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Chapter 1
“Sir Altin, when are you going to pick the crew for Citadel, and do you expect to be choosing any more students to go along?” The young man—whose name Altin could not recall despite the semester being nearly done—leaned forward, his eyes hopeful and his mouth open just enough to hint at the answer he hoped to receive. 
 “Just Altin,” Altin replied, looking up to where the youth sat at the back of the cavernous auditorium, up where the ancient oaken beams were set into the university’s stone wall and where spiders crept silently about in shadows nearly as old as Crown City itself. “I’ve told you people a thousand times, Sir makes me feel like I should be clanking about in plate armor, or at the very least be half a thousand years old.” Even ten months later, he still hadn’t gotten used to the title the Queen had bestowed upon him the night of the Royal Earth Ball. It felt pretentious. And he didn’t like the attention that it brought—of which teaching this class was, indirectly, a part.
“Right. Altin,” said the nameless youth before returning immediately to his point. “So, will you be taking any of us?”
And there it was, right out in the open. Again. The question perched upon a hundred-and-sixty-two sets of expectant eyebrows, all raised with the hope that they decorated the forehead of the student who would be fortunate enough to get a spot aboard Citadel, the first space fortress in what was to become the Queen’s new Royal Space Armada. Citadel would be finished very soon, and they all knew there weren’t many positions left, if there were any left at all.
“Probably not,” said Altin, kicking the hopes of an entire class in the stomach with just one blunt reply. It wasn’t intentional. He just had no patience for delicacy anymore. They’d been hounding him since the semester began. Just like the students in last semester’s class had hounded him. “And I’m not even sure if I will be picking the rest of the crew. At least not alone. Her Majesty has a very active part in it now.” He paused long enough to watch all the eyebrows drooping back to where they’d been before hope had set them on high. 
He was not oblivious to the excitement the Royal Space Program had ignited across Kurr. He of all people understood. He’d lived on that enthusiasm for over a decade, ultimately driven by it to develop the magical space travel techniques he now taught. He still lived on it. Frankly, that was the problem. His love of space was being stifled by this infernal teaching assignment. “Fill my space fortresses with space mages,” the Queen had ordered him. “You are the Galactic Mage and that is your job.”
The irony of it made him want to kick something. Imagine, the Galactic Mage, the first wizard on the moon, the first beyond the solar system, and here he was, spending all his time since those monumental achievements stuffed into King Perfort’s University like some dusty old relic. He understood that his discovery was historic, that his work needed to be shared, but he felt like the Queen had put him away too soon, yanked him off the beach of newfound inter-stellar land before he’d had time to plant Her Majesty’s flag. It was vexing beyond endurance, and he had no intention of doing another semester after this. He was going to confront the Queen—delicately, of course, and obviously, after this course was done. 
He looked at the hourglass on the desk. A quarter of an hour to go. Too early to let them out. He would have done it anyway, but he always got dirty looks from the other professors when he did that—the clamor of his students in the hallways caused students in other classes to lose focus and start shifting about in anticipation of release themselves. 
A glance into his notes showed that he still hadn’t covered the last bit about protective shielding. He really should go over it. It was something they would need to know. And besides, he reminded himself, he would be seeing Orli soon. The first time in two weeks. He could hardly wait. Granted, he had to give the Citadel tour first, but after that, she was all his. He could endure anything for that. So, with effort, he forced himself back to the last part of the day’s lecture. 
“All right, returning to the matter of shielding,” he said, looking up into the crowded lecture hall once more, “can anyone tell me what the most likely avenue of entrance was for the Hostile that attacked and penetrated my Polar Piton’s Perfect Parabolic Protection shield after I had teleported my tower deep into space?”
Several arms shot up around the room as if an orchard of five-fingered trees had sprouted from the auditorium seats, but before Altin could call on anyone, a young woman in the front row shouted out, “Solidity—the element of stone.” Her answer erupted with such urgency that a casual observer might have thought lives were at stake. The trees all wilted away at the sound of her voice, as they always did when this particular individual beat the rest to the academic punch. 
Altin turned to the assertive coed, the one student whose name he had no trouble remembering. She looked exultant in the aftermath of her reply. Tribbey Redquill. Sharp as a poignard. The young Miss Redquill was Altin’s top student, though something of a handful to rein in. Without a concerted effort on his part to keep her quiet, no other student would ever get a chance to speak. She always had the right answer, and always had it first. Normally such a thing was commendable in students, and it was certainly the case that no other student Altin had was as devoted to her studies as was Miss Redquill. But it wasn’t just that she rather stepped on the other students’ opportunities with her assertiveness that troubled him. While he appreciated her rigor, sometimes her acuity was the basis of questions that put him on the spot. Often, if the truth be told.
From what Altin had gathered from the fleet officers who had been assigned to teach classes here at King Perfort’s University—courses lumped under the broad new category called Earth Studies—he was not the only one Miss Redquill cornered in that way. Her combined and growing knowledge of both Earth science and magic theory made her an imposing pupil, a new breed of student, really, and one that was especially difficult for a conscripted instructor like poor Sir Altin Meade. She regularly asked him questions like “Can antimatter be moved safely within a standard teleportation spell?” and “Do the fleet’s plasma shields meld with Heat Blast and the other high-energy magic wards?” 
How in the nine hells would Altin possibly know such things? These kids were the ones taking the classes from the visiting fleet officers, not him. Which irked him, sometimes more than it should. But not so much that he didn’t recognize the nature of the change that had commenced in the ten months since the Earth fleet had first arrived at Prosperion. Since that first encounter, the bringing together of Altin’s people with those of another world—humans just like those peopling Prosperion, no less—a whole new era had been ushered in. It was an amazing time to be alive. But he felt like he was missing it. He should be at the leading edge, following up on his invention of magical space travel, back out there, not down here behind the lines training the recruits. 
He realized his mind was wandering again. He should have let the class leave early.
“Correct,” he said instead, acknowledging that Tribbey’s reply was, as always, correct. Preempting her next response, however, he asked, “Can anyone besides Miss Redquill tell me why the element of stone was the most likely point of access for the Hostile and how that problem might be eliminated in the future?”
Up sprang the orchard again.
“You,” said Altin, pointing to an emaciated-looking young fellow in a center row. 
“Caulfin, Sir Altin. Caulfin Sunderhusk.” This was the only student who still kept to Altin’s first-week request that the class give their names before speaking—an unsuccessful mnemonic suggested by one of Sir Altin’s professorial peers.
“Yes, Caulfin. Go on. What is the reason?”
“Stone is the most stable element in the shield. An enemy given time to lie on the shield, like that Hostile did to you, can find that element and modulate the cadence of a spell to worm through it. Like an earthworm or a dire-mole.” 
“Right,” said Altin. “So what would you do to prevent it?”
“I would modify the spell’s tactile rhythms to include variations of a wider number of elements, including temperature variants to bring in matter normally found as liquid and even gas.” Caulfin looked very happy with his response when he was done, but then suddenly added, “Gas at extremely high PSI, of course,” as if he’d missed something obvious.
 “I see Miss Redquill is not the only one who’s been paying attention to the science lessons put on by our friends from planet Earth. Nicely done, Mr. Sunderhusk.” Caulfin’s elation shone like polished silver at that. The fact that Altin had no idea what PSI meant only proved that his time as a teacher had tarnished beyond saving.
“Thank you, Sir Altin,” glowed the grinning young man.
Altin almost corrected him on the title but realized it was pointless. He glanced to the hourglass on his desk. Only a few minutes left. He could let them go soon. That much closer to his time with Orli tonight. The anticipation was excruciating. 
“All right, does anyone have anything to add to that?” He hoped they didn’t.
They didn’t. Well, except Tribbey Redquill, of course. Her hand waved alone, a solitary limb in an orchard where all the trees were closing notebooks and reaching for satchels lying beneath their roots. They had obviously caught him looking at the hourglass again and took it as a sign. A few students shot threatening looks down at Tribbey Redquill when they saw her waving that know-it-all branch around, but most had already brought their homing lizards out and begun writing notes to friends, parents or sweethearts on bits of parchment pulled from pockets, pouches or packs. 
“No one besides Miss Redquill, then?” said Altin, trying not to make it sound like what it was.
Most made an effort not to look at him. The note writers didn’t care. They were already lost in the oblivion of their correspondence, though most were respectful enough to try to hide the fact. He could tell what they were doing by the contortions of their bodies, their shoulders askew and, as often as not, their lower jaws working and lower lips being chewed upon while they tried to write upon the unstable surfaces of their laps.
He shook his head. “Very well then. Miss Redquill, we’ll have to save it for next time. Class dismissed.” 
He felt a little bad about doing it to her, but he was tired. It had been a long day, and a long semester. And, frankly, most of this time was a waste. They all wanted to be on Citadel, sure, but only a few of them wanted it bad enough to work for it. Like Tribbey did. Like he had. He’d worked for it long and hard, years of failed attempts to reach the moon, pink Luria, before he finally succeded and teleported there. There and beyond. And he wanted to go back out. He wanted to find the Hostiles, and he wanted to do it before the Hostiles found them. The bulk of the Earth fleet, now ten months underway and bent on taking the war to the Hostile world, was still going to be a long time in getting to where they thought the Hostiles were. Four years and a few months to go before they got there. Far too long for Altin’s sense of security—and that assumed the Earth people had even chosen the right star. Orli admitted to him that they had no idea if the solar system the fleet ships were heading to was the right one. Altin was not going to wait that long to find out if they had guessed right. No way.
He started to gather up his notes when Tribbey Redquill stopped by his desk, as she always did, on her way out of class. She would not be silenced so easily. “I believe gravity is the most stable element in the shield, Sir Altin,” she said. “I’ve been reading through Polar Piton’s spell very carefully, and if you factor in Earth science descriptions of gravity, which you should, then it must be counted as one of the ‘all aspects of the environment’ Polar Piton wrote about, whether he intended it or not. It must be so, and if so, it certainly answers the questions some of my fleet instructors have in that regard.”
 “A great topic for a paper some day,” he said as he tried to make the tidying of his desk declare the immediacy of his departure. “I’m sure someone will enjoy reading it.”
“A fascinating adventure you must have had out there,” she said, changing the subject to her real purpose for these visits after every class. “I certainly hope that, if you do decide to take a few students on Citadel, you’ll remember who your top performers are. You do know I am a P-class teleporter don’t you?”
He looked up and smiled. “Yes, Miss Redquill, you’ve mentioned it several times before.”
“And a K in Sight.”
“Yes, Miss Redquill.”
“All right. I just want to make sure you don’t forget.”
“I won’t forget.”
“Well, you do struggle with names.” She walked out then, leaving the insinuation hanging there before he could defend himself. She vanished through the door with a flip of her long brown hair to indicate how pleased she was with herself. 
He couldn’t be annoyed with her. She’d make a fantastic space mage; maybe someday she’d be his replacement as the Queen’s Galactic Mage. She would almost certainly command her own space fortress one day or, if not that, perhaps serve as an officer on a starship for the people from Earth—once they finally got over their fear of magic anyway. 
The remaining students flowed out of the room like grains of sand in the hourglass on his desk, noisy granules of laughter and weekend plans crowding the door and spilling into the ancient hallways of King Perfort’s University. 
When the last of them was gone, Altin went to the nearest window and looked outside. Sunlight twinkled through the leaves of a towering two-hundred-foot black oak growing across the commons lawn. It was barely mid-afternoon. He still had to conduct the tour of Citadel for the fleet officers in a few hours. Orli would be there, which he was happy about, but he couldn’t look forward to the event itself, not with Captain Asad and his hawkish looks and acidic remarks as part of it. Altin did have a strategy for that, though. He was going to make Aderbury do most of the talking. Aderbury was the man in charge of building Citadel, after all. Altin only helped coordinate which enchantments they needed and gave direction to the enchanting teams setting up the runes—that and training the crew, of course. 
Still, he would see her, be near her, and afterwards, he’d have her all to himself. Finally. Two weeks felt like a thousand years when they were apart, which they often were these days.
Finding time with Orli had become a tactical nightmare ever since the Queen had conceded to the admiral’s request that Orli no longer be treated with ambassadorial grandeur as she had been when the fleet first arrived—an unfortunate consequence of Altin’s having taken her on an unannounced and unapproved all-night dragon ride the night of the Royal Earth Ball. While it was true that Orli was not technically qualified for diplomacy by experience or education anyway, her ambassadorial status was made even more untenable for many by the fact that she had “run off with Altin like a prom queen in heat” as Captain Asad had put it the day after the dragon flight, which Altin had subsequently learned had the Prosperion equivalent of the captain’s having called her the “harlot of the harvest festival.” That had done nothing to improve the souring relationship between Altin and the Aspect’s commanding officer. Now, ten months later, the captain worked against them constantly, making finding a night like tonight a major victory.
Altin returned to the desk and packed up his lesson plans, stuffing books and parchment and sheepskin scrolls into a leather case and tossing the whole of it over his shoulder. He was supposed to meet Aderbury to confer with him about the Citadel tour. This was a big deal for his friend, the first showing of Citadel to the fleet. All the captains who had stayed behind when the bulk of the fleet left for the Hostile system would be there. Granted, it wasn’t the official launching of the fortress, but it was the first preview of it for the people from Earth. Aderbury was almost as eager to impress the Earth people as was the Queen. Altin just wanted to be with Orli.


Chapter 2
Ensign Orli Pewter tapped the shuttle’s communications console and signaled back to the mining base on Tinpoa, a small, rocky moon orbiting the gas giant Naotatica half a solar system away. “Entering Prosperion’s atmosphere,” she said. “Three minutes to next contact.”
“Roger, shuttle Six. Three minutes.” The com went black.
“Shields are up, Captain,” said Lieutenant Roberto Levi sitting next to her. “Entry in seven, six, five, four, three, two … one.”
At first the view through the windshield didn’t change. The bright blue planet loomed up at them, the massive continent of Kurr spreading out upon it like an enormous green amoeba lounging on a globe, but gradually the glow of heat building against the forward plasma shield obscured the view. At first a flicker of orange flames, it brightened through hues of yellow until finally the planet was lost in the nearly white-hot furnace of atmospheric friction.
“Two minutes twenty-seven seconds,” Roberto announced, watching the autopilot controls to confirm trajectory and attitude. “All systems normal. No signs of interfering magic.”
“Be ready for it,” said Captain Asad.
“Aye, sir.”
Orli slid two slender fingers down a long white line of light near the top of her console to darken the windshield. The computer wasn’t dimming it fast enough, and the glare was making everybody squint.
Behind the pair piloting the landing craft, Captain Asad turned to the assemblage of fellow captains seated around him, nine in addition to himself. “I spoke to Admiral Crane just before we left,” he began, “and he asked that we look suitably impressed regardless of what we see today. He considers it a matter of etiquette that, no matter how primitive this contraption turns out to be, we show respect for the effort. This Queen of theirs is vain, pompous and self-indulgent, and there is nothing to be gained from angering her. Particularly given that we still know very little about their technology.”
“It’s magic, Asad,” said Captain Jefferies of the fleet ship Utah. “When are you going to relax and call a spade a spade? Talk about nothing to be gained. You deny what you’ve seen with your own two eyes over and over again. We’ve all seen it at least a hundred times.”
Several of the others nodded in agreement. Orli wanted to say something as well, but Roberto saw her about to open her mouth and kicked her under the console.
Captain Asad shook his head and made an irritated sound in the back of his throat. He felt as if he were trying to reason with a room full of five-year-olds determined to believe in fairytales. Whatever the Prosperions did, the thing they called magic, worked, yes. He granted them that. He’d seen enough of it since the first encounter with Altin Meade eighteen months ago to know that something was real. But magic? That was ridiculous. That was a notion that encouraged lazy fantasy rather than prudent inquiry. He resisted the urge to make that point to his fellow captains yet again, and pressed on instead with conveying the admiral’s last-minute remarks instead. 
“Also, please have an eye for detail, and have the video feed on your com badges set to record. I’m sure I don’t have to tell any of you the tactical value of taking good mental and recorded notes, in case these people turn out not to be as sweet and neighborly as everyone is so hell-bent on trusting they are.”
Roberto kicked Orli again, and even with that, she had to bite down on her bottom lip to keep her remark in check. She knew her friend was right to silence her, but she scowled at him anyway, as if he were the one with the terrible attitude.
“Asad, you are something else,” said Captain Jefferies, shaking his head. A few others clearly agreed, though not all.
“Yes, I am something else,” Captain Asad sent back. “I am the last man in Troy trying to prevent a gullible populace from opening the goddamn gates because they are so dumbstruck by the pretty wooden horse they just can’t stop themselves. Now if you will all please acknowledge the admiral’s last communication, then this … medieval show-and-tell can be over, and we can get back to work repairing our ships.”
“Twenty seconds, Captain,” said Roberto. 
The ship finished its fiery descent through the upper atmosphere and leveled off. Orli brought the windshield back to standard transparency as Roberto took over manual control.
“All right,” he said. “Here we are. So, where is it?”
“Over there, on the other side of those hills,” said Orli, pointing. “Just like it shows on the map they gave us. That set of hills just below that mountain range, where it forms a bowl.” She pulled a rolled-up sheet of parchment from under her chair and spread it out on the console. “See, look.”
“These people need to learn how to give coordinates,” Roberto muttered as he glanced at the map.
“They’re working on it,” she said. “They’re learning our ways as quickly as possible. Unlike some of us.” She lifted her foot, causing Roberto’s kick to hit the bottom of her boot rather than the soft flesh of her calf.
“As I said,” said Captain Asad, ignoring her but tipping a sideways movement of his head toward the parchment map. “Primitive.” He straightened himself and faced the other captains squarely. “I know there’s been a great deal of build-up and secrecy around this project, and to talk to their monarch, you’d think it was the greatest achievement in all of history, but let’s make sure to keep our expectations in check. Smile and act impressed.”
Roberto guided the ship toward the low-slung set of foothills, which, to the cartographer’s artistic credit, were rendered perfectly on the map. He brought their small ship closer to the ground as they approached the hills, in position for a quick landing if a magical pulse from something the wizards were doing forced him to set it down fast. In a matter of moments they crested the edge of the little vale, revealing as they did an area roughly three miles long and a little more than half that wide.
To the northeast, where the vale melted into foothills crowding up against the mountains, the shuttle occupants could see a shanty town. It wasn’t very large, comprised of several rows of wooden outbuildings that appeared hastily built and leaned one against the next. It obviously stood in service to the great pit just east of it, which opened out from the base of the mountain for a half-mile and ran along it for two. The ship was too far away for its occupants to see down inside, but the sensor readings indicated it was nearly a half-mile to the bottom of the pit.
“Well, there’s a backwoods set-up,” Roberto commented as he surveyed the shanty town. 
 “That’s the quarry,” Orli said, pointing to the corresponding area on the map. “Which means Citadel should be somewhere over there.” She pointed out across the vale, indicating the vast carpet of greenery spreading between the encircling foothills.
At first the area appeared empty, a wide bowl-shaped expanse of verdant plain nestled within a ring of low hills, but then Orli noticed something odd, something of a blur several hundred meters up ahead. “Do you see that?” she said.
“See what?” asked Roberto and Captain Asad together.
“Up there, look, that smear of blue. It’s right below where the hills are kind of warping against the horizon. See? Something’s funky over there.”
Everyone in the ship craned forward, squinting and focusing as the lot of them tried to spot what Orli was pointing at. Despite Captain Asad’s admonition about keeping expectations in check, they were all quite curious to see the War Queen’s new spaceship.
Captain Asad moved to stand between Orli and Roberto, his hands braced on the backs of their seats. He stared out like the rest of them as he scanned the rise and fall of the horizon, looking for the distortion Orli had described. Finally he saw it. From the hums and ahas of his comrades, they saw it too. 
 “That’s weird,” said Roberto. “It’s all shimmery.” He checked the sensors while the other passengers voiced similar ideas, some suggesting it was merely a heat effect, common enough in deserts and on hot roads, even though this locality was neither desert nor hot road. They all had an opinion of some sort or another, but everyone saw it, regardless of how they tried to make sense of the distinct smearing of grass and air that shaped itself before them. The closer they got, the easier it was to see. A circular expanse that seemed to be a tumultuous shuffling of sky and greenery, light warping and doing strange things within the visible confines of a perfect sphere. A very large perfect sphere.
“What is it?” demanded Captain Asad as he motioned for Roberto to stop and hover where they were, still a few hundred meters away.
“It’s beautiful,” said Orli. 
“I asked for an analysis, not an opinion, Ensign.”
“It’s damn huge, is what it is,” said Captain Paxton with some trepidation in her voice. “Look at that thing. It looks like a giant crystal ball.” 
“It does!” Orli agreed, her voice filling with enthusiasm. “That’s exactly what it is. A giant crystal ball.”
“Giant ain’t the word for it,” said Roberto, tearing his attention away from it long enough to tap up a sensor scan. “It’s…,” he had to wait for the reading, then tap in a different set of commands. “It’s not letting me read it directly, but the sensor shadow says it’s 731.52 meters in diameter. Perfectly spherical.”
“What’s it made of?” demanded Captain Asad.
Orli leaned over to look at Roberto’s screen. She saw it even as he said it out loud. “Unknown. Sensors aren’t picking it up.”
“What do you mean they aren’t picking it up? You just said it’s over seven-hundred meters.”
“It could be a million meters, sir, and we still wouldn’t be reading anything from it. I’m using the edge of the light distortion to measure it, kind of like gravitational lensing. Here, look.” Roberto leaned away from his console so the captain could see. 
 “And so it begins,” said the captain after the barest glance at Roberto’s monitor.
Roberto kicked Orli again, but not before it came out: “And so what begins, Captain?”
The captain turned on her so quickly Roberto had to stop the reflex that had him reaching to pull the captain back. Fortunately, he caught himself in time. The captain wasn’t going to hit her. He wouldn’t, but it had been a while since Roberto had seen how the two of them got when stuck together on the bridge. What with her spending so much time at the mining base back on the Naotatican moon, they hadn’t had to suffer one another much lately. 
“Don’t start, Pewter,” Captain Asad said. “Your service has been halfway decent for the last few months, but I won’t tolerate regression. Whenever you get near this planet or that bare-footed native, Meade, you lose your discipline. You’re down here on special permission, and on my good graces alone. Don’t make me regret it.”
She started to say something, but Roberto kicked her yet again, this time in full view of the captain. She shot her long-time friend a look that suggested he would pay for the bruises he was giving her. “Yes, sir,” she said at length.
Captain Asad’s eyes narrowed, his sharp temper glinting in them like the edge of a knife, but after a moment carving at her, he looked back out at the enormous crystal sphere. 
He could only assume that this was the thing they’d come to see. A big ball of what might simply turn out to be glass. He was not impressed. However, from the eager conversations behind him, many of the other captains felt the trip had suddenly become far more interesting. While a few of them had, like Captain Asad, expected something ridiculous made of wood, the more optimistic among them had anticipated something else, the medieval approximation of a steam engine or perhaps some other leap forward in technology as measured by the gauge of Earth’s history. Clearly the Prosperions had done none of that, and for more than a few on board, a giant crystal ball was an interesting and unexpected development.
Altin Meade’s first voyage into space, while groundbreaking for his people, had not been carried out in a vessel that would inspire technical awe in a person from planet Earth, nor had it been carried out in anything as grand as a giant crystal globe. He had done it in nothing more than a lonely, old, weather-beaten tower made of stone, and that only three stories high, nothing majestic at all. This, on the other hand, was magnificent, or at least some of them thought so.
Captain Asad, however, was not impressed. It took more than a few sparkles and some bending light to do that. But the object had gotten his attention, which he remarked on as he returned to his seat. “So, captains, we have our first bit of reconnaissance. We now know they’ve figured out how to avoid our sensors. That didn’t take them long.” 
“Not bad for a pack of primitives, eh, Asad?” jibed Captain Paxton.
“As I recall, Paxton, you were among those who thought sending our people down to that college to teach them how our technology works was a good idea. So I guess we can’t give them all the credit for figuring out how to circumvent our defenses, can we?” He shook his head as the thought of that decision still rankled him. “Take us down, Lieutenant,” he said.
“Taking us down, sir,” said Roberto. He maneuvered the ship closer to the giant crystal ball—although not too close, given the troublesome effects magic often had on electrical instruments. 
As the ship neared the ground, sunlight struck the enormous crystal sphere at an angle, sending a blinding beam of light into the shuttle like a golden laser shot, a flash so bright it seemed for a moment as if the sphere had become a star. Orli gasped as she turned away, raising her forearm reflexively to shield her eyes, but the blast of it was gone a moment later as Roberto shifted the ship to starboard just a bit. Despite his great care, however, an unexpected increase in aft thrust came with his adjustment, which sent them lurching toward the monstrous thing on a head-on collision course—the effects of ambient magic, he was sure. He quickly compensated for it, his fingers dancing across the controls with the reflexive speed of one who’s done something a thousand times before. He managed the override and stopped them, though just short, less than forty meters away. “Goddamn magical bastards,” he said as he backed the ship to a safe distance again.
“Are we going to have a problem, Lieutenant?” asked the captain.
Roberto shook his head. “Nothing I can’t handle, sir.”
“What’s that in the middle?” asked Captain Paxton, as everyone let out the breath they’d sucked in during the excitement of the moments just before. She pointed toward the center of the massive crystal sphere. “That thing there, the gray cube inside.”
“That’s what it looks like,” confirmed Captain Jefferies. “A gray cube.”
 “Set us down another hundred meters back, Lieutenant. We have no idea what that thing might do,” said Captain Asad.
“I’m sure it will strike us out of the sky the moment we get close,” Orli muttered under her breath, just loud enough for Roberto to hear. Or so she thought.
 “Pewter, if you’d like to spend the rest of this visit here on the shuttle, keep that up, request of the Queen or not.”
“Sorry, sir.”
Roberto shook his head at her as he set the ship down a presumably safe two hundred meters from the crystal sphere. A few moments later, the lot of them were making their way through the knee-high grass toward the towering luminosity.
“So where are they?” Captain Paxton asked, scanning all around. “Did we get the date on the invitation wrong?”
Several of the others laughed.
“We’re right here,” said the Queen, appearing from seemingly nowhere and standing on a wide wooden dais that had materialized to the right of the sphere. She was surrounded by a small group of dignitaries and military notables, and behind them stretched a large camp. Several large pavilion tents dominated the scene rising up from amongst orderly rows of smaller varieties. Cook fires burned high throughout the camp, roasting on slowly turning spits the sizzling masses of huge boars or the giant portions of creatures too large for the Earth people to identify. The sights and sounds of the camp came upon the fleet officers in a wave as the invisibility illusion dropped, and more than a few of them recoiled from the unexpected arrival of it all. The scent of the food brought them all around, however, and grins soon abounded. Prosperion cuisine was remarkable, especially when compared to the largely processed fare upon which the fleet had been living for more than a decade now. 
The Queen waited for them to recover from the shock of her sudden appearance and then greeted them with joyous laughter in her voice. “Welcome, friends from Earth. Welcome to Citadel.” She turned and presented the immense crystal sphere to them with a grandiose sweep of her arm. The sun glinted from her golden plate armor almost as brilliantly as it did from the object she introduced.
The group from Earth came near enough for propriety and stopped. The lot of them issued the deep bows that they were still only slowly becoming accustomed to giving—and still not properly. Fortunately, the Queen understood such things, and she smiled graciously, though a tall and somewhat skeletal-looking woman standing next to her made no effort to conceal the fact that she did not approve. The spindly woman stood to her full height, her bearing nearly as regal as Her Majesty’s own, and made a point of showing her disapproval via the scowl upon her white-powdered face. Queen Karroll ignored it and came down the wooden steps to greet them personally.
“Captain Asad,” said the Queen, “it is a delight to have the boots of such a distinguished warrior once again standing upon my world. Be welcome, you and your companions all.” A fine dignity she offered him in that. Orli wanted to snort but was smart enough to keep that one in check. No kick from Roberto was required.
“Your Majesty,” Captain Asad replied, inclining his head and giving a second, somewhat shorter bow. He might not have been a fan of what he deemed “ridiculous and primitive monarchy,” but he understood his duty well enough. 
She greeted the rest of the group, each in turn, and pronounced each captain’s name and title as Captain Asad introduced them, even deigning to shake their hands in keeping with the customs of planet Earth. Orli saw the haughty woman on the dais exchange glances with a portly older man standing next to her. She recognized the man as the Earl of Vorvington, whom she had met at the Royal Earth Ball and encountered twice since then, back in the mines beneath Tinpoa Base. The two royals exchanged glances, making it clear that the angular woman was horrified by the behavior of the Queen. 
As the War Queen and sovereign of Kurr made her way down the line of fleet officers, Orli looked up at the dais, hoping for a sight of Altin somewhere in the group. He was not among those at the front who’d been standing beside the Queen. Of those, there were several figures Orli recognized: Baron Thoroughgood and his dashing son Thadius; the Queen’s elven assassin, Shadesbreath, with all his black leather armor and bristling knives; and a pair of military men she’d encountered a time or two over the last few months, General Darklot and his right-hand man, Lieutenant Andru of the Queen’s cavalry. Between that assemblage, the earl with his wide body and the others in their various armors, fineries or vacuous gowns, Orli could not make out any of the handful of people behind them, even though she knew that Altin had to be up there somewhere.
Orli’s attention snapped back to the greeting line as she realized the Queen was getting near. Her Majesty had spoken with each of the captains in turn, and it was only left for her to greet Orli and Roberto, if she were planning to do such a thing. Orli wasn’t too sure where she and Roberto ranked when it came to that, particularly given the sour expressions of the earl and the woman with the powdered face. Not to mention the fact that Orli was hardly the darling of the fleet anymore. Captain Asad had seen to that.
 “My dearest Orli,” cooed the Queen as if in answer to the thought. “You, child, are like the first flower of spring every time I lay eyes upon you. It is no wonder our good Sir Altin nearly swoons at your least attention. Who would not?” The Queen embraced her, which drew an audible gasp from the woman standing beside Vorvington. 
Orli heard it and watched the contortions of her indignation over the Queen’s shoulder as she returned the Queen’s hug. The woman looked as if she were being forced to witness her monarch wrestling with an ape. Orli resisted the temptation to send a snarky grin her way. 
Orli also noticed the handsome Thadius Thoroughgood watching her, and when their eyes met, he shaped an exquisite square-jawed smile for her that many a young lady at court would have died for. He inclined his head ever so slightly as he did so and turned his hand twice in the air just at the level of his heart. She returned the smile just as the Queen straightened and pushed Orli out to arm’s length, holding her there in a remarkably powerful grip. “It is good to see you again.”
“Your Majesty. It’s an honor to see you again as well,” said Orli while the Queen studied her face as if looking for something.
“Indeed,” said the Queen. “And you have forgiven me for giving you back to your admiral and his fleet as I did? I know you don’t truly belong in that dirty old mine up there.”
“Yes, Your Majesty. Of course I have,” Orli replied. “My people do need me, just as you said. At least until we can repair our ships. Once the Hostiles are destroyed, it will be different. So I am happy. Your Majesty is very kind to ask.”
“Indeed,” repeated the Queen. “One day I’ll have you for my permanent subject, and they won’t be able to order you about the galaxy any longer. Then you may pick all the flowers my planet can provide.” She flashed a playful smile at Captain Asad and leaned down to add, for Orli alone, “And won’t that put a cricket in your captain’s mutton stew.” For everyone else, she said, “But for now, your people do have a lot of work to do.” She paused and turned toward Roberto. “And keeping an eye on this one is nearly the dragon’s share of that, I’d bet.”
“Oh, Your Majesty, you have no idea,” said Orli.
“Indeed.”
Roberto’s grin was a great sheepish thing that rounded his cheeks and nearly closed his deep brown eyes. The Queen reached up and patted one of the shining cherub bulbs. “I have my eye on you, young rogue.” Her eyes twinkled as she said it, then she turned and swept back toward the dais. 
Orli finally glimpsed Altin in the group as those in the front shifted to accommodate the Queen’s return. Their eyes met, and it seemed as if another bright ray of sunlight had reflected from the crystal sphere, this time merely by the light of Altin’s joy. He made no effort to conceal his adoration, and the pure happiness that emanated from him filled her with contentment few human experiences can surpass.
What followed was a round of introductions, this count to that captain, this figure to another, handshakes, salutes and awkward bows—sometimes people who should not get them got them, sometimes those who should did not. Only the tall, sour-faced woman was put off by any of it. She was introduced as the Marchioness of South Mark. When Orli was brought before her, the marchioness’ expression was one just short of disgust. Orli was spared the brunt of her disapproval, however, for the marchioness was still in a frump about how inadequate Captain Jefferies’ bow had been. That had set her eyelids to indignant fluttering, and the contemptuousness of having to suffer such familiarity with common blanks, people without magic, like Orli and Roberto was merely an added, but minor by comparison, outrage. 
The marchioness commented on the poor show of obeisance on Captain Jefferies’ part, making no effort to conceal scorn, which set the poor captain to blushing and apologizing for his mistake.
“Oh, don’t think a thing of it, Captain,” said the Queen, quick in her response and patting Captain Jefferies on the arm consolingly. She then turned back to the marchioness and said, equally willing to make a public statement on that regard, “He’s an alien. He does you great honor to make any bow at all.”
When she said it, Orli could not help but shoot a glance over at Captain Asad. A normal person would hear the Queen’s words and fathom the intent as graciousness, but Orli knew, as if by instinct, that her captain would find the menace in that particular choice of word: alien. Sure enough, the straight line of the captain’s mouth and the subtle, narrow-eyed nod, as if he’d just spotted the assassin in the room, were enough to confirm he’d marked the term. Orli sighed. 
Only after all the higher-ups had had their turns at one another did Orli and Altin finally get to clasp hands. A formal occasion, she could not hug him as she wanted with a whole-bodied ache to do, nor could she kiss his sweet grinning face. But they could clasp hands and hold tightly to one another for far longer than propriety strictly allowed. And again, only the marchioness seemed to care.
Finally, after several minutes of loitering and getting to know one another, at least for those who cared to do as much, the Queen called a halt to the formalities. “Enough of this,” she proclaimed. “You came here to see Citadel. Let the tour begin.” She looked around for a moment until she spotted Altin and Aderbury standing with Orli and Roberto, the four of them laughing and making private sport. “Sir Altin, Master Aderbury, you boys spur your mounts to the lists! It is time.”


