared into life as two more Void Dragons burst through.  
 
    ‘More of them?’ Valerya exclaimed.  
 
    These two new arrivals were moving at speed and working together, swooped in towards the Dragon that had been held captive on the station, and attacked it.  
 
    ‘What the hell?’ Valerya blurted out. ‘Who are these guys? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the captured Dragon lifted off, Amanda dashed left, towards the nearest Crux soldier, a female by the looks of things. She hit the woman across the face, making her stagger to keep her balance. Grabbing her by a strap across her chest, Amanda got hold of the woman’s helmet, dug her fingers in with her enhanced strength, and ripped it off.  
 
    Air escaped from the suit as the woman went bug-eyed and tried to breathe in a vacuum. Amanda adjusted her stance, stepping towards the next nearest figure and threw the woman at him, sending him flying as well.  
 
    Beams from the other two flashed and burnt against her Aegis. She reached out, her fingers splayed wide and worked her Magic.  
 
    Pulling her fingers in like a claw, the armour on the soldiers squeezed in and compacted around the two people inside. They screamed as their suits ripped and fractured. Contorting into inhuman shapes, they dropped to the floor while blood leaked out into the vacuum of space.  
 
    The man she’d thrown the woman at struggled beneath her and tried to raise his weapon and bring it to bear on Amanda. Working her Magic again, she summoned some kinetic energy and threw the man and the woman lying across him into space. He rocketed up and away from the station at incredible speed, quickly disappearing from view.  
 
    Looking up, Amanda watched two new Dragons suddenly Gate in and immediately attack the Dragon that had only just been freed.  
 
    ‘And who are you working for?’ she said to no one. ~You seeing this?~ Amanda reached out to Valerya over the Link. ~Two new Dragons?~ 
 
    ~We see it, no idea who they are, though,~ Valerya answered.  
 
    Amanda glanced up to see the Arkady shoot past at high speed as two fighter ships trailed after them. ~You’ve got two fighters on your tail.~ 
 
    ~We see them,~ Valerya answered.  
 
    Up in space, Amanda saw one of the Sol Dragons — Ventori, by the look of it — engaged in a fight with two of the Crux Dragons. Meanwhile, Grokar, the other Sol Dragon, was already swooping back to the station and coming in hot towards one of the other two Crux Dragons, who was momentarily distracted by the two newly arrived Dragons attacking the captive.  
 
    Essentia surged nearby as Amanda sensed Flux Magic and space folding. Rane and Ylena suddenly appeared close by.  
 
    ~Hope I didn’t miss too much,~ Rane said through their Link. ~We tried to stop the captive from getting loose.~ 
 
    ~Nope, still plenty to do,~ Amanda answered through their Mental Link. 
 
    Grokar slammed into one of the Crux Dragons and smashed it to the surface of the station before breathing fire over it. The second of the two Crux Dragons on the station flinched in surprise at the attack, and then with a roar, launched itself at the Sol Dragon.  
 
    ~Oh, no you don’t,~ Amanda said, and threw an almighty kinetic ram at the Dragon, smacking it to the floor as Rane and Ylena gathered their own Magic and attacked the Crux Dragon that Grokar was on top of.  
 
    With the second of the two Crux Dragons on the station still reeling from her kinetic ram, Amanda focused the rest of her Magic on the Crux Dragon that Rane and the others were attacking, hammering it with as much Energy and Essentia as she could muster.  
 
    With three Magi, including herself and Grokar ripping at it, the Aegis on the Crux Dragon collapsed reasonably quickly. Even so, the Crux Dragon was still putting up a hell of a fight, and even without its Aegis, it was holding its own for a few moments there until the onslaught was finally just too much.  
 
    Grokar tore the Dragon’s head off finally, and ended the fight as the second Dragon returned, having recovered from Amanda’s kinetic ram. It saw its dead companion and roared in defiance.  
 
    The massive body of Grokar turned and roared back as Ylena and Rane refocused on this new threat and threw what they could at it. Amanda joined in and hit the Crux Dragon with a volley of Essentia Strikes and energy blasts that were joined with Grokar’s fiery breath.  
 
    Hearing a crunch behind her, Amanda turned to see the two Dragons, who were late arrivals, get the upper hand in the fight against the captive Dragon. They forced it to the station surface, dropping partially out of sight into a depression on the surface.  
 
    She had no idea who they were, but for the moment, they seemed to be helping Amanda and her side.’ 
 
    ~Who are those two attacking the captive?~ Amanda sent.  
 
    ~No idea, but they’re keeping the captive on station,~ Ylena said. ~Let’s deal with them in a moment.~ 
 
    ~Fair point,~ Amanda said and continued her attack on the second Crux Dragon, hitting it as hard as she could. Moments passed, but this Dragon seemed to be on the defensive, backing off and trying to keep from being cornered. 
 
    It swapped a few blows with Grokar and then took off, wheeling away from the station, battered and badly hurt from the assault it had been subjected to before it Gated out.  
 
    ~Finally,~ Amanda gasped.  
 
    ~It’s not over yet,~ Rane said, pointing to one of the support ships that was dropping off a score of troops onto the surface of the station. 
 
    ~God damn it,~ Amanda cursed as she glanced up at the Arkady, dog fighting in the space above the station around one Sol and one Crux Dragon still fighting up there.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Transfer of Power 
 
    Sol Prime, Sol System 
 
      
 
    Anastasia watched as two Dragons gated in above Sol Prime and swooped towards the formerly captive Dragon, who was just taking flight. They caught it in mid-air and tumbled through space, clawing at the Crux Dragon as it tried to fight back. Magic flared between the two Magi who were up there riding them. 
 
    Anastasia smiled and started to walk down towards a lower section of the station’s surface. ~Thorne, bring it down,~ she said through her Link.  
 
    ~Be there momentarily; he’s putting up a fight,~ Thorne answered. ~It’s rider is proving to be a pain as well.~ 
 
    ~Don’t dally too long, now,~ she answered him as she led the Black Knights down. 
 
    She looked up and watched as the two Dragons finally got the upper hand and started to force the captive Dragon down. They lost altitude quickly and as Anastasia reached the lower section, slammed it into the wide-open area before her. The rider of the captive Dragon fell from the Dragon’s back, hit the floor hard, and didn’t move. 
 
    Through a combination of Magic and brute strength, the two Dragons forced the beaten Dragon down. Anastasia watched with fascination. These hulking creatures were incredible to watch. Majestic really, even in their ferocity. 
 
    ~What is this?~ Veronique, one of the Black Knights, asked through their group Link. They were in the void of space with only their Aegis to protect them from the harsh environment, and Anastasia could see that several of the Black Knights looked quite nervous about being out here. The presence of these three Dragons probably wasn’t helping their nerves, either. And rightly so, she thought.  
 
    ~You’ll see,~ Anastasia answered as she strode over towards the Dragons and riders.  
 
    She moved towards the Dragon on her right, but looked up at the rider of the one on the left, a thin man with a cruel expression and some creepy looking armour. ~Well done,~ Anastasia said with a nod to him.  
 
    ~My pleasure,~ Thorne answered.  
 
    Around her, a short distance before the Dragons, three more figures Ported in, appearing with a discreet surge of Essentia before moving to the downed rider and picking her up. Magic flared, and an Aegis was placed around her, but she was still unconscious, hanging limply in the hands of the Magi holding her. 
 
    ~Ana?~ said one of these new arrivals in greeting. She was a woman in dark armour and a severe expression.  
 
    ~Sapphira,~ Anastasia answered. ~Hold her there, I think we’ll need her,~ she said, waving towards the captive rider. 
 
    One of the Dragons, the one without a rider, lowered its head towards Anastasia as she approached it.  
 
    She smiled and reached out, caressing its snout. ~Tallon, it’s been too long, my friend.~ 
 
    ~This day has long been hoped for,~ Tallon answered, its voice in her head, deep and powerful.  
 
    ~Indeed it has,~ she replied, looking down at the captive Dragon before she looked up at the Dragon Thorne was riding. ~Well done, Kragen. Good work today.~ 
 
    ~Always a pleasure,~ Kragen answered.  
 
    ~What do you want, witch?~ the captured Dragon hissed at her.  
 
    Anastasia smiled and walked to stand more directly in front of the prone Dragon. ~Tell me, what’s your name?~ 
 
    ~Why should I tell you that?~ the Dragon answered.  
 
    ~Don’t then, I was just being polite. I am Anastasia Daniels, and I’m here to offer you a choice, Dragon.~ 
 
    ~I know this Dragon, his name is Tayzar,~ Tallon said, cutting into the conversation. 
 
    Anastasia nodded to Tallon in thanks. 
 
    ~What choice?~ Tayzar asked. 
 
    Anastasia smiled. ~It’s a simple one, really. Live... or die.~ 
 
    ~What do you mean?~ Tayzar asked after a brief pause, clearly suspicious of her, but then, she couldn’t blame him, really. She’d be just as suspicious if she were in his position.  
 
    Her grin widened. ~Transfer your power to me and live on within me, in a manner of speaking, or die right here, right now.~ 
 
    She watched Tayzar glance over to the female rider Anastasia’s allies held in their arms, and then back to Anastasia. ~What are you going to do with her?~ 
 
    Anastasia offered a thin smile. ~That depends on you, doesn’t it, my friend.~ 
 
    ~If I do this, you let her go,~ Tayzar suggested.  
 
    Anastasia shrugged. ~I’ll consider it. Honestly, you don’t have much choice in the matter. Gift me your power, now, or suffer the consequences, and I will make it painful.~ 
 
    Tallon dug his claws into Tayzar’s back where he held the Dragon down, causing Tayzar to flinch and licks of flame to boil up around his mouth, but held back from Anastasia by the Aegis that Tallon and Kragen had encased him in.  
 
    Anastasia watched as the Dragon glanced from her to his unconscious rider, knowing that their bond would only allow him one real choice. She couldn’t help the cruel smile that played over her lips.  
 
    The Dragon seemed to sigh as a defeated look washed over its face before it slumped to the floor. ~You know the answer,~ it rumbled in her mind.  
 