Chapter 3
Altin reluctantly let go of Orli’s hand and followed Aderbury through the mingling dignitaries, the two of them taking positions beneath the vast overhang of Citadel’s enormity. From where it rested in the grass, Citadel loomed high above them as if a small, transparent planet had fallen out of orbit and landed there. In the center, of course, was the huge gray block of stone, which seemed suspended in there like a thing trapped in glass, as if someone had created an old Earth snow globe with only that inside. Except for that which was blocked by the stone cube in the center, the light coming through the sphere magnified everything beyond it, and Orli could see the gentle foothills behind swelling like huge round mountains on a globular horizon line. The play of light through Citadel reminded her of fanciful things from times long gone, memories of an old-fashioned funhouse she’d been in once as a child, a throwback to simpler times. 
After a bit of murmuring between them, with Altin apparently and most urgently trying to persuade Aderbury of something, Aderbury finally spoke. “Welcome to Citadel,” he said, echoing the Queen’s earlier remark. “Citadel is a diamond crystal sphere with an eight-hundred span diameter and magically enhanced solidity. This outer shell,” he tapped on it as he spoke, “is the armor for the fortress inside.” He pointed toward the center of the sphere where the huge gray block was. “Feel free to come have a closer look.”
Orli approached it cautiously, as did the others. She lifted a hand to touch it, but hesitated, looking to the Queen who had come to stand not too far away. Her Majesty saw her reluctance and nodded. “Go ahead. It won’t bite unless we tell it to.” A few of the captains who had been approaching stopped, and more than one stepped back. Her Majesty laughed, as did the general and the lieutenant at her side. Orli noticed the corners of Altin’s mouth twitch upward too. She grinned. Captain Asad did not.
The surface was perfectly smooth, glassy, just as it had appeared from farther away. It was warm to the touch, and as she slid her fingers along its perfect curve, she touched a portion that glimmered faintly and revealed a section that was lightly etched with curious little symbols and twisting runes. They reminded her of the hieroglyphs used by a number of ancient Earth cultures, though none exactly matched anything she could remember reading about. The symbols were set into the crystal so carefully they seemed barely more than a delicate web, a film of lace lain across it, yet she couldn’t feel them at all. When she took her hand away, they disappeared. 
“What do these do?” she asked, touching the section again and bringing the rune pattern back to light. “They’re beautiful, and I bet they aren’t only there for decoration.” 
“That’s a ward. There are many of them across the surface,” Altin answered, stepping to her side and hastily cutting off Aderbury’s reply—and despite his having just convinced Aderbury to take the lead giving the tour. He moved very close to Orli and winked, flashing her a smile. “That one is a light ward. It gives us control of how light moves—or doesn’t move—through the sphere.” He slid his hand up and to the left, taking a long sideways step. Another pattern lit up, this one different in shape and comprised of larger symbols than the last. “This one is a strength enhancement. It makes the diamond shell more resilient than it would be naturally. And this one is Combat Hop, which you are already familiar with, since I cast it once on your spaceship.” The last one he had to stoop and reach nearly to the ground to set alight.
“What do you mean about the light that ‘does or doesn’t’ come through?” asked Captain Asad. The captain’s posture was rigid, though he had forced an approximation of benign curiosity on his face. Altin turned to regard him and instantly recalled why he had tried to abdicate these duties to his friend.
“Just that, sir,” he said. “We can redirect or repel light as we need. Or we can let it go right through. Whatever is required in any given circumstance. That ward helps facilitate the magic so that we don’t have to have a magician ready to cast every little thing. I think it’s a lot like your ship’s computers, which also automate many things.” He concluded with a polite smile and hoped that his respectful reply would set him and the captain off on positive footing for the tour.
“So you can redirect our lasers and that sort of thing, I assume?” The approximation of benign curiosity looked as if it had been welded onto his face by a workman with only marginal competence.
“Well, I hadn’t thought about that,” Altin confessed. “I’m still not entirely sure what your lasers are—they seem more fire than light in my opinion—but I imagine it’s possible we could divert them if for some reason we needed to.”
The Queen stepped between her Galactic Mage and Captain Asad and said, laughing, “I’m sure we’ll have no need to find out. Let us move along. Master Aderbury, wrap it up out here; I’d like to get these people inside to where the real fun is.” She glanced over her shoulder as she moved to stand beside Aderbury, frowning at Altin as if he’d done something stupid. He glanced at Orli, who gave a half smile and a shrug. She’d been dealing with Captain Asad a lot longer than Altin had.
The Queen motioned for Aderbury to carry on. 
“As I said,” he began again, “this outer portion is an armored shell. The fortress inside is where we do the work and where our people live. It is a solid block of melded granite, three hundred paces on a side, quarried from the deepest parts of the Pexnar quarry, which you may have noticed as you flew in. All of the blocks were cut and finished perfectly true, and I personally saw to the fusion of each and every one. There is not a single mote of air, the tiniest hairline crack or even the least bit of a chip in it anywhere, and the whole of it was put through sixty-eight days of strength enhancements before it got this diamond casing by which Altin and his crew have been so consumed these last several moons. All in all, I believe Citadel is indestructible, though I won’t proclaim it so, lest I tempt the gods to prove me wrong.”
“Well, I’ll call it indestructible and have no qualms about it,” said the Queen, sounding a bit impatient. “Now, that’s quite enough of the technical details, Master Aderbury. Inside, I say, inside, at once.” She snapped her fingers twice, looking at Altin. “Sir Altin, please, let us get to the chase, shall we? Seeing is divining and all that sort of thing.” 
 “Yes, take us inside,” Captain Asad agreed. He shot his fellow captains a look that signified they’d best remember what the admiral had said. A few of them tapped on the video feeds on their com badges, having forgotten to do so when they exited the shuttle.
Altin stepped away from Orli reluctantly and took a position behind the group, facing out into the vale. He closed his eyes and began to chant in the language of magic. His body swayed rhythmically and his hands reached out briefly into the air in front of him. A moment later a small stone building appeared in the grass behind the assembled group, a vault really, barely a foot taller than his head and at most five paces on a side. The only distinguishing characteristics were a wooden door mounted in the middle of the facing wall and a small window with its fresh-painted shutters closed up tight.
It was to the door that Altin went. He opened it and turned back to the assembled group invitingly. “Come along,” he said. “Citadel awaits.”
Orli and Roberto, standing nearest, did not hesitate at all, and the two of them strode through the grass intent on going inside as Altin had bidden them to do. But Captain Asad stopped them.
“Wait,” he said. “What is that?” 
At first Altin seemed bewildered by the inquiry, but he figured it out almost immediately. Her Majesty spared him having to answer, however, for she pushed through the group and headed for the door. “It’s a teleportation chamber, my reluctant friend,” she explained as she passed. “It works much like those elevation devices on your ships, in which I have ridden twice as I recall.” She stepped into the small enclosure and took an oil lamp off a narrow shelf inside. She came back to the door and peered out, adding, “Jump in, the water is fine.”
Baron Thoroughgood and his son Thadius both followed the Queen’s example and went casually to the stone box. Thadius stopped when he came near Orli and offered her his arm. “Shall we, Miss Pewter?” he asked, tilting a smile down at her from his lofty six-foot-five-inch height. 
“Why of course we shall, Lord Thoroughgood,” Orli replied. “I’d be delighted.” She took his arm, knowing that doing so was the best way to show the other officers that there really was nothing to fear, and she let him lead her toward the teleportation chamber on the heels of his father and the Queen. She flashed a grin back at Roberto, who, in response, mouthed her own words back at her mockingly. “Why of course,” he shaped silently. “I’d be delighted.” He even did a little half-curtsy, holding out invisible skirts at his sides.
Altin would have laughed, but the situation was too precarious for mirth. Besides, Thadius shot him a smug look as he passed by. “Nice work, old man,” the young lord said sarcastically just before he went inside.
Altin’s right eyelid quivered for a moment, but he pushed jealousy away. Now was not the time for it. And besides, Orli’s plan had worked. Or at least mostly so, for the rest of the group were making their way toward the chamber, though a few of the captains were doing so reluctantly. Altin eased their minds, saying, “You won’t even know what happened. There is truly nothing to fear.”
“It is true,” said General Darklot as he walked past the sluggish cluster of fleet officers. “Our man Sir Altin there is the most powerful teleporter on the planet. He is a Z. You could not possibly be in better hands.” He ducked inside with Lieutenant Andru right behind.
Altin couldn’t decide who looked more put out by the whole experience: Captain Asad at having to place his fate and that of his fellow fleet officers in Altin’s hands, or the marchioness who clearly felt as if she were about to be crammed into a bucket full of pig feces. He had to work pretty hard not to grin as each of them walked by.
Soon enough, however, they were all inside. The fit was cozy, made more so at the edges because nobody wanted to get too close to the Queen out of respect or to the elf out of fear, and the marchioness radiated an aura of hate that bought her a bit of extra space as well. 
Given that, Altin wasted no time getting the spell underway. He closed the door behind himself and quickly made the cast that brought them into Citadel. It was only a matter of seconds before he opened the door again.
“We’re here,” he said as he stepped into the room beyond. He beckoned them out with a movement of his hand.
The chamber’s occupants flowed out into a large, shadowy room in which several heavy wooden desks sat unoccupied. Orli noticed that all the desks were bereft of anything that would give evidence of use. There was not a quill or parchment to be seen. The chairs were all snugly pushed up against them, uniformly so, and it seemed as if the room had never been used before. The walls were barren, and even the sconces mounted on them had no torches in them yet. The whole room was lit dimly by a pair of lamps burning on the nearest desk.
“I apologize for the bare bones of this particular area,” the Queen said. “Our people use the servants’ teleporter, and we haven’t gotten the Transportation Guild Service office fully functional yet. But, you know what they say, ‘You can’t just conjure a kingdom, you have to conquer it piece by piece.’”
Captain Asad turned to share a raised eyebrow with Captain Jefferies at that remark. Orli saw the movement and shared an eye roll with Roberto who’d seen it too.
Light spilled into the room then as Aderbury opened a door leading out into a hallway beyond. “If you’ll come with me, everyone, we can show you some of Citadel’s finer points.”
“Yes, please do,” said Captain Asad, welding his polite and appreciative mask back into place. He made a point of double-checking the video feed on his com badge in a way that caused a few others to follow suit.
Thadius once more proffered his arm to Orli, and reluctantly she took it again. She saw from the look on Altin’s face that he did not approve this time. She didn’t want to upset him, or to distract him from his duties giving the tour, but she also thought it was still a good diplomatic exercise to be polite to the dignitaries from Kurr. She might have lost any official claim to ambassador status, but she still knew that her actions had consequences, particularly on an outing such as this. She promised herself she would make it up to Altin later tonight, when they would finally be alone. It was a promise she conveyed to him with a wink and a little airborne kiss as she slipped out the door.
Altin smiled wanly back at that as he watched her pass into the hallway. He followed Roberto out, stopping long enough to close the door behind him in keeping with public teleportation rules.
“Don’t sweat it, bro,” Roberto said, lingering while Altin locked the door. He’d noticed Altin’s discomfiture regarding Orli and Thadius. “She never talks about anyone but you.”
Altin nodded. “I’m not worried about her,” he said. “It’s him I don’t trust.”
Roberto nodded back. “He’s a big fancy bastard, I’ll give him that. But Orli can handle herself.”
Altin let himself laugh, but kept it low enough that only he and Roberto heard. He clapped Roberto on the shoulder, and the two of them trotted forward to catch up with the group. When they did, Captain Asad was just asking Aderbury about access to Citadel.
“So,” said the captain as they navigated what seemed a maze of corridors, “am I to understand that the only way in or out of Citadel is by that means back there?”
“Correct,” answered the burly mage. “What better way to keep an enemy out than providing it no way in, eh? I’d love to see one of those Hostiles try to poke its pointy nose through that much enchanted armor as easily as that one did to the shield on Altin’s tower, and, as I understand it, as one did to your ship’s shielding as well, Captain.” He was clearly proud of the accomplishment, which was why the captain’s next remark caught him off guard.
“So, you’ve essentially made it impervious to … as you call them, blanks.” He used the Prosperion pejorative for people without magic intentionally, then paused briefly for effect before adding, “Like us.”
Aderbury’s mouth opened, and for a moment he looked as if he were about to speak, but he stopped and only a single note of sound escaped. Eyes wide, he snapped his mouth shut and glanced sideways to the Queen.
“Yes, Captain,” she said as she continued to walk down the corridor, not bothering to look back. “We’ve made it so that we are the only ones who have access to our ships. I’m sure your ships don’t have an open-gate policy either.”
“It seems your man Altin thinks we do.” 
The Queen, consummate diplomat that she was, kept her face forward, still walking to conceal the irritation that had settled there. In Altin’s explanation of his first contact with the Earth people a year and a half ago, he made it very clear he’d done everything possible to get permission to go aboard the first Earth ship he’d ever seen. He’d tried to communicate, realized his efforts weren’t working and, in the end, decided to take the chance and just teleport straight to the bridge. While that made perfect sense to her, she could understand how Captain Asad had interpreted Altin’s actions as a violation of etiquette and even as an act of aggression. Frankly, in the same situation she might have shot Altin too, just as the captain had.
“Yes, Captain,” she said when her expression could be called passive again. This time she stopped in the middle of the hall and turned to face him squarely. “He and I have had words about that incident.” Which was true; they had discussed it, though the “words” were not punitive in any way. Still, her response was technically true, if not directly to the captain’s point, and that subtlety was often at the heart of diplomacy. “First encounters with new friends from across the galaxy seem to require a bit more flexibility than we might otherwise prefer. Fortunately, we’re all good natured about such things.”
“How will your people escape in an emergency?” Orli asked, jumping in before Captain Asad could say something snide about good-natured encounters with newly made enemies. “What if something happens and there are no teleporters around?”
Aderbury, looking relieved, reached into the collar of his robes and pulled out a cluster of amulets. He untangled a silver chain from the bunch and presented it to the group. A thumbnail-sized amethyst hung from it. “We use these,” he said. “They are fast-cast amulets. Everyone on Citadel is required to wear one. They can get themselves back to Prosperion in an instant if needs be. We’ll keep the mana in them regularly augmented for distances as we move along. Sir Altin has warned us about just how far away we might get someday.”
Orli was familiar with the amulets, having seen one in action the day she thought Altin had died.
“That’s all very good,” said the Queen. “Now let’s be on with it. The first stop on the tour is just through here.” She opened a door and a moment later they stood along the top row of a huge stadium looking down into an immense, dirt-floored arena.
“My training grounds,” the Queen announced proudly. “I’ve got stables and barracks to accommodate a full five regiments of cavalry—three light and two heavy. On the next floor up,” she looked up at the ceiling which was fifty feet from the arena floor by Orli’s estimate, “is another parade ground of equal size in which my infantry and artillery can train.”
The Queen swelled with pride at these announcements, but the amused expression on Captain Asad’s face revealed that he thought it completely ridiculous. He did have the admiral’s orders in mind, however, so he converted the smirk into a smile that looked properly impressed.
From there, Aderbury led them through several floors, each housing various departments and stocked for various contingencies. All in all, there were twenty floors, complete with a central palace, an immense library—which was still being filled with books, for which Aderbury apologized and made excuses about how slow transcription could be—and a whole floor designated for Citadel’s hospital.
When they’d finished a brief walk through the hospital, the Queen suddenly lit up in a way she hadn’t since the captains had first arrived. Proud as she had been through this part or that of Citadel, suddenly she became nearly as excited as a child on Winter’s Eve holiday. She practically pushed Aderbury out of the way as she completely took over the role of tour guide at that point. “Finally,” she said. “It’s time to show you the Concert Hall. The center of Citadel’s power.”
Captain Asad sent Captain Jefferies a meaningful look as if to say, “Pay attention,” and the other man nodded, though Orli thought Captain Jefferies’ expression seemed more than a little impatient now. Captain Asad’s probing questions and sober glances along the way had seemed to annoy Captain Jefferies more than they were setting off any alarms in his mind. She didn’t think Jefferies was one of the officers sitting around the fire at Captain Asad’s Camp Paranoid.
They made their way up a winding stairwell that brought them to a grand gallery. It opened up on a vast garden, which was well appointed with native Prosperion plants and trees, some of them towering above and nearly touching the ceiling forty feet up. The group wanted to stop and marvel at the artificial sunlight coming from the ceiling, which was enchanted to mimic the natural light of day, but the Queen would not hear of it. The gardens were not the point. She directed them to the far end of the open space and, in particular, to a massive set of bronze doors. Twenty feet high, and arched at the top, they gleamed like mirrors, reflecting the party almost perfectly, foremost among them the Queen wearing a resplendent smile filled with anticipation and expectant glory. 
A pair of rubies the size of floodlights jutted from each door, serving as doorknobs, and all around the raised edges of the great bronze slabs were more rubies, nearly half as large as the knobs and lined up like marquee lights, each glowing from within and pulsing brightly in unison as if to the beat of a single heart. As the Queen approached the opulent entryway, Orli expected her to command Aderbury or the young lieutenant to open the ponderous portals, but she didn’t. She tapped one of the shimmering knobs with a finger and stepped back, letting it swing easily outward as if it were little more than brightly painted foam board. 
The Queen strode straight into the vast chamber beyond and let her gaze play up and down the spacious room, taking in its enormity with the sweep of her royal eyes. “This,” she said, “is the heart of Citadel.”
Orli followed with the rest and retraced the path of the Queen’s gaze with her own. For several long seconds she stood trout-like, her mouth agape as she tried to comprehend the scale of it, and the unsettling nature of its artistry. 
If she had to guess, she would have said it was a hundred feet to the crest of the domed ceiling, which was covered with a rich crimson substance that had the shine of opaque glass but that gave Orli the impression of something far more opulent by the depth of its color, a quality of luminousness that was rich without being gaudy or too bright. Snaking about the surface of the crimson dome were ropes of gold. They began at the center and expanded outward like tentacles. They shaped a single vast image, an outreach or probing of sinuous aggression that made her think of a squid, though the groping limbs had no suction cups, nor did a beaked mouth wait in the midst of the writhing mass to devour anything. Yet somehow that was the effect it had on her as she looked up into it. It seemed to move, and she was fairly sure that it wasn’t just an illusion. She took the time to watch the distance between two of the tendrils where they came to rest at the top row of stadium-style seats. What was two seat-backs’ distance between them certainly became something less. Or at least she thought it did.
She thought she might be overreacting and challenged herself as to why. She thought it might be the blood-red glass adding to the effect, for it was from the center depths of that crimson vastness that the tendrils came. The color was so rich it seemed liquid, a suspended sea of blood, one that might at any moment splash down upon them in a dark sheet of warm stickiness as if gushing from an enormous wound. She could feel it on her skin, smell it, taste the copper on her tongue, as would the golden tendrils when they descended to have a lick, a hungry, trembling licking of the people steeped in the macabre marinade. 
Orli blinked out of the trance she had fallen in and staggered back a step. She saw that others were doing much the same. She dared a glance up again, and her original appreciation shifted toward dismay. It was beautiful, for certain it was, but she wondered, despite its beauty, what sort of person would choose such a ferocious design for the heart of Citadel. She forced her eyes elsewhere, uncomfortable with how looking up at it made her feel. The tendrils near the two seats she’d picked out as measurement were now three seats apart.
Focusing on the chairs rather than things that moved yet seemed not to, she traced the circular rows of seats with her eyes, turning a full circle as she did. The chamber was ringed from the floor to the base of the dome with them, arranged in tiers just as one would expect in a room named Concert Hall. At the center of the hall, set apart evenly like the numbers on an eight-hour clock, were eight stools made of gold and capped by plush cushions of red velvet to match the ceiling. They formed a perfect circle around a golden disc that measured a pace across. It was sunken into the absolute center of the room, an axis point. At the center of this disc stood a single seat, an elegant ottoman upholstered in the same velvet as the eight stools and standing on golden legs carved to look like lion’s limbs—Altin would later explain to her what a manticore was. 
“This beautiful chamber is where the real magic takes place,” said the Queen. “This is where Prosperions join your people as a race that travels amongst the stars as easily as leviathans through the sea. It is here that the brightest sorcerers on Kurr will bring the galaxy into the purview of my people and my people out into it. We look forward to exploring it all with you as our friends and allies.”
“It is very impressive, Your Majesty,” said Captain Jefferies. “That’s a most … intense design up there.”
The Queen’s smile was nearly sinister. “It is, isn’t it.”
“So what does this do?” Orli asked, ignoring the chill that swept down her spine. She went to the seat at the center of the room and started to touch it, then pulled back. No telling what might happen, especially in a room like this. She looked to Altin and asked, “May I?”
“Of course you may, child,” answered the Queen for him. “That is the Master Conduit’s seat. There’s no magic there. A fabulous paradox, for it is from there that the most powerful spells can be cast. In the day-to-day spell casting, we’ll keep a circle of magicians operating from those,” she pointed to the stools ringing the ottoman. “One magician from each school, each operating independently, but working together. Duty magicians from each school will support them from there.” She pointed into the general seats behind the stools. “But for the truly magnificent magic, this room will be filled with magicians, eight hundred strong, and they will channel all that power to a Master Conduit, seated there, where you are.” The Queen was nearly rapturous as she described it, her eyes glazed over, clearly lost in the vision playing out in her mind’s eye. “Oh, it will be a beautiful thing to see what a full concert can do in space. A whole universe just waiting for us. We shall conquer it all! Especially once our dear Sir Altin gets them all trained up, which should be nearly done, should it not?” She looked to him expectantly, though she already knew the answer.
“Yes, Your Majesty. The core crew is mainly ready, and the last batch of recruits from the university will be selected any day.”
“Of course they will. You’re a fine instructor, whether you care for it or not.” She saw Orli rather reluctantly petting the lush fabric and smiled patiently. “Go ahead, dear, sit down.”
Orli looked at Captain Asad to see if she was going to get yelled at for having asked, but he was still chewing on what the Queen had said. Seeing that she was in no immediate danger on that front, Orli sat down in the Master Conduit’s seat. The ottoman began to turn. Though slow, the unexpected motion startled her, a jolt that caused her to clutch the thick upholstery with more rapidity than balance actually required. It was evidence of how unnerving being in this room was. She relaxed and looked down, noting that the disc was rotating clockwise at a slow but stable pace that would take a full minute to go once around.
“So is conquest of the universe why you need so many seats in here?” asked Captain Asad. “Since one magician seemed to manage well enough on his own, are we to understand, then, that conquest is the goal?” He looked toward Altin as he said it and pointed as if accusing him of something.
“Oh, Captain Asad, you are so dramatic,” answered the Queen. “The truth on that matter is that Sir Altin is a rare gem of a teleporter. However, the conquest I speak of is akin to that of cresting a great summit or crossing a great ocean. And the number of wizards required for an ocean as vast as the firmament requires more than a single rare gem, even one the likes of Sir Altin here. There is a matter of movement, mass and distances that have to be considered when teleporting, and, to be frank, our Citadel has a greater mass than any other single structure on Prosperion—with the exception of the Palace of course—and it will be getting more so as our people continue their work to strengthen it over the next three or four months. 
“Not to mention there is a rather considerable issue involving unknown distances and incongruent spell casting. This was the sort of thing that was thought, at least in the main, to be essentially impossible to conquer, but Sir Altin has discovered a technique that, while labor-intensive, has made these things not only possible, but even endurable if enough minds are bent to the task. So, the short answer, if I may still call it that, is that we will have this many wizards because we will need them to get anywhere new.”
Captain Asad’s expression made it clear he wasn’t satisfied with the reply he’d been given, and his gaze upwards at the blood-red ceiling prompted Altin to mistakenly think he wanted further clarification on the spell-casting portion of what the Queen had said. He jumped in straight away, intending to be of help. “The strength of a magician in any given magic school is measured on an exponential scale that runs from A to Z. By whatever accident of birth or divine design, I have the fortune of being a Z-class teleporter. That affords me certain abilities. Ranking that high in any particular school is very rare. The relationship between any rank of magic and the one that precedes it is a half measure. It requires two Y-class teleporters, working with a conduit, to teleport any given maximum mass any given maximum distance that I could do alone. It would take four X-class wizards to do the same. Eight W-class and so on. There are not many wizards alive who rank over an N, and the scarcity is greater with each increase in rank. 
“The greatest quantity of guild and military sorcerers are between D and K, which would preclude deep space travel entirely. However, a group of wizards linked by conduit, and in this case linked through full circles of mages, can get amazing things done, things that even a single Z-class anything could never hope to accomplish alone. It’s really a marvelous feat of modern magic, and this room is the pinnacle of that development. You’re in the presence of history, if I may be so forward to say.”
“Forward indeed,” said the Queen. “I’m quite proud of it. I’m sure our company is happy to be part of it too, and we are eternally gratified to you all for the inspiration your arrival has brought to my people.” She beamed gratitude at the ship captains, one by one, before once again prompting them onward. “But, as much as I would love to stand here and gloat about the dreams this room has inspired, there’s still a lot of Citadel to see. Shall we?”
Nods and spoken affirmation followed, and the group moved out through the concert hall’s only other passage, opposite the way they had come in. Orli paused just long enough to note that Captain Asad seemed to regard the groping bloodbath of the ceiling with similar sentiments as her own. There was definitely something scary about it. And the Queen had said “conquer the universe.” Even Orli caught that one.


Chapter 4
As the tour progressed, Altin found himself spending more and more time watching the awed expressions that shaped Orli’s porcelain features with each new surprise. With Aderbury having built the fortress and the Queen having worked herself into a fine enthusiasm over the course of the tour, Altin had time to fall back and enjoy the sight he’d really come to see: Orli. 
Her blue eyes would widen at each new discovery, an enchanted feature here or an immense grandiosity there, as each was described in glowing detail by Aderbury or the Queen. She would laugh, delighted, her soft lips parting to reveal the white line of perfect teeth as she tilted forward eagerly, her supple hands clasped together at her bosom and candid enthusiasm gushing from her as if she were nature’s purest source. She poured herself wholeheartedly into learning about every new item and new idea, her zeal unfiltered and innocent, unconcerned with appearances of nonchalance and unafraid to show either ignorance or awe. She was childlike and yet entirely woman, animated by ambient joyfulness rooted in nothing more than letting life be. No selfish ambition or avarice corrupted her. She was without material greed. Her appreciation of the things she saw was as unmoved by the expectation of glory as it was by the anticipation of cost. Those were the thoughts and motivations that sculpted the expressions on other faces, but not hers. Orli shared no consumption with such emptiness, and the breathless oohs and ahhs she murmured as they went along were as unaffected as birdsong.
And so it was that he trailed at the back of the pack, watching her, answering a one-off question for this captain or that dignitary, but mostly just enjoying her enjoying the sights she saw. He was a patient connoisseur, knowing that he need not gulp down the delicacy the moment the table was set. He was determined to enjoy each course as it came along. 
And he might well have enjoyed it all afternoon had it not been for their arrival at the top-most level of Citadel. This was his particular area of expertise, and his agreement with Aderbury had included the concession that he would cover this part of the tour given the complexity of the battlements on the massive space fortress. To begin, they weren’t actually battlements, or at least, they weren’t in any singular kind of way. They were the collected bulwarks of two hundred and twenty-five separate towers, squat and squared off constructs of stone, gathered together and tightly packed side by side, row by row. Together they formed a grid, with the individual units combining to making one checkerboard whole. The only variation in the pattern was a single central tower that climbed some fifty spans above the rest, the last several spans of its height thrust into the diamond shell.
 “What is all of that?” asked Captain Paxton as they emerged from the stairwell and onto a walkway that ran around the edge of the assembled towers. “It looks like a giant egg crate.”
“I prefer to think of it as a wine crate,” Aderbury said. “But I realize that may be optimism on my part.” He laughed and added, “Sir Altin is better equipped to describe this particular part of Citadel, given that all of this is entirely inspired by his hard work and genius.”
“If it’s a wine crate, there are no bottles in it,” said the Earl of Vorvington. “Emptiness on such a scale would be tragic. I’d rather miss a lifetime of omelets than so much wine. Imagine having lost two hundred and twenty five bottles of elven gossamer or the frostberry vintages of Dae.” He shuddered at the horror of it, sending ripples down his jowls and neck, likely straight through his body to his feet.
Most of the group laughed, fleet officer and Prosperion alike, though the marchioness was clearly displeased that the earl had stooped to participate in the commoners’ game.
The exchange went on for a few moments as others tried their hands at making jokes or analogies for what this uppermost level looked like until eventually the Queen grew impatient, wanting to carry on. “Sir Altin,” she said, “speaking of wine, we still have a dinner to attend. Get to the redoubts.” She pointed outside through the transparency of the diamond armor, to make her point. In doing so, she reminded them all that her cooks were busily setting up long tables, preparing to serve the feast in the meadow far below. Vorvington made an almost sexual sound as he watched a distant mammoth haunch being basted by a cook wielding a brush the size of a broom.
 “Yes, Your Majesty. The redoubts, of course,” Altin said. He’d been watching Orli lean against the smooth surface of Citadel’s outer hull, her body stretched languorously, which had transfixed him momentarily. The Queen had caught him in it. He flashed a glance back at Orli whose cheeks rounded with a smile and eyes glinted mischievously. She’d been more than aware of his persistent gaze these last two floors, and while she sympathized with his present discomfiture, she had been taking great pleasure in presenting a sinuous limb for him here and there, stretching this way or that, or just tilting her torso when some wonderful object allowed a succulent and teasing reach. He was so easy in that way, and she had every intention of having her way when it came to chasing a sequence of sunrises tonight.
Altin cleared his throat and began. “The redoubts are, in essence, replicas of my tower, a structure with which most of you are familiar, having encountered me in it when first we met. As you can see, this entire top floor upon which we stand is in fact an assemblage of redoubts, short towers with three floors and battlements at the top, just like mine, but for their being square to maximize space. Each of these has an assigned crew of three mages and carries everything it needs to function independently of Citadel.”
He looked across the crowd to see if anyone looked like they were lost. No one did, though Thadius had slid close to Orli and was peering down at her with an expression Altin did not care for. He was forced to press on, however. “Think of the redoubts as you might the small boats on a titan hunter or whaling ship, or perhaps the small ships your people use, the one you arrived in today as an example.”
Heads began to nod. Captain Asad once more exchanged meaningful glances with a few of the other captains. He made a point of moving in a way that allowed his video log to record the entirety of the expanse. “How many of them are there?” he asked.
“Two hundred and twenty-five,” Altin replied. “For the most part, we anticipate they will simply stay here, serving as the battle deck of the fortress—if Aderbury will tolerate such an analogy. The mages that man each one will function powerfully as a single unit from here.” 
Aderbury wrinkled up his face. “You know I hate when you make boat analogies.”
“I know.” He winked at his friend and pressed on. “The whole set of them works as the battle stage for Citadel while it operates as a singular space fortress, but they can also serve as a swarm of combat-ready vessels that can fight alongside Citadel, whichever suits a given combat necessity. That central tower you see out there is the command center for combat operations whether Citadel fights assembled or as a swarm. We’ll be headed there next.”
A general murmur commenced amongst the visitors from Earth. Roberto leaned to Orli and, with a nudge, half asked, half speculated below his breath, “So, is he saying that all these little blocks fly around like his tower did when we first met him? Like fighters or something?”
“Yes, he is saying precisely that,” said Captain Asad, having overheard. 
“Oh,” said Roberto. He looked back at Orli, then to Altin, and the genuine nature of his personality bypassed his tactical filters for a time. “We don’t even have fighters.”
It was fortunate for the swarthy lieutenant that Captain Asad’s eyes were not actually gun turrets and that he could not actually fire deadly projectiles or searing beams of high energy from them.
And Roberto’s point was a glaring one. While most of the fleet’s small cargo carriers and transports were equipped with lasers and a limited arsenal of short-range missiles, none of them would be worth the value of the scrap metal they would become if they were deployed for combat in space, certainly against the Hostiles, but just as much so against a “swarm” of magician-powered towers like the one Altin had been in when he wiped out hundreds of Hostiles singlehandedly. Not that Roberto thought that was a problem, but if it came to fighting, the fleet’s small craft were air-to-ground support and nothing more. Space fighters they definitely were not. They had far less power than the star ships did, and only marginally more maneuverability. It was readily apparent from the stony countenances of not only Captain Asad but a few of the others that this was an unexpected bit of intelligence. 
 “So, now that you know what the redoubts are all about,” the War Queen said as she watched the paranoid pall fog the faces of her fleet allies, “let’s head to the spire. Up there you will see something truly amazing. It’s not only a first for the kingdom of Kurr and for Citadel, it’s a first for all of Prosperion. The elves haven’t even done what we have done, as you are about to see.”
Most of this was meaningless to the Earth folk, but the group moved through the redoubts obediently. As they did, Altin let Aderbury take his place at the lead again, allowing himself to casually drift back toward the end of the line, where Orli was. They exchanged glances and expectant grins, knowing they were nearing the point where they could finally have some time alone, but neither said a word. Content to walk together patiently, they slowed just a little so they could have at least a sense that they were already alone.
But of course Thadius noticed it and called back to them in his kindest tones. “My dear Miss Pewter, you don’t want to miss what’s coming next. Her Majesty makes no jest. The spire holds a wonder beyond reckoning.”
“How would you know, Thadius? You have never been up there.” That came out pettier than Altin wanted it to, and he wished he could take it back as soon as he said it. Not because it wasn’t true, but because, well, such was the nature of courtship and rivalry. 
Thadius saw his opening, of course, and, striding back to where they were, feigned sympathy and said, “Altin, old man, you’re snappish as a badger today.” Without waiting for a response, he went on, “And besides, I’ve read the reports, just as everyone on the Royal Armada Council has. Of course I know what’s up there.” He leaned closer to Orli and added, “I say, I do believe the old git needs a nap. All this walking must have been too much for him.” 
“Lord Thadius, surely you have something better to do than consort with commoners like us,” Altin said. His dragon, Taot, couldn’t have summoned an acid cloud as corrosive as that.
Thadius gave him a patient look, then turned to Orli as if she were Altin’s mother and Altin had been caught at some form of naughtiness. “It’s not often that commoners are given titles like our poor Altin was,” he said, affecting the deepest sympathy. “It’s almost always the case that if they are, they struggle under the weight of them. Usually it’s having so much responsibility that gets them; the strain manifests unpleasantly.” He turned to Altin again, clapping him on the shoulder and looking down at him in the fashion of extreme charity. “However, our dear boy’s biting mood might simply be the stress of being in the presence of a creature as lovely as you, Miss Pewter. Lads who seldom experience such proximities tend to fall apart straight away, a sad reality of being unfamiliar with the circumstance.” He finished the statement with a greasy smile and another wink. 
Orli thought he might be wearing a bit of eyeliner, but she could not be sure.
She held Altin’s arm tightly as she returned Thadius’ smile with a pleasant one of her own. “No naps for this old man today,” she said. “He’s promised the lovely creature an evening’s amusement. Hasn’t he?” She squeezed Altin’s arm and lent him a supportive smile that expressed how happy she was to be next to him.
Altin nodded. He would have spat something back at Thadius, but word wars were not his forte. Worse, he couldn’t help feeling that at least some of that last bit had been true. Orli was mesmerizing, and she did put him out of sorts. But that didn’t change the fact that Thadius was obviously trying to be a cancer on the evening he had in mind.
“Have you a chaperone?” asked Thadius as he rose to his full height, several inches taller than even Altin’s six-foot frame. “We are not without conventions and propriety here on this world, Miss Pewter.”
Orli tipped her pretty face up to him and said, “I’m not from around here.” The Southern belle accent she affected was lost on both of them, but she sent Thadius back a wink that was as loaded as any of his own had been. 
Thadius didn’t miss a step, however. “Well, perhaps you’ll allow me to amuse you some evening after you’re done working in the mines.” He put an emphasis on the last word and gave the barest twist of his features, a hint of disgust meant to suggest there were alternatives not only for a day’s amusements but for her day-to-day circumstances as well.
Orli laughed it off. “Oh, thank you for the offer, Lord Thoroughgood, but I can’t imagine anything more fun than scandalizing Altin everywhere we go. Besides, you’re far too worldly for a down-to-earth girl like me.” 
“I see,” said Thadius as irritation seeped through hairline cracks in his imperial façade. He did his best to shore it up.
“Come on,” said Altin, tugging on her with the arm she held so faithfully. “We have fallen fairly far behind. Let’s be done with this.” He looked at her meaningfully and added, “Is there any chance you feel up to chasing sunsets when we are finished?”
“I’ve been waiting weeks for you to ask.”
They walked off, leaving Thadius to fume privately to himself.