    ~Excellent… I’m waiting,~ she answered it.  
 
    Essentia began to stir and rush into the Dragon as it worked its Magic. This wasn’t just a typical gathering of Essentia, though, and its feel was subtly different as the energy gathered inside of the Dragon. Watching through her Aetheric Sight, she could see the Dragon’s essence, its Anima, pull in and contract into the concentration of Essentia in the Dragon’s core until she heard Tayzar’s voice in her head one more time.  
 
    ~I’m ready,~ it said.  
 
    The Aegis that Tallon and Kragen had enveloped Tayzar in pulled apart and the energy within the Dragon rolled out of it and rushed into Anastasia, filling her up. She staggered as she lost her balance and dropped to her knees. The world seemed to tip and she wasn’t even sure she was on solid ground anymore. Her mind felt a rush of energy that overcame her perceptions and made it difficult for her to concentrate on anything around her. She shut her eyes and allowed the power to fill her up.  
 
    It felt like she was floating and no longer on this plane of existence at all as images and feelings that weren’t her own rushed through her mind.  
 
    She pushed them back and pulled them away from the energy that filled her as she felt her connection to the Essentia and universe all around her strengthen.  
 
    The experience was disorientating and scary, but also, an incredible rush as she felt her power grow.  
 
   


  
 

 Nomad Ascendant 
 
    Sol Prime, Sol System 
 
      
 
    Valerya turned the Arkady hard and shot through a gap between one of the two remaining Dragons up here and a Crux ship that was coming the other way, barely clearing both of them before turning again and bringing the Sol Prime station into view once more.  
 
    Valerya spotted the other remaining Crux Dragon diving towards the station and the fight that she knew Amanda, Ylena, and Rane were in. She could see one of the Sol Dragons, Grokar, down there, a Crux Dragon corpse a short distance away from him without a head while Crux forces engaged them with beam fire.  
 
    They saw the Crux Dragon diving for them, so Valerya left them to it.  
 
    More movement caught her eye. She looked up to see a score of fighter ships emerge from several areas of the station and move towards the Arkady and the dogfight that was happening out here.  
 
    ‘Finally,’ Valerya whooped, as she turned the ship and the Sol fighters zipped past her, their electron lasers burning bright in the black void. Valerya brought the ship around and found the airborne Crux Dragon again that was now being swarmed by countless numbers of needle-like fighters that swooped around it.  
 
    ‘Hit it with everything you’ve got,’ she called out to Aris. 
 
    ‘You don’t need to tell me twice,’ he answered her as the main viewer was suddenly lit up by beam after beam of cannon fire while the railguns shot slugs at incredible speeds at the colossal beast.  
 
    As they boosted towards the fight, Valerya spotted the other Sol Dragon, Ventori, swooping in towards the Crux Dragon as well, shooting fireballs from its maw that slammed into the embattled Crux Dragon. Ventori reached it before the Arkady did and dived past at point-blank range, racking its claws across the thing’s body. Scales and blood erupted into the void as Ventori passed. The Crux Dragon shrieked and lashed out, catching Ventoria on its leg and tail, also drawing blood.  
 
    Valerya jinked the ship a little as it dived through the swarm of Sol and Crux ships that surrounded the Dragon, picking out the gaps in the fight and threading them like a needle while Aris unleashed hell.  
 
    Shooting out the other side, Valerya banked left and brought the ship around for another pass. As they turned, a Crux ship rose into view, already smoking from attacks by the fighters. Aris hit it with a barrage of beam and slug fire, cutting through the Crux ship’s shields and armour like butter. Explosions rocked the ship before it erupted into a fireball as the Arkady completed its turn and boosted back towards the fight with the Dragon. 
 
    Ventori dove in towards the embattled Crux Dragon once more, and landed on its back, ripping at its wings and hide, spraying more blood into the void of space as more fighters hit it with their beams.  
 
    The Crux Dragon bucked and whipped its tail around until it threw the Sol Dragon from its back. The moment the Sol Dragon was clear, Aris fired everything the Arkady had at the beast, tearing into the bloody wounds that covered it. As the Arkady’s beams and projectiles raked across its body, the damage to one wing was too much, and it tore free. The Crux Dragon screeched in fury as Aris concentrated fire on it, aiming for the wounds for maximum effect. Blood went everywhere when Ventori swooped in and grabbed hold of the Crux Dragon’s head and neck with all four claws.  
 
    Moments later, as the Arkady’s beams nearly cut the thing in two, Ventori tore the creature’s head off, ending its life.  
 
    ‘Got one!’ Valerya yelled as she brought the ship around. She saw Ventori, the Sol Dragon watch the corpse for a moment, double checking it was dead before it turned to the station. Valerya could see the other Sol Dragon, Grokar, fighting the last Crux Dragon that had come here to rescue the captive. Ventori dived towards that fight.  
 
    ‘They have that handled,’ Valerya suggested. ‘Let’s clean up here.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good,’ Aris answered her as she brought the ship around and began to bear down on the Crux ships, which seemed to be on the defensive now.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Amanda Ported again, barely missing being caught by the tail of the Crux Dragon that was fighting Grokar. She appeared instantaneously a short distance away as the two Dragons rolled over each other, ripping and tearing with their claws and teeth.  
 