Chapter 5
The climb to the spire was a long one, several minutes working up a very steep set of winding stairs which ended, eventually, by emerging through the floor in a circular space barely fifteen paces across. Most of the group were out of breath by the time they arrived. Only Orli, Thadius, the lieutenant and the Queen were not winded to some degree as they finally crested the precipitous ascent. This was a reality that had the marchioness glaring furiously at Aderbury and Her Majesty. The only reason Aderbury was not berated for his “ridiculously lofty design,” as the marchioness would later refer to it, was that she was wheezing beyond the capacity for speech. Otherwise, she would have demanded that he install magic carpets—the sort of thing that could be found in any civilized construction in Crown City, no less—or at the very least the reduction of the tower’s altitude by at least half. 
Altin was winded as well, though not nearly to the degree of the marchioness and certainly not that of the ponderous Vorvington—the portly earl was so belabored by the ascent that he bent, hands on his knees, with his ever-florid face glowing like a rose-tinted lampshade and his mouth carping for breath as one might after a day-long battle with demons. Altin regretted having not thought of providing a Feather Climb spell for them at least. He should have brought hummingbird feathers. The thought had simply not crossed his mind. However, even if he had brought them, he wouldn’t have suggested using them, not after the incident with Thadius back there. 
So he panted far more than he would have liked, hating the fact that Thadius stood at his comfortable ease next to the powerful general and strapping young lieutenant exchanging laughs with one another as the young lord teased his poor pink-faced uncle mercilessly. Altin disguised his fatigue as best he could and found himself grateful for Vorvington’s diversionary rotundity.
The marchioness, however, was further infuriated by Thadius’ mockery, and she brought it to an end the moment she’d gathered enough breath. She didn’t say much—as embarrassing Thadius in low company would not do—but a simple “Thadius!” was enough to bring the levity to a halt. A single word with the force of a cracked whip.
And, if the climb and the impropriety of the young lord were not enough for the vexed marchioness, a high-pitched tone, a piercing shrill just at the edge of hearing, added itself to her list of irritants. Imperceptible at first over the huffs and puffs of their arrival in the chamber, the tone had slowly begun make its presence known and thereby began to agitate nearly everyone in the room. Not all of them heard it, but those who did became easy to spot as, one by one, members of the party began making faces and reaching for their ears, their eyes scouring the area in search of the source of the sound. But there was little there to see.
The room was bare but for one oaken door on the south wall. There were no decorations, no artwork or carvings in or upon the stone walls. The room’s only torch burned benignly against the wall opposite the door, and it wasn’t even a fancy one, just a plain thing made of bundled reeds, enchanted with the most basic spell to preserve the flame almost interminably. There was nothing else. Just the door, the torch and the ringing sound.
After a moment of it, a few of them began looking back and forth amongst themselves. Captains Jefferies, Paxton and the pale and lanky Putin all began fiddling with their com badges and checking the battery packs of their side arms. Captain Paxton reached for Captain Asad’s com badge when she was done with her own, to which he responded by pushing her hand away and shooting her a reproaching look.
“What are you doing?” he demanded. “What’s going on?” His eyes slid back and forth beneath the lowered boom of his thick black brows like a turret gun in need of something to blast.
The Queen grinned as she watched the group for a moment longer before finally relenting. “I see Peppercorn was correct,” she said, directing the comment to Aderbury and the general standing nearest to her, rather than to Captain Asad. “They can hear it. Interesting.”
“What is interesting?” demanded Captain Asad, as the turret swung toward her and locked on. “What is it they can hear?” From the severe and studious expression upon his face, he was trying to detect whatever it was the others heard, but with no success. Roberto and Captain Briceno of the Abraham exchanged glances that said they both felt left out as well.
“That,” said Aderbury, “is the sound of anti-magic, the ultimate alchemy of the enchanters school. It is nothing less than the unachievable, achieved. And our chief researcher, Peppercorn, is the Y-class genius behind it all. She predicted that the massive incongruence of this spell would be so spectacular it would create a physical rippling that even blanks could hear. And it appears she was correct.”
“And you didn’t bother to test that before we came aboard? Are we your guinea pigs now?” Captain Asad made only the barest effort to restrain his temper at such flagrant disrespect.
“And why should we?” snapped the marchioness. The indignity of his constant inquisition throughout the tour, his acidic frankness and probing remarks, had finally combined with fatigue, constitutional irritation and nearness to the end of the tour to set her temper to sound against his at last. “Citadel, Captain, is not a nursery for the magicless, and you would do well to remember you are a ship’s captain and not an emperor from Earth. Know your place.”
The Queen’s eyes bulged at that, as did the earl’s and those of every other Prosperion in the room. Orli was certain that the Queen was going to strike the woman, but remarkably, she did not. It was clear from the narrow-eyed fury that glinted in Her Majesty’s eyes that anything she said would have ramifications in court later on—the public tearing-down of a marchioness was not a move to be made lightly, even by the Queen, and particularly when the marchioness controlled the largest and most belligerently peopled duchy on Kurr. Rather than speak the rebuke then, the Queen skewered her with a look so withering even Vorvington moved away from the marchioness a full two steps, a distance he’d not suffered since the beginning of the tour. No one said a word. Not even Captain Asad, though he did appear to appreciate the ferocity of Her Majesty’s nuclear gaze. 
That scowl took nearly a full minute to evaporate from the War Queen’s face, but slowly it did, and the alert Captain Jefferies took the opportunity to set them all back on course.
“So, what is this anti-magic?” he asked. “I’m afraid I still don’t have any idea what you are talking about.”
 “Oh, yes, of course,” said Aderbury, glad to be moving forward again. “Altin, would you like to explain? You worked more closely with Peppercorn than I did.”
Altin glowered at Aderbury, for the transmuter knew anti-magic as well as anyone, and Altin was perfectly happy standing beside Orli as he was. However, he could hardly refuse, particularly not with the Queen possibly teetering on the brink of drawing her sword or at the very least sicking the elf on someone.
He pressed through to the front of the group, reluctantly leaving Orli behind, and stood before the wooden door. He waited until everyone was looking at him, using the silence to snuff any lingering tension in the room. 
“Through this door is the room we have named, perhaps inelegantly, ‘the closet.’” He lightly tapped on it with a knuckle. “It’s encapsulated with anti-magic, which is basically a spell that achieves a state of non-magic. It’s been tried off and on for centuries, but only half-heartedly. Most can’t fathom a use for it that wouldn’t have as many drawbacks as benefits, so it’s mainly been a curiosity, a plaything for philosophers and magic theorists but little more. It stayed as such for as long as it has simply because no one could pull it off. That is, until now.
“Thanks to our experience with your technology, we had a reason to find it. We commissioned diviners to start working on the idea of your ships’ communication machines, the big ones that you use to speak over the great distances, the ones that work much like telepaths do—something about tangled particles.”
Orli helped by offering the proper term, “Entangled.” 
He smiled and thanked her with a nod.
“Perhaps more important, or at least potentially more dangerous, we also realized that we can’t communicate reliably at close range with your ships either. Not even if we were to have collar-pin communicators of the sort you are wearing now. While here on Prosperion, they seem to work reasonably well, even in some of the more heavily enchanted parts of Crown City, but the truth is, we don’t believe they will work well inside of Citadel at all—especially not when it is fully functional and, in particular, during a fight with the Hostiles where we might have as many as two thousand magicians casting all at once. In those moments, coordination will be of ultimate importance, and we believe there will simply be too much magical interference to make that form of communication dependable. And trust me,” he added as if an aside, “having been in battle alongside your ships before and unable to make contact, I do not wish to do such a thing again.” 
Several of the captains were nodding at this, most of those present having been part of that great battle with the Hostiles a little over a year and a half ago. Even Captain Asad could find no obvious flaw in Altin’s reasoning.
“Needless to say,” Altin went on, “we needed to find some mechanism to enable your communication devices to function reliably on our space fortress. The obvious solution for both near and long-range communication was anti-magic, as unlikely as that might seem. And so Her Majesty, in her wisdom, funded Peppercorn’s research grant, and here we are, a scant ten months later, having achieved what everyone thought was impossible. Anti-magic has been cast upon the chamber beyond this door, and now this space can effectively house one of your tangled communication machines. If Peppercorn is right, your device will be unaffected by levels of channeled mana that will far surpass anything your eclectical systems have ever been exposed to before.”
Orli had been able to stifle her snickering at his repetition of the tangled mistake, but the second one snuck out. “Electrical,” she said. Roberto also looked amused.
 “Right, electrical. Thank you.” Altin appeared agitated by his mistake, but clearly intended to press on. Aderbury, however, prevented that, stepping in front of his friend. 
“Yes, electrical. Thank you, Orli. And thank you, Altin.” He patted Altin comfortingly on the shoulder. “The simple fact of it all, and before Sir Altin drags us all off into the weeds of this explanation, is that we believe we have found a way to make your devices work with nearly perfect predictability right here on Citadel. Anti-magic has been achieved.” He concluded with a grand gesture toward the door, glancing as he did at the Queen who appeared entirely satisfied.
The Earth delegates, however, stared blankly at the door and then back at the beaming Prosperions. Most of the captains looked as if they’d just been given a lecture on the fundamentals of gravity and were all completely underwhelmed. Orli, in the absence of other questions, and mainly to be polite, asked, “So, no more flickering lights and back-up power?”
“Well, not if the lights are in that room,” Aderbury qualified. “The spell only affects this small chamber here, which is why we nicknamed it ‘the closet.’”
“Well, let’s have a look,” said Captain Jefferies, also mainly to be polite. “If you plan to put an entanglement array in there, you’re going to need more space than a closet. They are a lot bigger than these.” He touched the com badge on his collar to make his point.
“We’ve got enough room,” Altin said. “It’s exactly four spans and a pair of fingers across, a quarter of that wide, and tall enough for any of us to walk in comfortably. Quite big enough for your equipment. I saw to it personally, having measured the machine myself.”
 “And how did you manage that?” asked Captain Asad. 
Altin made a face at that, the answer beyond obvious. “I paced it off, of course.” 
“To measure one of our long-range communicators, you would have had to see one uninstalled. The only one not in use in this solar system is on the California, and I don’t recall Captain Paxton mentioning that request.” He looked over at her and she was shaking her head, confirming what he already knew. He looked back at Altin, his suspicion evident. “You haven’t been sneaking aboard our ships again, have you, Meade?”
Several of the other captains looked perturbed by this, and this time not because the captain had been so blunt. Vorvington and Lieutenant Andru shifted on their feet as well, obviously made uncomfortable by the possibility of Altin having done just that. It would not do to have Altin teleporting willy-nilly aboard fleet ships. 
“Of course he didn’t sneak aboard your ship,” said the Queen, coming to Altin’s rescue impatiently. “Sir Altin simply measured the one we already have.” 
Captain Asad and Captain Jefferies exchanged glances, the latter perplexed and the former seeming to feel that validation had finally come his way. The other captains looked equal parts surprised and put-upon.
“Oh, dear,” said Queen Karroll, realizing that the unanticipated interpretations were continuing to unfold despite her attempt at intervention. “It appears to me that sweet Admiral Crane forgot to tell you he gave us one of those contraptions before he took the rest of the fleet out in search of the Hostiles.”
 “Yes, it appears he did,” replied Captain Jefferies. “I have to say, it’s somewhat surprising that he’d forget something like that, given that we’ve only got four spares in the entire fleet.” 
“It looks like we only have three,” corrected Captain Asad.
“Well, I hope there is no need for such a copious pall as all this, my friends. It’s simply a loan among friends. We asked for something to test, something a bit more complicated than your small collar communicators, which we have some experience with, and the admiral suggested we take the big one since we were going to ‘need it anyway.’ Those were Admiral Crane’s words to me before he left, and he even went with my people back to his ship to get it midway through a bottle of my best elven wine. Far from a cause for disturbance, I thought it was sound allied thinking. Frankly, I’m surprised you don’t all agree.”
Captain Jefferies began to nod at that, this time looking less distressed. “That sounds like Crane,” he admitted. The crossed arms and rigid posture of Captain Asad and a few of the other captains signaled that several were still unhappy with the discovery. The entanglement arrays were expensive, the most guarded secret of the Northern Trade Alliance back on Earth. It was that technology that gave the NTA its competitive edge when it came to getting resource and settlement contracts. Captain Asad was certain that the director of the NTA would not be happy that the admiral had chosen to hand one of them off to the first friendly natives he met, especially if he’d been coerced to do it while under the effects of an alien intoxicant.
In an attempt to dissipate the renewing tension, Aderbury invited the curious to go inside, opening the door in what he hoped would be a suitably dramatic show. “Have a look. If nothing else, the view is spectacular.” 
Sure enough, the view was spectacular. A panoramic view of everything around Citadel and, of course, of the redoubts fifty spans below. It was as if the door opened onto nothing and Aderbury had just stepped off a cliff—though he did not fall. “Just keep in mind,” he said as he moved deeper into the room, shaping the space for them by touching each wall and the ceiling with a hand, “if you close the door while you’re on the inside, the translation enchantments we’ve put on your collar pins and our amulets won’t work anymore. So don’t be alarmed.”
He looked back at them expectantly, assuming at least a few of them would have been eager to come enjoy the fun of standing in seeming emptiness, but none of them moved. More than one ship’s captain was staring back at him with narrowed eyes.
“What?” Aderbury asked, suddenly self-conscious.
“Where is it?” asked Captain Jefferies. 
“Where is what?”
“The entanglement array.”
“Oh,” said Aderbury. “Well, nobody came to install it yet.”
“The admiral said you were going to send us someone to take care of that,” Altin added. “When we were ready, of course. And that you would show us how it works.” 
“Of course,” said Captain Jefferies. Suddenly all trace of suspicion was gone from him. From the relaxing shoulders and embarrassed expressions on a few other faces, he was not the only one. 
“I’ll be sure to ask him who he had in mind for that,” said Captain Asad, still wearing a dubious expression and bringing it to bear on Captain Jefferies more than on any of the Prosperions. Jefferies nodded as if, at least on that, he agreed.
“The view is spectacular,” repeated Aderbury. “At least come have a peek.”
A few of the fleet officers passed on the opportunity, as did the earl and the marchioness, but Orli was more than happy to go look inside the anti-magic closet. She couldn’t help but gasp as she stepped into it—and doing so required something of a leap of faith despite Aderbury standing comfortably out there. She couldn’t help but reach out to him as she did. He laughed and helped her discover its solidity.
“That’s wonderful,” she said at last. “And the ringing sound is gone. That’s even better. I’m not sure I could take too much of that.”
“Yes, it’s an effect that emanates from the shell around this room. You have no idea how much power is concentrated into this anti-magic bubble.” He leaned in conspiratorially and added for just her benefit, “That’s really why this chamber is so small. We frankly couldn’t get it any bigger. This is every ounce of twenty-eight enchanters right here, one of them a Y and three of them Ws, no less. But don’t tell them that.” He yanked his head back toward the group in the outer room. “We want them to be impressed.”
“I won’t,” she promised with a wink. “I love secrets.”
“What are you two whispering about?” demanded Captain Asad. “I think at this point, given current realities, all information needs to be presented openly.”
“I was just telling her,” said Aderbury, “that the spell is difficult, though we will be working on simplifying it now that we figured out how to make it work.” He winked at Orli. “As with most inventions, the prototype is often clumsier than later work. Also, a significant downside of anti-magic is that it degenerates quickly. It has to be maintained regularly or it will fade away. That part is easy enough to do, and any enchanter C-ranked or higher can keep one up. It’s rather like riding a gryphon. A child can do it once it’s captured and trained. But it’s the capturing and training that gets people killed.”
“So what happens if it runs out?” asked Captain Asad. “The entanglement array will be exposed to … all the magic that is going on down there.” He spoke the word magic as if it were a scorpion on his tongue as he pointed through the floor to the redoubts far below, envisioning as he did hundreds of Prosperions like Altin doing whatever it was they do. “It’s very expensive machinery. I am certain the admiral did not anticipate that it might be accidentally destroyed.” 
“It won’t run out,” Aderbury said, more than a little defensively. “Not unless all the duty officers are dead. And if that happens, well, I can’t speak for anything working well after that.”
“Only our very best will crew Citadel, my dear captain. Have faith,” said the Queen.
“Speaking of faith,” said the long silent earl, “by my faith I need a drink. And I am starved. I think I’ve had all of this Citadel business I care to have for one day. And I swear I can smell mammoth roasting out there, even through all this rock.” He tapped the stone wall near him and sniffed a large, full-bodied sniff as if that might prove his claim.
“Vorvington has the right of it,” said the Queen. “My cooks will have everything ready by now. We shall dine and enjoy the evening together as friends before you all go running off back to your ships and that Tinpoan base of yours.”
Orli glanced across the room to Altin and saw his expression brightening to match hers. Finally, the time had come.
“I see there are no complaints,” the Queen said, ignoring the rigid impatience that stiffened Captain Asad at the mention of the impending feast. “Master Aderbury, lead us back to the teleportation chamber, and make it the shortest route possible. We’ll be dining in less than half an hour.”
 “Yes, Your Majesty,” said the stocky mage, and soon he had vanished down the stairs with the rest of the group making their way single file in his wake. 
The Queen lingered until all were gone but Altin, Orli and herself, and of course the elven assassin, just out of sight below them on the stairs. “Thank you, Sir Altin,” she said to Altin once the rest were out of earshot. “It’s important you do your duties in the matters of Citadel and my armada. You’ll be grateful for the authority it brings one day, just you wait and see.”
“Of course, Your Majesty. And thank you.” She moved to withdraw, but stopped when he called to her in a querying sort of way. “Your Majesty.”
She looked back, eyebrows on high. “Yes, Sir Altin?”
“Would you be offended if Orli and I were to skip the feast? I can ask Envette to meet you all in the teleportation room.”
A lecture began to bloom upon her lips, but a smile flowered there instead as she gazed upon the two young lovers. She laughed, then reached out to touch Orli on the cheek. “I don’t envy you your captain’s wrath for it, but I certainly envy your beauty and your youth.” She regarded Altin warmly. “I shall make your excuses.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” This from both of them.
The War Queen called down to the elf and ordered him to move along, and shortly after she was gone.
Finally Altin and Orli were alone.


Chapter 6
Orli leaned against Altin, her head tilted upon his shoulder and her eyes closed. She breathed in the aromatic spectacle of the coastline in long, patient breaths, blissful and at ease. The humid palpability of salt and sand and seaweed mixed together as one great tumble of planetary perfume, the perfect distillation of land and sea, a plentitude pregnant with everything that the sterility of space had denied her for so long. This was reality. It was the reality of a soft beach, still warm from a day beneath the sun, comfortable to lie upon, fun to filter through her fingers or toss into the breeze. Being here contented her so thoroughly she was sure she could sit and simply wriggle her toes through the rest of her life.
Altin sat beside her, staring off over the horizon, filled with contentment of his own. He liked how her hair felt against his cheek, soft and smooth. He thought it smelled more beautiful than anything nature could provide. So he watched and breathed her in as daylight slowly gave way to night.
“Look, there it goes again,” he said after a time. “I have to admit, it really never does get old.”
He referred, of course, to the disc of the sun as it lay itself to rest beyond the sea. It lavished the last of its gold and crimson upon the clouds that had assembled to sing it a silent bedtime song, a lullaby of light in the nightly ceremony of repose.
“It goes so quickly at the end,” he said. “It makes you wonder why it doesn’t just shoot across the sky throughout the day.”
Orli opened her eyes in time to watch the sun slip away and vanish, staring absently into the orange glow until it was gone. Altin’s shoulder moved her head up and down a little each time he took a breath. She liked that. Liked knowing he was alive, feeling him against her. 
They sat silently for a time. Altin fidgeted his ever-bare toes in the sand as she had been doing for some time now. He too delighted in the contrast of cool and warm, the difference between the surface and what was underneath.
They watched as stars slowly began to freckle the sky, the first of them coming quickly, for there was no moon that night. The brightest of the early stars, the one Altin said his people called Hope, burst into view as if someone had struck a match. She liked that they had named it that. Hope. Altin had told her once that it was named as it was because hope was always on the horizon, the promise of an ancient myth. 
The story told of a maiden whose betrothed had gone out upon the great blue sea and never come home. Every night the maiden sat upon the shore, waiting for him to return, every night he did not come back. For over a century she waited and watched. Her anguish was so great that even the gods could feel it from their places high above. Her love was so beautiful and enduring the gods did not have the heart to tell her that he had drowned. They did not have the will to break such a true and devoted thing. So they let her sit upon the shore until her mortal body could endure no more, and when it had finally wasted away, the goddess Feydore, whose sympathy was greatest, placed the maiden’s soul up in the heavens, where she could wait forever, hoping rather than ever having to face that he was gone.
At first Orli had thought the story cruel. “Why didn’t they just let her into the heavens? Or bring the sailor back? They’re gods, aren’t they? Can’t they do anything they want?”
He’d laughed and stroked a strand of golden hair from her pretty face. “It’s a myth. I didn’t write it.”
She’d laughed too. That was the first time they’d ever chased sunsets together. Now she loved that star more than anything in the sky. She thought it funny that she could ever care about a star after how much she’d come to hate everything about space.
She reflected on the star and let herself simply enjoy being with him. As usual, his mind was transported elsewhere. He thought almost always of the Hostiles and how to find them. He thought about how to get farther into space. He thought about how to get her home. He thought. Always. But she loved him, absent as he was. He could no more help that about himself than a desert cactus could help having spines. It took nothing from the beauty of the whole, and the springtime blooms were a marvel to behold.
“Well, it’s definitely gone,” he said after a while. “Let’s go get the next one.” He popped up as if he’d been sitting on a spring. Reaching a hand down to help her up, he said, “But first, if you don’t mind, I’d like to take you somewhere you haven’t been before. I’ve been meaning to for a while, but I promised myself this time I would. I searched out the perfect landing place yesterday.”
She grinned. Of course she didn’t mind. He could take her anywhere, and she would be happy to be along for the magic ride. 
 He was like a boy in so many ways. In his enthusiasm, he forgot to affect machismo most of the time, something Earth men rarely did—and more than any man she knew, he had enough power and intelligence to warrant such an attitude. But he did not have it. His sense of his own power was like an afterthought. He gave it the same degree of thought one gives the ability to blink or breathe. 
She let him lift her from the sand, and she enjoyed watching him watch her casually wipe away the sand from her backside. He made a point of looking up at the sky, as if by mere coincidence he’d been struck by the impulse to stargaze, but she knew better. Altin and his strict sense of propriety. She’d show him what she thought of that. She made a point of dusting off then, turning and, with a few flicks, asked, “Did I get it all?”
He tried to put on a most clinical examination, which made her giggle because she knew it was counterfeit. He stared stiffly, eyes open in the precise measure to illustrate his ease with having been put to such a task and that he was in no way leering and inspired to lustful thoughts. Every blink closed and opened mechanically, timed to ensure each one came at the correct and normal increment, thus communicating the respectfulness of his scrutiny. “It seems so,” he stated matter-of-factly. He might as well have been reporting on whether or not a pot of water had begun to boil. Which it had, she knew, and she giggled again. He went to such lengths to conceal his lust.
And she loved that too. His lust. It was nice to be wanted. Wanted, but with dignity and respect. It made her feel powerful in a way she hadn’t known before. He did not want her for simple pleasure. He wanted her for her. His desire just made it fun.
Not to mention the custom of his people required a two-year courtship before marriage, and any dalliance outside of matrimony was strictly taboo. It was a quaint old custom, not so different than how it had been in places and in parts of ancient Earth history. Orli had decided she rather liked it and couldn’t help but wonder why the people of her planet had thrown such customs off. Still, he was very smart and very handsome, and she sometimes thought two years seemed a very long time. And they weren’t even officially courting. That actually required specific acts, beginning with a proposal. 
When she was done tormenting him, he smiled and asked, again, if she was ready to go. 
“Of course I am,” she replied.
“It might still be pretty warm when we get there,” he warned. She nodded, perfectly ready to enjoy whatever might come with their next cross-country teleport.
A few words and a few moments later found them standing once more upon the sand, except this was an entirely different kind of beach. A very hot one. The sand burned beneath their feet, and Orli had to burrow in quickly because it felt as if it might actually scorch her skin. Besides the huge temperature change, the texture of the sand was different. It was finer, almost powder, and soft as baby skin.
They stood upon a vast sand dune in the western part of the Sandsea Desert overlooking a huge round chasm that appeared as if it had been stamped into the desert by some great hole punch. She gauged the opening to be at least a mile across, a massive yawn in the desert, with sand sliding into it in an endless flow, pouring over the edges on all sides and falling like water down into the darkness far below.
“The Great Sandfalls,” he told her as she marveled at the movement of so much shifting sand. “They say it widens by nearly half a finger every year and someday will consume all of Kurr.”
“I think I believe it,” she said after a time. “It’s beautiful.”
He was shifting from foot to foot as they watched, but he recognized the utility of Orli’s burrowing strategy. He wriggled his feet down in. “I know you like to chase sunsets, but we’ll catch the next one at the Gulf of Dae. I figured you might enjoy seeing this.”
 “I do,” she said, her voice nearly a whisper. “It’s amazing.” She plopped down onto the sand and wriggled her backside in deep enough to make for a tolerably cool seat. He sat beside her, and for a while the two of them enjoyed the view, watching the endless fall of sand and contemplating the possibilities of an opening so large.
 “What is it?” she asked after a time. “A sinkhole?”
“Nobody knows,” he said. “There are many theories, and a sinkhole is one of them. Others say it is the den of the last great sand dragon gone into hiding a hundred thousand years ago. Of course the Church has a bunch of stories about angry gods hammering holes in the world and lots of that sort of rot, but thinking people still argue about what it really is. Many expeditions have gone down to explore it, but none came back. So many that there are more than a few who call it the Tomb of a Million Souls. That’s the sort of thing that keeps the dragon’s den version going strong.”
“I can imagine,” she said. She watched the sandfall for a while, a veil of motion that somehow never managed to run out. “Has it really been a million souls?” she asked after a while. “That seems like so many.”
“No, not that many.” He dismissed the exaggeration of the ages with a shrug. “But I believe, the last I read, it has been well over sixty expeditions over the last five hundred years. They varied in size, but the real death toll is probably closer to a thousand souls. It’s still a lot of lives to risk for the sake of such a curiosity.”
She made a strangled sound, part grunt, part laughter. “This,” she said, “coming from the Queen’s Galactic Mage. It seems I remember being told some stories about magicians dying trying to teleport to the moon.” 
He laughed. She had him there. “Yes, a few did,” he admitted. “But nowhere near as many as this thing has devoured. And even those were spread out over most of a thousand years.”
“Why the fascination with this, then?” She tossed a handful of fine sand down the slope at the gaping hole.
“I don’t know. I suppose it’s because it’s right here with us. A riddle right on our doorstep. Some people take that sort of challenge seriously. And, unlike Luria, the sandfall is accessible to anyone who cares to try. You just have to come out here and take a stab at it.”
“Do you think you ever will?”
He thought about it for a while but eventually shook his head. “No.”
“Why not?”
“I guess this riddle doesn’t interest me all that much. It’s beautiful, but it’s a thing of Prosperion. I am more interested in what is out there.” He looked into the sky, a blue vastness tinted beige by the layer of sand carried on air currents high above, much of which had been blown there by updrafts from the chasm itself, disgorged, as it were, by an effect many called the breath of the sand dragon.
She sighed and stared back down into the yawning expanse. He heard it and knew what it implied. Neither spoke for a while, allowing the spectacle before them to be what it was, each lost for a moment in private, suddenly melancholy thoughts.
The sun crept farther and farther down behind the mountains making the snow-capped peaks sparkle like diamond-tipped spears. Orli stared out at them for a while and urged Altin to take her to them. “I’m hot. Let’s go to the snow.”
“What?” he asked, coming slowly out of his reverie and following the line of her pointing arm. “Up there? It will be freezing. We’re not wearing any shoes.”
“Just long enough to cool off,” she said. “Come on, it will be fun.”
He could not deny her a thing, particularly after the unexpected malaise his comments had brought upon the rarity of their time together. “All right, but just that long.”
A few moments later found them standing in the snow. The sudden arrival at altitude made their ears feel as if they might burst, and it was more than a moment before they’d adjusted properly. At first they’d exchanged horrified glances, their jaws working back and forth trying to acclimate and each blaming themselves for the other’s agony, but as the pressure worked itself out, they both began to laugh.
“I told you that was a horrible idea,” he said, one eye still nearly closed by a sharp pain in his left ear. 
“You didn’t say anything about our ears. You were worried about our feet.”
“It’s your people who measure every last barometric detail. You should have thought of it.”
She responded by hitting him squarely in the forehead with a snowball. He sputtered and gasped as he wiped it away, clearing his eyes in time to take another in the throat, much of it sliding down inside the neckline of his robes. 
“Hah, hah,” she teased, dancing about, her bare feet already turning pink.
“Oh, that was a really bad idea,” he said, still brushing snow away. “Do you have any idea who—” The third snowball scored a hit in the center of his chest, but bits of it exploded upwards and got into his mouth midsentence, cutting him off.
He spat it out, then closed his eyes, quickly summoning up a simple version of a military spell called Ice Lance—a spell every combat wizard learned during their mandatory two years in service to the Queen. He shaped a child’s-play version of the spell, modified it some, and then conjured a snowball at her that was so large the explosive whumph of the soft mass crashed into her like a cotton buffalo and carried her back a half a span, nearly burying her twice that deep in the slope of a high snow bank.
He laughed as she spat and slapped away the snow falling in on her from the edges of the fissure her body had shaped on impact. 
“As I was trying to say, you should think twice before you cross snowballs with a conjurer.” He laughed as he approached her, but she looked as if she were about to cry, and he stopped laughing instantly.
Horrified that he had been too rough, he rushed to her and reached into the depression her figure had pressed into the snow. “Orli, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
Quick as a spark, she grabbed his arm and, placing a foot in his stomach, tossed him over her head. He flew up the slope of the embankment and landed with a whumph of his own. The sprawl of his arms and the stretch of his robes, his legs flung akimbo, stamped a perfect, if wildly contorted, angel shape deep into the snow—upside down of course. She scrambled to her feet and pushed the edges of the hole in over the top of him, burying him as she laughed maniacally. “How do your snowballs like that, conjurer!” During the Hostile pestilence that had plagued her ship all those months back, they hadn’t picked her to sedate insane crewmen because she couldn’t handle herself in a fight!
She laughed the entire time he thrashed about trying to extricate himself, clutching at his robes all the while in a mainly futile attempt to maintain some degree of modesty. He looked like a beetle that had been flipped onto its back, its legs flailing hopelessly, and she made no efforts to help him extract himself. She nearly went into fits when his efforts collapsed the thin wall between the fissure his body had made and the one hers had initially formed below it, the dissolution of it sending him sliding headfirst into the lower tier in a tangle of frosted limbs and snow-encrusted robes that nearly exposed him to his underclothes. 
Finally he regained his feet, as pink from embarrassment as he was from the cold, and he glared at her in mock ferocity. “You, Miss Pewter, are a brute.”
She smiled and gave a bit of a curtsy. “Why thank you, Sir Altin. You are too kind.”
Both were giggling as they beat away the snow clinging to them, all traces of the desert melancholy gone.
“My toes are freezing,” he said at last. “We should head to the gulf.”
“Not until you concede that the snow throwers of Earth are the greatest in all the universe.”
He laughed and vigorously nodded his assent. “I willingly concede the title and all honors therein.” 
Crossing her arms triumphantly, she put on a smug look and accepted his surrender semi-graciously. “Good. Then you may take me to the gulf.” When he cocked an eyebrow at her haughtiness and looked as if he might summon another giant snowball, she relented some by admitting, “My feet are killing me too.”


Chapter 7
When they arrived, Orli laughed and romped about, allowing her feet to thaw in tingles that burned like pinpricks. Once again the rocky sand, more gravel than sand really, retained the warmth of the day’s sun, and after the snowy adventure they’d just come from, such lingering energy was all the more appreciated. 
She couldn’t stop laughing as she ran, the smooth round gravel crunch-crunching beneath her feet, and the joy that filled her making her as giddy as a little girl. She loved hopping across the continent like they were. One moment a cool sunset on a northern shoreline, the next a raging -hot desert sandfall, then a snowy mountain peak and now a balmy equatorial sunset on yet another beach. How could anything ever be better than this?
Just then an enormous mosquito flew near, a creature of such proportions that its wings made it sound as if it had a motor onboard. Only at the Gulf of Dae. Though it was one of her favorite sunset beaches, and she did love nature with all her heart, the fist-sized mosquitoes creeped her out. They were monstrous, with beady little eyes like black blueberries mounted above proboscises longer than the morphine needles in a combat med-kit.
A second flew near the first, hovering not far from her, and she was half tempted to draw her blaster and shoot them both—and she would have except that she knew she probably couldn’t hit them. She turned to say as much to Altin, but he was watching her, grinning, and paused in the act of setting out the tapers he’d brought along for the purpose of repelling the blood-sucking beasts.
“Well, fortunately for you, oh, great snowball queen of Earth,” he said through his grin, “not all of my tapers are soaked through or broken, so we may be able to keep these monsters at bay, although, we’ll have to sit rather close, given I won’t be able to protect as large an area as I had planned.”
 “Yes, of course,” she said, trying to put on a resigned yet regal air. “That is my fault about the snow, isn’t it? I will suffer the consequences.” 
He nodded in a way that confirmed he recognized her concession in the matter, then went back to establishing a mosquito-free perimeter with his grin still intact.
Orli watched him for a moment, then looked out over the water happily. Giant mosquitoes or not, Orli loved being at the gulf. The moist soil released a warm humidity that kept up nicely with the ocean breeze, making it always delightful to sit and enjoy the smell of the land and the sound of the crashing waves. They always stayed here long after the sun went down. 
Altin sat down on a grassy bank at the edge of the sand and watched her enjoying herself. She found a purple fog-crab and laughed excitedly when it tried to hide itself in a puff of foul-smelling vapor. A toothless sea snake bit her a while later as she tried to pick it up. She squealed and ran back to Altin with it dangling from her thumb, the snake flapping wildly and Orli hoping she’d not just been poisoned fatally.
He laughed as he pried its mouth open, Orli insisting all the while that he be careful not to hurt it. He tossed it down the beach a few paces away satisfied that it would slither back to the water on its own, but she immediately ran to it and tried to pick it up once more, intent on doing it properly this time and, therefore, having a less traumatic look, as had been her initial plan.
It bit her again, this time catching a pinch of skin between her thumb and forefinger. She was laughing so hard during the process of Altin’s second removal that tears ran down her face.
Eventually, after several minutes poking about enjoying the sea creatures and local flora, she came and sat down with him again. The sun would be vanishing into the sea in twenty minutes or so, and she did like to watch the lightshow. 
They leaned together again, as was their habit in places like this.
Absently she asked, “Why don’t we keep going after the southern marsh? We come here, we go to the marsh, but then you always stop. We could keep chasing this same sunset forever if we wanted to. Today would never have to end.”
He nodded. It was true. Technically, they could chase the same sunset eternally. But it didn’t really work like that.
“We’d need a boat for the sunset after the one in the southern marsh. Either that or we’d have to land on String and wait. The elves don’t take too kindly to human trespassers, and they have the right, by treaty, to kill us on the spot. I think that would definitely spoil the fun.”
“I’m sure they would like us,” she said. 
“Maybe,” he replied, but seemed more than dubious.
She sighed and looked out over the water. “I don’t want to go back tomorrow,” she said. “One day is not enough. I’m sick of that stupid mine. And every other weekend at Little Earth is not enough.”
Little Earth was the name the fleet had given to the compound the Queen had built outside of Crown City to accommodate the Earth people when their ships first arrived in orbit above her world. Orli was allowed, mainly thanks to the Queen’s intervention, to log some time at Little Earth for botanical work, but not much. Admiral Crane had acceded to Her Majesty’s request on that front—who had asked at Altin’s request of course—but only so far as keeping order in the fleet would allow. He’d known perfectly well that after the bulk of the fleet left for the Hostile system, Captain Asad’s influence would grow amongst the captains and crews that were staying behind long enough to make repairs. He’d had to make an arrangement that would be palatable for all.
“It’s not for long,” Altin reminded her. “Soon your ships will be fixed and on their way.”
“And then what? They drag me back out into space, so I can try to catch up in time for the carnage?”
“I won’t let that happen.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But the first thing I have to do is get back out there. Maybe I can find the Hostile world before the fleet does. You said it will be years before your people get there, so we have time. We can find them on Citadel. Wipe them out before there is any need for your people to fight.”
“You really think one space fortress can do what all our ships can’t?”
“Look what one magician could do. Imagine nearly two thousand.”
“Well, I hope that’s how it goes. They were idiots to leave. I can’t believe how stupid my people are sometimes.”
“They certainly are willing to spend years of life in flight.”
“They’re not all willing,” she said. “Some are stuck. Like me. Or like I was. Which is why I’m not going back. I have no duty to those people. I never asked to be on that ship.” She didn’t like how some of that statement felt as the words settled in her heart. 
Altin said nothing and stared out across the sea, letting her ruminate.
“I do have friends that I care about,” she amended after a while. “And my father, obviously. I still wish they’d just left him in charge of Little Earth. He is a ground commander after all.”
“They will need a ground commander when they reach the Hostile world,” Altin pointed out, which, of course, she already knew.
 “Well, we’ll see,” she said, dismissing it. “Hopefully the Hostiles won’t find them halfway out there. Hopefully we won’t encounter them at all. Ever. Maybe there is no Hostile world. Maybe they’re space creatures and we killed them all, or scared them off. That would be best. I don’t care what the admiral thinks. The idea that keeping all eighty-nine ships together is the game-changing strategy is ridiculous. He and his war buddies, Asad the worst of them, are willing to play a numbers game with so many lives. How do they know the Hostiles can’t come up with bigger numbers too?”
“They don’t,” Altin agreed. “But even Captain Asad said your computers have worked out better cooperative strategies for managing missile flights and coordinating laser fire between ships. The wisdom gained from your battles with them before you came to Prosperion combined with the larger numbers of ships gives them a pretty good chance. Not to mention they only have to get word back to your people here, who can get word to us. We can send help.”
“That’s true. Assuming they’re not too proud and stupid to ask for it, of course.” She put her chin onto her knees. “I just wish it was done. I just want to stay here with you. And with Kettle and Nipper and little Pernie too.”
“They are good people,” Altin agreed.
“Speaking of them,” she blurted suddenly. “I almost forgot. I have a surprise for you.” She jumped to her feet then with a rather excited look upon her face. “Get up.”
He complied, looking somewhat bewildered. She reached up and pulled the gold chain he wore up and over his head.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Just watch,” she said as she unpinned her com badge. She held the two together, his golden amulet and her silvery badge. Both were enchanted with a fabulously effective spell called Greater Common Tongue which allowed the people of Prosperion and the people of Earth to understand one another. More than half the fleet officers had enchanted communicators now, and all the officers and crew of the ships being repaired at Tinpoa Base did. The magic did cause a bit of static in the com badges, but so little that everyone had soon become used to it and most never gave it a second thought. 
She grinned at him as she closed her slender-fingered fist around both enchanted objects. “Wait here.”
She ran down the beach for roughly forty yards and set them on a large rock. Then she came running back, her heart pounding in her chest—not from the exercise, for she ran every day, but from nervousness. She hoped she didn’t sound a fool, or worse, like some crude, croaking old hag, for her surprise was to reveal to him that she’d taught herself to speak the common tongue of Kurr.
She’d been very careful about trying to learn as much as she could before she finally sprung it on him, and Kettle and Pernie had been a big part of teaching her. The original plan had been to reveal her secret when he finally proposed, but she’d grown impatient waiting for that, and for whatever reason the mood struck just right this day. Besides, keeping the secret was agony now that she had developed considerable mastery. And not just the words, but the accents. Or, at least, the local one, the accent of the northern parts of Kurr. She was dying to try it on him.
Learning the language challenged her far more than she’d thought it would when she’d first made up her mind to do it for herself. The difficulty was not because it was harder than any other language might have been to learn, but because learning it was made more difficult by the same magic that was making it easy to understand everyone. Everything was rendered into the language of the listener, so no one really heard the words that the other spoke. Inflection, syntax, even dialects were impossible to detect within the radius of the translation spell. Only the pitch and rhythm, the essence of the speaker’s voice, were conveyed. In Crown City and even in Calico Castle, it was impossible to escape the effects of the translation spell at all. Every officer of the Queen’s court, every officer in her military, every noble and lord had been ordered to wear a ring or a locket with the spell on it, and even that was not enough for Her Majesty. The Enchanters Guild had covered every square inch of the city with the spell, casting it on lampposts, sconces, and, on some streets, the very cobblestones. Even the parks had seen enchanters climbing about enchanting trees. The Queen was nothing if not obsessive, and when she took a mind to have a thing done thoroughly, she saw that it got done. And of course Altin and Tytamon had seen to it just as thoroughly in their home at Calico Castle as well.
Further complicating the task, she couldn’t find an unenchanted spot on Tinpoa either, because she couldn’t get any of the blank laborers they’d contracted to stop planting the Prosperion-made lamps and torches every ten feet they dug. Each oil lamp and reedy torch came to the moon already enchanted in an ongoing display of modern Prosperion efficiency, and that efficiency frustrated her to no end. Her plan to secretly learn the language should have been made simple with the benefit of so many Prosperion miners around. A pretty young woman couldn’t possibly have had difficulty finding plenty of laborers willing to share a lunch break or two speaking quietly with her, but between the mercilessly efficient production of enchanted mine supplies and a general fear of crossing the ironclad dictates of Ilbei Spadebreaker, the master miner who had been sent to supervise them, none of the miners had been willing or able to comply with her requests. So, in that, her simple plan for making at least something good come of her torturous time on Tinpoa had fallen apart.
However, clever girl that Orli was, she’d found allies in Kettle and young Pernie, the latter having helped her in secret on more than one walk taken beyond Calico Castle’s gates, and the former having dug out and given Orli a stack of Pernie’s earliest reading scrolls and children’s books. Orli picked up the sounds quickly from her two co-conspirators, if accented—though she hardly knew that herself—and from that had been able to do a great deal of work on her own. 
But now it was time to try it for real. She was so nervous, her palms began to sweat.
“Hello,” she said, shaping the word carefully in her mouth. “I am Orli, and I taught myself your language.” She laughed a self-conscious laugh, then added, “I think.”
Speaking it was much harder with him standing there than it had been sitting by the creek with Pernie giggling at her mistakes. Definitely more difficult than doing it alone. She’d been practicing for this moment for months, even risking disciplinary action by leaving her com badge in her quarters and sneaking off to the bathrooms on the base to practice sheepishly in the mirror. She’d felt really comfortable with the words only just a few days ago. She watched for his reaction anxiously.
For a moment he looked confused. She thought her accent must be terrible. But then his eyes flickered off to the distant rock and back. The smile that followed brimmed with pride, and tears of joy began to glimmer in his eyes. 
“You have, you have!” he proclaimed. “You speak beautifully. Speak again. Say something else, I beg of you.”
“What?” she asked, suddenly unable to think of a thing to say. 
“Anything.”
“How about, I love you.” 
The great chasm in the Sandsea Desert could not have contained the rhapsody that filled him then. Forgetting himself, he hugged her to him, uncaring of propriety. But then, excitedly, he pushed her away and held her back at arm’s length again. “And I love you. You are magnificent. Your words are magnificent. Listen to you. You must never stop talking.”
She laughed, and said, “Don’t be silly. Of course I can’t talk forever.” Or at least that’s what she thought she said. But not quite.
His eyes narrowed and his grin went sideways some as he repeated back what she had said. “I stocking. Don’t be a dog bait?” His grin grew, looking as if it might break free and wrap clear around his head. His throat flashed white like the belly of a fish as his head tipped back in laughter. “I’ll certainly try not to be.”
She realized she’d said something wrong and blushed.
Seeing the color come upon her sweet face, the laughter died upon his tongue, his expression somewhere between horror and shame. “No! No! Please, don’t be embarrassed. It’s brilliant what you’ve done. And somehow your voice is even more beautiful than it already was. I’m not sure how that can even be possible, but it is.” He held her firmly in his hands, stared deeply into her eyes. “You must never be ashamed. And I will help you learn the words from now on.”
She smiled, reluctantly at first, but then happily, the giddiness of the whole day returning now that the scary part of trying this had passed. She was still embarrassed, but differently, embarrassed at having thought he might judge her or laugh at her. She drew in a breath of courage and tried again, taking her time to concentrate and shape each sound. Many words in the common tongue were spelled similarly but made different by the slight changing of a sound—an emphasis on a middle syllable rather than the first and you had the difference between goat milk and a woman’s breast. Such were the things of nightmares when it came to speaking in polite company. 
“It’s a beautiful language,” she said. “It’s so musical. It’s so much different when I can catch a few phrases without my com badge on. It’s wonderful when I actually understand.”
His smile continued to challenge his cheeks for acreage. “You see,” he declared. “You got that all entirely correct.” He couldn’t hide his teeth if he had tried. “How did you manage it?”
She blushed again, this time with happiness. “I scanned as much as I could into our language banks on the ship. I had Pernie’s lessons and a few books Kettle found for me. That helped get me started. Pernie and Kettle did the rest.”
“It’s wonderful. How much do you know?”
“Based on what I scanned in and entered verbally, our ship’s computer modeled a vocabulary test that estimates me to be at around twenty-eight hundred words. It calculates I will probably only miss out on about twenty percent of what you say. But the program is still creating itself at this point, so without a native speaker to go through it, it’s hard to say how accurate that is.” The words came more smoothly now as her initial nervousness gave way, though the laughter she emitted as she spoke was not without some remnant jitteriness.
“Your voice gives this old language a new melody I didn’t know it needed,” he said, piecing together the gist of what she said and unwilling to comment on a few incorrectly spoken words. He knew close enough what she meant, and she’d gotten all the numbers right, even if he didn’t quite know what they added up to. “It’s as if I’ve been walking through Great Forest all my life and only now can I hear the wind blowing through the leaves.”
That made her smile as wide as his, but she said nothing.
 “And your accent is unbelievable. And here I was, sure you couldn’t possibly be any more incredible, and now you have surpassed yourself once again. Will you continue this onslaught on my heart until I burst inside?”
“Yes,” she said. “That is my plan. To burst you from within with the mass of your yeast for me.”
At least that’s what he heard. A bit farther off than her last attempt had been, this time he could not stay the puzzlement before she saw it in his eyes. She thought about what she’d said and frowned, thinking hard on what she could have missed.
“I think you meant adoration,” he coached, gently. “Our word for adoration sounds a lot like yeast if you don’t stress the first hard consonant.”
She looked as if she might pout. “I can see romance and humor are going to be hard to pull off in this language for a while.”
“Perhaps,” he said. “But if you intend to burst me from within with the mass of my adoration for you, I believe I must succumb any day, regardless of what you say.”
“Well hurry up then,” she said. “I’m looking forward to picking up all the meaty parts after you explode and feeding them to Taot. Then I will steal him and keep him for myself, my very own dragon to ride whenever I want.”
“See,” he said, hands out, palms up as if presenting her with an award. “You said that perfectly.” He paused, then added, “And, for what it’s worth, you can have that dirty old lizard right now if you’d like him.” He laughed and added, “If you only knew.”
“Only knew what?”
“I’ll be drawn and quartered before I utter aloud the things that beast’s mind conjures. And there’s no point asking me again; I shan’t tell you. Ever.”
“But what about the sweet melody of my voice? Surely that must have some power to pry it out of you.”
“Not even that.” His face colored darkly, and she knew she was on to something. She pressed for another several minutes, but he was stalwart as a stone fence. Admirably so, she supposed. She both liked that and found it frustrating all at once.
“Come, have a seat,” he said at last, moving down the beach to a nice comfortable spot. “I have a surprise for you as well.”
“You do?”
“I do.”
She scampered down the beach and plopped into the sand next to him. Waiting. Finally, after several long moments of silence, she prompted, “Well?”
He laughed, then fished around inside his robes for a moment and finally extracted a small square box that fit neatly in the palm of his hand. She immediately sucked in a breath. It couldn’t be. Could it? She, and Her Majesty, had been expecting this to happen several months ago.
“You know that I love you?” he said. “By now you surely know it to be true.”
“I do,” she replied, eyes wide and hands trembling as she stared at that little box. It was made of some kind of black wood. She could just see the grain of it, and it had been intricately carved with what looked like ivy, not unlike the kind that wrapped around Altin’s tower.
“And you know that I intend to have you in my life until I die, don’t you?”
“I do,” she said again. Her heart was racing, and she would have sworn she could hear it thumping against her breastbone.
“Which means I never want to lose you as I nearly did before. I never want something to happen where I can’t find you. Or, if needs be, I want you to be able to find me. That’s why I made you this.” He pushed the little box forward, indicating with a nod that she should take it.
She had a strange sense that this might not be what she thought it was a moment ago. That sense grew when she made to open it and he started, calling out, “Whoa, wait!”
She stopped, fingers pinching the sides of the lid, frozen at the brink of opening it, and stared back at him, startled by the urgency of his tone.
“It’s tarwood. You can’t just open a shrinkbox like that. You have to set it down. What if it was something huge?”
“A what?” She got the feeling she should probably have her com badge on right then. Whatever he’d just said wasn’t making any sense, or not much. She knew enough of this world to approximate the general point, however, even without a perfect mastery of their speech. “How was I supposed to know it was something magical?”
He laughed. “It’s tarwood. I thought you knew. Everyone knows what a tarwood box does, and, well, you looked like you knew too, so I didn’t think.” She wasn’t laughing, so he added, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
Orli’s irritation passed quickly, flying from her like wedding doves at an abandoned ceremony. “So what do I do? Just set it down right here, next to me?”
“Yes. Set it down. Pull off the lid.”
“Nothing is going to jump out and bite me, right?”
He laughed again. “Of course not. You saw the snake swim away.”
 “Funny,” she said. She fixed her attention on the box. “All right. Wish me luck.” She set it in the sand next to her and hesitantly pulled off the lid, leaning away from it as if she expected flames to shoot out or some catastrophic electric shock. 
There was a quick rush of air and a shushing sound, and suddenly next to her was a larger black box, just over two feet wide, eight inches front to back, and barely half that in height. Though there was nothing terrifying about it, and nothing leapt at her, it appeared so unexpectedly that she jumped anyway. They both laughed.
Inside the box stood a small dressing mirror, oval in shape, set in a beautifully carved frame made from what she thought must be some kind of bone. Though solid as steel, the carving gave the frame a sinewy effect, a frozen cascade of ivory luster, nearly white but with the lightest tint of gray. At the top of it was an emerald, a big one, nearly the size of her thumbnail, which sparkled dazzlingly in the setting sun. The whole thing was breathtaking, and she spent several moments studying its every intricacy. As she did, she noticed Altin in the reflection, grinning widely behind her. She waved at him. 
“Does it come out of the box?” she asked as she studied it. The gap around the edges where the base was set into the box was as narrow as a razor blade, a perfect fit.
“It does,” he said. “But you’ll want to keep it hidden from view most of the time.” She nodded, looking again at the huge emerald set at the top. Not the sort of thing one wants to leave lying around, she thought. 
The mirror itself was polished perfectly, her reflection in it bright and clear, and it seemed to give her something approaching a subtle radiance. She commented on that.
“It sees you as I do,” he said.
She sighed. She found she did that a lot when he was around. She turned her attention back to the mirror again, this time noticing tiny runes, like those she’d seen on Citadel. They ran down into dark crooks in the twisting pattern of the frame inside of which she discovered tiny replicas of Earth spaceships. “What do these do?” 
“They represent your ship,” he said. “And more specifically, it’s your ship as it relates to you.”
She understood the words, but somehow she felt she needed her com badge here, certain she must be missing critical bits of what he was saying now. She raised a hand, stopping him for the moment. “I think this is a good time for perfect clarity.” She ran to retrieve her com badge and his translation amulet from the rock where she’d stowed them both.
“Okay, let’s try that again,” she said when she had returned.
He stood and took his amulet from her extended hand. As he lifted the gold chain over his head, his features drooped some, disappointed that they were to have the intermediary again. There was an intimacy to unaided conversation that had made those few moments speaking with her even more sublime. Still, it was obvious she wanted to know more about the gift, and clearly she didn’t have the vocabulary yet to understand some of what he said. 
“It’s a tarwood box,” he repeated, just to be sure she’d understood it all from the start. “It can hold anything that you can set inside, and it will shrink back to the size of a plum simply by the act of replacing the lid.” He glanced down at her hand, where she still held the small square of the lid. “Here, I’ll show you.”
She gave it to him. He stepped around her and knelt beside the box. Extending his arm, he reached toward the top of the mirror frame. He looked as if he were about to touch it, but then with no warning, no flash of light, the whole thing was tiny once again. 
“You’ll want to hold the lid lightly when you do that because it’s going to leave your hand one way or another. You don’t want to wrench your shoulder, and you certainly don’t want your fingers to be in the way.” 
She clapped her hands in childlike ecstasy as he pulled the lid back off and the mirror popped up full sized again. “So, I understand the shrinking and expanding part,” she said as he gave her back the tarwood lid. “It’s wonderful. But what I meant when I said I was looking for perfect clarity is that I don’t understand what you mean when you said it represents my ship as it relates to me. Or at least that’s what I think you said.”
“That is what I said. What that means is that this mirror will always orient me to you, wherever you are, and it will orient me to your ship. It’s tuned both to the place that is your ship as it is defined by the person that is you. It will set itself to whatever ship you are on so long as you have this with you when you go. All you have to do is open the box on the new ship, and it will reestablish itself. Plus, I can see you in it as long as you have it up. That’s what the emerald does. It’s a seeing stone. I can find you wherever you may go, and, even better, we can talk through it whenever we want. It’s very similar to the two-way mirrors you use as part of the communication devices for your ships.”
“They’re monitors, not mirrors,” she corrected warmly as she looked into her gift. After a time she said, “You’re so funny.”
 “Funny? How so?”
 “It’s just how thorough you are. And you are such a worrier. You know perfectly well I’m never going off again. So you’ve gone to great lengths to be able to find me, when I have no intention of ever being farther away than Tinpoa. And not even that far for long.”
“I hope not. But I’m not taking any risks.”
“You see, that’s what I mean: a worrier.”
He had to laugh. She had him there.
 “So how do I work it? If I want to talk to you, how will you know? And vice versa?”
He pointed out a small hole at the bottom of the frame, completely inconspicuous in the writhing sensuousness of the carving. “Put your collar pin in there. It will detect the enchantment I placed upon it when we first met. That will be enough to activate the spell.”
“My com badge? What happens if I lose it or have to get a new one for some reason? They break, you know.”
“Then you will have to wait five minutes until the next time I have decided I want to speak to you on my own.”
That made her feel warm inside. She looked at his reflection in the mirror again and saw him smiling back at her. “Look, it’s already working,” she said. 
He kissed his fingertips and blew it to her.
“So is there any limit to how far this will work?”
“Not that I know of. I confess to understanding just enough of the distances in space to not be sure, but I don’t believe so. It should function just as your tangled communicator works.”
She laughed. “You really struggle with that word, don’t you?”
“Ugh, yes, I do. En-tangled. I know it. It just never comes out.”
She nodded that he’d got it right that time and spent a few moments appreciating the beauty of the gift. “Hey,” she said at length. “I thought your people built that special anti-magic room in Citadel so we could communicate back and forth using the entanglement array. It was a big deal for you guys, and pretty expensive for us, all-in-all. Why didn’t you guys just make a bunch of these and save everybody the trouble we nearly had up there in that room when Asad and Jefferies started freaking out?”
He shook his head. “I think you underestimate how many people and how much time this took. We are supposed to have all qualified enchanters working on Citadel, and I confess to some small abuse of my new rank and privileges as Galactic Mage in the getting of this. If Her Majesty were to find out I commissioned this, I believe I would fall out of favor straightaway. ”
“Oh, I doubt that. She worships you.”
“Hardly that,” he said. “And her favorites change more rapidly than the illusions on her ballroom walls. But I do have her ear just now, I’ll grant you. She wants her great space armada so she can go out and discover everything. You have no idea what we have awakened by introducing her to so much open space.”
“Well, I think she’s sweet.”
He laughed, the angle of his head while doing so revealing to his peripheral vision that the sun was about to be swallowed by the sea. “You’re going to miss the sunset,” he said, unfolding his legs and settling himself into the sand to watch the night arrive.
“Oh, I’m going to miss it all right,” she said, then she pounced on him with devilry in her eyes and a tongue that had no intention of staying behind her teeth.


Chapter 8
Altin teleported them to the last sunset they could chase. They leaned together against a large piece of driftwood on a beach that marked the westernmost point on Kurr. They’d snuggled close in the stiff breeze as they prepared to watch their fifth and final sunset of the night. Orli had fallen asleep tipped against him a full half hour before it set, however, and now, long after it was gone, he sat watching the stars alone, enjoying the warm rhythm of her breath against his neck. The surf crashed gently in the distance like a whisper, and the swampy humidity in the air combined with her nearness to relax him and fill him with peace he rarely knew.
He wanted to make a life with her. He knew it with absolute certainty. He’d dreamed of it almost every night since that night they’d flown off together after the ball. He dreamt of it now. The two of them discovering worlds together and maybe, one day, making a family. He couldn’t think of a better life.
He wondered if she would want to discover new worlds. She didn’t like being in space. He knew that. But she loved new places. The contradiction unnerved him. Perhaps if he built them a small version of Citadel. She could keep a garden on it. And a horse. She could ride it on all the new worlds they found, gathering plants and cataloging them as she liked to do. Surely she could be happy in a life like that. Couldn’t she?
He lay his head back against the smooth wood and stared absently up into the stars. So many of them. There’d be lots of planets out there, he thought. And just as he began to imagine what they might be like, something black shot across the sky, something small—or distant—something that briefly marked its passage by blotting out stars along its path.
A Hostile! he thought as he snapped out of the dreamy trance and got to his feet, prepared to defend her. 
“What is it?” she asked, rubbing a few hours’ sleep from her eyes.
He stood poised for combat, scouring the sky for another orb and not daring to look at her. He had a fireball spell already locked in his mind, a quick one, and one that he would follow with a teleportation spell if he had to. He could teleport the orb straight into the ground if he needed to. He was fairly sure that would kill it. 
Staring up into the sky, he tried not to focus on any one point, setting his vision free to detect motion across the backdrop of the stars.
There it was again. A black streak off to his left.
He conjured the fireball in seconds, then held the core of it burning above his palm, crackling and casting his features into orange and black relief.
“Altin, what is it?” Orli asked again.
“Hostiles,” he said. “I think I saw an orb.”
She began to scan the sky with him, her hand touching the blaster at her side.
“There,” he said. But it was gone before she could see it. 
He thought he saw another and spun to face it. Nothing. Then two more, again in his periphery. 
Orli started to laugh.
“What’s so funny?” he asked, still scanning for movement.
“I think those are bats,” she said making no effort to mask her amusement.
He frowned into the night, following the trace of yet another one, the seeing of it made more difficult by the glare of his flickering ball of fire. He supposed it could be.
He watched until he saw another one, this one low enough that he noticed it dip down and brush the water, likely scooping up a bug. He snorted and sent the fireball into the surf where it vanished with a hiss and a puff of steam. “Perhaps I was drifting in and out of sleep there for a while,” he said by way of an excuse. “They seemed bigger than that. Farther off.”
“I think you were farther off,” she said. “But it’s okay. You make me feel safe.”
He put his arm around her, filling with contentment. 
“How long was I asleep?” Orli asked. “I’m guessing it’s probably best that I woke up anyway.” 
“I’m not certain. Perhaps two hours, three at most.”
“We haven’t been gone twelve hours, have we? My leave is only until morning. You mix up my schedule when you move us across the continent like this.”
He hummed a sound that indicated he did not know. “I expect your Captain Asad would have barked at you if you were late.” His gaze slid to her com badge as he spoke.
“That’s true. I’m probably still okay. But I bet we’re getting pretty close.”
“Yes, I expect it’s nearly sunrise at Calico Castle. Are you ready to go?”
“I’m always ready to go to Calico Castle,” she smiled, stepping into him and laying her cheek against his chest. “I’m just never ready to go back to the fleet or its stupid mine.”
He held her tightly and leaned his own cheek against her soft golden hair, inhaling her wondrous fragrance once again, an intoxicant they simply didn’t have on Prosperion. He would never grow tired of it. “It won’t be like this for long,” he promised her. 
After a few moments enjoying their last precious seconds alone together, Altin cast a quick seeing spell to the corner of the great dining hall. It was a small empty space behind an ancient suit of armor where he often teleported when he was going home and in a hurry to find company—or when he was traveling with Orli and did not wish to suggest impropriety by having the two of them seen emerging from his tower … and his bedroom.
The teleporting spell followed, and in a blink, they appeared in the massive hall. Their arrival was met immediately by the sounds of shouting in the distance and unmistakable guttural calls that Altin instantly recognized as the shouting of orcs. The smell of smoke hung heavily in the air.
“Tidalwrath’s fits!” shouted Altin. “The orcs are back.” But this time, he hadn’t taken the tower out, and he certainly hadn’t left a way for any orcs to get in. 
Orli’s eyes went wide, and she was about to ask for confirmation of such an impossible claim when a huge crashing sound, like a small bomb going off, shook the floor beneath them and answered her question even as it popped out. “Really?”
“Come on,” he took her by the hand and they ran to the massive double doors of the great hall. He opened one and looked out into the outer hall. 
Nothing. But the shouts were louder. He could hear Kettle screaming for Pernie, and he could make out the voices of Gimmel and Nipper cussing up a storm.
They ran out and down the hallway toward the keep’s giant front doors. They stood open, allowing Altin and Orli to look out across the bailey to the walls, upon which he could see groundskeeper Gimmel sending a flurry of arrows down from the front wall and the old steward, Nipper, manning a crossbow as best he could from the far side of the gate. Gauging from the downward angle of their shots, they were trying to hold off an assault on the front gate. Smoke curled up in thick, dark clouds from the area just beyond the wall, suggesting the assailants were using fire to weaken it.
A thunderous crash came a moment later, a blow from a battering ram, no doubt, verifying that the gate was indeed under immediate attack.
He spun on Orli. “Stay here and lock the door behind me.” He pointed urgently at a huge expanse of timber leaning against the wall, towering fourteen feet above them. “That beam is enchanted lightwood. You can lift it.”
Her eyes darted to it and back.
“If they get inside,” he commanded, “go back to the suit of armor in the banquet hall where we came in. Hunker down behind it. They won’t find you there, and the dust and mold in the old tapestries will mask your scent.”
 “I’m not going to hide,” she said. 
“You’re right. I’m not thinking. I’ll send you to Little Earth.” He closed his eyes, preparing to start the cast, but the sound of her blaster sliding out of its holster caused him to open them again. 
“You’re not sending me away either.”
“Orli, they have magic.”
“Altin, I’m not going to hide, and I’m not going to run.”
“You told me you aren’t any good with that.”
“I said I hate it.” He could see by the set of her jaw that she meant to stay and fight. 
“Harpy spit,” he swore. He looked around frantically as if some solution might present itself out of thin air. One did not. “Fine. Stay close.”
He pulled open the right side door and they rushed out. Clear of the keep’s main inner building, they could see that Tytamon was on the west wall flinging fireballs and calling down lightning with such fury that the streaks of it painted the darkness with a crackling net of white that glowed in one’s vision for seconds after the bolts had come and gone. It was a storm to worry even a god, and one that Altin was certain would draw the attention of the orc shamans. If they kept Tytamon busy, as they should, it meant the bulk of the physical assault would be at the gates being held off only by Nipper and Gimmel, as there was no sign of the assistant groundskeeper or the stableman. As soon as he thought it, he saw that the assistant groundskeeper lay in a heap at the base of the gate, his body a pincushion of arrows. There was no sign of the stableman.
“Come on,” he said. They ran to the front gates, taking the stairs to the battlements two at a time. He crouched when they reached the walls and nearly yanked Orli’s arm out of her shoulder pulling her down beside him.
“Keep your head down. And watch for when they lower the shields. If you see a line of shields drop, get cover. Their archers will fire immediately.”
She looked terrified. And she was terrified. The guttural shouts and primal drumbeats coming from the other side of the wall were horrifying. Animal snarls accompanied the periodic crush of something massive outside the gates. Smoke filled her lungs, acrid and heavy with the foul stench of burning hair and flesh.
She gripped her blaster in sweating hands that shook even more violently than they had when she’d been in the clutches of the Hostile disease, a horror that nearly wiped out the Aspect’s entire crew. Altin glanced from the gate back to her and saw the terror in her eyes.
“You don’t have to fight,” he said. “Let me send you to Little Earth.”
“No.”
He growled. “Then just stay down. If they get through the gate, you can wreak hell on them with that from here.” 
She nodded. She wondered if she were going to throw up.
“Don’t bump me,” he said. “I’m going to cast.” He closed his eyes and immediately began chanting. His arms drew invisible shapes in the air, and he sung in a low voice, a cadence she recognized but with words she’d never heard.
A glow of fire began in the air above the center of the courtyard floor, a fireball not much different than the one he’d nearly thrown at the bats—at first. But this one was different. It glowed orange only for a moment and then began to burn brighter until it became nearly white. And it grew. It grew and grew until it was so large Orli could feel the fine hairs on her arms begin to curl and turn to ash even from this far away. 
And still Altin chanted. And still the fireball grew.
Orli was afraid in his fury he was going to kill them all, that he’d lost control, but then suddenly his eyes popped open and he stood. His face terrified her. It was filled with hate. She’d never seen hate in him before. 
“Ga ahla habam, seh Ah!” he yelled, and the massive, white-hot ball rose into the air so fast she could barely follow it as it whipped by—it was as if he’d swung it on a rope, out and over the wall, and slammed it down amongst the horde outside. She couldn’t stop herself from scrambling up to watch it, peering through an arrow slot to see what carnage it might have wrought.
The fireball hit with explosive impact amongst a huge knot of orcs standing some twenty paces from the gate. They’d been arranged in alternating rows, twenty across, with shields held out protectively to defend against the arrows and crossbow bolts coming from the two remaining defenders guarding the gate. They hadn’t expected Altin’s fireball.
The fireball smashed into them like a boulder into a crate of eggs. Orcs exploded from the heat and broken bodies were flung into the air in every direction, at least a hundred of them, hurtling skyward with limbs burning, the flames fanned by the rush of air as they spun, whirling like bright pinwheels in the wan morning light.
In the moment of bright glare, she also saw, to her horror, that the entire meadow beyond Calico Castle was filled with the enemy host.
She could not guess their number, and it was still too dark to make out what weaponry they had, but the numbers were so great she ducked back behind the wall, even more frightened than before. Just in time too, for the clatter of two arrows and a crossbow bolt against the stone confirmed the fortuitous timing of having done just that.
“Stay down, gods be damned,” Altin shouted at her. He dove to the ground just as the hiss of three more arrows whizzed over the wall intended for his head.
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
“We call for help. Will your people come? I can summon Taot and alert the Queen in case Tytamon didn’t have time.”
She immediately tapped on her com badge.
“Pewter to Little Earth. Pewter to Little Earth, come in Prosperion Base.” She realized she was shouting into the badge.
She was greeted by Roberto’s casual tones. “What’s up, girl? Tell me you finally got your man to give it up last night.”
“Calico Castle is under attack. Tell the captain to send help. We’re under attack right now.”
Roberto had known Orli long enough to recognize immediately that this was not a joke. “Attack by who?”
“By a huge army. Orcs. Altin says they’re orcs.”
“Orcs?”
“The pig men. The guys that almost ate Pernie. Altin told you. Goddamn it, Roberto. Tell the fucking captain. There’s hardly anyone here to defend.”
“Roger,” he said. “We’ll be right there.”
She looked over to Altin who was still communicating with someone, either his dragon or someone in the Queen’s army, via one of his telepathic spells. She stared across the courtyard at where Tytamon was. She saw lightning strike right near the ancient mage and thought it odd that he’d cast lightning bolts so close to himself.
Then it occurred to her those lightning bolts must be coming from the other side.
In the flash of a bolt that nearly struck the mage, she finally saw where Kettle’s cries were coming from. The doughty cook was atop the curtain wall to the east, right against Altin’s tower, hurling stones from a large crate near her foot. She was furiously bobbing up and down as she repeatedly threw more and more over the wall. She was screaming for all she was worth as well, calling out in a frantic voice, “Pernie, my baby girl,” over and over again.
Orli peered through the early morning gloom trying to find the child. At first there was no sign of her, but then she saw Pernie come scrambling up over the wall, climbing up the vines that clung to Altin’s tower. She’d come from outside the castle walls!
The old woman grabbed the girl, and the two of them dropped down behind the cover of the rampart, Kettle falling over the child protectively and, gauging from the way the woman’s body moved, sobbing with relief.
At first Orli felt relieved as well, seeing that the child was safe, but a moment later she saw the thick forearm of a green-fleshed creature appear above the edge of the wall, reaching and groping for a handhold at the top. She watched in horror as a large orc struggled to clamber up the vines in nimble little Pernie’s wake. The vines gave way in places as it climbed, the mass of its muscular frame costing it progress but not stopping its ascent. For a moment it dropped back out of view as a length of the vine tore loose, but in the span of seconds it had fought its way back up again.
Orli turned to Altin, but his mind was still far away, locked in the mana stream. She knew better than to interrupt him. She’d been told what can happen if a spell is broken in mid-cast.
She yelled to Kettle to watch out for the orc, warning her to turn and look, but the woman was too stricken with the joy of having gotten the girl back safe, overwhelmed with emotion after what must have seemed a certain doom for the child beyond the castle walls.
“Shit,” Orli said with another glance at Altin, still consumed with whatever he was doing magically.
She got up, stooping at first, and ran back down the stairs. She sprinted across the courtyard toward Kettle and the girl. 
The orc had pulled itself up between two merlons and was about to clear the wall.
Orli stopped at the base of the stairs that would take her up to the battlements. She leveled her blaster and fired, sending a streak of red light across the intervening darkness where it hit the stone just inches from the orc’s left hand.
“Shit!” she said again. She fired a second shot, this time wide right, worse than the first.
The orc looked up at her and let out a ferocious snarl that showed huge yellow teeth visible even across the dark shadows that filled the keep. The animal force of that bellow actually drove her back a step in fright despite how far away it was. She had to shake off the terror before she could fire another shot.
She missed again, but not by much, and the orc ducked for cover as best it could behind the nearest merlon. Orli used the moment to pick her way farther up the stairs toward Kettle and Pernie. She kept up fire hoping to keep the orc pinned down.
Kettle, upon hearing the orc so close, recovered herself enough to resume the fight as well. She reclaimed a huge cast-iron frying pan from where she’d left it in favor of flinging the stones and snuck along the wall toward the orc still hiding from Orli’s laser fire. 
Orli squeezed off another shot and climbed two more stairs.
Anticipating her this time, the orc jumped out, his arm raised and prepared to throw a wicked looking knife at her. Kettle’s pan clanged so loudly off its skull the dull metal sound of it echoed back to them from the cliffs of Mount Pernolde rising high above them. The creature fell silently back over the wall.
“That’s a fine lass, ya are,” said Kettle. “And right fine timin’ ya ha’ too. I thought mah sweet Pernie and me was a gone fer sure.”
“Get back,” shouted Tytamon then, suddenly nearby and seeing that more orcs were attempting to scale the ivy on the walls. Apparently they’d realized the enchantments that still lingered in those vines made them sturdier than they might naturally have been and recognized the opportunity.
“Come on,” Orli called, holding out a hand for Pernie to take. “Let’s go.”
Pernie started toward her, Kettle right on her heels, but then a thick orc fist reached over the wall and grabbed Kettle by the apron strings. “Oh dear,” shrieked the woman, twisting and trying to hit it with the immense frying pan.
Orli leveled her laser, but couldn’t get a shot. She didn’t need to, however, for young Pernie whipped a small knife from out of seemingly nowhere and began stabbing the orc in the hand.
It howled as it tried to pull itself the rest of the way over the wall, refusing to loose its grip despite the agony of Pernie’s relentless assault. So Pernie stabbed it in the face.
Flick, flick went her little knife. Flick, flick and the orc was blind. One more plunge and its cheek was opened from jaw hinge to the now hugely gaping mouth. It blew a gout of black blood down into the courtyard as it howled its rage and agony, then released Kettle and toppled off the wall.
“Get down, get down,” Tytamon shouted at them again. “Get off the gods-forsaken wall.”
They scrambled down the stairs in time for a storm of lightning to break loose. At least fifty bolts of it rained down as Tytamon bathed the side of Altin’s tower and the ground beyond in a massive storm of electrical energy that made the air buzz as if filled with a billion insects. Orli could hear the screams and agonized cries of death coming from the other side. The two orcs that had just gained the wall as Tytamon began casting the spell now slumped halfway over, burning and hissing steam, adding the reek of their burnt flesh to the odious atmosphere that had settled upon the keep and making Orli’s stomach turn.
She felt something hot against her back as she was looking up at Tytamon’s handiwork, and she turned around in time to see another one of Altin’s massive white-hot fireballs form and then whip away from the flagstone courtyard, up and over the wall. The explosive crash coming from the other side was awesome and terrifying.
My God these people are powerful, she thought as she watched the two mages make war. It was as if Zeus and Apollo had appeared on Prosperion from the pages of ancient Earth myth.
That’s when she heard Tytamon cry out from behind her. It was just a bark. Like a half word, but it ended abruptly and with a flash. She spun to see the great mage fall to the bulwark, half dangling over the edge and smoking from around his beard and wispy white hair. He was sliding over the edge, about to drop to the flagstones far below. 
That never happened in the stories of Zeus.
She sprinted back up and grabbed him by the robes before he could fall to the distant ground. So much adrenaline coursed through her, she was easily able to pull him to safety before Kettle and Pernie arrived to help.
“Oh, this inna goin’ ta be our day,” Kettle muttered as she pulled Tytamon’s limp body off of Orli’s knees. Then to Tytamon she spoke, urgently, “Master Tytamon, can ya hear me, sar?”
Pernie squealed and pointed to the ivy near Altin’s tower. Orli looked around and saw another orc had already made its way up in the absence of Tytamon’s lightning spell. She turned, leveled her laser and let him have it. This time she didn’t miss. The streak of light was followed by a red mist erupting from the side of the orc’s misshapen face. Most of its cheek and eye burned away, and it turned to roar at her with a countenance that was now half bone and half mud-green flesh.
Pernie whipped her sling loose from around her waist where it doubled as belt and let fly a small, round rock deftly plucked from a pocket in her dirty little apron. Her projectile broke a fang out of the orc’s steaming face just as Orli’s second shot turned its head into a burst of gore running down the tower wall.
“Tytamon, wake up, wake up,” Kettle shrieked into the vacant, wide-eyed glare of the old sorcerer. “Now’s no time ta go ta sleep on us.”
Another immense ball of molten white shot over the wall from where Altin fought, and Orli saw Gimmel duck behind a merlon just as a huge spear came through the archer’s gap. It clattered down onto the stones below. She tracked its path through the dim light by the wooden sound of it sliding over the uneven ground and by the faint glow emanating from the iron tip. She’d just begun to turn away when she noticed in her peripheral vision that the glow began to pulse and brighten. She turned back to see the spear lift from the ground and shoot up at Gimmel again as if it had just thrown itself. 
The middle-aged huntsman dodged it a second time, knowing well enough not to take his eyes off the enchanted thing. It struck the stone where he’d just been leaning with a mighty thwack, after which he leapt on it, pinning it down. He grabbed it and tried to break it over his knee but apparently could not, and Orli watched as once again the spear tip flashed and glowed and began to stab at him as if it possessed a will of its own.
Altin saw it too, for suddenly he ran, stooped as low as possible, to where Gimmel rolled about wrestling with the enchanted spear. The barefoot mage gripped the shaft of the spear in his hand and spoke a few words of magic, though Orli could not hear them, and unraveled what remained of the seeking spell. Gimmel threw it into the courtyard with an expression of mixed relief and horror. Altin was already casting another fireball.
A shriek from Pernie turned Orli’s attention back once more to the wall near Altin’s tower. The damned orcs were not going to give up trying to use the ivy as a way to get up and into the keep.
Orli shot the next three that climbed up, but the thump of wood on stone drew her attention to the pair of posts that indicated a ladder had just come against the wall nearby. Thump, came a second. Then a third.
“Oh, shit,” she said, mainly to herself.
“Yer not far off,” said Kettle, having heard it anyway. “Come on then, lassie; help me get him down.”
The two of them grabbed Tytamon by the robes and began hauling him down the steps, roughly, too much in a hurry to arrange him better between them for the descent. Pernie followed, knocking orcs off the ivy with her sling with amazing efficiency. At least for a time. A pair of orcs soon came over the wall from the first two ladders and, seeing that all was clear, called back over the wall to their comrades. More ladders sounded against the stone. Another orc came up by the ivy.
Orli had to let Tytamon go. 
She and Pernie fired repeatedly up at the wall; small river stones and bright streaks of red laser light striped the air and dropped the toothy brutes as fast as possible. But it wasn’t fast enough. There were just too many of them. They climbed over in waves that seemed as if they would never stop.
That’s when she heard Altin shouting across the courtyard at her. Suddenly his voice broke through the din with such urgency she couldn’t help but catch it through the chaos of the battle. She only heard bits of what he said, though. She squinted and leaned toward him, as if that might help, but she couldn’t make out what he wanted at all. 
He had to turn back and conjure a fireball down at the orcs still pounding on the gate, a smaller one, burning orange, but still deadly. The sounds of orc agony came muffled through the thick wood of the gate, which was spared for another moment, but even that sturdy protection was showing the signs of weakening. Smoke poured through the gaps under and above it.
Orli had to spin back to face more pressing issues. She aimed carefully, remembering to breathe in the way both Roberto and her father had told her time and time again. She shot three more orcs. Pernie dropped another after that. Five more came over the wall.
This wasn’t going to end well, she knew.
Altin was screaming at her again, but she still couldn’t make it out. But she now heard another familiar sound: Taot’s roar. She heard it twice more right after that, the first seemingly distant and the next much closer now, as if he were coming fast toward the castle wall.
With hope surging in her veins at the sound, she stood her ground over the fallen Tytamon, standing before Kettle and Pernie, defiantly blasting orcs as fast as she could squeeze off the shots.
“Die, you fuckers, die!” she screamed as she lit the gloom with a spray of bright red light. Orcs fell like scythed wheat, toppling down and landing in heaps on both sides of the wall. 
Dimly aware that Altin was still screaming, she tried to make out what it was. It sounded as if he were about to lose his mind, his voice frantic, the pitch rising, seeming almost terrified. She almost stopped shooting to turn back to him again, but then his voice was lost in the awesome thunder of Taot’s rage pouring over the wall in a wave of sound, heat and fire. 
Suddenly the space above her turned orange in a whirling cloud of burning gas. It washed over the wall and down at her like some great volcanic blast had just crashed against the outside of the keep. The heat was overwhelming, and the force of its wind blew them backward like paper toys, Orli, Kettle and Pernie flying back, and Tytamon’s prone form rolling limply across the flagstones.
Orli covered the back of her head reflexively with her right hand as her left reached out and tried to drag Pernie into the protective curve of her body as they fell. They hit the ground together, hard, the three of them in a pile, all cowering beneath the wicked heat.
Still the fiery wind blew. It washed over the wall in a churning cloud of conflagration that sucked all the oxygen from the air around them as the dragon blew and blew and blew. She knew as she trembled and singed beneath it that it was Taot, for there could be no other source of a fire like that, and yet still she marveled at the heat. And the stamina of the wind. She felt blisters begin on the back of her neck and arms. Her uniform smoked and the synthetic armor fibers heated up and burned where seams pressed against her flesh.
How long could the dragon possibly breathe like that?
And then, finally, it stopped.
Air rushed back into the space, and all of them gasped for the first breath in over a minute. Finally she could breathe.
Altin was still screaming, apparently had been throughout. She looked up and saw him on his hands and knees, leaning out into the courtyard from where he’d fallen, watching in horror, his strength stolen by the fear that he was witnessing her being burned to death.
When he saw her move and then look up, he stopped yelling. She thought she saw his body move as if by a great sob. But he shook himself, then fixed her with a long, narrow-eyed stare and the shake of his head. Then he grinned, a short, grim thing, but bespeaking immense relief. He went back to work. The next fireball did seem inordinately large, even for one of his.
A thunderous crash against the gates stole her attention, and she saw that the orc battering ram had finally broken through. The sharpened end of a giant tree had just thrust itself an arm’s length through the shattered wood.
This place would be flooded with orcs in a matter of moments.
“Come on, girls,” said Kettle, pleading. “We ha’ ta get the master inta the keep.”
The three of them picked up the still-unresponsive Tytamon and lugged him toward the double doors. Despite the frailty of his great age, he was still cumbersome as dead weight.
Carrying his legs this time, Orli couldn’t help wonder what had happened to him as she tried to find the location of his injury. There were no arrows in him, no spears. He wasn’t bleeding anywhere, though the ends of his beard were definitely singed.
As they jostled him across the bailey, a long spear came whizzing by and clipped her across her right thigh, cutting through the tough fibers of her uniform and opening a long cut in her leg. Pain shot up and down the wounded limb, and she stumbled, falling to one knee. She dropped Tytamon.
“Get up, girl, get up,” Kettle yelled.
Pernie quickly whirled, reaching into her apron pocket for one of her few remaining stones. She whipped the sling around twice, whoosh
whoosh, and off went the rock with perfect accuracy. The orc that had thrown the spear tumbled off the stairs.
Seven more were coming down after it.
“Girls!” shouted Kettle. “Ya gots ta move!”
Ignoring the pain and the warm blood running out of the gash in her leg, Orli picked up Tytamon’s legs once more and struggled on toward the keep. Pernie fired two more stones.
“They’re coming,” Pernie shrieked, loading her next-to-last river rock. “They’re coming.”
She whirled her sling and Orli heard the sound of stone on bone. It sounded really close. She risked a quick glance over her shoulder.
“Shit.”
She was only twenty feet from the doors that would bring them into the safety of the outer hall.
Something about the shrill pitch of Pernie’s next wail made Orli drop and roll to the right. The whoosh of a huge double-bladed axe blew through the space where her head had just been. She felt the wind of it in her hair.
She rolled to her feet, yanking at her holstered blaster as she came up, but the first of the orcs was nearly upon her.
She hoped they were plumbed like human men as she feigned to punch it in the mouth and then kneed it in the groin when it moved to defend its face. It cried out and hesitated, giving Orli a chance to shove it back a step. She drew her laser and shot it in the chest. She shot two more of the orcs as they rushed Pernie, and Pernie dropped a third with her only remaining stone. The last orc charged on, and Kettle stepped up and bravely swung her pan.
The orc blocked it with a small buckler and took a swipe at the old matron with a large spiked club.
Orli was afraid to shoot with Pernie standing where she was.
Kettle took the brunt of the blow with an upraised forearm. There was a grotesque cracking sound on impact, but the sturdy woman swung the pan again with her right hand. It clanked heavily upon the orc’s helmet, which flew off and skittered across the ground. Pernie stabbed it just above the knee with her little knife.
Three more orcs ran at them as Kettle fought. 
A host of others charged across the courtyard toward the gate, bent on opening it, no doubt.
“Altin,” Orli screamed, shooting at the orcs coming at them, aiming desperately and missing them all. Two more dropped off the battlements down into the courtyard from the east wall.
Clang, went Kettle’s pan. The orc with the club went down. Orli saw bone sticking through Kettle’s left sleeve and a blood stain spreading rapidly across the fabric. 
Where in the fuck are Roberto and Captain Asad?
Taot flew up over the wall, the wind beneath his wings stirring up dust in a nearly blinding cloud. He swooped across the courtyard and sprayed fire into the cluster of orcs running for the gate, but he had to pull up and abort the fire stream quickly lest he incinerate Gimmel and Nipper still fighting on the wall. One orc survived the blast, but Nipper shot him in the neck with a quarrel from his crossbow. 
Huge bits of wood exploded into the courtyard from the gate just then, and a wave of black smoke blew in, obscuring Gimmel and Nipper from Orli’s view. 
The gate was gone anyway.
The chants and howls of the orc host outside were louder now, unrestrained and energized. They waited only briefly for the smoke to clear.
Altin suddenly appeared beside her. A quickly summoned fireball, barely larger than his fist, leapt out and caught the orc closest to Kettle and Pernie in the crotch. The oily remnants of its trousers burst into flames, and it fell writhing at Pernie’s feet. A smile flit across Pernie’s face as she watched it burn.
Orli regained herself and shot the one furthest behind, the safest shot for her to make, as the middle orc turned, spotting the source of the small fireball. It came straight at Altin at an angle Orli didn’t dare risk shooting into, and it held a huge axe raised above its head, poised to cleave the again-chanting wizard from head to groin. It howled its savage war cry as it ran. Orli simply didn’t have time to move, and she knew instinctively Altin had no chance to get the spell cast. In that instant she knew he was going to die.
But then a little blur of white-gold hair and tattered skirts suddenly appeared on the orc’s broad back. In less time than it took to blink, Pernie was climbing up the orc’s leather armor, reaching up, clawing at its face and finally tearing its helmet from its head. The unexpected arrival of the little girl and the sudden yanking at its helmet knocked the orc’s charge off course. It stumbled sideways under Pernie’s weight as she climbed to its shoulders like a squirrel in a tree. She climbed halfway onto its head and wrapped herself around its face in a frenzied swarm of one small child, screeching at the top of her lungs as flashes of silver marked the path of her knife plunging rapid-fire into the side of the monster’s neck, the swarm stinging over and over again. So rapidly did each blow fall that none were visible but for the glint of light from the blade. 
The orc howled and groped at her, trying to tear her free, but it was too late. Blood sprayed out of its neck from every one of at least thirty wounds, and the savage child rode the orc to the ground like some twisted carnival ride, her knife never stopping until the brute’s last breath had gone. She got up from the body and looked up at Altin with a mildly bewildered expression on her face.
“Jesus,” Orli couldn’t help but say.
Altin finished his spell and sent the fireball at the nearest orc coming down the stairs instead. 
“Come on,” he said, echoing Kettle who had run to collect Pernie and was shouting for them to get inside. “Nipper, Gimmel,” he cried as loud as he could. He waved at Gimmel and Nipper to hurry, the two of them coming but the old man slow, exhausted and holding an arm with an arrow shot clean through the bicep. 
Altin took the time to cast another of the huge white fireballs, but didn’t throw it this time. He conjured it and held it crackling in the gate, not quite finishing the spell and readying it for release—an effective makeshift gate. Nothing would run through that.
Two more orcs had made it over the wall since Taot’s last pass. One of them was charging around the heaped carnage of the dragon’s previous sweep, intent on catching Nipper and Gimmel from behind. 
Orli took careful aim and shot. The first shot went wide, but the second got it in the stomach about three steps from the two retreating men.
Several more came over the wall.
Others were coming over the south wall as well, now that Altin was gone. Lots of them.
“Fuck. We’re not going to make it,” she cried. “Altin. Can’t you get us out of here?”
He was too busy with the effort of maintaining the fireball at the gate, likely holding back at least fifty more.
“Tytamon,” Kettle yelled. At first Orli thought something unspeakable had happened, but this time there was hope in the woman’s cry. “Tytamon. Thank the gods yer with us again.”
Orli looked down at the powerful ancient sorcerer. Sure enough, he had begun to move. He shook his head and sat up, his hands immediately going to his head.
His mouth moved as if he were going to speak, but no sound came out. He looked puzzled, but then shook his head. He mouthed a word to them. Orli tried to make it out, but her enchanted com badge didn’t work for reading lips—that or her newfound language skills were not quite up to the task. Or something. She shot another orc.
“What’s he saying?” she practically hissed at Kettle. 
“Silence,” said Kettle. “He says he’s been silenced.”
“What the fuck does that mean?” She could hardly control the hysteria that was beginning to set in. She shot two more orcs. A small red light on the grip of her blaster began to blink, telling her the battery was running out. She shot two more orcs and switched to conventional rounds.
“It means he cann’a cast a thing,” Kettle replied.
“Shit.”
Pernie shrieked.
Altin let the giant fireball go, shot it through the gates like a great cannonball. It cut a path through the meadow and through the orcs in its path for at least a hundred and twenty paces beyond.
Orli could see by the light of it that there were still hundreds more, however. Possibly thousands. She watched Taot spin out of the way of a huge glowing spear and then dive down to wash away another huge swath of them in dragon fire.
It still wouldn’t be enough.
The orcs on the south wall were leaping down from the ramparts.
“Get inside,” Altin called, before beginning to cast another spell.
Suddenly, mid-chant, he, like Tytamon had earlier, let go something of a bark. Then a blast of fire blew them all backwards several steps.
Orli beat at her hair and clothes, putting out flames, and then, once her head cleared, ran to help Altin while Pernie stomped out the fire that caught in Kettle’s skirts.
“What the hell was that?” she asked, to anyone or no one. It didn’t really matter now. The answer wasn’t going to change anything. Orcs were pouring over all the walls.
A huge explosion killed twenty of them just as they hit the ground at the bottom of the west wall stairs. Two more explosions rocked the keep to its very foundations, and out of the corner of her eye, Orli saw red bars of laser light streaking out and sweeping orcs from the parapets. A moment later she could hear the sound of gravity engines and thruster fire.
“About goddamn time,” she shouted into the noise.
Two more air-to-ground missiles cleared out a cluster of orcs coming in the front gates. More explosions were taking place outside.
The entire courtyard filled with choking smoke.
Orli spotted the landing lights of a small Earth ship through the haze, and she could feel the wind of its descent as it came down and prepared to settle on the ground.
“Let’s go,” she shouted into the sea of sound. “Everyone get on the ship.”
For the barest moment there was a pall of indecision amongst her companions as they clearly debated whether the keep or the ship was the better choice. 
“Now!” she shouted at them. “Go!”
Gimmel and Nipper, the old man looking ready to collapse himself, nodded and stooped to help her carry Altin, while Kettle and Tytamon made their way with Pernie helping both of them as best one child could.
They ran through the smoke and dust toward the ship’s lights, carefully going around the back, avoiding the crisscross of so much laser fire.
As they came up the ship’s lowered loading ramp, they could hear Roberto cursing their slow progress almost as much as he was cursing the orcs, his hands a blur of movement, targeting orcs manually with the lasers, launching missiles, and preparing to take off again all at once. 
“Good God!” he said as they scrambled in. “What the hell did you guys do to piss them all off?”
“Close it, close it,” Orli cried, shooting an orc that had already made it to the bottom of the ramp. She winced at the sound and the recoil of the shot, sure she’d missed, but the orc fell backward, most of its left shoulder gone. 
Orli kept shooting orcs as the hydraulics slowly raised the hatch, the metallic clatter of the casings falling loudly and tumbling down after her victims in a cascade of spinning brass. Finally the ship began to rise. Two orcs tried to leap for the bottom of the ramp from the wall but missed. She watched them fall into the milling sea of their fellows. 
Looking out from the increasing altitude, and with the aid of an ever higher sun, she saw that there were many more than just those below. Several thousand more, setting up outward-facing defenses, clearly preparing for a larger fight. Whatever they had done in this battle, Calico Castle’s defenders had hardly made a dent in the enemy ranks. Frankly, escape was nothing short of a miracle. 
She scanned the sky for other ships. There were none. She turned to Roberto, appalled. “Where’s the rest of them? Where are the other ships?”
“It’s not our war,” said Roberto in an odd flat tone.
“What? What do you mean it’s ‘not our war?’”
“It’s not our war. That’s what Captain Asad said. He told me we couldn’t come.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
“I don’t think so. Ask me after my court martial.”
She saw Taot streaking down for another pass. Knowing of his history fighting orcs, she was instantly stricken with fear for him. “Taot,” she cried with every ounce of strength. “Fly away. Fly away. Everyone is leaving. Retreat.” The hatch snapped shut preventing any further attempts.
She couldn’t tell if the valiant beast had heard her. She didn’t know if he would understand her even if he had. Did he even have a concept for retreat? She ran to an aft window to see if he was still in the fight, but it was too late. The skies were filled with thick smoke behind them, and Roberto was already speeding away. One thing was clear, however: Calico Castle had been lost.