    She was about to throw more Magic at the Crux Dragon when Ventori, the other Sol Dragon swooped in and slashed at the Crux Dragon, making it leap away before coming up to face off against both Sol Dragons.  
 
    Amanda turned and glanced back towards where the two mystery Dragons had slammed the captive down to the station. They were in a lowered part of the station’s surface, and only the wings of the two Dragons were visible.  
 
    She looked back at the fight she’d been in and decided that it was now well in hand, they didn’t need her here. Amanda concentrated and Ported over towards the two mystery Dragons and quickly moved to the edge of the raised section and looked down into the depression.  
 
    For a moment, Amanda could only stare in shock as she saw Anastasia’s body consumed in energy that was floating out of the captured Dragon.  
 
    What the hell? she thought as she watched the captured Dragon die, its body shrivelling up and turning grey. Meanwhile, Anastasia dropped to her knees and shuddered for a few seconds as intense Magical energy rolled around inside her before settling down.  
 
    The glow from Anastasia in her Aetheric Sight was much brighter, something that caused a knot of worry to pull tight in her gut.  
 
    Taking a breath, Amanda jumped off the ledge and down into the lower section. The Dragons were to her right with Anastasia directly in front of her, and the main group of Nomads, many of whom Amanda recognised from her fights against Yasmin and her large Coven, were off to her left. Lyka stood amongst them.  
 
    They all turned to look at her. 
 
    Anastasia rose from her knees and smiled. ~Amanda,~ Anastasia said through an open Link that Amanda picked up on.  
 
    ~Anastasia,~ Amanda answered cautiously.  
 
    ~So formal,~ the Nomad said. ~Call me Ana, I think we’ve reached that point by now, at least.~ 
 
    ~What are you doing, Ana?~ Amanda asked, glancing left and right to keep everyone in view. The nearest Dragon, a huge black and red monstrosity, rose up, its pose threatening.  
 
    ~No, Tallon, there’s no need; she’s all mine,~ Anastasia said, raising her hand to wave him down. ~Kill the Black Knights and Tayzar’s rider, though, we’re done with them.~ 
 
    ~What?~ said one of the Black Knights.  
 
    ~The hell?~ said another.  
 
    Amanda frowned as movement filled the area. The second Dragon’s tail shot forward and skewered an unconscious Magi that three others were standing around holding, nearly cutting her in two just below the chest while the Nomads surrounding and holding her stabbed her with Essentia laced daggers.  
 
    Tallon, the Dragon next to her, tensed and then leapt forward, over Anastasia and landed on a few of the Black Knights that were already backing off. An Aegis snapped up around the Dragon, the Black Knights, Lyka, and the three who had just killed the unconscious girl.  
 
    Essentia and kinetic energy smashed into Amanda, sending her up and back. She smacked into the lip of the ledge above her and tumbled over the top, rolling to the stop a short distance back.  
 
    Shit, that was stupid, she thought, and jumped up, feeling a few bruises spike with pain from that hit. She’d been so caught up in what was happening around her that she’d taken her eyes of Anastasia.  
 
    Essentia surged again. Anastasia was suddenly standing a short distance away, just on the edge of the ledge, above the chaos erupting on the floor below.  
 
    ~It’s the new me, Amanda,~ she said with a grin, holding her hands out wide as if showing off her body. ~I feel reborn, and ready for you this time,~ she said.  
 
    Amanda took a deep breath. ~Is that right?~ 
 
    ~Let’s see, shall we?~ she said as Essentia surged. Magical energy shot out of Anastasia and slammed into Amanda’s Aegis, hitting her hard. Amanda braced against it, which she was glad she did as it hammered into her. Anastasia was right, she was suddenly much more powerful. Whatever that Dragon had done had enhanced her Magical power to a considerable degree, and if Amanda had to guess, she would probably peg her at Arch Master rank, based on that first hit.  
 
    Anastasia smiled. ‘Worried?’ 
 
    ‘Not remotely,’ Amanda answered, which was partly a lie as she still wasn’t sure what the Dragon might have gifted her with yet.  
 
    Anastasia Ported and appeared right beside her, going in for a hit. Amanda blocked it, and then the next five as Anastasia went for her. She was fast and a skilled fighter.  
 
    Amanda hit her with a ram of kinetic energy that smashed her backwards and away. Another hit her from above before several bolts of lightning exploded from Amanda’s hands, hitting Anastasia’s Aegis.  
 
    Essentia surged around Anastasia as fire erupted around Amanda and the floor exploded beneath her.  
 
    Amanda flipped backwards and landed as a swarm of Essentia daggers slammed into her Aegis. Amanda shunted more energy into her shield as she threw her own barrage of Essentia Strikes at Anastasia.  
 
    She ignored them and hit Amanda with another kinetic ram that flung her across the disk of the station, back towards the lowered area where Anastasia’s Dragons were ripping the Black Knights apart.  
 