Chapter 9
To an untrained eye, the army compound inside the walls of Crown City might be said to have been in a state of chaos. Horses galloped from the stables at seemingly reckless speeds, armored knights upon them spurring them onward while hoisting five-span lances in the air with the War Queen’s crimson pennants streaming wildly at the tips. But each one, each horse and rider, charged into assemblages of their counterparts without incident or commotion and formed, quickly and efficiently, into orderly rows. The riders kept the equine energy in check with masterful skill, though even in that, the entire formation seemed to float on a mild sea, rising up and down on the swells of prancing chargers only just restrained. The beasts could sense the urgency around them. They could hear it in the creak of the saddles so rigidly occupied, smell it in the anxious sweat of men. These were creatures of war, and they understood what was to come in their own way. Each chomped upon the steel bit in its mouth with square-block teeth that would tear the flesh of an enemy in a mercilessly crushing bite. Each stomped its iron-shod hooves upon the ground, the metal-on-stone sound of power great enough to pulp skulls whether helmeted or not. They were as ready as any man among them.
Less orderly to behold, but just as organized, were the wizards popping into view upon large squares of red tile built in several places along the compound walls, their arrivals timed and directed by the mumbling watchfulness of green-robed seers who orchestrated it all telepathically. Transmuters were being teleported in as well, a few active duty, and even more than a few reservists brought in from far across the land, identifiable by their telltale brown robes. In they came, one by one, appearing as if the very air were giving birth to them.
As more and more teleporters appeared, some ran straight to the far end of the compound, while others ran to the edge of the massive black-tiled square at the very center of the yard where the cavalry was setting up its lines. This onyx expanse, a great patio of sorts, spanned a hundred paces on a side, and at even intervals along its edge, the arriving teleporters were arranging themselves. The brown-robed transmuters came to this patio and stood around the teleporters, looking less nervous than they did but clearly preparing for their role in it all. More than one of them had a spell book open in their hands, studying a marginally forgotten spell.
At the center of tiled expanse stood a twenty-pace pole with a square platform at the top and short cross-members up its length serving as a ladder. A rather slight woman made her way up it, the prevailing winds whipping her red conduit’s robes around and exposing pale, skinny calves and bony knees. She climbed to the top and prepared to direct the casting that would send all these men and horses to the fight.
Roberto saw her climbing as he piloted the ship over the compound wall, but he didn’t have time to comment or inquire, as the ship’s controls were not responding properly given all the casting going on. The back end of the ship swung around and clipped a flagpole as he fought to get the ship righted to land, a pulse of magic having disrupted the computer signal that would have fired the port thrusters as they came in. 
This was his third time flying into Crown, and all three had been like this. He knew now that the trick was to come in low and slow and keep everybody strapped in. They could always apologize later for anything they broke after they were safely on the ground. 
He got control of the port side again and wasted no time landing the ship near the wall that was farthest from the activity in the compound. He cut the gravity engines even before the ship had touched down, and it dropped the last two feet and landed with a jolt. Everyone made some noise of protest inside, but he was willing to take that from them. Two feet was enough time for some other system to cut out, and who knew what that would do. He hated flying into the city, but he had no choice. This was where Tytamon had ordered them to go, and this was where the doctors were—not to mention, he knew well enough he was going to need the Queen’s help to get him out of the trouble he was in with Captain Asad, a suggestion that had also come from Tytamon.
Tytamon’s voice had returned on the journey to Crown City, and he’d explained the nature of an orc shaman’s silence spell to Roberto and Orli. Silence was a wickedly effective counter-magic spell and a difficult enchantment to pull off. The orcs had cast it upon him, and that was what had nearly undone him. He was certain that was what had happened to Altin as well. The fact that the orcs had been able to do it, and done it twice to two very powerful sorcerers, was a matter of great concern. But right now, Calico Castle, with its vast magical resources, was the most immediate problem. They had to get it back.
Tytamon climbed out of the landing craft the moment the hatch was lowered far enough to allow it, and he was immediately met by Lieutenant Andru and several younger officers, three of whom wore the red oak emblem of the medical corps. With barely a nod from Tytamon, all three medics rushed inside and set to work.
“They’ve taken the castle,” Tytamon told the lieutenant. “There are at least three thousand left, and possibly more will have arrived while we were in flight. They came in the night and managed to bypass all my external magical wards. For an army that large to have approached without my knowledge, something remarkable has changed.”
“We’ve got nearly a thousand horse assembled now,” reported the young lieutenant, “with another six hundred mounting as we speak. The griffins won’t teleport, but we had four out-fliers close enough to send them that way as well.”
Tytamon frowned at that. “Did anyone tell them the boy’s dragon is in the area?”
“Taot?” The lieutenant frowned. “No, sir, I’ll make sure they know.” He shot a glance at a young corporal standing nearby; the look was enough to send the woman sprinting off. He continued his report: “General Darklot has six hundred combat mages on the teleportation pad at the wizard’s school waiting only for word that the area is secure, and Her Majesty is over yon pulling together the infantry. We’ll have eight thousand within the hour if all goes well. Those bastards will never know what hit them, sir.”
“Within the hour everything worth saving will be gone.”
“Won’t the Earth forces be able to hold them off that long, sir? How many of their ships were they able to bring?”
“One,” said Tytamon. “And this one here is it. And just as well that was all. The orcs have at least eight shamans, a full circle that I saw. Gods know what they would be able to do to one of those mechanical boxes if they had half a chance. I’m not sure our Earth friends are quite prepared for that just yet.” The young cavalryman nodded, knowing well enough what Tytamon meant. Even a blank understood what a powerful teleporter could do to a closed container filled with men. “And that’s not the worst of it, Lieutenant,” Tytamon went on. “They were able to silence me.”
The color momentarily drained from Lieutenant Andru’s face. “The orcs, sir?”
Tytamon nodded. 
“That could be a huge problem, sir.”
“You can bet your spurs it could. So get those horses to the west end of the meadow, and come from that side. The infantry as well. Otherwise, if we spook them, they will run to the forest, and we’ll never find half of them. You can also put a line of archers and lower-rank casters along the south bank of the creek; have your teleporters ready to move them there if the situation comes.”
“I will, sir. And I’ll let the general know your wish for the archers and infantry.”
“And for the gods’ sake, get to the central tower, my tower, and secure the basement and the upper floors. If they got past my territorial wards, they’ll figure out how to get inside the tower too. Secure the east tower as quickly as possible after that.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Yes, sir, indeed.”
Roberto came up beside Tytamon then, with Orli only a moment behind and Pernie trailing her like a puppy on an invisible leash. Orli’s face, neck, arms and hands, while grimy and still covered with soot, no longer showed signs of being burned, though as much could not be said for her uniform. The large spear wound on her thigh appeared on the mend as well, though still red and bruised, visible through the tear in her pant leg. 
Lieutenant Andru’s eyes narrowed as he saw the injury. “That’s the work my people did?” he spat. “Who healed you?” He took a step toward the ship, clearly prepared to go inside and berate one of his healing officers.
“No, no,” Orli protested. “I told him it was good enough. I’m fine. Altin and Kettle need more attention than I do. I’m perfectly fine. Honestly. I made him stop.”
Lieutenant Andru looked as if he were not completely satisfied. “I won’t tolerate shoddy work,” he said. “You do no one a favor if you are simply being kind to spare him discipline.”
“I told him to stop. He does not require any discipline. I pushed him away.”
The lieutenant clearly didn’t like it, but he chose to let it pass. “Very well.”
“Tytamon,” came the Queen’s voice from behind the lieutenant then. 
The armored monarch rode up, resplendent in golden plate mail that was nearly blinding in the sun. A huge broadsword was strapped to her back, and she wore a pair of hand-held crossbows, one to a thigh. “You made it out alive, I see. My messenger suggested you were in some doubt as to that outcome when you sent your first report. I’m glad to see your concerns were unfounded in that regard.”
“Your Majesty,” replied the ancient mage, more formally than Orli could recall having heard from him before.
“Don’t worry, my friend,” she said, riding near and leaning from the saddle to grip his shoulder in a gauntleted fist. “We’ll have your castle back before lunch. You have my word on it.”
Tytamon bowed again, mainly with his head.
“Lieutenant,” barked the Queen, “get to your unit. Your boys will be leading the assault on the gate.” She glanced back at Tytamon. “I can assume our old friend would like the central tower secured straight away. Make sure that happens.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
With that, the towering young man strode off, followed by a pair of corporals whom he immediately sent scurrying in opposite directions with instructions of their own.
“Within the hour, Tytamon,” said the Queen. “We’re off within the hour.”
She road off, leaving the four of them to themselves.
“Holy shit,” said Roberto once they were alone. He’d been watching the activities speculatively, although not without some degree of awe. “You guys opened up the whole can, didn’t you? Do they really think they can take it back that easily?”
“They’ll get it back,” said Tytamon in a matter-of-fact tone. “The question is whether they’ll do it before the damage is done.”
“Why are they attacking Calico Castle?” Orli asked. Her hand went absently to Pernie’s head, smoothing the soft hair on the brave little warrior’s head in a way that soothed them both. Pernie hugged Orli’s leg as if she were a weapon strapped there.
“I don’t know,” answered Tytamon. “We cast a divination after they came and took Pernie last year, but we could not fathom the reason for why they had encroached. That was strange, in retrospect, but since I did find most of what I expected that I would, mainly the overwhelming sense of greed, gluttony and bloodlust, I did not question the slightly odd results. And I certainly got no sense of an impending assault like this.”
“Greed, gluttony and bloodlust?” Orli asked. “Is that really all that motivates them? How terrifying.” Pernie gripped her leg all the more tightly.
“That’s all my divination supplied,” he corrected. “One never knows what motivates the barbaric heart. However, I can tell you from my experience over the centuries, they fight because it is all they care to do. One warlord after another is all they’ve ever known. Queen Karroll crushed the last clever one of those over two centuries ago, and no one has heard a snort from them since. At least not until last year. Apparently I was mistaken to assume that was merely an attack of opportunity.”
“Levi,” erupted Captain Asad’s voice from Roberto’s com badge. “Get that ship back here now.”
Roberto made an eek! face at Orli and tapped the glinting silver button at his collar. “Yes, sir. I have extracted Ensign Pewter and the residents of Calico Castle and returned them to their… uh…,” he looked around, gave Orli a second eek! face and continued, “to their grateful queen and ruler, who has, uh, expressed her gratitude … gratefully.” A third eek! face completed the set.
“I can see where you are. Get your ass back here, and bring that idiot Pewter with you. You’ve really screwed it up this time, Lieutenant.” The com link crackled once and closed. Roberto couldn’t be sure if the captain cut the connection or if it was the effects of some spell being cast nearby.
Roberto looked back and forth between his companions and shrugged. “He’s an angry man. What can you do?”
“You can get him his machine back,” admonished the rumpled looking Tytamon. “You two had better return before you’re in the well too deep for a rope. I will make sure that what can be done to assist you in your difficulties with your commander is done, as I am sure the Queen is every bit as grateful as you explained.” He smiled some at that.
“Yes, sir,” said Roberto, visibly relieved.
“But what about Pernie?” Orli asked. “We can’t take her with us back to Little Earth. How will she get home? We’re going back to Tinpoa Base today, and the medic said Kettle’s treatment is going to be a while.”
Tytamon frowned.
“I’ll take her,” said Altin striding up behind them, now healed and just come from the shuttle. Fatigue drooped his features some, but beyond the smoky aspect of his robes, he looked none the worse for wear. His hair was always as messy anyway, and a bit of singeing didn’t change his overall appearance much. 
Orli ran across the space that separated them and hugged him. Pernie was there just as fast, hugging him at his hip. He held them both for several long moments, then guided them back toward Tytamon with a hand on the shoulder of each.
“I’ll watch Pernie,” he repeated, then looking down at the child, added, “and she’ll stay right beside me the entire time, won’t she?”
Pernie nodded up at him with wide promising eyes. 
Tytamon was clearly not pleased with the decision, but the child had comported herself brilliantly in the hour past, and he had little time to deal with it. “Very well. Get her back to Kettle the moment the woman is well. And you two,” he shot gray-eyed command at the two young Earth officers, “get that thing out of here before they start teleporting out the troops. I suspect your electrical gadgetry will not abide that much magical output.” He swept an arm in the direction of the massive black-tiled teleportation pad now entirely filled with cavalry and surrounded by magicians standing nearly shoulder to shoulder on every side. The transmuters were starting to cast walls around the space, black spans to match the tiles on the ground slowly manifesting along the edges and growing like wax melting in the wrong direction, flowing up toward the sky. A handful of horses pranced around nervously as the walls began to form around them, their riders patting their necks and speaking to them in low voices, trying to calm them. A few of the newer mounts had never been exposed to this particular exercise.
“Whoa, you aren’t kidding,” said Roberto watching the blackness spread like liquid in defiance of gravity. To Orli, he said, “Let me see how long those medics are going to be. We do need to get out of here.”
“What are you going to do?” Orli asked Altin as Roberto jogged back to the ship. She made no effort to conceal her fright. She knew what he was going to say.
“I’m going to get my castle back.”
“Indeed,” said Tytamon.


Chapter 10
Orli and Roberto trotted through the knee-deep grass of Little Earth, a forty-acre compound the Queen had given the fleet to use when they first came to Prosperion. Little Earth served as a forward base, mainly diplomatic for being only a few miles outside Crown City. Both were nervous as they ran, fearing Roberto’s fate at the hands of the eternally angry Captain Asad. Neither expected that Orli was going to fare much better than Roberto, despite her technically having no responsibility for the unauthorized—specifically forbidden—use of the ship. She had, however—and as usual—been right at the center of the problem, or at least that is how they both reckoned the captain was going to see it when they were done explaining it to him.
 “I got ten credits says he shoots you first,” Roberto wagered as they approached the small village the residents of Kurr had built for the fleet’s use, quaint wooden buildings with thatched roofs and lined up along unpaved streets. They were not much to look upon if one viewed them with an eye for Earth-like technology, but they were equipped with all the most modern comforts Kurr magicians could provide—which was why the fleet only used the base sparingly. “I’m betting he’ll shoot you, then demote me, and then shoot me last.”
Orli had no reply. She definitely was in no mind for humor. Her thoughts were still back with Altin at the military compound in Crown. Altin was going to go right back to where he had—where they all had—nearly been killed, and he was going to go having only been a few moments healed. He was so reckless. So fearless, perhaps. When things were safe and peaceful, it was nice to think of him that way. It made her feel safe to think of a future with him, a life of miracles and daring adventure, yet always protected by the man who had single-handedly mastered the galaxy. Contentment swelled in her for a moment as she thought of it, but then it died there, aborted by the crush of immediate reality. Altin was going to charge right back in there where he could get himself killed. Maybe this time he wouldn’t be as lucky as the last.
In the frame of that thought, he seemed reckless, his fearlessness transformed to foolishness in the prism of her mind. And it irked the shit out of her. He’d done his part already, taken injury in the fight. Why couldn’t he let the army go do its job? They had almost two thousand cavalry and ten thousand on foot, she thought angrily. Not to mention all those magicians. What difference did one more make?
If he got himself killed, she would kill herself. She was ashamed of the thought as soon as it crossed her mind. She knew he would be furious if he ever heard her say such a thing out loud. But she didn’t want to live without him. She didn’t think she could.
She’d slowed down as the thoughts played out in her mind, and Roberto slowed to match her long enough to put a hand on her back and push her up the narrow dirt lane that ran between rows of low buildings and led to the infrequently used HQ. “Come on,” he said.
Their passing startled a bird from the thatch of a nearby outbuilding, so close they could hear the striking together of its wingtips as it flapped off in the frenzy of an unnecessary retreat. Orli watched it go and let out a long sigh. “Mourning dove,” she said. “Bleh.” Roberto cocked an eyebrow, having no clue what that was supposed to mean and being smart enough not to ask.
They made their way toward the large central building at the furthest end of what everyone called “town square.” They went round the enchanted marble fountain and up the creaking wooden steps.
“Brace yourself,” Roberto said as he pulled open the door.
A petty officer sat behind a table made of marginally finished cedar boards, typing into a computer console that seemed a demonstration of paradox in this particular setting. He looked up at them and grimaced, then tapped his com. “Lieutenant Levi and Ensign Pewter are here to see you, sir.”
“Send them in,” snapped Captain Asad through the speaker on the monitor.
The petty officer tapped the com off and jerked his head toward the door behind him to the right. “I’d wish you guys luck, but it won’t help. You’re screwed.”
“What else is new?” Orli said, her own voice as snappish as the captain’s had been. A familiar look of defiance came upon her face, and suddenly she was storming toward the captain’s door.
“Whoa!” Roberto said as he caught her by the wrist and spun her back around. “Don’t be stupid, woman. Take a breath. Seriously.”
“I’m sick of apologizing and making excuses. This is ridiculous. The man is devoted to being pissed off at me, so let’s just speed things along—get in there and get it over with, you know?”
He made a hushing sound. “Orli, stop. You’re only barely not on some kind of quadruple life imprisonment, scheduled for multiple simultaneous executions and whatever else they can do multiple times to you. So you need to just calm down, shut your face and let me do the talking, all right?”
She tried to snatch her arm away, but the powerful young pilot gripped her hard enough to make her cry out. “Stop. You’re hurting me.”
“You stop,” he shot back. He was resolute, absolutely so, but there was gentleness in his deep brown eyes. He let her wrist go and took her shoulders in his hands instead, turning her to face him squarely. “Please, Orli. Don’t go in there and grenade yourself like you are about to do. Please. For me. And for Altin. Come on, I know you. You and the captain are like a matter and antimatter sandwich, and I don’t want to be the mayonnaise. Okay? So just keep your trap shut. Promise me?” 
From the way her left eye narrowed, Roberto thought she was going to fire off some retort, but then she relaxed, both visibly and in his grip. Two long breaths came and went, and she let her eyes drop momentarily to the dusty floor.
“You’re right. It’s been a long day,” she said.
“It’s going to get longer in a second. We both know it. So just zip it, no matter what. Let me handle it, all right?”
“All right.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
They went inside. 
Captain Asad sat behind a massive rosewood desk inlaid around its upper edges with lustrous gray material that made Orli think of opal or abalone shell though it was clearly something else. On the walls around him hung giant monitors, the one right behind him showing a scalable live image of the continent of Kurr. On the right, a chart of the solar system was displayed, and on the left, a blueprint of the Tinpoa mines with red and green lines representing the progress of the newest and deepest shafts.
The captain, like the young man outside, was busy tapping away at a console on his desk. He took considerably longer to look up and acknowledge that they were standing there than the petty officer had. The conversation didn’t start well when he did. “Levi, you disobeyed a direct order.”
“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir. Ensign Pewter is my shipmate, a fellow bridge officer and a friend, sir. I was wrong to take the ship, but I was able to extract one of your officers, the magician Tytamon and… and a Prosperion knight, along with several noncombatants, including a child, from an immediate and life-threatening situation. Sir.”
“I heard that the first time, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, sir.”
He looked them both over, but settled on Orli, his eyes narrowing at her as if she were a cockroach crawling on the wall. “And if I attempt to maintain any form of discipline down here, I will, again—as always—have that loudmouthed woman in Crown City running to the admiral and stretching the boundaries of diplomacy beyond anything reasonable on your behalf.” 
Roberto’s lips twitched, but he pulled that one back. Even a “Yes, sir” seemed a bad move just then.
“I’m canceling all planetary leaves as of this moment,” said the Captain. “For both of you. Clearly the temptation to disobey orders at every turn is too great for either of you to withstand when you are here.”
Roberto could feel Orli’s fury rising like heat from a failing reactor coolant pump. He twisted his hand from where it hung at his hip and grabbed her wrist again, hoping the movement would be concealed from the captain by the monitor on his desk. He squeezed, again hard enough to make her grunt. “Don’t,” he muttered through the side of his mouth, trying for a whisper.
“Yes, Pewter, don’t,” said the captain. He turned his gaze back to his pilot. “I am going to spare you the court martial you deserve, Lieutenant, out of respect for the work you do at the helm, and …,” he paused, “in light of the fortunate outcome you managed to slop into out there today. Do not depend on my being so lenient in the future.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”
“And you, Pewter. I haven’t decided what I am going to do with you. You are a magnet for trouble. You are defiant, disrespectful, undisciplined, ungrateful, insubordinate and, frankly, irritating beyond any measure I can think of. However, given your uncanny ability to avoid even the least inconvenience, much less consequences, for anything you do, I’m putting you in for transfer to another ship. If I can’t discipline you or teach you discipline, let someone else do it or ignore it as they will. I give up. You have too many allies for me to help you or to help the fleet be rid of you, either one. If I have to, I’ll replace you with one of the Prosperion blanks. They could hardly be more incompetent.”
Her first instinct was to spit, “Good! It’s about time,” at him, but Roberto’s hiss of, “No,” along with a squeeze of her wrist made her hold her tongue.
Roberto grew desperate then. For the captain to speak such a threat, of willingly adding Prosperions to the bridge crew—it already galled him to have the Prosperion crewmen Admiral Crane had ordered him to take—there couldn’t be any easy way out of this. A Prosperion as an officer? Roberto knew it was an empty threat. He knew there was no chance of that really happening, but the fact that the idea had even occurred to the captain proved the degree of his resolve.
“Captain, please. We are partners, me and Orli. I need her if the orbs come back. We have a system.”
“I am well aware of your relationship with Ensign Pewter, Levi. You can thank her for forcing my hand. I cannot have a completely undisciplined member of my crew running around undermining my ability to keep my ship and my crew safe simply because she has made friends with people who may or may not be in league with our enemies. Though you’ll never admit it, to yourself or to anyone else, she almost got you killed today. That should serve as evidence enough if you cared to open your eyes, which, of course, you will not.”
Again Orli started to jump in, but Roberto gripped her arm once more. This time it would leave a bruise, but a promise was a promise, even if he had to make her keep it.
As Roberto made a few more attempts to change the captain’s mind, Orli’s free hand wandered absently to the small tarwood box she’d stuffed into a compartment on her belt. She could just feel the corners of it through the heavy nylon pouch. Altin had told her it was tuned to her. If she was sent off-world, even off-moon, and onto another ship, she could ask him to come get her. As long as the mirror worked.
 But what if it didn’t? What if he wouldn’t or couldn’t come?
Panic began to set in, and the wave of it rose with the rise of Roberto’s voice. He was losing the argument, and though she was no longer paying attention to what was being said, somewhere inside she already realized it was too late. She had to do something. She was not going to go back out into space. Most of the fleet had already been gone from the Prosperion system for creeping up on a year. If this idiot Asad thought for a moment she was going to do that, to go off chasing in their wake in time to pick their bodies out of the teeth of the Hostiles somewhere … diplomacy be damned. She’d even hide from the Queen if she had to. Altin would hide her. They could just go somewhere else. He could find them another world to live on. If he could find her in the vast emptiness of space, he could find another world. There were other worlds. They knew it now for sure. Earth. Andalia. Prosperion. There were plenty of other worlds. 
“It’s already done, Levi,” snapped the captain. His tone was one of absolute finality. “You’re both to report to Tinpoa immediately. A shuttle will be here within the hour. Pewter’s transfer will be worked out as soon as I can find someone stupid enough to take her. And Pewter, if I catch you back down here again, I will have you court-martialed for treason and executed.” Prosperion swords could not hold an edge as straight or deadly as the steely conviction in his eyes. “Dismissed.”
Roberto couldn’t stop the “No!” or the “But why?” that escaped her lips.
So much for promises.
“Because, Ensign, in the course of a single twelve-hour pass you managed to get yourself and my best pilot nearly killed and nearly cost me one of the two remaining shuttles I have to my ship. Furthermore, you coerced one of my officers to defy a direct order and steal that ship and, as if all that wasn’t cause enough, you’ve just gotten the fleet—and the Earth—involved in a war with a race of people we’ve never even met. There’s a fine bit of diplomacy from the ex-ambassador to Prosperion, don’t you think? Not bad for a half day’s work.” Anger burned like a magnesium flare in his dark-eyed stare. “When the admiral finds out, which I have not yet had the pleasure of enduring,” he went on, “I will be lucky if I’m not court-martialed myself. To be honest, I’m half-convinced I deserve it if this is the best I can do in keeping discipline among my crew.” 
What could Orli say to any of that? Nothing she could think of, which gave Roberto no end of relief.
The captain looked back and forth between them, satisfied that neither cared to press him further on that front. “You will both have your new assignments as soon as I get them arranged. Now go.”
Orli nodded, which both the captain and Roberto mistook for obedience. It wasn’t. Orli simply knew what she was going to have to do now. 
She was going to defect.


Chapter 11
The battle commanders arrived on a slight rise near the western edge of the meadow with Calico Castle barely a quarter measure northeast and Great Forest some hundred spans to the rear. Altin appeared among them, astride a borrowed mount and with Pernie seated behind. Next to him was Tytamon, also upon a borrowed mount, and beside the grim-faced ancient mage stood the royal assassin, on foot and, as always, at the Queen’s right hand. General Darklot upon his pitch black stallion was on her left, and to his left were the artillery and archery captains along with their signalmen and the Queen’s herald. The teleporters had set them down neatly behind the assembled lines of infantry, the collection of which seemed a great crop of gleaming spears. The cavalry was lined up directly south, in position to charge the enemy line or cut down any retreat for the forest, whichever needed to be done. The archers, last to arrive, were just now running into place, in two sections, a triple line of them along the east bank of the creek and the bulk of them at the rear of the infantry, just below the Queen and her commanders on their negligible bit of high ground.
“You see there, Tytamon,” said the Queen, surveying the vast spread of her quickly deployed force. “It may take us an hour or so to get it together, but only a few moments to put it in place.”
The ancient wizard nodded, his long white beard, charred and bedraggled as it was, blowing in the rising breeze with the motion of his head. His gray eyes narrowed as he squinted, trying to determine what was going on behind the walls, with his tower in particular.
The orc horde had the castle surrounded, with the bulk of their numbers encamped outside the gates. They had already dug forty paces of trench along the front, and several were at work sharpening stakes and burying them as quickly as they could. Others were busy constructing outbuildings, clearly planning on staying for a while.
The battlements were lined with helmeted heads and bristling crossbows, and there was no need of a seeing spell to confirm that the courtyard swarmed with the filthy orcs as well.
“Let’s hope we’re not too late,” the great mage said to his apprentice. Altin nodded silently, trying not to hold his breath. Pernie, sensing the tension in these two most powerful men, remained silent and watched in wide-eyed wonderment as she clung to Altin’s waist.
As if timed to dash Tytamon’s hope for timeliness, a loud explosion sounded, the might of it shaking the fortress and echoing off the high cliffs behind it like a thunder crack. Immediately following it, a wave of orcs came stampeding out the castle’s open gate as if swept out by the wave of concussive shock—or the fright so induced. Their arrival brought barks and obvious confusion from their cohorts already outside, the lot of them turning together to look back into the courtyard and scratch lice-infested heads or tug at the brass rings hanging from so many tattered ears.
“What was that?” asked the Queen.
“They are working through the locks,” said Tytamon sounding grim. “That was my fourth ward.”
“How many are there?”
“Six.”
“Ironic,” she said.
“Indeed.”
The last of the Queen’s archers had taken up positions.
The Queen surveyed her army, then looked to the general. “General,” she said. That was all.
He nodded to the archery captain who nodded to the signalman standing near. His banner waved and a trumpeter blew his horn.
A thousand arrows went up into the sky as if fired by one man. They arced through the air, hissing as they flew, and fell with deadly accuracy upon the unsuspecting orcish host. The great brutes fell by the hundreds, their arms twisting this way and that as they reached to pull the painful missiles out. The anguished howls rose from the injured and dying in a single hoarse chorus, the guttural grating of it rising up and echoing off the gray stone of Mt. Pernolde before being carried on the wind back across the meadow like a gift for the Queen and her companions on the knoll.
The archers fired another volley which met with similar results. The orc host roared together now, enraged by the hail of broad-head arrows ravaging them from out of the vacant sky. Their confusion was apparent as they cast about frantically, yellow eyes scanning from the line of trees to the west across the open meadow and beyond the meandering creek to the east. There was nothing for them to see. They’d spot the next volley for sure. They were watching now.
Her Majesty’s illusionists dropped the shroud of invisibility after the third rain of arrows had come down upon the enemy, letting the sudden appearance of the great human army set the orcs to howling even louder as they clamored for weapons they’d either dropped or set aside as they dug defensive works.
The horn sounded for a fourth volley of arrows, and that was immediately away. While the orcs ducked behind shields in anticipation, the royal conjurers took the time to add fireballs, ice lances and lightning bolts to the mix of death descending upon the enemy. The horn sounded again and again, and for the orcs, it was as if the sky had opened up and sent the whole of humanity’s might down at them in less than ten heartbeats. In a manner of speaking, it had.
Soon after, a huge swath of the defensive perimeter the orcs had been working on stood undefended. Over a thousand of their number lay as little more than a great swamp of black blood and steaming flesh with a forty-pace ditch running through it all and slowly filling with the fetid soup of so much bleeding and pouring out of entrails. Orcs from either side, from fortifications that were being built to the east and west of Calico Castle, came running to reinforce, though slowly and slapdash, for too little time had elapsed for there to be much order in the effort yet.
The Queen glanced once more at the general, who nodded and looked to the signalman. The command for the cavalry was blown.
Moving as one, the mounted men charged. Lieutenant Andru and his brigade of heavy horse thundered at the front, their long lances down and prepared to ride straight through the open gates.
The orcs from the east and west faltered, some turning back, while others rushed out from the inside expecting to help hold the vital center ground. The earth rumbled beneath so many hooves.
At a command, the wave of horses split neatly into three parts, the outer thirds breaking off to clear out their respective flanks, while the heavy horse continued straight for the gate. “Wrath of the War Queen!” cried Lieutenant Andru, his lance level, his grip steady as he charged.
“Wrath of the War Queen,” thundered four hundred horsemen.
Archers from the battlements leveled crossbows and pulled back giant bows, waiting for the instant the riders were in range.
General Darklot muttered a single magic word, and a bright green light flared in the air above the assembled illusionists—a signal that set a smile on the general’s face. The illusionists had been his unit coming up through the ranks, and their work was a particular point of pride.
The green light had barely faded away when the chanting hum of eighty illusionists filled the meadow with its sound. A moment later a thousand harpies appeared above Calico Castle’s walls, a whirling mass of filthy vulture wings and half-vulture bodies, feathered legs and groping talons, topped by human torsos and hideous human heads. The grotesque mouths spat curses in hoarse screeching voices while tail feathers lifted to accommodate the spray of gray fecal rain sent down at the orc archers on the wall. 
Stricken with terror at this sudden manifestation of their most feared enemies, the preeminent symbol of inglorious death in their barbarous religions—not to mention the favored evil in the stories they scared their children with at night—the orcs on the walls threw down their bows and crossbows and leapt from the battlements, oblivious of injury, as much for themselves as for whomever they might crash down upon. Even the primitive comprehension of the most base amongst the orcs understood well enough the deadly diseases that were borne upon harpy stool, all of them slow and agonizing, devouring and maiming, and most of all, no way for a warrior to die. No greater disgrace was there in the culture of the orcs than to die by the work of a harpy.
Lieutenant Andru and his wave of armored horse rode straight through to the gate, to a man free from the slightest projectile injury. Had they not been so focused on their task, many of them might have laughed at the chaos the illusionists’ fecal rain had caused. The east and west cavalry groups set to work clearing out the orc host on either side, bent on cutting them down or squeezing them back toward the infantry, while Andru and his heavy horse brigade were tasked with taking the keep itself.
“Send the infantry,” ordered the Queen when she saw that the cavalry assault was successfully underway.
At a word from the general, they began to move in, the cavalry circling round on each flank now and driving the remaining orcs before them like sheep toward the middle of the field. Altin couldn’t help but think the whole thing looked, for a time at least, like an exquisite dance of military efficiency. The heavy horse hacked their way into Calico’s inner courtyard as the foot soldiers marched in to help, great shields up, formation tight and disciplined. The orcs who’d been outside the eastern and western walls tried desperately to get around to the front, hoping to get inside. They retreated from the Queen’s horsemen, coming around the corners of the keep only to be chewed up like wheat stalks running toward the scythe. Altin was just beginning to feel as if things might work out after all when another tremendous explosion echoed off the cliffs.
“That was the fifth ward,” said Tytamon, spurring his mount to run. He was done watching. “We’re not out of the woods yet.” 
The Queen, not one to miss out on a fight, ordered her reserve guard to assist, and eager to bloody their weapons, her personal guard was immediately pounding down the shallow grade and across the meadow toward the castle.
“Let’s go, boys,” she said, “or we’re going to miss the fun.”
 She’d barely put her heels to her great warhorse when a pair of huge fireballs appeared from somewhere down the hill and to their left. One flew across the intervening space and struck Tytamon’s mount full broadside as he charged toward his ancient home, while the second came straight for the Queen. The second, nearly as large as the warhorse upon which Her Majesty sat, washed over her harmlessly, splitting as it passed over her like a raindrop falling upon the edge of a razor blade. Its two halves flew out behind her and then circled back, streaking as one toward their as yet unseen source. Tytamon did not have as much luck—her Majesty enjoyed the best of all defensive enchantments on her armor, and while possessed of such things himself, Tytamon had had no time to avail himself of them. Both he and his borrowed horse were blown twenty paces sideways by the impact of the fireball, and the pair of them landed in a flaming mass that rolled down the knoll in a tumble of orange flames and smoke that rippled the air with heat. 
The horse took the brunt of the flames, and it thrashed about in its agony, hooves striking out reflexively, pointlessly, as it scrambled up, its equine screams piercing and piteous. Tytamon too was shouting in agony of his own, but he rolled in the grass with calm discipline, knowing well enough how to subdue the flames, if not the pain. The whole scene unfolded so fast the great mage had nearly finished snuffing the fire out by the time Altin fully comprehended what he’d just seen. 
Where had those fireballs come from?
That’s when he realized they were surrounded, all of them, by a circle of shamans who stood in the knee-high meadow grass. The shroud of invisibility the orcs had been hiding in had been dropped in favor of ducking the fireballs reflected back at them by the Queen’s enchanted armor, a fortuity that may have saved all of the humans there on the hill from certain death, even if only temporarily. The orc casters had new spells underway. A disconcerting show of poise and discipline from what was supposed to be a rabble of primitives.
Between each of the shamans stood a warrior of such monstrous size Altin pulled back unconsciously at his reins. These orcs, nearly two-and-a-half spans tall, were large beyond reckoning, and more disturbing, each of them wore gleaming plate mail that was as finely fitted as it was polished to a shine—a fit and a shine of the sort no orc in recorded history had ever bothered with before, at least none in any books Altin had ever read, and he’d read quite a few.
“Ambush,” shouted the Queen even as she raised one of her crossbows and fired a shot at the shaman nearest her.
The huge warrior beside the orcish holy man reached out with cat-fast reflexes and blocked the bolt before it found the shaman’s throat. The bolt pierced the monster’s hand, its point emerging through the back of it while the dull thud of the impact mixed with the clink of breaking chainmail links. It pulled the barbed shaft the rest of the way through the back of its hand and roared defiantly, its yellow-eyed gaze leveled at the Queen. She roared back as she drew the broadsword off her back.
The eight shamans were chanting in unison.
“Silence!” Altin shouted in warning, recognizing the rhythms from earlier in the day. “They’re casting silen—”
The Queen charged the orc she’d already shot, and Altin could not help but notice that, though her mouth was moving with the violence of her war cry, it made no sound, nor did those of her companions. Their weapons came silently from sheaths, their horse’s hooves not even a whisper upon the ground. That meant the Queen’s guard charging toward the castle would not hear them fighting, much less hear any calls for them to return. The silence was already in place.
 General Darklot shouted some unheard order and charged with the Queen, the two captains, the herald and all three signal men right on their heels, each mouthing nothing as they too discovered the true nature of their plight. Altin knew that the herald was an E-ranked transmuter and saw the particular look of dismay come upon his face. His touch would turn nothing into stone now, not even an orc finger or shaman cheek. The man drew a short sword from its scabbard as he rode on.
Altin, like the herald, was helpless with no voice to cast, but unlike the herald, he had no sword to draw. Not that he was particularly skilled with one, and especially not from the back of a horse. Worse, he still had Pernie clinging to him like a barnacle. He hesitated, not sure what to do, then realized he could still help Tytamon put out the fire in his robes, though the legendary wizard had it mostly out now. 
Altin slid down from the horse and glanced back toward where the Queen had charged. The clash was imminent, and the warrior orcs ran to intercept in a formation clearly meant to buy their magicians time to cast whatever was coming next. Altin could hear their guttural chants, though he could not make out their words. Such an advantage the orcs had created for themselves.
Altin turned the horse toward Great Forest and motioned for Pernie to ride for the woods; she could make it through the gap being created by the Queen and the general if she rode through fast. He pointed to the trees and then covered his face with his hands, peeking through his fingers to indicate she should hide and watch until the fight was done. He slapped the horse violently on the rump. It bolted forward, but Pernie hopped off before it could carry her away, rolling lightly in the grass and coming right back to her feet. She began scrounging in the grass for stones she could use in her sling.
One of the armored orcs moved away from the shaman it was defending and came at them, intent on killing the two mages while they were still unable to cast any spells. It lumbered toward Altin, its armor rattling and a huge spiked mace held aloft. The warrior swung at Altin with all his might, and it was all the defenseless sorcerer could do to leap out of the way, tumbling to the ground as he did. The orc followed, bashing at Altin repeatedly. Each swing of the mace pounded deep holes into the ground, crushing the grass and exposing the dark soil beneath, each blow landing barely a finger’s width from smashing the tender human like a ripe melon. Somehow Altin kept just out of harm’s way, rolling out from under each new strike as he twisted and dove, trying to avoid becoming a pile of mush. The orc roared its frustration, though all Altin could do was mouth silent curses back.
A jagged rock bounced off the orc’s helmet with a clang. The orc spun and saw Pernie loading another one into her little sling. Three spins and that stone came after the first. It thumped off the exposed chainmail at the inside of the orc’s left elbow and fell away harmlessly. The orc snarled and charged at her.
Pernie got a third stone off, but it clanked off the thick metal breastplate, doing no more damage than the first two had—she might as well have been throwing stones at the Palace wall. Altin saw her mouth open to scream a silent scream. The orc swung its huge mace, a long flat blow low to the ground, too low to duck, just high enough that Pernie couldn’t jump out of the way. 
And then she was standing at Altin’s side.
The orc’s momentum carried it straight through where she had just been, spinning it around awkwardly, the lack of contact and its own over-confidence causing it to stumble and nearly fall. Such was the ferocity of the blow it had intended for the child. 
She looked up at Altin with wide, frightened eyes, as bewildered by what had happened as Altin was.
Neither had time to dwell on it, however, for the orc recovered and was charging back. They crouched, each ready to leap to either side, both fairly sure this wasn’t going to end well, when the Queen’s leather-clad assassin suddenly appeared in front of the oncoming enemy, his lithe body crouched down at the level of the orc’s knees and waiting, as if he’d been there, invisible, all along. The orc had no time to react, and it tripped over the elf, who stood as the brute came over his back and used the orc’s own energy to hoist it up into the air and throw it past. In his left hand, Shadesbreath held a long, slender dagger which he swung around in an upward arc as the orc flew by, the razor-sharp edge finding the gap between the orc’s helmet and gorget as it soared overhead. A black line opened like a grinning mouth in the vulnerable green flesh of its throat just before its body landed in a clanking pile. Its momentum brought it sliding the remaining distance between the elf and the orc’s intended victims, the smooth meadow grass providing just enough friction to bring the body to a stop only a half step from where Altin and Pernie stood. They watched as the warrior tried to hold in the black gouts of its blood with groping gauntleted hands, but the tar-hued substance spilled between its fingers in a thick rush like molasses under pressure on a hot summer day. No chance to hold that back, Altin thought. Soon the metal clatter of its thrashing subsided in the liquid gasp of its last drowning breath. 
Altin looked up to nod his gratitude to the elf, but he was already gone.
Altin glanced over once more to see how the Queen and the rest were doing. The first thing he noticed was that all but Her Majesty had been unhorsed already. Worse, he could see that the general and both captains had already gone down, and the archery signalman seemed close to joining them—he had lost most of his left arm from a vicious axe cut—but somehow he was still on his feet and menacing a shaman with his short sword. The general’s body was pinned to the ground by a shaft of ice nearly as tall as he was, and one of the captains’ bodies was sending up plumes of a foul yellow smoke that Altin recognized as an acid spell at work. No civilized wizard would ever resort to such magical brutality, not even in war. Altin was almost glad for the silence spell then; at least they hadn’t had to endure the sounds of the captain’s agony, which might have set more than a few of the Queen’s company into flight.
So only the Queen was still ahorse, and from her lofty seat she beat blows down upon one of the warriors with astonishing velocity, driving it back toward Calico Castle with every mighty swing, each of them coming with astounding rapidity—especially given the size of that massive broadsword. Her onslaught was merciless, and though the orc parried each blow as effectively as any consummate warrior might, she simply left it no opportunity for counter-attack. The War Queen hadn’t gotten her title by accident.
The other two signalmen were working together trying to finish off one of the two remaining warriors, each jabbing at the towering orc with spears. Altin didn’t think they were going to have much luck given the armor the orc had on. They were, however, keeping it off the Queen, which was the most important thing—she could deal with it herself if they could just buy her the time. The herald was being pressed for all his worth to fend off the last of the armored warriors, and he was being backed farther and farther away from the rest of the group as he slowly retreated from the sweeping arcs of the orc’s enormous scimitar. There was no sign of the elf.
In the grass beneath the embattled group’s feet, and serving as obstacle to be stepped over in the to-and-fro of combat, lay four of the huge warriors, dead and leaking their lifeblood into the soil. So too did two of the shamans, with a third thrashing about in the grass, a cut in the joint of its thigh still sending jets of dark blood into the air almost two spans high. It would be dead soon as well, its soul, if it had one, in search of the place the gods save for evil such as theirs. The remaining four shamans, however, were all in the act of casting another round of spells.
Altin didn’t have a plan when he realized it, but he knew that he had to break up that magic any way he could. “Help Tytamon,” he mouthed to Pernie, and then he charged the nearest shaman, hoping he could traverse the intervening twenty paces before whatever it was casting could go off.
He tackled it at the same moment a black blur appeared behind the farthest away of the four, the briefly invisible assassin having crept up behind the group and gone to work already with his blades. Altin’s adversary went down beneath his hurtling weight, but he soon found himself flying backwards as the explosive shock of an interrupted ice spell sent him sprawling in a blast of freezing air. His skin burned where the chill bit into his flesh, and by the time Altin could scramble to his feet, fearing reprisal, Pernie was upon the fallen shaman, plunging her little knife into its frost-bitten neck. Its blood was too chilled to flow, but it seeped out like tree sap each time she withdrew the blade. Altin wanted to be angry with her, but what was she supposed to do? He couldn’t blame her, though he also couldn’t help but marvel at the child’s ferocity and absolute lack of fear.
Meanwhile, the elf had already killed one of the shamans and was just sliding his knife into the second one’s back to make it two. Altin made for the third, again intent on tackling it, but unfortunately, he was too late to stop its casting an ice lance that took the trumpeter through the chest. The barb of cold shot through the air in a streak of icy blue almost too fast to see and staked the man to the ground, pinning him there where his hot blood made the icy shaft steam. This freed up the warrior the man had been fighting, and the armored orc turned and charged back toward the main body of the fight. 
The black blur of the Queen’s assassin manifest again, this time behind the frost shaman, and Altin saw the elf deftly push his long bloody knife into its heart through the soft avenue of its armpit. That would be the last ice lance it cast.
Altin spun back in time to see the Queen lop off the head of the great brute she was fighting, only just in time to be confronted by the next, the one who’d been freed to attack her by the ice lance of the shaman the elf had just killed. The warrior orc was fast enough that it had had time to come up behind her and drag her off her horse.
It howled as it grabbed her, the lightning enchantments on her armor sending electricity up and down its arm, burning it even as it threw her to the ground. She landed hard, and the impact knocked her sword from her hand. She could not retrieve it before having to twist quickly out of her attacker’s grip and roll away, getting clear only just in time to avoid the first cut of its massive scimitar. A second cut glanced off her golden armor as she came to her feet, drawing a spark of electricity, and she jumped back out of the way of a third. She circled carefully, and Altin wondered why she wasn’t at least drawing her dagger. She was grinning at the brute, circling warily. It lunged at her, and she batted the blow aside with the back of her gauntlet, taking the opportunity to direct a kick to the inside of its left knee. 
It staggered back, howling, and she dove for her sword, grasping it and rolling to her feet again. The orc came back, limping and clearly furious. It swung its scimitar at her in a long angled cut, but she blocked it deftly with her giant sword. No sound came from hers, but the clang from the scimitar was loud enough for both, the sound of a hammer on an anvil more than the meeting of two blades. 
Back and forth the two of them hacked at each other as Shadesbreath blinked in and out of sight, mopping up the remaining orc combatants with efficiency that would have been disturbing to watch if Altin had had the time.
Then, ducking a furious backhand swing from the seven-foot orc, the War Queen plunged her sword through the center of the orc’s massive breastplate. She drove it straight through as if the armor were sodden parchment, the metal grinding and squealing protest as her enchanted blade made tin of all that carefully tempered steel.
Altin could see the orc’s eyes widen through the visor, incredulous at the impossible-seeming turn of events. The Queen drove the blade through its body nearly to the hilt. She stared up into its unbelieving face, watching it die through the space in its visor. When it was dead, she spit into that darkness before pushing its body off her sword with her foot. The corpse collapsed almost silently into the grass.
And then they were alone.
The Queen’s mouth was moving rapidly as she turned back to see who was left of her command team, a rain of curses fit to make a pirate blush, no doubt. Perhaps it was fortunate the effects of the silence spell were still in place.
Altin turned to see Tytamon coming toward him, leaning on Pernie for support. His already misshapen leg was burned horribly. Altin didn’t need to read the lines of his face to know he was in agony.
The Queen retrieved her horse and offered it to him, which he tried to refuse. She made an imperious face that forced him to comply. They then made their way together toward the embroiled keep, the rest of them on foot.
One thing Altin knew for certain was that he now hated that infernal silence spell. Since when had a rabble of orcs been able to cast it so effectively and so fast? Silence had rules. There were obstacles to casting it pinned to concepts like “willing subjects” and all sorts of other things. Silence was subtle magic, complex illusion that required casting discipline. It wasn’t brute force magic like fire and ice. Orcs weren’t subtle or disciplined, so what was going on?
Something new, that’s what, he told himself silently. Something was different with these orcs. The silence spell. The well-fitted and polished armor. The sheer audacity of the attack on Calico Castle. There had been a substantial shift in something somewhere. Some new discovery on their part, an awakening of some kind, an ambition perhaps. Whatever it was, it needed to be found out. 
The way down to the keep was slow, made so by the need to accommodate the wounded that they bore. The clang of steel and the thud of blunt weaponry grew louder with each step, instruments of war accompanying the death song of orcish roars and the shouts of bloodlusting human warriors. Still none of the group could speak. 
It wasn’t until a massive explosion announced the failure of the sixth and final ward that they realized the silence spell had worn off—the startled gasp the explosion evoked from most of them serving as the evidence that they could finally speak again. Tytamon wasted no time commenting on its absence.
“Those savages will be able to hold that tower for a long time if we don’t get them out now,” he said. Pain contorted his features as he looked across the courtyard to where a press of soldiers was trying to get through the broken doors into the central hall and, surely, to the base of his tower. From the sound of it, there was already quite a fight going on inside. Tytamon knew immediately they’d need to gain access a different way. “We’ll need to teleport people inside. Get behind them while they’re not looking for it.”
“Nobody’s been in that tower in years except for you and me,” said Altin. “And you’re in no shape to cast. It will take too long to send enough people in by myself. They’ll already be fortified.”
“The elf can get in,” said the Queen. “You can send in Andru and a few of my best men. And yourself, of course. Hold the stairwell until I find Mason and Pingermash. They’re both teleporters with sight. They’ll find you and bring in the rest.”
“I’ll go,” said Pernie.
“No,” said Altin. His voice was sharp, his tone final, as if he’d suddenly realized what kind of danger the girl was in. “You are going to Aderbury’s house and stay with Hether for a while. I should have done it before.” He didn’t have time to watch after her, and this was no place for her to be, so close to the fighting. He’d hoped it would have been over by this time, and he’d certainly had no intentions of bringing her into the middle of a pitched battle again.
“I won’t,” she said, crossing her arms. “I can fight.”
“You’re not going to fight. You’re a child.” He reached for her, but she stepped away.
“I’m not going,” she said. “You can’t make me.”
“You are going. And you’re going now.” He made a second attempt to grab her, but she wrenched her arm away.
“Pernie, please. This is no place for a little girl.”
“Child,” interceded the Queen. “Do as you are told. I am the Queen. I order it.”
“No,” she snapped.
She started to back away, but Tytamon grabbed her. “Pernie,” he said, his voice calm. “Listen to them.”
Pernie vanished. She simply disappeared.
Tytamon’s gray brows rose querulously as he examined his empty hand.
“What did you do?” Altin asked. 
“I didn’t do anything,” he replied.
“An orc trick?” asked the Queen.
“I think not,” said the old mage. “If I were a betting man, I’d say our little Pernie’s magic has begun to manifest.”
Altin took only a moment to catch up. “That’s it,” he said. “That’s it exactly. That explains what happened out there in the field. And earlier this morning too.” Were the situation not so dire, he might have laughed. “Go figure. She’s a teleporter.”
“Just what she always wanted. To be like you.”
“Well, she got her wish. And timed for scarab tide.” His gaze took in the scene around them, making his meaning clear.
“Indeed. And now we have to figure out where she went.”
A moment later, the shrill screams that came from within Tytamon’s tower gave them the answer they were looking for. From the sound of it, and the way it diminished, and resumed, then diminished again, they could tell she was running up the stairs that wound up toward Tytamon’s library, study and upper rooms.
“Dragon’s teeth,” swore the ancient mage. “She went inside.”
The Queen looked across the courtyard and saw where Lieutenant Andru and his men were cutting down the last handful of orcs trying to escape over the west wall. She whistled for him, a shrill sound of her own, and one that turned the lieutenant’s head as if by the yank of a puppeteer’s string.
Seeing Her Majesty inside the walls, he barked orders to his men, then rode across the flagstones to where she stood.
“Lieutenant, go with Sir Altin and get the girl.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” He started to move, but seeing the knot of warriors stuck battling at the wide door he stopped, realizing they had no obvious way inside.
“They likely haven’t broken the seal on my chamber door,” Tytamon said to Altin. “I set one ward before I joined the fight. Start there in case they’ve broken into the library floors. Caya aught hehngan Mengin sor.”
“Yes, master,” Altin said, recognizing the words for a magic lock.
“My assassin will assist as well,” the Queen added.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” said Altin, glad for the help. Lieutenant Andru wrinkled up his nose.
“Is there a problem, Lieutenant?”
“No, Your Majesty. It’s just that …,” he paused to indicate the royal assassin with a sideways glance, but the elf was already gone.
“Get moving,” said the Queen. “Go get the girl, and get her to safety. I’ll find Mason and Pingermash, and with luck this whole thing will be over in twenty minutes.”
“Yes, Majesty.”
With that, Altin began the spell that would take him and the cavalryman up to the door leading out of Tytamon’s study. Shadesbreath was waiting for them when they arrived—which shouldn’t have been possible.