    Amanda landed with a bump and skidded to the edge of the ledge where she glanced down. Most of the Black Knights were dead already by the looks of things, with Lyka and the Dragon having ripped most of them apart. Amanda flipped over to find Anastasia right above her. The Nomad punched her in the face with powerful, Essentia laced fists, further weakening Amanda’s Aegis, when Anastasia summoned a blast of electrical energy that ripped into her Aegis.  
 
    Amanda grunted in pain. That one tore through her shield and hit her body, nearly destroying her Aegis entirely.  
 
    ~Look at you, you’re not all that. Yasmin was a wimp,~ Anastasia taunted her as she gathered more Essentia to her.  
 
    ~Incoming,~ Amanda heard Valerya say over their private Link. Looking past the Nomad, Amanda spotted a silver shape speeding towards her. Summoning what strength she had left, Amanda hit Anastasia with as much kinetic force as she could and threw her sideways. She landed in a roll and crouch, looking up at Amanda with hate in her eyes.  
 
    Beams flashed and rail guns fired. The ground around Anastasia erupted from laser and gunfire as her Aegis flared from the Essentia filled hits.  
 
    Anastasia cowered briefly as the Arkady shot past at high speed just above her head. A roar filled the vacuum and ripped through their minds. Looking up, Grokar swooped in and landed with an almighty thud, flame erupting from its maw to engulf Anastasia. Amanda got to her knees and boosted her Aegis, fixing it.  
 
    Amanda sensed something behind her. A feeling of Essentia surging and a presence made her turn to see Lyka come crunching down a short distance from her and shriek into the void, her tentacles rippling with fury.  
 
    Reacting on instinct, Amanda threw a barrage of lightning and Essentia Strikes at the Scion and threw her into the air, where Ventori, the second Sol Dragon swooped in and smashed her to the station floor with one almighty hit of her claw before the Dragon landed a short distance away.  
 
    Essentia flared and Anastasia Ported. Turning to her left, Amanda spotted Anastasia sitting atop the red and black Dragon, with Lyka just behind.  
 
    ~We’ll meet again,~ Amanda heard her say over the Link.  
 
    ~Count on it,~ Amanda answered as Tallon beat its wings to join the other Dragon that was already aloft. They turned and within moments, after a flare of Essentia, had Gated out of there.  
 
    Amanda relaxed and took a moment to breathe. ~Thank you,~ she said over an open Link.  
 
    ~Sorry we didn’t get to you sooner,~ Valerya answered.  
 
    ~You fought well today,~ Grokar commented.  
 
    Amanda smiled thinly. ~Thanks,~ she said as she walked over to the lip of the ledge and looked down. The husk of the captured Dragon lay silent and still, a short distance from the body of a female Nomad rider who had been nearly cut in two.  
 
    To her left, six more corpses, the remains of the Black Knights, lay in bits, their bodies ripped, torn, or crushed by the Dragons. 
 
    Well, she thought, that’s the end of Yasmin’s Coven, at least. Although, she had another threat, an arguably a greater one in Anastasia now. She would be a wildcard in the struggles to come that she had not seen coming at all.  
 
    Rane suddenly Ported in beside her. ~Are you alright?~ 
 
    Amanda nodded. ~I’m fine,~ she answered.  
 
    ~What happened here? Who was the blonde woman you were fighting?~ 
 
    ~That,~ Amanda sighed, ~was Anastasia. A Nomad from Earth who seems to have been playing the long game.~ 
 
    ~Aaah,~ Rane answered, and looked down on the mess below them with a troubled look on her face. Amanda knew that feeling. She had no idea what Anastasia was planning, but she was certainly planning something. It looked to Amanda that not only did Anastasia have two Dragons, but also a small Coven of her own out here as well, which included Lyka. This did not sit well with Amanda, and she found herself wondering what other resources or allies Anastasia might have out here.  
 
    ~So, not good, then?’ Rane asked.  
 
    ~No, definitely not good. Not good at all.~ 
 
   


  
 

 Orcus 
 
    Dwarf Planet Orcus, Sol System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Amanda stood on the rocky surface of the dwarf planet Orcus, having just disembarked from the Arkady a short distance behind her.  
 
    Valerya, Aris, Rane, Crystal, and Trevelyan stood with her as she looked upon the airlock built into the low cliff face up ahead. Nearby, she could see windows in the rocks as well, suggesting a large underground base.  
 
    ~Looks like the prisoners were right,~ Amanda commented.  
 
    ~They were right under our noses,~ Rane stated.  
 
    ~Don’t worry about it, no one could have predicted this,~ Amanda answered as she looked around, spotting Orcus’ moon, Vanth, off in the distance, hanging in the black.  
 
    Amanda had done a little research on Orcus on the flight over here as she wasn’t very familiar with it. It was in an orbit similar to Pluto, but also opposite Pluto, leading to it being referred to as the anti-Pluto. But that wasn’t all she’d read up on. 
 
    It turned out there was a lot Amanda didn’t know about her own solar system, such as all the dwarf planets that were circling the sun, such as Ceres, Haumea, Makemake, Sedna, and Eris, plus others. With the amount of time she’d be spending out in deep space in the near future, she wanted to learn all about the environment she would be travelling through. 
 