Chapter 12
Altin had to spend a few moments calming himself enough to remember the words Tytamon had given him to disarm the magically trapped door. He couldn’t speak for the lieutenant or the assassin, but he knew that he personally had no interest in being fried by the furious electrical storm enchanted into that lock. The fact that they moved up the steps and put the curve of the stairwell wall between themselves and Altin as he worked suggested their sentiments on that front.
He closed his eyes and let his mind open to the mana stream, immersed himself in the tempest of purplish and black luminosity that was both everywhere and nowhere around them. He saw the whirl of magic around the door, like a hundred glowing rings, thread-thin and rotating at varying degrees of tilt, each one a trap set to break at the slightest intrusion into that enchanted lock. Be it by key, pick or pickaxe, any attempt to open that lock without first unwinding the coils of magic energy would unleash the spell. Lungs would blister, blood would boil and flesh would burn, victims dying in agony as they steamed to death from the inside, fatally and fully cooked. The stench alone would take months to dissipate. 
Very carefully Altin spoke the words, “Caya aught hehngan Mengin sor.” As he did, he reached with his mind to pull at one of the mana rings. It burst like a tiny bubble at his touch, vaporizing into little shimmering particles of purple dust that only he could see. It actually startled him, so braced was he for the pulse of electricity that would mark a fatal mistake. He nearly lost concentration on the spell as he cringed inwardly, which at this point would have been fatal as well.
“Caya aught hehngan Mengin sor,” he repeated and burst another ring. Shortly thereafter, he had them all gone. He released the spell and found that his forehead ran with sweat. He wiped it away with his sleeve, noting the spots where the moisture darkened the material. That would have added to the steam cloud, he thought.
“I despise meddling with Tytamon’s magic,” he told his companions as they came down the stairs upon learning of his success. “You have no idea how full circularity complicates this sort of thing.”
“I have an idea from the sounds of those screams down there that the child needs our help,” said the young lieutenant. 
“Right,” said Altin. 
They were waiting for him to open the door, he knew. He gingerly reached for the door and opened it, unable to suppress the dreading shrivel that came upon his face.
No one died.
Lieutenant Andru and the elf charged down the stairs immediately. Pernie’s cries came louder now as the sounds of her flight up the stairs continued. Altin followed quickly in their wake, relieved to see as he passed through the next floor down that there were no orcs rifling through Tytamon’s most important books. The elf and the cavalryman were already moving past this floor to the next; he could tell by the sound of the next door down hitting the stone wall, flung open as they charged through. Pernie’s cries became even more audible with another barrier out of the way.
Altin chased after his two companions as best he could, but both of them were far fitter and more athletic than he was.
Another door hit the wall down below as he entered the second of Tytamon’s vast seven-floor library. Again he was relieved to see that there were no orcs pillaging any of the ancient magic works. The fact that they’d figured out how to cast a silence spell so quickly and effectively was bad enough, as was their ability to orchestrate combat teleportation with invisibility in place. They certainly didn’t need any of the secrets they could unlock from within the pages of all these books. 
He ran on after his cohorts, his feet skipping stairs and his right hand stiff-arming the wall as he rounded the endless curve of the descent. Through all the lower library floors it was the same: no sign of orc encroachment. That was good. The Queen’s soldiers must have gotten in ahead of the orcs after all and held them back, or at least come in close enough behind to keep them busy down below. 
Pernie’s shrill cries could now be heard clearly and close as Altin ran onwards. The roars of several orcs could be heard approaching as well, putting Altin’s optimism regarding the Queen’s men to rest. He hoped her little legs could get her to the lieutenant and the assassin before the orcs caught up. He cursed himself for being so out of shape.
Her screams stopped abruptly, giving Altin a fright, but immediately the child’s cries were replaced by Lieutenant Andru’s battle cry, “Blood for the Crown!” The clang of steel on steel was followed by guttural snarls and the sound of metal, and sometimes wood, hitting stone. 
Altin wanted to start a fireball spell as he continued to run down, but he didn’t want to have to try to ditch it if he had no room to let it go. He’d have to wait and look, pick the right spell for the circumstance.
A howl of rage shook dust from the ceiling as one of the orcs met with something untoward. Altin came around the last curve of the stairwell in time to see the cavalryman pulling his longsword out of the eye socket of an orc, insertion therein having prompted the death roar. The lieutenant batted aside a spear thrust with the dagger in his left hand even as he pulled his sword free with his right, and barely in time to avoid being taken in the throat by the wicked point. 
Altin came upon the scene and saw it, and in watching horrified in that moment, nearly knocked Pernie headlong back down the stairs. Pernie added her own speed to the collision as she continued to sprint for higher ground, and it was only with some luck that Altin managed to catch her and prevent the tangle of them both from rolling down the stairs into the melee right below.
“Are you all right?” he asked as he regained his feet. He examined her for signs of injury.
She nodded, looking frightened, but none the worse for wear.
Lieutenant Andru now hacked down at the four orcs remaining of the group that had been chasing Pernie. He had the advantage of higher ground, and his legs were fresher than theirs were. Their stabs were clumsy, and the two at the back were pressing their forward counterparts physically, which impeded their ability to dodge and dart.
 The lieutenant made a quick feint at the face of the leading orc on the left, tricking it into raising its guard. He then pierced it through the gut with a deft thrust, capitalizing on the absence of defense. He kicked the hulking body backwards, and the weight of it nearly sent the two behind it tumbling down the stairs.
The royal assassin appeared out of the shadows behind the snarling orcs as they struggled for balance and position. Their eagerness to be the first to cut the human down coagulated their collective effectiveness. They had no idea the elf was there. With a tidy slice across the throat, the assassin pulled one orc’s head halfway off, then plunged the long, slender blade down into the exposed gore and ganglia and, with surgical precision, stopped its heart. Graceful as a dancer, he pulled the knife out, spun and slung the corpse down the stairs while managing in doing so to avoid getting splashed by any of the blood. Two more quick thrusts took both kidneys from a second orc at the back, who had only just realized his companion was gone.
Altin started to cast an ice lance at the last orc when the young lieutenant cut it in half, removing the need for Altin’s magic at all.
“Well,” he said, cancelling the cast in time to spare himself a major headache for the rest of the afternoon, “you didn’t even save me one.” 
“You’ll get your chance,” the lieutenant said. “Plenty more down there.” He pointed downward with his gory sword.
“Right,” said Altin. He turned back to Pernie. “Go upstairs to the library, and bolt all the doors between us. Find a table and some parchment and write Kettle a letter, okay? She’ll want to hear that you are okay while she is in the hospital. Run along, quickly now.”
Pernie didn’t move. She was staring at the elf with a peculiar look upon her face, something that seemed to teeter between revulsion and rapture.
Altin followed the line of her gaze with his own and saw that the elf was actually grinning back at her. Altin had been led to believe elves couldn’t do that. Bumps rose on his forearms, and a chill ran up his back. He was fairly certain that was the most disturbing thing he’d seen today, that impossible darkness glinting in those elven eyes, eyes that were green like the deepest shades of the forest, but only in its dark places, the places where sunlight hasn’t filtered down in centuries and mainly horror grows. Altin suddenly understood the subtle thing he’d missed before, the conclusion he’d not come to suddenly obvious. The elf was evil. Or if not evil, something so close to it that difference became little more than academic. He was, however, beyond useful in a fight, so Altin stored the thought for consideration on another day.
He turned his attention back to Pernie, stepping in front of her to block the strange mesmerism that held her to that wicked elven grin. “Pernie, do as I tell you. Kettle will be worried about you. Go up there and write to her, and tell her that you are okay. I’m going to help with the last few orcs down there, and then I’ll come help you send the letter off. Be a good girl, and do it, okay?”
She looked as if she might protest.
“For Kettle,” he repeated.
Pernie suddenly looked very tired. “Okay,” she said. The grit of a whole day’s battle was smeared upon her round young cheeks, dust and sweat and more than a bit of dried orc blood. She blinked up at him, trying to be a good girl and do what he said, to impress him, but tears began to pool in her bright blue eyes. She tried valiantly to hold them back, but after a few futile blinks meant to stay them, they ran freely down her dirty little face. 
“It’s okay,” he said, folding her into his arms at the behest of an instinct he didn’t know he had. “Kettle is okay. Tytamon is too. So am I. And you are a very brave little girl. Everything is going to be all right.”
She clung to him for several long moments and let all the tears run out. Altin could feel the impatience of the young warrior and the elf, but neither said anything aloud.
Altin held her a moment more, before finally peeling her away. “Now be a good girl and go write to Kettle. I’ll be right back for you. Bolt all the doors.”
“All right, Master Altin,” she finally said. “I will.” She smiled then. “It will be the best letter what Kettle ever got.”
“Good,” he said as he stood up. “She’ll like that.” He sent her off with a warm smile and turned to the other two. “Let’s go.”
They decided to have him cast a seeing spell before they went charging down. Now that Pernie was reasonably safe, there was no point rushing blindly in to gods knew what.
That turned out to be a very good idea. Eleven orcs were taking turns defending the space at the base of the stairs where a narrow doorway opened into the outer hall, which was filled with the Queen’s men who poured in from the courtyard beyond. Two shamans and nine of the great armored brutes, like those they’d encountered in the meadow, worked efficiently to keep Her Majesty’s men at bay. They were extremely organized. Two of the warriors bore enormous heater shields and pressed them at the door, barring entry and only minimally at risk from the jabbing longswords and probing spear points of the soldiery. Behind them, on a knee, a third orc thrust a long spear between the two shield bearers, its bloody tip flicking forward like a serpent’s tongue, its reach made several feet longer than its physical length by the effects of some strange extending enchantment Altin had never seen or heard of before. It was extremely effective and the cries of punctured men sounded regularly from beyond the door. The piling up of the dead was working to augment the orcs’ defense.
Behind the trio defending the door hand-to-hand, four more orcs fired huge crossbows over the heads of the defensive front line, their two-and-a-half span frames allowing them perfect angles for shooting over their companions who were bent and leaning into the shields. The two shamans cast spells as furiously as they could in support of all of this. Altin could see that an ice storm raged outside the door, adding its effects to the licking death of the enchanted spear as the sweaty flesh of men froze to their weapons and armor, the frost burning them painfully as only magic ice can. The soldiers cried out and fought to free themselves from the biting steel, but to no avail, and all the while their bodies being pierced by the falling icicle spears bombarding them from above. 
The two remaining warrior orcs were leaning on their weapons, eyes closed, as if in meditation, but Altin suspected they were making the most of an orderly turn at rest. Further evidence of unprecedented orcish efficiency. What had happened to the mindless barbarians of the last two hundred years? These were not those. These were not the primitive remnants of a vanquished people, the disorderly tatters of a race completely dismembered by the last of the Great Orc Wars five centuries before. This was something else. But what were they doing? Why not send those two with a shaman up to get at the treasure of Tytamon’s books? They could barricade themselves in, haul out as many books as they had time for, and then the shaman could get them out. Surely one of them had a spell for that. 
But perhaps not. He supposed it was possible that they were simply cornered and going to fight it out for their lives. He supposed he couldn’t blame them for that. 
That’s when he rotated the angle of his seeing spell and realized that the cellar door had been bashed in. They had dispelled the ward and then cut through it easily with an axe. Some of them must have gone below. That set Altin near to panicking.
He snapped out of the spell and explained the situation to his two comrades. “There are eleven of them,” he began breathlessly. “Two shamans. The rest are the big ones we saw earlier. None are watching the stairs. Some unknown number seem to have gone down to the cellar. We have to get down there and stop them. I cannot express how quickly that must be done.” 
“How do you want to do it?” the lieutenant asked. “I know we need to get the casters first, but what spell are you going to lead with … so I know where to stand?”
“I will get the casters,” the elf said, his voice hissing thinly, like the ancient air of a tomb opened for the first time in an age.
“Can you cast silence on them?” Lieutenant Andru asked. “Like they did you? Then the elf and I can do for the big ones while you do for them.”
“I could,” said Altin. “But I don’t know the spell.”
The cavalryman scowled. “Fine, then we’ll leave them to the elf. So what about the other ones?”
“We’ll only have one good shot to surprise them, and that assumes they don’t already know we’re coming. I think the best bet is the easiest one. I’ll get them all with fire.” He looked at the assassin. “If you don’t mind. You can kill whatever is still moving when I’m done.”
“I’m a firm believer in keeping it simple,” said the lieutenant. “I’ll make sure you aren’t disrupted while you cast.”
“Then let’s go,” said Altin.
The elf vanished without acknowledging anything they’d said.
 The lieutenant shook his head at the empty space vacated by the elf. Altin could tell the horseman held the same opinion of the assassin that he had recently acquired.
They skulked down the stairs as silently as they could. Altin could swear his robes made more noise than a warrior’s armor plates. Every rustle seemed a screech, an alarm that would bring the orcs charging up the stairs.
They descended to where they could just peer around the curve of the wall into the chamber. The orcs continued to hold the Queen’s soldiers off. He watched as several fireballs came in from the outside to crash against the shields. Great big fireballs, too, but they had no impact beyond the brilliant light.
He realized that one of the two shamans must be maintaining an elemental shield, which explained why the Queen’s soldiers still hadn’t gotten in. With the conjurers neutralized, the Queen’s men were going to have a hard time getting past the ice storms and the darting spear. This was yet another unexpected bit of strategy from this grossly underestimated enemy. 
The three of them pulled back a step, out of view, and the young warrior gave Altin a querying look that clearly asked what Altin was already thinking, “Will the elemental shield protect them from within, or was it cast only beyond the door?”
Altin shrugged, and motioned that they should try it anyway. He didn’t have anything more likely to help them memorized. The lieutenant nodded. 
Altin moved down just enough to have a line of sight into the room. He didn’t know where the elf was, so he had to make the fireball smaller than he would have liked, just in case, but he could still do a lot of damage with a blast focused almost entirely on the group immediately at the door. The blast wave would at least knock the shamans down.
He closed his eyes and began the brief series of chants and gestures that would conjure a fireball large enough to fill a quarter of the small chamber. The two orcs who were resting heard him immediately, their animal-like hearing serving them well. Both spun and faced the sound of his voice, and catching sight of him, they charged. 
Altin chanted steadily, unable to rush the spell, trusting the lieutenant and the elf to buy him time.
The brave horseman threw himself down the stairs at the orcs, flinging the bulk of his body sideways and filling the stairwell wall to wall with his flying armored mass. All three went rolling down the stairs, clanking and scraping all the way.
Altin’s fireball shot over the tumble of them and crashed into the orcs guarding the door. The explosion was blinding, and the backlash of heat blowing up the stairs caused Altin to shield his face. All three orcs at the door immediately burst into flame and for several long moments burned ferociously, howling at first and trying to push out into the throng of warriors, none of which would give way. They finally fell, nearly where they stood, filling the doorway with a crackling wall of fire that confirmed the protective spell did not, in fact, reach back into the room. 
Finally some luck, thought Altin, but before he could spend a moment appreciating it, another explosion followed right after the one he had made. This one washed the room with purple light and carried with it the flung forms of the royal assassin and one of the shamans. They flew across the small space and up the stairs where they crashed into the wall a step below Altin. They struck the stone together, a pair of dull thuds, and then fell and rolled down two steps before coming to a stop. The shaman did not move, but the elf was up immediately. He kicked the shaman over with a black-booted foot and pulled his long knife out of the dead caster’s back. Altin realized as Shadesbreath extracted the weapon that the explosion was the result of an interrupted spell, the magic cut short and concussive energy released. 
The remaining shaman began to cast another spell, having recovered quickly from the blast, but the elf hurled his newly-reclaimed knife and put an end to whatever it had had in mind. Two neat rotations marked the knife’s flight before it planted itself firmly in the caster’s head, straight in through the chanting mouth with six inches of steel jutting out the back and dripping a pink mixture of blood and spinal fluid onto the floor. The force of the impact turned the orc halfway around before it fell over dead.
Meanwhile, Lieutenant Andru continued to have his hands full with the two he’d tackled, and there were still four orcs with crossbows, all of them reloading and eyeballing their attackers warily. The elf immediately set to work on one of these last, leaving Altin to decide what to do with the other three.
He considered casting another fireball, but there really was no room for one, not with the elf and the lieutenant moving about the room. His mind whirled through his list of offensive spells. He really didn’t have anything suitable memorized beyond the standard stuff every mage that had drilled in the Queen’s service would never forget: fireball, ice lance and ice storm. These were sword, spear and artillery of the combat mage. However, none were decent choices in close quarters like this. He did, however, also know his combat teleport spell, the one he’d come up with while fighting the Hostile orbs in space. 
But these weren’t orbs.
There were laws against teleporting living things into objects. Moral and written laws, but mostly moral. He’d sworn an oath. No teleporter could teleport another living thing with the intent to kill. Mainly the law was written to prevent Transportation Guild Services members from sending clean rooms full of travelers into the side of a hill, which had happened, sadly—a love affair gone wrong cost thirteen innocent people their lives, which explained why it had ever occurred to anyone to make such a seemingly unnecessary law. It was said that the goddess Hestra brewed the venom she gave to the black widow spider from the collected tears of all those women whose husbands had abandoned them for the favors of other, inevitably younger girls—if ever an event lent an air of plausibility to the myth, the tragedy at the TGS depot that day was one. So there were laws preventing it, and oaths required. And that was quite aside from the fact that individuals, people outside “the box” as the TGS called it, couldn’t be teleported unwillingly at all.
Intelligent creatures, or frenzied ones, could resist. Altin was certain the orcs were intelligent enough. They’d resist it, the body’s natural defensive mechanism, the sort of reflex that prevents people from falling out of bed at night or that makes things like grasping a red hot iron or intentionally stabbing oneself through the eye nearly impossible to do. It is certainly possible for someone to try such things, and even possible to succeed at it, but the amount of willpower and personal strength—or the amount of absence of it, in the case of suicide and that sort of thing—is tremendous. For most, it just doesn’t work. There’s no thought involved in resisting, the mind simply won’t allow it to happen if it doesn’t want to. Such was the case with direct teleportation of another person, and it was only in cases of extreme emotive states that it had ever been accomplished—animal magic, called raw, uncontrolled, even evil. Animal magic had killed his sister when they were children. Altin’s animal magic. He feared ever doing it again, though he didn’t think it was possible now. Such was the danger of nascent magic in children, a possibility that went away with maturity.
Which meant he really didn’t know what to cast into that milling combat that didn’t have as much chance of killing the elf and the lieutenant as any of the orcs.
The farthest of the crossbowmen got a quarrel loaded and fired a shot that hit Lieutenant Andru in the chest. The clank of the quarrel striking steel plate rung loudly, and the force of it actually drove the young man back a step. The padded armor and chainmail beneath had done their job stopping that shot, but two others were taking aim. Altin wasn’t sure the lieutenant’s armor was up to all that.
“Anvilwrath’s hammer,” he cursed. He had to do something. A second quarrel bounced off the lieutenant’s thigh plate.
Altin had to try. Morals be damned. They didn’t apply to orcs anyway. He chanted the words to the teleporting spell, the same one he’d used on the orbs. 
His mind slipped into the mana stream. He could see the drift of it moving toward the door, the Queen’s sorcerers pulling at it in numbers enough to move it that way. He plucked out a sufficient quantity to wrap around two of the orcs with crossbows. He sent a rope of it toward them, winding it around them, binding them together, loosely at first, but intent on drawing it taut and snapping them together as if he were smashing a pair of eggs.
When he had them wound up well enough, the whole of it only taking him a handful of heartbeats at best, he yanked upon his end of the line, so to speak, and brought them together.
Or so he thought. When he opened his eyes, he saw that nothing happened.
The third quarrel cut a gash along the lieutenant’s neck. Blood began running down into his armor immediately. 
Stupid! Altin thought. Stupid to even try. But he had to do something. The elf was still fighting the fourth crossbowman hand to hand, the orc having drawn a short sword and fending off the elf’s attacks with the blade in one hand and the crossbow in the other. 
All three of the others were reloading again.
Altin scanned the room, looking for something, anything that he might use. The torches, one on either side of the cellar door.
He closed his eyes again and began to chant. This time he wrapped the mana cord around a torch on one end and an orc at the other, right around the throat. A moment later that orc fell backwards, the top of the torch protruding from its skull like a wine cork. Altin had merged the length of it with the orc, perpendicularly, on a line down into its body from skull to brains to throat and down into its chest four hands deep. 
Altin was fairly sure that was in violation of the spirit of his oath, if not the actual language of the law—and most likely it was both.
He did it again, not in time to prevent the second crossbowman from firing, but in time to prevent it from a second breath after the shot was away.
It fell, like the other, with a few finger-widths of torch jutting from its head like an odd little cap.
The third crossbowman shifted his aim immediately to Altin, hearing the sound of his chants and seeing the end effects if not understanding the nature of them. Altin saw him swing the weapon his way and threw himself back up the stairs, just quickly enough to avoid a quarrel through the brain. As it was, the iron shaft crossed his brow on its way into the stone wall, cutting a finger-long gash that began trickling blood into his left eye.
He pressed his hand against the cut to stop the bleeding and chanced a look back around the wall. Andru was still in trouble, but the elf had taken down his opponent and was about to finish off the orc that had nearly skewered Altin’s head. That’s when the Queen’s men were able to push through the flames at the door and rush into the room. In moments, all was under control, both the lieutenant’s adversaries cut down in two quick and efficient axe strokes by a grizzled old sergeant of the Queen’s infantry, and the other crossbowmen done for by the elf and a blood-smeared knight.
“Scour the rest of the keep,” Altin heard the Queen command from outside. “Make sure we got them all.”
Tytamon pushed his way into the crowded space.
“How many went into the cellars?” he asked urgently.
“I don’t know,” Altin replied, coming down the last few steps and still mopping at the cut above his eye.
“We’ve got to get down and see.” He sent Altin the most desperate of looks. He’d known the man for well over a decade, lived with him, fought with him, and he’d never seen that look on his face before. But Altin knew why.
That’s when yet another loud explosion rocked the tower and brought down thin clouds of dust again.
“Run!” shouted Tytamon upon hearing it, and in the time it took Altin to blink, the old man was sprinting down the stairs, quick as a deer, and quite despite the burns to his leg having been only spot-healed by a medic outside. Altin was after Tytamon in an instant. Only the elf had been faster through the door.
They charged down the stairs, leaping them as fast as balance would allow. Tytamon was amazingly spry for a man of his age and injuries.
The great mage had summoned a lightning charge as he ran. Altin could see it begin to crackle up and down his mentor’s arm, making his whole body glow purplish-blue. A dangerous way to do it, Altin knew. Reckless. Testament to how fearful Tytamon was that he wouldn’t have time before the orcs had got what he feared they might. What Altin feared they might. 
The Liquefying Stones.
The blue light of Tytamon’s lightning illuminated the darkness as Altin came to the dusty lowest level, the ancient sorcerer still ten steps ahead. He charged through after him, the thick mat of dust on the floor churned to a nearly impenetrable fog by the passing of the elder mage and that of the orcs that had gone before. Altin couldn’t see a thing other than the glow from Tytamon’s spell. 
Then came a flash of blue light, amplified by the dust everywhere to nearly blinding brilliance, and at the same time he heard Tytamon cry out, “No!”
He came to the basement’s far wall in time to see a huge orc leap out of the small room at the farthest end and tackle Tytamon to the ground. The elven assassin leapt on it immediately, knives flashing in the yellow flicker of something burning a few paces beyond the grappling pile that was the three of them.
It took Altin a few moments to get past the flurry of knives and teeth, but he moved quickly, stepping over the burning corpse of an orc shaman whose body steamed from a black hole in its chest where the lightning bolt had scored. He coughed and waved at the foul smoke and the dust as he pushed through the haze, summoning the hissing core of an ice lance as he went, using its blue light to illuminate his way. This was not a place for fire. 
He peered through the dust into the tiny room beyond as it became visible. There were two orcs inside. An ancient and frail-looking shaman and one of the brutes, although this one a spectacular specimen, so enormous the breadth of its shoulders nearly filled the space wall to wall. The shaman was in the midst of some savage chant, and the brute held a small leather pouch in its filthy hands. It looked up at Altin and gave a great triumphant roar as Altin sent the ice lance on its way. The last thing Altin saw was its great display of teeth before the shaman teleported the pair of them out, the ice lance flying through the vacated space to crash uselessly against the back wall, its remnants tumbling to the floor, ineffectual and too late, in a miniature avalanche of frost and ice.
By the time Tytamon could be pulled out from beneath the body of the armored orc, the Queen and several more soldiers had arrived.
“Is everyone all right?” she demanded.
“I think so,” replied Altin as Tytamon made his way into the tiny room.
The ancient wizard searched frantically through all the shelves. It was far more effort than he needed, for most were empty and had been all along. But still he searched, though he already knew.
“Stay back,” Altin warned as others moved to see. The stones were gone, for sure. But what else? He went in behind his master and scanned the shelves as well. What was Tytamon looking for? 
He had to search his memory for what else he’d seen in there, so long ago it now seemed since the day Tytamon had first shown him the Liquefying Stones. He couldn’t recall much, so focused had he been on the prospects of the incredibly powerful yellow crystals in that brown leather pouch. He remembered a skull. He looked for it. It wasn’t there. There had been a lace-covered box: that was gone as well, but possibly on the floor somewhere. He looked about for it, but there wasn’t enough room for him to move with Tytamon in there. He looked about for other things. There had been a few books, it seemed, but then, there were books everywhere in Calico Castle, so he couldn’t be too sure about that memory. 
“They got the stones,” said Tytamon in a vicious whisper that only Altin could hear. “They’re gone, and you cannot say a thing. Not to anyone!” His gray eyes jerked in the direction of the Queen and her men outside, the whole roundness of his irises visible in the white field of his alarming urgency. “Anyone!”
Altin jerked back from that. Startled not by the fact of the missing stones, frightening as that was, but by the thought of not telling the Queen immediately that such power had just fallen into the hands of a centuries-old and mortal enemy. 
“Not a word, Altin,” repeated the ancient sorcerer. It was a most feral hiss. “Do you hear me?”
Altin nodded numbly. A big secret to keep, he thought. Very big.
“Master Tytamon,” said the Queen. “You seem distressed. Have they taken something significant? Some magical artifact that I can only assume will do the realm little good were it to remain in orcish hands?”
Tytamon shot Altin one last wide-eyed glare before moving from the cover of the young sorcerer’s tall frame into full view of the Queen.
“Indeed, Your Majesty, they have.”
Air seemed to leave the lungs of everyone in the room then, an ominous evacuation of breath as the lot of them, the Queen and her men, all stood in the churning dust dreading whatever announcement was about to come.
“They got them all.”
“All what, Master Tytamon. What did they take?” She asked the question with remarkable calm.
“They got my wife’s ring,” he said. “A ring of seeking. They got my lamp of inquiry, a lute of sleeping, and, worst of all, they took Melane Montclaire’s books.”
Altin stepped back, aghast. Even he had not known what those were when last he was here. If he had, not only would he have remembered them, he would have been properly terrified twenty heartbeats ago. To think, the very notes, the very spells of the woman ultimately responsible for the destruction of the entire race of dwarves, they’d been right there below his feet every day for nearly his entire life. And now they were in the hands of the orcs.
He looked back into the now empty little room with a newfound awe, his memory cycling back through his last visit here in what had now been over two years. So much power in one tiny room. It made him wonder what value there had been in the skull, for that was gone as well.
“They took the skull as well,” he said. The words just came out, and he immediately wanted to take them back, fearing the skull might have been something that shouldn’t have been on the list shared with the Queen as well, given that Tytamon hadn’t mentioned it.
Tytamon looked back at him but didn’t appear angered by the observation.
“What power was in the skull?” asked the Queen, the wilting expression on her face suggesting she really didn’t want to know.
Tytamon’s dusty brow furrowed as he replied. “None,” he said. “It had no power at all.”
“Well, I suppose there’s good news in that,” Her Majesty said. “As if the others don’t stand for problems enough.”
Tytamon nodded, but the look he sent Altin’s way made the young magician’s skin crawl. Then Altin recalled his own Liquefying Stone, lying in a wooden bowl on a shelf in his tower, as unguarded as a loaf of bread. He made an excuse and sprinted from the room, leaving the Queen and the rest looking back and forth between themselves and Tytamon.
The old wizard was wise enough to shrug a show of ignorance.


Chapter 13
Orli pushed the last ore sample into the crate, dropping it into a slot that looked just like the thirteen hundred and forty-six other slots she’d put samples in over the last ten months. Mineral analysis. Yet another conscription of her training. They abused her science background and ignored the fact that she was a botanist. And all in the effort to repair spaceships she had no intention of ever boarding again. 
Working here on Tinpoa hadn’t been so bad before, only a few days before, really, before Asad had his little meltdown. There was something at least slightly earthy about working in the dirt of an alien moon, and it was for the purpose of saving Earth, at least in theory, and more importantly for the purpose of helping many people she counted as friends get home. That was not a terrible thing. And besides, she’d been going down to Prosperion frequently up until now. But that was over. Now they were going to stuff her onto a ship full-time again, and her only reprieve would be Tinpoa. This would be her getaway. Working the mines on a lifeless moon. 
It was Asad’s way of trying to kill her. She was convinced of that. Kill her with duty. Bury her on a ship and send her back into the void. Back out there, where there was nothing but emptiness.
She slammed the crate shut and plunked herself down on the lid, looking morosely around the lab. She laughed when anyone called it that. Lab. Hah. It was just another plastic and aluminum box in a series of them, vacuum-packed together over a square half-mile and capping a network of mine shafts down below. Hardly any different than the shanty town they’d seen in the distance while visiting Citadel, the quarry site designated as “backwoods” at the time. She could hardly see any difference between the two. 
She stared out the lab’s one small window and tried to appreciate the greenery outside. Everything was green beyond. But not the right kind. Not the green of life and living. This was the deadly green of churning planetary light, the gas giant Naotatica blotting out the stars and throwing its pale haze on everything, perverted hues of those things that Orli held most dear. It overwhelmed in its greenness, converting even the soulless white ambience of the lab’s LED panels into a soul-sapping glow of sickly, ever-present mint. 
She hated it. Hated being here. Her first attempt at desertion had failed. She’d tried. She’d gotten Altin to agree to come get her before she’d even been taken off Prosperion. He’d agreed to take her to the Queen, to ask for asylum, but Captain Asad, as if reading her mind, put her under guard until the ship took off and brought her back up here. To Tinpoa and the goddamn mines. It hadn’t been so bad before, but now she hated it.
She didn’t care if they dug enough metals to fix the ships anymore. She didn’t care if the whole fleet just rotted away out here. Fuck the whole lot of them. 
In barely a day since being returned to Tinpoa, she’d already had enough of it to bring back the funk of the last decade, the funk of hopelessness. How could she endure having no more planetary leave? Her every movement watched. Her odds of escape seemingly impossible.
It was unbearable. 
The only bright spot in the darkness of this confinement was the mirror Altin had given her. That was the thing that kept her from collapse, or from total revolt, kept her from something desperate. And even the mirror was cause for stress. 
She’d tried to reach Altin yesterday, but the magic mirror didn’t work. She’d done everything he said, but nothing happened when she’d put her com badge in the slot. She feared it might not really work but convinced herself that she’d probably done it wrong. It had to be that. She couldn’t bear to think it was something else. That something had happened to him in the fight to take Calico Castle back.
She would try again after this shift. A quick mess, a shower, and then as much time as she could get with Altin. Surely he was fine. She’d seen how many men they had on horses. How many magicians everywhere. He was definitely safe. How could he not be with that much military might around him?
So she would speak to him tonight. He’d know what to do, how to help her defect. Maybe he’d just come up here and whisk her away. What could the fleet really do, when it came down to it? They’d hardly go to war over her. And he would do it too. She knew he would. He was no more fond of fleet protocol than she was. And Queen Karroll would understand. She enjoyed their romance more than anyone else, more so than Roberto or even Orli’s father, who, despite his gruff exterior display, was happy for her, or at least happy that she was happy. He was still noncommittal when it came to Altin personally.
So Altin simply needed to be alive. As long as Altin was all right, she could hold out up here until they figured out a plan. At least that long.
“He’s fine,” she said aloud as she thought it. She repeated it a second time, making sure she had convinced herself. 
“Who’s fine?” asked Roberto from behind her.
She spun and saw the stocky Spaniard leaning in the doorway. 
“I assume you are talking about me,” he said. “And, I’ll be honest, I agree. I’ll admit the term is a bit archaic, but it does fit. Gorgeous is probably better. Or dreamy. I kind of like that one best. It has a quality that I think most adequately conveys how women feel when they see me, like they’re in a dream, you know?”
“Aren’t you supposed to be working? Flying a ship or something?”
“Technically, I am working,” he said. “They’re loading me up. You’re the one sitting on your ass.” 
“I could give a crap about my work,” she said.
 “You need to work on your attitude.” He tempered the words with the obvious affection in his voice, that and the ever-present devil’s grin. 
“I want my own life now. I don’t care about any of this. I don’t even care about the stupid Hostile war anymore.”
His grimace made sad faces of the dimples on his cheeks. “You can’t not care. Even if you try to ignore it, they’re just going to show up here someday. Then what?”
“Prosperion magic will mop the floor with them.”
“Maybe.”
“Not maybe. You saw what Altin can do. Imagine fifty thousand of him. Fifty million.”
“Well, I’m not sure the whole race is like him. I’m sort of gathering that they are not all, you know, as alphabetically well endowed in the magic department, if you know what I’m saying.” He winked and gyrated his hips, hoping to get at least a smile from her. 
He did not.
“Close enough,” she said, leaving the innuendo to die unappreciated while allowing the underlying truth. “You saw Citadel. You saw how many wizards they will have in there, all of them heading out to save Altin’s home. I’m not worried about the Hostiles. They are nothing now.”
“But what about your dad? What about Earth? What about all the people on the other bases just like this one scattered all over the place? And what about me? Imagine a universe without me.”
“You’ll be fine. I don’t care about everyone else. And my father has always done exactly what he wants to do. For once, I plan to do the same. Altin will help me. And before you say it, I don’t care about alliances or diplomatic realities either.”
 “You don’t, but other people do.” He gave up on humor. He might as well be trying to cool a reactor core with a popsicle.
“Look, are you going to lecture me, or are you going to be my friend?”
“Hey, easy. I am your friend. Sometimes lectures come with the package.”
“Well that sometime isn’t right now. Okay?”
He relented. “Okay. I’m sorry. I know the last couple of days have been tough.”
She started to tell him it was only for a little while longer, only until she defected and took asylum under the protection of the Queen, but she suspected everything she said was recorded these days. So she did not mention that to him specifically, friend or no.
A single tone came from Roberto’s com badge, a summons. “Shit, I’m full already. I have to go run a load of titanium plates up to the California.” He shook his head disapprovingly. “These Prosperion blanks are some working fools. They may not have any magic, but they get shit done like crazy. They never give a guy time to screw around.”
She nodded but didn’t say anything.
“You gonna meet me for dinner later or just gonna pout in your room and stare into that mirror hoping your boy calls?”
“Pout and stare,” she said.
“Aw, come on. He’s only a blink away. You need to stop. I don’t want to go through all of this again with you. You know I have always felt it’s wrong to hit a girl, but I’m starting to think a wicked slap might be totally called for here.” Mischief glinted in his eyes again.
No reaction. 
He sighed, the smoky breath of humor snuffed out again. “Orli, you can’t just curl up in a ball every time shit goes wrong. It’s like, where is the chick I pulled out of that firefight back at Calico Castle? That was one tough, scary bitch down there, not this wimpy-ass depression crap I see right now.”
She had to smile at that, half a smile anyway. It was true. Doctor Singh had told her often enough she had a tendency for depressive thoughts, negativity that starts the spiral. “It’s your demon,” he’d told her. “You have to watch for the signs.” These were the signs.
She looked back at her friend. He was watching her with no judgment in his eyes, no condemnation in his expression. Only concern and love for her as deep as any brother of her own blood could have had.
“I know,” she said at length. “You’re right.” She straightened and said it again, sounding more confident. “You’re right.”
“That’s my girl.” He reached out a strong hand and placed it on the side of her face. “It will work out, I promise. Let’s fix the galaxy first, though? That way, when you start spitting out magic babies, they’ll have someplace safe to grow up.”
Finally she laughed. What a wonderful idea. Magic babies. How incredible that would be. “You’re right,” she said again.
“Of course I’m right. I’m always right. So get to work. Find us more metal. Make your reports. Let’s fix this shit and kick some Hostile ass. Then you can get to breeding!”
She nodded, looking down at her hands. Roberto’s com badge sounded the tone again. The tone was immediately followed by the call over the intercom: “Lieutenant Levi to Shuttle Bay Two. Lieutenant Levi, report to Shuttle Bay Two.”
“See you tonight,” he said and ran off down the corridor.
Orli watched him go. The breath that followed was forlorn, but a smile followed it. She was certain that without him she would have lost her mind long ago. She said a silent thanks to the universe for providing her a friend like him, and then she set herself back to work. It would keep her mind busy until tonight, when she would talk to Altin about helping her escape. No matter what Roberto said, she had no intention of serving aboard a spaceship again. But she could help the cause from where she was. At least for now.
An hour later found her making her way down into the dark mines that were rapidly expanding beneath Tinpoa Base. A veritable maze to her mind, she gripped the tablet with her map display as if it were life support.
She stepped off the rickety lift into the coffee-black dirt of Mine Shaft A. She could smell dust and the smoke from hot drill bits and hard-pressed industrial lubricants. The calls of men echoed dully down the corridors from time to time amongst the cacophony of machine sounds and the plink-plink of shovels and pickaxes.
“Miss Orli,” called a familiar and gravelly voice. “’Bout time, young lady. I been waitin’ fer ya up on seven minutes now.” He was standing next to a new E-1 recruit, a young woman from a farming town on Kurr, as Orli recalled. It had been a long time since anyone had occupied those lowest ranks, and Orli was still surprised to see the single stripe on their uniforms whenever one of them came near. Their presence was an interesting manifestation of the new Earth-Prosperion relationship.
Ilbei Spadebreaker, on the other hand, was no raw recruit. He was a crusty old miner from Prosperion, one of the blanks the Queen provided to help in the mines. There were many of them down here, almost all with more knowledge of mining than anyone on the fleet ships had. And although it was certainly not the knowledge of advanced mining techniques and ventilation systems that the fleet folks had access to through their computers, the Prosperion laborers possessed knowledge of a far more practical variety, not to mention actual experience with the real and dangerous work. They understood the nature of the job, and Ilbei ranked highest amongst the Queen’s people in that regard. Which is why Ilbei served as foreman, answering only to the chief engineer from the California—who mainly advised on the technical and equipment side, and who was humbled by Ilbei’s knowledge of the mining craft—and to Lord Thadius Thoroughgood, the magician charged with oversight of the project for the Queen’s labor contractor, Castles, Inc. and who also provided the occasional enchantments and transmutations as necessary.
Ilbei tottered up to her on bowed legs, his gate sure but side-to-side, in part dictated by the rotundity of a belly that was firm but prodigious, made so by many decades quaffing ale with his mates from the mines and, before his time as a digger, the military. He smiled at her, though it was barely visible through the unkempt nest of his beard, a gray bramble that he kept at a marginally uniform length with a few swift strokes of his knife from time to time. All in all, he looked every bit a creature of the soil from which he’d made his living for many, many years.
“Ya know, young lady, I can’t be toleratin’ tardiness or there’ll be hell ta pay,” he said as he came close enough for her to catch the ever-present scent of tobacco in the air, an olfactory aura that seemed to whirl about the man in perpetuity like some invisible captured cloud. 
“And who is going to make me pay it?” she asked, her smile in greeting him as affectionate as his had been. “You, Master Spadebreaker? You are way too sweet to scare me. You might scare all of them,” she pointed down the tunnel left and right with her thumbs, out toward the sounds of machinery, shovels and picks, “but you don’t scare me at all.”
He grinned, missing one tooth at the far left corner of his mirth while another glinted gold near the gap. His dirty moustache spread like a poker hand made of gray straw, and his cheeks rounded, compressing the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, pushing them back like fault lines suddenly bent on giving his fuzzy ears a shake. “Aye. Ya have me there, lass. But I’ll knock the lad down what suggests likewise, and that’s no bet.”
She nodded, certain of it. She’d seen his temper flare twice since working with him. He had no patience for insubordination or laziness, especially from the young men of Kurr. He’d shout them down whenever he saw such behavior, berating the culprits and pointing out how they had a “rare opportunity with these here Earth fellers.” And twice she’d seen him actually knock particularly belligerent men down. One of these belligerents, the second incident, involved a huge beast of a man, six-foot-six and with shoulders that seemed nearly as wide as the mine shaft itself. The foolish young digger had heard one too many curses from the bellicose old Ilbei and decided it was time to challenge the foreman and take control of the crew himself, by brute force. He’d swung a long crowbar at the squat, pot-bellied miner and that had been it—the moment he discovered his mistake. Foreman Spadebreaker’s spindly bowed legs gave the bluff of what was in truth the startling speed of reality. The old man ducked the swung iron easily, hooked the back of the youngster’s knee with his own pickaxe and yanked the big man’s leg out from under him, a jerk that tilted him sideways and put him off balance. A swift butt from the pick handle’s blunt end sent the man careening into the shaft wall where his head struck a dull sound. He slid like a mudslide down the wall to the mineshaft floor where he lay motionless for almost a full fifty-count.
Orli had been mortified at first, but when the young man came to, he was none the worse for wear, if a bit lumpy at the back of his head and around the right eye where the pick handle had hit. 
“If’n I’d wanted to hurt him, I would have,” Ilbei assured her when she told him she would have to record the incident in her report—fleet officers were required to make note of violent incidents among the crew. Period. “These lads ain’t the softies your boys are—no offense a’ course. Treat them like girls, they get ta expecting favors and perfume, rather’n a hard day’s work—again, no offense.”
She’d tried to be angry, but the sparkle in the old miner’s eyes, and the perfect candor with which he spoke, won her over in time, a sentiment made permanent by the fact that the humbled young miner had come over and respectfully apologized to Ilbei—a scene of masculine status-making more honest and genuine than any she’d ever seen in the fleet with its rulebooks and guidelines. Respect down here was earned, not assigned.
Ilbei had clapped the youngster on the shoulder after the display of humility and said, “I was your age once, son. I wasn’t much fer making good decisions back then neither. But I had heart, and so do you. I respect that. Line it up with your head, and you’ll do good things.” He’d tapped the youth on the forehead gently with a thick finger as he said it, which made the fellow nod. Then the burly younger man, glowing with the praise, went back to work, more effective than ever before. Ilbei winked up at Orli after sending him away, and from then on, she left him to lead his people his way. 
Now he and Orli were rapidly becoming friends, the working relationship between them nearly frictionless: Orli received samples from him to analyze and report on, and he provided those samples. He did so in large part by learning how to operate the fleet’s various pieces of mine-related machinery, which he would then teach to the crews brought up from Prosperion. 
None of the ten fleet ships in system, the Aspect in particular, had enough crew remaining after battling the Hostiles to spare many for an enterprise on the scale of the Tinpoan mining operation. Their technical personnel were better deployed in fine fabrications and performing the actual ship repairs than in doing the digging and ore processing that went on deep inside the rocky moon. A little-acknowledged truth, at least on some ships, was that, had it not been for the Prosperions, many of the Earth ships might not have been able to go on much longer. Not to the Hostile system and certainly not all the way back to Earth. The Prosperions in the mines were making that possible. And it was with his familiar and implacable sense of efficiency in that pursuit that Ilbei set himself to updating Orli on the most recent progress.
“So the fourth level is broke through,” he told her as she checked the map on her tablet to see which way to go. “And the boys cut ya a few spokes ta sample from. Just waitin’ on ya ta tell us when ya want to come down. We’ll clear out a space big enough for your machines once ya tell me what my nose already knows.”
She couldn’t help but smile at that. He was a little crazy, she knew, convinced he could recognize the presence of most metals and ores by smell, even from several feet below ground. She wasn’t about to tell him what she thought about that, so she indulged him with a nod.
“All right,” she said. “Let’s go.” She started walking westward down the tunnel and was three steps along when she realized Ilbei hadn’t come along. She turned back and saw him standing there impatiently. With her hands out at her sides, she gave a slight shake of her head and a widening of her eyes as if to say, “What are you waiting for?”
He reflected the expression right back at her, mimicking her movements and yet somehow managing to throw in a shovel-full of sarcasm via the playful glint in his emerald eyes and the little smirk that peeked out from beneath all that tatty facial hair.
“What?” she said, realizing he had no intention of coming.
“Sign in, lassie. Ya know the rules well as anyone.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes. The rules. Always the rules.” She stomped back to where he stood next to the young petty officer and logged in on the tablet the woman held out for her. “I signed in up there, anyway.” She jerked a thumb upwards as she spoke.
“And you sign in again down here.” His matter-of-fact tone made it clear that he was not going to argue this point and, even more, that he did not care if she were an officer from Earth, an alien, or even the Queen of Kurr. Rules were rules for a reason, and he had a job to do. Keeping everyone who entered this mine safe and accounted for was one of them. Period.
“Fine, you bossy old thing. Are you happy now?” she asked as she handed the tablet back to the petty officer.
“Yes, ma’am, I am.” He grinned and led her off to the newly installed lift that would take them down to the level designated Mine Shaft D.