    Turning back to the door, Amanda walked forward towards the Aegis that surrounded the base, helping her friends to brake through it with a working of Magic before opening the outer airlock door.  
 
    Everyone got in, allowing the airlock to cycle before the inner door opened on a room with stairways leading off from it, going up and down. Through her Aetheric Sight, Amanda could tell there was a breathable atmosphere in here, allowing them to speak out loud.  
 
    ‘Let’s take it steady, there might still be people in here,’ Amanda whispered before she set off through the complex. As it turned out, it was deserted, but there was still plenty of interest in here.  
 
    ‘Well, that’s not freaky at all,’ Amanda said, standing before a desk and wall covered in photos and drawings of her, as well as maps pinpointing her house in New York and other details of her life. The small room was just off a large and very comfortable living space at the top of the complex that looked like it had been in use for decades or more.  
 
    ‘Whoever did this, really had a bone to pick with you,’ Valerya commented as she scanned over the images.  
 
    ‘You’re not kidding,’ Amanda answered before she turned and continued her search, remembering the Magus she’d encountered during the Dragon attack of New York. Was it her? It certainly seemed to fit. They found maps of the Sol System, complete with details about Ultima Thule and Sol Prime and where they were in what looked like an operations room. This, clearly, had been the staging area for the attack on Earth, and they had been here, planning it and waiting for their moment for a long time.  
 
    Amanda remembered being here once before, centuries ago, after her first journey to Axia. It had also been her first encounter with a Dragon that had followed her back to Sol and attacked her. She’d fought back and thought she’d killed the Dragon, but she hadn’t. Instead, the Dragon — Grokar — had faked his death, defected to the Arcadian side, and was now living on Sol Prime. She recalled the Nomad who’d attacked her in New York had called herself Nessa and accused Amanda of killing her Dragon.  
 
    Amanda shook her head. Little did Nessa realise that Grokar was alive and well and working for the Arcadians how.  
 
    ‘There’s a huge hanger and cavern through there,’ Rane said, walking up some stairs into the Ops room. ‘Enough room for all the Dragons that attacked Earth, Saturn, and Prime to roost. I think we can safely say this was where it was all planned and launched from.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Amanda said.  
 
    ‘This is incredible,’ Trevelyan said. ‘I need to speak to the Council, but I think we need to build our presence in the Solar System. We need to know the moment anyone enters Sol Space so we can fend them off before they even get anywhere near Earth.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a monstrous task,’ Crystal said.  
 
    ‘Long-term goal,’ Amanda suggested.  
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Trevelyan said with a nod. ‘At least, they’re gone, though.’ 
 
    ‘The prisoners confirmed that,’ Rane replied. Amanda nodded. They had taken a few Riven prisoners who had been a part of the Crux assault force, and reading their minds was childs-play for Magi such as Amanda. They’d confirmed that the Dragons who had attacked Sol Prime to rescue the captured Dragon were the last ones in Sol. The others were on their way back to Crux Space. They didn’t know where they were now or what route they would be taking back. They’d been kept in the dark regarding the details, which was not surprising given how vulnerable to telepathy Riven were.  
 
    Trevelyan found Amanda by herself a short time later and walked outside with her. They sat on a rock near the Arkady and looked out to space.  
 
    ‘Well done,’ Trevelyan said. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean it. Incredible work. What you’ve done out here is amazing. The Council is pleased with you, and this idea of the Terran Alliance. We’re already in talks with the Ormonds and the Sentinels about how we do this. It’s going to be a long road, and we’ve barely even started, really. But we’ll get there.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but it’s actually been kinda fun in places. You really should get out there and visit Axia, it’s incredible, and that’s just the closest system to Earth. Look, I don’t know what your plans are, but I want to keep doing this. I need to find these Archons and the Crux they’re working with. I need to see this through.’ 
 
    ‘We were hoping you’d say that, actually,’ Trevelyan replied.  
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    ‘What are you two doing out here?’ Crystal said as she walked up to them.  
 
    ‘Looking to the future,’ Trevelyan answered.  
 
    ‘What about you?’ Amanda asked. ‘What’s your next step?’ 
 
    Crystal sighed. ‘We have a lot to do here in Sol with this new Terran Alliance, but we also need to get out there and find the Demiurge.’ 
 
    Trevelyan frowned for a moment. ‘The creature that imprisoned the Archons, right?’ 
 
    Crystal nodded. 
 
    ‘You think it could help?’ 
 
    ‘It was powerful enough to imprison the Archons in the Aetheric Realm once before…’ 
 
    ‘You want to imprison them again?’ Amanda asked.  
 
    ‘Or kill them. Either works for me.’ 
 
    ‘At the very least, the Demiurge could be a very useful ally,’ Trevelyan added.  
 
    Amanda nodded.  
 
    ‘I need to get back to Sol Prime,’ Crystal said.  
 
    ‘I’m done here, too,’ Amanda agreed. ‘The Alliance can send people to go over this place more carefully.’ 
 
    Crystal nodded.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back at Sol Prime, Amanda sat at a table at a café in the Ormond Spire with Liz. They were on a balcony, looking out over the station below as it stretched off into the night. They were high up and could see the curved edge of the disk far off in the distance, but couldn’t make out the area that the fight with the Dragons had happened.  
 
    ‘I knew you were going to be doing some crazy stuff,’ Liz said, ‘but just… Wow. That’s a hell of a story.’ 
 
    Amanda smiled. They’d been talking for a while with Amanda telling Liz about everything that had happened. Liz asked questions, and so the conversation went.  
 
    ‘What about Earth? How have things been in New York? Did the cover-up work?’ Amanda asked. 
 
    ‘Better than I could ever have hoped, really. The Arcanum and the Sentinels have done a thorough job. You’d never know. Only the supernatural community has any memory of it.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Amanda smiled. ‘But what about you? Are you holding out okay?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah, I’m fine. It’s good, actually, leading the Coven. I could get used to it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I think you might; at least, for the short term. I’m going to be staying out here. I have a lot to do.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Liz said. ‘Thank you for trusting me.’ 
 
    ‘You were the obvious choice.’ 
 
    ‘There’ll always be a home for you in New York,’ Liz smiled.  
 
    Amanda returned the smile. ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    They sat there for a little while longer, talking about less important stuff, swapping anecdotes and little stories about things people had done until a pulse of Essentia flared in Amanda’s mind.  
 
    ~Maria? I didn’t know you were out here?~ 
 
    ~Mandy, like I’m going to miss a chance to spend some time with my favourite girl,~ Maria answered.  
 
    Amanda smirked. Liz noticed and then clearly noticed the Essentia swirling around her head and smiled in understanding.  
 
    ~Well, when you put it like that, I guess,~ Amanda answered.  
 
    ~So, are you coming back to your room? I have a few night time activities lined up, you know… If you’re interested?~ 
 
    ~Be right with you,~ Amanda answered, unable to keep the smile from her face. ‘Sorry, Liz, gotta go, duty calls.’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay, I’m going to stay here for a bit and enjoy the view. Have fun,’ she said with a knowing wink.  
 
    Amanda cocked her head slightly to one side. Did she know Maria was here?  
 
    Liz smiled.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ Amanda answered and worked her Magic. The air snapped, and she was suddenly standing in her suite in the main living area. She listened and heard water in the main bathroom. Turning, she walked over to the open door and looked into the large room. Candles were everywhere, giving the space a warm, inviting glow. In the oversized roll top bath — a notably retro item in this futuristic world — Maria lay back in the tub, soaping one of her legs that she held high out of the water.  
 
    She smiled as she saw Amanda walk in. ‘About time. I was thinking I’d be spending the night alone in here.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know you were coming,’ Amanda said, leaning against the doorway. ‘That bath looks inviting.’ 
 
    Maria smiled. ‘It’s lovely and warm.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I’ll join you,’ Amanda suggested.  
 
    ‘Will you now? Well, not like that, you won’t,’ Maria said and rose up out of the water before stepping over the edge of the bath. Water sluiced off her as she moved. Amanda couldn’t help but enjoy the view of her lover’s body as she moved, finding her gaze drawn to some of her more wobbly bits.  
 
    ‘Come here,’ Maria purred as she walked confidently towards her, a look on her face that spoke of the delights to come. ‘Let’s get you out of those clothes, shall we?’ 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Amanda lay back in her bed, a thin film of sweat covering her skin as she caught her breath.  
 
    ‘Wow, girl, you’ve learnt some new moves,’ Amanda commented, looking over to her lover. Maria smiled back at her and leant in, kissing her full on the lips as she ran her fingers over Amanda’s body in gentle swirls. Amanda kissed her back before sinking back to her pillow, still short of breath.  
 
    ‘I’m always looking to learn new tricks to spice up our time together,’ Maria replied to her. ‘Keeps things fun.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again,’ Amanda agreed.  
 
    ‘Keeps things fu…’ 
 
    Amanda hit her with a pillow. ‘Smart arse.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, quit it,’ Maria laughed, fending her off.  
 
    ‘Amanda…’ said a voice from nearby as Essentia surged in the room.  
 
    ‘Huh?’ Amanda said, looking up as Maria yelped in surprise.  
 
    A figure floated in the room off to one side of the bed. The figure looked human and female, judging from her shape, but the intruder's body looked like it was made from smooth chrome that reflected the room in distorted waves over her body, while strange silvery energy radiated out from her in mesmerising fractals that curled in on themselves endlessly.  
 
    ‘Holy crap,’ Amanda cursed as she attempted to cover her naked body up a bit with her hands and arms. ‘Void?’ Amanda said, feeling sure she recognised her.  
 
    She’d met Void, a strange Magus who claimed she could travel between Multiverses, over a year ago. She’d apparently sought her out, hunted for her after a few unplanned trips that were apparently outside of this universe, such as when her mother had first brought her to her realm.  
 
    ‘We met once before,’ Void said, her voice had a curious echoing quality to it that was kind of hypnotic. ‘You said you’d help me. I hope you remember?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, kinda,’ Amanda said, feeling very uncomfortable speaking to her like this. She glanced back to see Maria had gathered the sheets all to herself and had wrapped herself in them.  
 
    ‘What?’ Maria asked.  
 
    Amanda blinked and pulled an incredulous face, pointedly looking at the sheet before she looked back to Void. ‘Um, slightly inconvenient time, I’m afraid…’ 
 
    ‘Apologies, I did not mean to interrupt your coitus.’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ Maria commented, sounding a little affronted.  
 
    ‘Ahem, indeed. Okay, sure… One second,’ Amanda said and worked her Magic, conjuring her bodysuit onto her body with a quick thought and a “thwip” sound as it appeared on her. ‘There, that’s better,’ she said, standing up from the bed and giving herself a quick check over before she looked back up at Void.  
 
    ‘Good,’ Void agreed.  
 
    ‘So, what’s so urgent?’ Amanda asked. 
 
    ‘I have a mission or two for you,’ she said with a smile.  
 
   


  
 


 
    The End. 
 
    Thank you for reading this book and starting this new journey with Amanda and me. It’s been a wild ride, but I have lots more fun things planned.  
 
    This book can be read alone, and you can continue forward with Amanda’s adventures from here, but as you may have guessed from references in the story, there’s a whole backstory that’s only hinted at in this book.  
 
    That story is a 7 book series called the Magi Saga. While you don’t need to read it to enjoy this series, if you want to learn more about Amanda and the adventures she’s been on, then I recommend you pick them up.  
 
      
 
    The Epilogue that you have just read above will lead into a side story or two, which are collaborations with 2 authors who I’m privileged to call my friends as well.  
 
    M. D. Cooper and Barry J. Hutchison will be writing with me to pen Amanda’s adventures in Aeon 14 and Space Team, and I can’t wait to write them. 
 
    They are next on my list to write in the very near future.  
 
    Of course, I plan on continuing Amanda’s Star Magi Saga story, and I hope you will continue to join me on these adventures.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Author Note 
 
      
 
    Finishing the previous series, the Magi Saga, was like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. It was the story that I had always wanted to tell, but even after those seven books, Amanda is still a huge part of my thought processes for my stories going forward.  
 
    Amanda was born many years ago back when I was playing in and running role-playing games, like Dungeons and Dragons, and over the years — being an artist — I have drawn Amanda in all kinds of environments. One of the ideas for her, even way back then in the 1990s, was to have her explore the solar system and deep space.  
 
    I have always loved sci-fi, so it was a natural progression. 
 
    On reaching the end of the Magi Saga, leaving Earth behind and taking Amanda to the stars just felt right to me.  
 
    And so, the Star Magi Saga was born.  
 
      
 
    I have a few seminal Sci-Fi classics in my head when I think of the world of the Star Magi Saga, such as Dune (for the politics), Star Wars (for the mystical order of magic users), Warhammer 40k, (I love that setting, and you might see its influence in one area later in the series), Jupiter Ascending (for the modern day Earth and space faring humans) and others.  
 
      
 
    I have had a lot of fun coming up with this world, and I hope to continue this series going forward.  
 
      
 
    The best place to keep up to date with this news is in my Facebook group.  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/MagiSagaFans/  
 
    So, come on over and say hi! I’d love to hear from you.  
 
      
 
    Other stuff 
 
    You can help support me through Patreon and get early access to new content: 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/CreativeEdge  
 
      
 
    Or, if you want to help by buying me a coffee, go here: 
 
    https://ko-fi.com/P5P6A61A  
 
      
 
    Check out my other books on the next page.  
 
    Many Thanks 
 
    Andrew 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



By Andrew Dobell
Booklist 
 
    The Magi Saga – Urban Fantasy
Magi Dawn: The Magi Saga Book 1
Magi Rising: The Magi Saga Book 2
Magi Omen: The Magi Saga Book 3
Magi Edge: The Magi Saga Book 4
Magi Odyssey: The Magi Saga Book 5 
 
    Magi Descent: The Magi Saga book 6
Magi Rebirth: The Magi Saga book 7

Star Magi Saga – Space Fantasy
Maiden Voyage – Prequel 
 
    Star Magi – Book 1
  
 
    Wasteland Road Knights – Post Apocalyptic
Liberation
Exploration 
 
      
 
    Tales of the Magi Saga 
 
    Angel of Tarut 
 
    His Love 
 
    Hack Imperfect 
 
    Casino Red 
 
    Uprising 
 
    A Thoroughly Modern Witch 
 
    Pilgrimage 
 
    
The New Prometheus - Cyberpunk
The New Prometheus
The Prometheus Gambit 
 
    The Prometheus Trap 
 
    Prometheus Vengeance

The Magi Saga Short Stories
Only available through my mailing list;
www.andrewdobellauthor.co.uk 
The Angel of Tarut: The Magi Saga Prologue
His Love: A Magi Saga Short Story

Anthologies I am part of:
The Expanding Universe – Sci-Fi
The Expanding Universe 3 – Sci-Fi
Pew Pew – A fist full of Pews 
 
    Bobs Bar 1 
 
    
For more of Andrew’s work, including Free Short Stories and Artwork, visit my Website and Sign up to my Mailing List.
www.andrewdobellauthor.co.uk  
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