Chapter 14
Three days after the siege at Calico Castle, Altin found himself sitting in the Queen’s war room with Her Majesty and a host of key advisors. Tytamon and Aderbury sat on either side of him at a long table which faced another just like it set parallel and only a few paces across the room. Her Majesty, of course, sat upon a half-sized version of her throne, and it was she who was maintaining the illusion map on the floor, a rare occasion in itself. Though her rank in the school was a royal secret, Altin reckoned it to be no greater than an E by the lack of detail visible in the rendering and the dimness of the light in places. Nonetheless, it was up to the task well enough—not that he would have said otherwise even had it not been.
“Captain Andru,” she began, addressing the newly promoted cavalryman, “you will take twelve hundred horse through Kenderon Pass. I will assign you a hundred battle mages as well.”
“Your Majesty,” he said, “I would prefer to take my men in alone. We can call for the mages when we ferret out the orc stronghold.”
“You will be taking the mages, young man. You saw what the orcs had with them when they attacked. A full circle of shamans ambushed us, and they had many other casters to spare. They have unprecedented magical resources now, and you will be taking the sorcerers when you go.”
“With all due respect, Your Majesty, sending mages will slow us down. Doubtless, less than ten of them will ride well enough to keep up, given the type of terrain we’ll be covering and the weather that will be setting in. Even now the clouds are forming in the north and east.”
“You will take the mages, Captain,” she stressed the word to remind him of just how new his rank was, “and you will do it without another word.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
Altin couldn’t really blame the young captain. Most wizards were poor horsemen. The typical wizard was a bookworm, more inclined to investing time in alchemy than equestrianism. And the ride was going to be brutal, a campaign of many months in some of the worst conditions Kurr had to offer: the Daggerspines in winter. 
The captain and his men were being sent because, remarkably, the Queen’s diviners could not locate the stronghold magically—another unprecedented occurrence—and speculation was that the orcs had developed counter-magic and were blocking the search. Strong counter-magic too, for the royal diviners had moved through the best seeking spells they had, as had the royal seers, and the last search had included a concert of forty sorcerers and a massive spell spanning thirty-two hundred pages written across four ancient spellbooks. If they couldn’t find the orcs with that, then the only chance of finding them was going to be by doing it the old-fashioned way: men, horses, gryphons and time. Altin knew well enough how hard it had been just to find one small village of the savages from the advantage of dragonback. And those hadn’t had any magic working to conceal them. He didn’t envy the newly-made captain his task.
The burning questions now were: why had they come, and what did they intend to do next? Which is precisely what the Queen asked once the plan for the ground campaign was firmly in place. Everyone looked at once to Cypher Meste, the guildmaster diviner who sat directly opposite Altin at the table across the room.
She looked nervous. She was young and not often in the presence of the Queen and such nobles and notables as were assembled here.
“W-well, Your Majesty,” she began, “as you know, m-most of my people are involved with the recast of the great divining spell from the Four Tomes of Candaran. And we … I decided to add another twelve diviners to the concert, hoping to punch through the resistance.”
“And …,” goaded the Queen, twirling her scepter impatiently. 
“And so we only have eight of us working on the question of ‘why’ just now. We didn’t expect we’d have to use all our resources on a simple location spell. The countermeasures are, well, sophisticated.”
The War Queen looked irritated by the answer, but she knew better than to frighten the young guildmaster too much. The woman was as new to her title as was Captain Andru to his. The replacement of General Darklot, killed in battle, had created several promotions in a single turn of fate.
The previous guildmaster diviner jumped to the new one’s defense. “Your Majesty, if I may …?”
Queen Karroll again whirled the end of her baton. 
“The fact that the orcs took Melane Montclaire’s spellbooks, which, as Master Tytamon has explained, contain the spell descriptions required for summoning demons, seems to give clear enough evidence of what they sought.” The wispy little man turned to face Tytamon and added, “You said yourself they made no attempt at any other book in your library.”
“That is true,” Tytamon acknowledged. “And I don’t have to tell anyone in this room how dangerous what they’ve got is. I doubt I have any other book that could be more dangerous in orcish hands.”
“We cannot let the orcs have demon conjuring,” said the Queen. “That is simply unacceptable. They are too barbaric for that kind of power, as we all know. But that cannot be their only goal. Think bigger. Why do they want demon conjuring at all? They certainly can’t want it just for the sake of saying that they have it. So what is it? Do they want my kingdom? Do they want something else? You people need to tell me what they are looking for.” She’d risen to her feet as she spoke, her voice escalating. She pounded the bottom of her scepter on her throne’s massive armrest so violently one of the emeralds fell out of the carved lion’s eye. This only infuriated her further, and for a moment, everyone braced themselves for one of the famous royal tirades. Fortunately, the Queen somehow bit it back. She sat back down but not before shooting both diviners a look that said, “Get it done, or else.”
Both guildmasters, present and previous, bowed their heads and said nothing more.
“Your Majesty,” said Tytamon. “While I believe your assessment is most likely correct, we cannot so quickly dismiss the possibility that the orcs only sought Miss Montclaire’s books for the sake of parity.”
“Parity? What in the six scents of an agnosaur does a gods-be-damned orc want with parity? Find me an orc that even knows what that means, and I’ll give you a duchy of your own.”
“They may have decided it was simply time to have it,” Tytamon replied, perfectly at his ease despite the Queen’s turbulent mood. “We’ve had it, and the elves have had it, for five hundred years. Perhaps the orcs expect it’s their time.”
“Time? Time! They don’t get a time. I don’t think I have to take you to Duador to show you what they will do with their time.”
“I’m sure your assessment of outcome is a likely one. But you are asking for input as to why. It may be less a matter of intent to use it as it is a matter of vanity, or, as I said, parity. You did see yourself that the orcs were wearing burnished steel. That’s new too. Who ever heard of an orc taking the time to keep its armor clean? It’s literally unheard of in all of history.”
The Queen slouched back against her throne, throwing a leg over the armrest where the now one-eyed lion stood guard. “Hmmm,” she conceded. “Well, for the sake of hearing all opinions, I will allow that it is a possibility. Although I do not allow it is a likely one. The trappings of modernity do not make for a modern mind, or a moral one.”
A very brief debate ensued from that, with various advisors chiming in with the certainty that there was more to the orc theft of Melane Montclaire’s books than vanity or parity, and most of the military personnel agreed with them. Nobody but Aderbury and Captain Andru were willing to entertain Tytamon’s idea. Not even Altin.
Altin was about to say as much when there came a loud banging on the door. Urgent-sounding voices followed. Altin could hear the Queen’s herald arguing with someone out in the hall.
The doors flew open, and there stood Captain Asad with Captain Jefferies and several members of their respective crews. Two liveried guardsmen stood with halberds ready, poised but unwilling to smite the captains down just yet, and the frazzled-looking herald stood before them, his hands out wide, pleading, “Please, gentlemen, you cannot just barge in.” 
His head swung to face the room as the doors hit the inside walls.
“My good captains,” said the Queen, calmly. “To what do we owe the extraordinary nature of your call?”
Altin could tell she was put off by the gross breach of respect, but she was not going to play her hand too aggressively. She waved the herald and the two guards away with a shooing motion of her hand. They reluctantly removed themselves from the room.
“Admiral Crane is dead.” Those were the first words out of Captain Asad’s mouth. The mouths of nearly everyone in the room dropped in response to the blunt and terrible news. “Crane is dead, and so is damn near half the fleet. The Hostiles attacked this morning while you have all been conveniently locked away for yet another day.”
“What can you possibly mean by that, Captain?” 
Royal restraint was not going to last long with Captain Asad firing off salvos like that, Altin thought. The wrinkles he saw form at the edges of Tytamon’s eyes and mouth confirmed that his mentor felt the same way.
“They’re all dead. Thirty-six ships. Just like that. The forty-three that survived are coming back, and not even at speed. I doubt some of them will make it.” He was glaring at Altin as if it had been the young mage himself that had ordered the Hostile attack.
“And by your tone, and that dark expression you wear, Captain, can I assume you have some blame to place here with my people and, therefore, me?” The Queen’s tone was imperious and as cold as glacial ice.
Captain Asad was still staring straight at Altin; the look he wore, the anger in those dark eyes, spoke of animosity as was seldom seen in the course of normal human lives. “It is more than coincidence that the permanent off-world assignment of Ensign Pewter, whose skirt he’s been sniffing under since the moment he first infiltrated my ship, is more than perfectly timed with the sudden arrival of the massive Hostile attack. And here you sit in council with him now. A war council, as your man out there told us over an hour ago when we first arrived. The fact that you chose to ignore our presence despite this news throws considerable doubt as to the depth of your devotion to the alliance between our two worlds.” He trembled with rage, and Altin could tell it was something more than effort that kept him from saying what he really wanted to say, though it was apparent enough as it was. Nobody in the room didn’t see it. 
The Queen did not laugh at him, as she might have done to a lord or officer of her world had they suggested such a thing. The sheer outrageousness of the charge instead proved to her that Captain Asad was mad.
She turned to Altin instead. “Sir Altin, did you dispatch a squadron of Hostiles to attack the admiral and his fleet?”
Altin didn’t think this was the time for such a remark. But he shook his head. “No.”
“Well, there you have it, Captain. It wasn’t us.” Her tone changed to one of utter seriousness. “I am horrified to hear of your great loss, however, and if you’d care to be reasonable, we are more than willing to help.” She sent a glance toward Captain Jefferies that seemed to suggest he get the livid Captain Asad in hand soon or her patience was going to give way to something more … imperial.
Captain Jefferies clutched his comrade by the arm. The ferocity of his whispers could be heard even if the words could not.
Captain Jefferies stepped forward. “Your Majesty, please forgive us. This is a time of high stress for our people. It’s been a long voyage, and our losses have been great for many years now. Tempers are quick aboard our ships, even in moments where restraint would serve us best.” The emphasis he put on this last was obviously directed at Captain Asad.
“I understand completely,” acknowledged the Queen. She looked across the room and out into the ante-chamber beyond, catching the eye of the herald who stood against the far wall peering in. “Chairs,” she said. The herald turned and ran out of view.
Once the officers were seated, the conversation resumed.
“Captain Jefferies, you mentioned your remaining ships are returning here. Are we to assume that the battle was won, or are they in retreat and possibly leading the Hostiles our way?”
“You don’t have to worry about getting into the fight any time soon,” sneered Captain Asad. “Many of the ships are too badly damaged to start a gravity well. They’re coming on ion drives, the battle group staying together for it. Which means essentially they’ll never get here.”
Captain Jefferies was more discreet. “It would take them a few years at that rate, but the intent is not to get here so much as to put some distance between them and the battle zone. They report that all but a handful of Hostiles were destroyed, and those that remained were sorely wounded and possibly, by now, in retreat.”
“They don’t retreat,” said Altin.
“We know that,” snapped Captain Asad. 
“Are your ships being followed?” asked the Queen, returning to her earlier point.
“Not that they can detect. The truth is, unfortunately, so little is understood about the Hostiles, we have no way of knowing for sure.” Captain Jefferies looked around the room, uncomfortable. The short breath that he took and expelled seemed to indicate he’d been about to say something more, but the way his shoulders reset suggested he changed his mind.
He and Captain Asad exchanged glances. A tired-looking lieutenant commander leaned near Captain Jefferies and whispered in his ear. 
Jefferies tipped toward Captain Asad and apparently repeated it. Captain Asad shook his head vigorously. “No.”
Captain Jefferies looked resigned.
“Gentlemen,” said the Queen. “Why don’t you just come out with it? Whatever it is. We’re all friends here. Let’s be frank, shall we?”
“We must go to them,” said Captain Jefferies. “They need supplies. We’ve got to get the main engines back online for the critically damaged ships, or they’re all sitting ducks out there.” He ended the sentence in a peculiar way—he was clearly done speaking, but he still had also clearly not said whatever it was that troubled them.
Altin saw that the old diviner across the room was silently casting, his lips moving barely discernibly. He wondered if the old man was trying to read them both, a dangerous play, one that could backfire diplomatically and only prove to Captain Asad that he’d been right about the people of Kurr.
“My offer stands, dear Captain, and we will supply you with whatever you need. Have you need of more metal? More miners? Do you need more people to crew your vessels? I’ve got a whole sea of blank sailors who would love nothing more than to sail upon the stars. They know nothing of your technology, but they are fighters, good men and women, battle-tested, tried, salty and strong.”
“It’s not crew we need,” said Captain Jefferies. He looked almost pleadingly to Captain Asad. But the scowling Asad would not have it, whatever it was.
“We can send Citadel to help,” offered Altin. 
“It’s not ready,” blurted Aderbury, his words stepping on the heels of Altin’s nearly at the moment they passed his lips.
“It’s close enough,” said Altin. “Think of it. I went out there in my tower with nothing but a simple Polar Piton’s Shield in place, and I was fine.”
“Fine? You were six breaths from death.”
“I’ve learned a few tricks since then. We all have.”
Captain Jefferies looked as if he wanted to burst, the line of his jaw tense with the effort to keep it still. The lieutenant commander next to him looked the same.
The old diviner’s eyes popped open. He cleared his throat conspicuously, drawing the attention of the Queen. There was a brief exchange of eyebrow motions after which she called on him to speak.
“Captains,” he began, his hands folded before him on the table and his voice tremulous with age but conveying his utmost respect. “You want us to teleport your ships. I apologize for the intrusion, but your emotions are so strong, a first-year divination student could have detected it.” This last was a huge exaggeration, but the nuance was lost on the men from Earth anyway. 
The lieutenant commander looked relieved and leaned back in his seat. So did Captain Jefferies. Captain Asad managed to look as if he were under personal attack. He faced the Queen squarely. “This is your hospitality? This is trust and mutual respect? You sic your … your … thought-miners on our brains the second we walk into the room?”
Almost everyone in the room seemed to share the same sigh.
“Captain, your fleet is in danger. If you would like to have our teleporters work out how to send your ships to them, or perhaps go get them and bring them back, we will try. There is no shame in asking for assistance from an ally.”
“Are you an ally? You spend nearly a year building that big, ridiculous … crystal ball. Carving pretty patterns on it. Putting goddamn horses in it. Horses! What in the fuck are you going to do with horses against Hostiles? Throw shit at them? And do you think I didn’t notice that your ‘spaceship’ happens to be an orb? Is that supposed to be a joke? Are you mocking our ignorance, or are we supposed to call that another coincidence?”
Tytamon jumped in before the Queen could speak. “Captain Asad. You are upset and perhaps now is not the best time to continue this.” He turned to the Queen whose face was turning red. “Can we please have this discussion at a later time?”
“Your own man proves the truth of it,” pressed Captain Asad, pointing at Altin. “He was out there all alone. No great crystal ball. Just him in one moss-covered stack of rocks. If any of that was real, if you could really do what you say you can, if any of this was more than an elaborate plot, you would have gone with our people when they left.”
The Queen stood, her mouth shaping something that everyone present knew would commit them to a course nobody wanted to take, except perhaps Captain Asad.
Tytamon’s voice when he spoke this time resounded with unnatural resonance, augmented by a silently muttered spell of command. “Your Majesty, please. Let us do this another time.”
“Of course,” she said as easily as if it were her own idea, her rage vanished. She sat and returned to her more diplomatic self. As if she’d not been insulted at all. Altin glanced at Tytamon who glanced back and shook his head, mouthing a silent, “Not now.” The old diviner across the room regarded Tytamon with a cool-eyed gaze as well, one eyebrow slightly higher than the other one. No one else seemed to know what he had done.
“Please,” went on the Queen. “Captains, gentlemen. Ladies. Today marks a tragic day in our mutual history. We will of course give you any aid you request. Simply ask it, and it is yours. But for now, I must retire. I have the pressing business of another war left to attend.”
She rose then and departed with a pair of ministers following in her wake through a door that had been invisible prior to its opening.
After several long uncomfortable moments, Captain Jefferies convinced the still fuming but now silent Asad that it was time for them to go. He agreed readily enough and, sending Altin one last accusatory look, left with his fellow officers from the fleet. Soon it was only Altin, Aderbury and Tytamon left sitting in the otherwise empty room.
“That man is a firebrand,” said Aderbury. “I’m sure glad I don’t serve on his ship. I can’t for the life of me fathom how he keeps his command.”
“Nor can I,” said Altin. “Orli despises him, and I don’t like him either. He’s distrustful and too quick to ire. I think he keeps his captain’s chair because they have few enough options after all this time in space.”
“Hotheaded he may be, but he’s got good reason to be distrustful,” said Tytamon. “He lost nearly an entire crew to the Hostiles—creatures who use magic just like we do, at least as far as he is concerned. And now he’s lost nearly half a fleet as well, timed in an unfortunate manner as he sees it, and one that, well ... put yourself in his plate mail for a while.
“You must admit, from his perspective, we have done very little to help. Some mine shaft branches, a few crewmen, a university course or two? What else, what of significance? It has been nearly a year, and we’re still dawdling on Citadel, a single ship we’ve been working on while at the same time they’ve repaired or nearly repaired several of theirs, not to mention doing so after having built a base in an airless environment and digging a vertical mine core that is nearly a straight measure deep on a Naotatican moon. He’s not unreasonable to feel we’ve done little to help them, if viewed from that particular point of view.”
“Well it’s an ignorant point of view. We’ve done plenty,” said Altin. “You can’t be serious. We’ve practically given them that moon, and we’ve opened our very kingdom to them, with every kindness. The Queen even provides them a free labor force, paid out of her own reserves, which is largely responsible for both having finished that mine and helping repair those ships. And what thanks do we get? When the orcs attack your castle, Tytamon, that man wouldn’t even send one gods-be-damned ship. Roberto had to steal it.”
“I’m not saying I disagree with you, Altin. I’m simply saying, if you want to understand why a man holds his nose, you have to try to smell the city from where he is standing downwind.”
“I still think he’s too quick to anger and a dangerous man to have in command of anything bigger than a river barge.”
“Perhaps.”
They sat in silence for a while, each mulling over the options and possibilities.
A small brown homing lizard appeared on Aderbury’s shoulder and began nibbling on his ear. He reached up for it reflexively and untied a note wrapped around its slender frame. 
“Hether wants to know when I’m coming home and if you are coming by,” he said, looking at Altin at the last. “You would be welcome as well, Master Tytamon. She is making bat breast casserole. It’s amazing.”
“I’ve got a remarkable cook of my own to look in on,” replied the great mage. “Perhaps some other time. Mine has only recently returned to her kitchen after taking wounds in the service of protecting it with naught but a frying pan. I owe her my gratitude, and that is best paid in person.”
Aderbury nodded and after a few moments more he had departed, leaving the old master and the young student alone. They sat in silence for a while, Tytamon pulling down on his scraggly gray beard in long, contemplative strokes.
Altin was the first to speak. “Why haven’t you told the Queen about the Liquefying Stones? They need to know.”
“They don’t need to know. It makes no difference whether the orcs have the stones or not. If they open a portal to where the demons are, it won’t matter if they used the stones to do it or not.”
“It’s not only demon conjuring. It’s everything. The stones shifted the balance of power once before. They could do it again.”
Tytamon laughed at that, a short dubious sound. Altin was convinced the weathered old wizard’s humor did not relate to Altin’s remark. “The stones will kill more of their magicians than we will,” he said. “You know that better than anyone. And I don’t believe they have many of them to spare. Frankly, the stones may be our greatest ally.”
“But we need to get them back.”
“We do. And we will. Once Andru and his men find out where they have gone.”
“That could be months, even a year. Are you even going to tell him about the stones? At least him?”
“I already have.”
Altin pulled back, surprised. “You have?” 
“You didn’t really think the young captain had that much disregard for the riding skills of the Queen’s combat wizards did you?”
“Actually, I did. I’ve worked with them. A bunch of mothers’ sons, most.”
Tytamon smirked beneath his whiskers and nodded. “Perhaps you have a point. But just the same, Andru knows. He’ll find them. And if he doesn’t, we will.”
“We?”
“Yes, we. You and I.” He turned and looked Altin square in the eyes, a storm brewing on his gray-browed forehead. “Altin, the Queen must not know about the Liquefying Stones.”
“She’s the Queen.”
“She is also fighting two wars.”
“Yes, the Hostiles and the orcs. She wants them gone. Who doesn’t?”
“Altin, she wants to be rid of them for good. All of them.”
“Right. I agree.” He stared back at his mentor, unable at first to fathom why this was a problem. He could see by the strange light in Tytamon’s eyes that there was something he was missing, something that lurked right out of reach. Altin sat back and tried to rethink it, searching for what it was he had missed. He gazed into the map lines of the ancient sorcerer’s face, as if somewhere in them he might find the path to what he was missing, the reasons that made letting the Queen in on the secret of the stones such a bad idea.
Tytamon saw that he wasn’t going to get it on his own, so with a muttered word and the turn of a finger in the air, Tytamon brought forth an image of the island of Duador, the whole of it, rotating in the space above the table like a mutton chop that had been tossed up and hung there. 
It took a moment, but suddenly Altin understood. He let out an extended, “Ohhh.”
“Yes. Oh,” agreed the old mage. “It’s a bit different when you look at it in the light of that lamp, isn’t it?”
Altin nodded. He sat back in his chair and thought for a moment. He thought about what that kind of efficiency that would entail if pursued by conventional means, how nearly impossible it would be to scour every last inch of the Daggerspines, to ferret out every last orc. Even the mothers and children. Find every last one and wipe them out for good. Such were brutal thoughts, and he saw where Tytamon’s thoughts on the matter came from.
But then he thought about the fight the other day. He thought about the waves of snarling green coming over the castle walls. He thought about the groundskeeper dead, the stableman missing and likely dead as well. He thought about how frightened he’d been of losing Orli to one of them. He thought about Kettle and Pernie. He could see the two of them fighting for their lives down in the courtyard, Pernie so terrified it made her magic manifest. The thought of her terror reminded him of her earlier abduction, almost two years ago, and in his memory he could see her once again being covered in flour by orc cooks, being made ready for the pot.
That was the image that clinched it. 
Slowly at first, but with increasing confidence, he began to nod his head. His face took on a resigned countenance, the sort one wears when taking foul-tasting medicine. “Her Majesty is right. It must be done. It is the only way.”
Tytamon stared at his apprentice, realizing the younger mage was coming to a vastly different conclusion than he’d been hoping for. He stared at Altin as if he had just grown a second head. “Altin, you must kill that thought before it sets a root that will undermine the very foundation of your humanity.”
“What root? There’s no root. There’s only reality. They must all be killed. Once and for all. It’s only logical. Think about it. They keep coming back, time and time again. How many Orc Wars have there been? Twelve? Thirteen? We cull them back, they hide in their mountains, and then they strike again. And now this? The polished armor, the shaman circle, and now the stones. It’s time to accept the fact that they are evil and wipe them out before it is too late. Why shouldn’t we?”
“Because it’s wrong, Altin. That’s the point I’m trying to make. That’s precisely what they said about Duador half a millennium ago.”
“Duador was a mistake.”
“So will this be if we let it happen. It’s not our place to decide what species live or die, Altin. Those decisions belong to the gods. Not men.”
“There are no gods,” said Altin. “If there were, there wouldn’t be any orcs making stew out of little girls. Or Hostiles clearing off entire worlds, when it comes to that. The universe will be better off when both species are dead.”
“I’m sure they feel the same way about us.”
“I’m sure of it too.”
“That’s the entire point.”
“Exactly.”
Tytamon let go a long breath and closed his tired eyes for a time. “Well, we won’t settle this today,” he said when he finally opened them. “So for now, let’s get back to Calico Castle. Get some rest and determine what we have next to do.”
“I already know what I’m going to do.”
“What?”
“If Andru is the only one who can find the orc’s nest, then I am the only one who can find the Hostiles. So, that’s what I’m going to do.”
“Altin, we have time for that.”
“Ask Admiral Crane how much time we have,” said Altin. “Ask all those dead Earthmen.” He got up and left.
Tytamon watched him go. When he was gone, the weary old mage leaned back and drew his pipe from a sleeve in his voluminous robes. He leaned forward again just long enough to grab a candle and light the pipe, before sitting back and staring up at the scenery on the ceiling above. A sea battle, the dark lines and broad sails of human warships working together with the elves in their sleek vessels of golden reeds and silver-leafed single sails. The allied ships moved as he watched, braving the white-capped tempest in mortal combat with the dwarves of Duador in their low-slung war boats, wide ironclad things, oars jutting from the narrow holes in the side, the arms of their catapults in various stages of release, the air between the sides filled with the great iron balls of explosive dwarven ingenuity.
The Battle of Ice Sea. Seven dwarven ironclads defeated the king’s armada, two hundred ships strong, and all thirty of the elven skiffs. That was the day that paved the way to the decision by the allied forces of Kurr and String to use demon conjuring. The defeat that set in motion the destruction of the dwarven race. The Queen had it painted and enchanted on the ceiling of her war room as a reminder to everyone what was at stake when the War Council came in here and sat down. It was supposed to be a warning, an inducement to care and competence.
“How ironic,” he said to one particular figure standing at the prow of the foremost elven ship. “And I am too old to go through all of this again.”


Chapter 15
Altin sat on a stool, leaning over the edge of the wooden scrying basin, which permanently occupied the battlements atop his tower. He gazed down into the water at the pretty face of Orli who sat before her new mirror in her quarters on Tinpoa Base.
“You can’t defect,” he repeated for the third time. “Your people will not have it. You’d be putting Queen Karroll in a difficult spot. And if you saw what just happened in the War Council, you’d be more convinced of it than I.”
Her head was already shaking before he’d finished speaking. “I don’t care. I don’t have forever to wait. Everything you’ve just told me only proves my point. There’s always going to be some other reason why I can’t go find a place to live. Always some new cause. I don’t want much, Altin. A little house somewhere. A garden. Someplace to run. I want to ride horses and dragons, not some computer console headed into the asshole of the universe. I know it sounds callous, but I can’t do this anymore. We should have gone home when we saw what happened on Andalia. We don’t even know what the Andalians did to piss them off. We don’t even know if they were ever going to come to Earth. Why would they? How could they even find Earth?” She paused and took the time to breathe. “Asad can go kill them all, or the Hostiles can wipe all those idiots out. What difference does it make? We should have just gone home.”
“They nearly did wipe them out, Orli. Many ships were destroyed, almost half of them.”
“Of course they were. What did they think was going to happen?”
“The orbs will come here.”
“Good. Your people will handle them easily. Problem solved.”
At least in theory, he felt that was a pretty good possibility, but it didn’t have anything to do with Orli’s defection one way or another. “If you try to hide, your people will come after you. If they find you, they’ll take you away. Maybe forever.”
“You’ll come get me.”
“I cannot come get you if I cannot find you.”
“I have the mirror.”
“They can take that from you.”
“You can do that divining thing. That’s how you found me the first time.”
He could see how this was going to go, and his exasperation blew out in a breath that rippled her face in the water of his scrying basin, which nearly broke the spell. He had to wait for the tiny waves to settle down. “I got shot right after I found you the first time too,” he reminded her. “Next time the captain might have better aim.” He watched her for a moment and could tell by the set of her jaw she remained belligerent. “Orli, you just have to be strong for a little longer, like you said you would.”
“That’s the same thing Roberto said. But you know what? I am being strong. I’m being strong for myself. I’m not going to keep doing this. I’m not going back on that goddamn ship. Or any other goddamn ship. Ever. I swear to you, Altin, I won’t do it.”
“By the gods, Orli …,” he began. But what could he say? She was probably the most stubborn woman he’d ever met, excepting perhaps the Queen. So strong in some ways, so fragile in others.
“By the gods nothing,” she said, watching the way his eyes searched for something in the air beyond the edges of the mirror, as if he might find some new angle, some new way to change her mind. “I’m not going back on board, so you can stop trying to find a way to talk me into it. Not you, not Roberto, not anyone. Not all the gods of Prosperion and Earth combined. I mean it.”
He slumped in his stool, defeated for now. How could he hide her if the Queen felt compelled to divine her location? He could shroud her with magic of his own, but it wouldn’t take them very long to figure out who was behind that. He might as well light her up with a Luminous Aura spell so they could see her glowing in the dark. He wasn’t a counter-mage, and the relationship was obvious anyway.
“Altin, I’m sorry,” she said as she watched his mood sink. He’d been so buoyant. She didn’t want to be the one to ruin that. Not tonight. Not after the day she’d had. “It’s just that I really can’t do it. I don’t have any energy left, not for another five years. There’s no way. I don’t mind helping out here,” she lifted her eyes, glanced around the room to indicate the base, the whole Tinpoan operation around and under her. “I mean, I do mind. I hate it. But I can handle it. I’m working with the land, in a manner of speaking; it’s not pretty or, you know, anything that matters, but, it’s okay, and it helps, I guess. And you can come see me often enough, even sneak me down there sometimes like we have been since they built this place. But I can’t do another five years on a ship. I can’t do another week. I won’t.”
“I know. I don’t know how you got through as long as you did. Any of you. Men go mad spending as little as six months at sea. At least some do.” He winced, realizing what he’d said was exactly what she meant but hadn’t said.
“Well I don’t want to go mad.” She paused, then added, “Again.” She knew what his startled look had meant.
Then he got an idea.
“What if you came with me?”
“Duh! What do you think I’ve been telling you? Just you and me. Screw the rest of this. Let’s find another planet if we have to. We can even just go back to Andalia. I can point you right to the star.”
“No, I mean, what if you came with me on Citadel.”
She started to say, “No,” but stopped herself. Altin saw it, the reflex. He saw it nearly eject itself like the poisoned needle of an enchanted lock, but she restrained it at the last. She leaned back and wriggled her pretty mouth around, making faces he found beguiling, as she considered what he’d said. It was still going to amount to more time in space.
He saw her expression change with the arrival of that thought and guessed at it. He advanced his case a little further. “We can be together,” he said, “and yet, you don’t have to abandon your people to the enemy.” He felt bad for that particular choice of words, manipulative by design, but it was the truth. Her reaction showed she wasn’t particularly pleased with it either. He went on anyway. “It’s true. And you know perfectly well you don’t want to stand aside and let them all die. I know you are upset, but I also know you well enough to know you don’t want that at all. Your father is one of them.”
She was still wrinkling up her face, jaw moving side to side, and from the way she shifted in her seat, a considerable debate was taking place in her mind. She’d been down this road with Roberto as well, but he hadn’t offered her the option of Citadel. It was something of an unanticipated middle ground.
Altin felt he had the advantage and pressed for more. 
“You know there are no long trips the way I travel. At least nothing that can’t be brought right back home. No years. It’s all in an instant. I come home whenever I want, no matter how long I’m out poking around.”
“You can,” she said. “I can’t. What if something happens to you?”
“There’s dozens of other teleporters besides me.” He thought for a moment, and his face brightened even more. “In fact, as a member of the crew, you’ll have one of these, like all the rest.” He fished around inside the neckline of his robes and pulled out a fast-cast amulet—this one far better made than the one he’d fashioned for himself as part of his early ventures into outer space—now military issue, required equipment for every Prosperion assigned to Citadel or to a ship from Earth. He held it out triumphantly. “You can come back whenever you like.”
She recognized the amulet, and it set her face to contortions again. This time, however, her head was nodding up and down some. 
Rather than speak, he dangled the amulet hypnotically over the scrying basin and smiled.
“How will you manage it?” she said, finding ground to further the contest. “Asad isn’t going to let me go. And with the fleet in shambles, they certainly won’t be giving up personnel.”
“Ah, but that’s not quite true,” said Altin, looking more than simply proud of himself. “Your captain said he was going to transfer you to another ship. And what is Citadel but another ship?”
“I thought it was a fortress.” She put a mocking degree of emphasis on the final word, and they both grinned. Altin saw that as a seeping sign of imminent victory.
“Regardless, I think it qualifies.”
“Not really.”
“But it does. For who will it be that operates the communications array in the anti-magic closet? Surely no magician will be spared for such a task. So it has to be a blank.” He started to smile victoriously and added, “No offense,” with a wink. 
She was nodding too. She saw the possibilities in his idea.
“One of your blanks can do it,” she said. “They still won’t let me go.”
“But your people made such a ruckus about those communications machines. The tangle participles being different than radius waves, etc. All that rot. A big secret, no less. Surely it would be better if it were one of you and not one of us primitive Prosperions.” He did his best to sound like Captain Asad as he spoke the last few words.
She laughed at him. “Entangled particles,” she corrected as always. “And radio waves. Radi-oh, not radi-us.”
“The only us I care about is you and I. And I don’t want to spend our years together looking over our shoulders after a vengeful Captain Asad or whatever else might follow an active defection on your part. This is the answer, the perfect compromise. And that machine is the perfect excuse. Think about it. It seems absurd to expect something that complex can be operated as effectively by one of our people as it could be by one of yours. Particularly in a time of urgency and, even more particularly, by someone who is a trained communications officer, which, I seem to recall, you are.” He looked pretty cocky sitting there.
She sat back and seemed on the brink of making her choice. He saw the harrumph of resignation that followed. She leaned forward again.
“It’s still a ship,” she said. “You know I hate them.”
“Mine’s got horses,” he said. “Hundreds of them.” He gave her a checkmate look. “I’ll see to it that you get riding lessons every day.”
She laughed. “That’s not fair.”
“I’m serious,” he said. “You know you are not going to get a better offer than that.”
“I know I won’t.”
“Not by the depths of the Great Sandfalls you won’t.” 
He relaxed then, the tension leaving his shoulders in a way that she could see. He’d made her feel safe again. She smiled. “I don’t want my people to die,” she said, resigned to it, like one resigns themselves to the discovery that they’ve got an incurable disease. But the sadness was gone from her voice. “I really don’t.”
“I know. And they need you. They are, right now, in serious jeopardy.”
She nodded, her face taking on a distant look as she thought about just how much. “So what should we do?”
“That depends on which we you mean.”
“We, as in, me and the rest of my crewmates on Citadel.”
He beamed contentedly at her. “I love you,” he said.
“I know.” She laughed. Happy again. At least for now.
He watched her in the water. Saw the brief rise of serenity on her face. He let it be there for a while, holding in the last thing he wanted to say.
She saw it, though. Saw the way his expression seemed to droop, collapsing in on itself, slowly like picked fruit that’s been sitting on the table too long. She saw it and immediately didn’t want to ask what it might portend. So she didn’t.
They sat there quietly. It was like the game of Blink she and Roberto used to play. Except she knew there was more at stake. 
Altin broke first.
“There’s one more thing,” he said.
She nodded. She suddenly had no energy to speak.
“I’m going out to find them. Your fleet. And then the Hostiles. I’m going to scout them out.”
She nodded again. Of course he was.
“I won’t be gone long. I’ll be back before your ships are ready to leave for the rendezvous with the rest of the fleet. They still haven’t decided exactly what they’re going to do from there anyway, and they still have to finish up the most important repairs on the last few ships here. That gives me some time.”
She said nothing.
“Orli. Please.” He hated the way she was just staring back at him. “We won’t be apart any longer than we already are. Even less. You have the mirror now.”
Her head began to turn, rotating sideways like a dial winding up. He expected she was about to get mad.
“Three or four days. I will be safe. I have a fast-cast amulet like before.” He fished another amulet from out of his robes, this one not near so beautiful as the last. “This one is just for my tower. I even set it to my heartbeat as a secondary release. If something happens, I’ll come back, even if I can’t cast or break this thing.”
“You think setting that thing to bring you back dead is supposed to make me feel better?”
“Orli, I’ll be fine.”
“Of course you will.”
Her eyes began scanning around the sides of the mirror this time, slowly at first but almost frantically after a few moments more. He watched her lean forward, saw her hands come toward him in the watery image of his basin, as if she were reaching to him. She was looking for something, her hands probing and prodding at the edge of the mirror.
“Goddamn it,” she mumbled, but not really to him. “How do you turn this stupid thing off?”
“Orli.”
“I’m fine. Just leave me alone.” 
Giving up on a way to turn it off, she got up and snatched the little, black tarwood lid off the table instead. The last thing he saw was the square of it descending toward him, and then there was only water in his basin.


Chapter 16
“Miss Pewter,” said Thadius Thoroughgood, reaching for her hand as she stepped off the lift into Mine Shaft D. “Delightful to see you again. Your radiance fills this dark space like the light of a thousand stars.”
Orli had to try very hard to be polite. She was only here because Roberto’s twenty-minute lecture this morning got her to show up for work at all. She forced a smile and set herself to the motions of the day. “Lord Thoroughgood, it is nice to see you again. What brings you down into the mines? You’re not known for leaving the upper offices. Is there a problem?”
“I dare say, no. None of that.” His chiseled features were carved to pleasantness. “Contract obligations, Miss Pewter. My uncle’s interests and all that rot. Castles, Inc. is one of the earl’s most profitable concerns, after all. I’ve been asked to make sure our blanks are performing admirably in the service of your empire. It’s all frightfully dull, you see, but one must attend to these things in person from time to time, or the lads will just lie about idly.”
She smiled politely but made no comment. She’d heard all of that before.
“Weren’t nobody a lyin’ about on my watch, my lord,” injected the grime-encrusted Ilbei Spadebreaker from where he stood to Orli’s left. “And I reckon Ensign Pewter will be the first ta say so if’n they was.” 
“I am sure you wield the whip adequately, Master Spadebreaker. Otherwise, you would not hold such a lofty post as this.” The young lord’s smile was a saccharine sort of generosity at best, given to the miner for Orli’s benefit alone. He turned to Orli then. “Miss Pewter, would you care to accompany me on my inspection and transmutations?”
“Transmutations?”
“Why, of course.” He looked indignant and made a flourish with his gold-topped cane. “Who do you think it is that solidifies these things?” He tapped the roof of the cave with the cane. Not the least bit of soil came down, despite how soft the dirt was beneath their boots. “That’s my handiwork, if I may be so contemptible as to point it out.”
Pride split his lips and showed a row of sparkling white teeth. His chest swelled briefly but deflated right after when a mumbled remark escaped the whiskered cage that normally kept Ilbei’s words locked within his mouth—at least around his superiors. Somehow that one got out, though strangled and nearly inaudible. Nearly.
“What was that, Master Spadebreaker?”
“Phlegm, your lordship,” graveled the old man, then made a show of hocking up a mouthful of mucus—an easy task for a man with so many years at the pipe. He spit it out loudly against the wall where it landed with a wet slap and ran down into the dark soil. It looked rather like a slug crawling there. “It’s the dust down here, your lordship. Gets right to a man.”
“Indeed,” said Thadius, watching the gelatinous glob slowly sink into the ground with a haughty, but disgusted, expression on his face.
Orli had to turn her head to hide a smile, but she managed to catch the wink from Ilbei before the curtain of her hair swung down to conceal her laughing eyes.
The three of them traveled down the long tunnel to a new branch, which had been dug overnight. Men were erecting supports using thick wooden beams brought up from Prosperion. The fleet electricians hadn’t yet run power down this far, so the only light came from oil lamps that smoked and flickered and made everyone’s shadows dance. Orli preferred this golden light to the ghostly blue-white hues that her people brought from Earth. The lamps and enchanted torches actually made the mines seem comfortable or, at the very least, natural in a way.
“Now down here,” Ilbei was saying as they moved closer to the mouth of the newest tunnel, “you can smell that titanium you Earth folks fancy so much. It has an odd smell, like smoke almost, touched with something acidic, like maybe just a hint of lime.”
“It has no scent, you buffoon,” said Thadius. “It is an ore. When you make absurd statements like that, you make our people look ridiculous in the eyes of our friends from Earth.”
“Well, I can smell it, just the same. I reckon you could too if you weren’t wearing all that fancy perfume, my lord.”
Orli laughed aloud before she realized how unfortunate that response was.
Thadius turned to her with an indulgent smile creeping up the left side of his mouth, though the narrowing of his eyes evidenced no mirth. He looked down upon Ilbei then, disdainfully. The disparity in their heights, the extreme opposition in the quality and condition of their attire, seemed to reveal by comparison the gulf of differences between them. “Do yourself a favor, old man, and mind your place.”
“Oh, he’s just having fun,” Orli said, not one to care about affluence or attire. “Come on, Lord Thoroughgood. He spends his days in a mine managing your blanks for you.” She used the term on purpose, even tried to put a derogatory inflection on it to help make her point. It worked.
“This is true. And for you, my dear Orli, I shall abide the insult in the name of local wit.”
Something snuck through the bars of Ilbei’s verbal cage again.
“Again, Master Spadebreaker? ‘This man is a’ what? A half-what? You seem to be having trouble enunciating today. Speak up, and have the courage of your convictions at the least.” His hand rested on the pommel of his sword as he spoke.
“I said this here mass is a half width,” said the pot-bellied old miner, hiding his grin in his dusty whiskers as he tapped one of the wooden beams nearby. He made a show of running his hand up and down its length, as if inspecting it for strength and having suspicions about its size.
Orli rolled her eyes behind Thadius’ back. Another hothead. That’s all she needed in her life. 
Thadius, tugging down on his doublet, which was in no need of straightening, moved past them and into the tunnel that had been recently cut. He had to stand with his legs apart a little to accommodate the low ceiling, a necessity which was made so, of course, by the broad brimmed hat he wore and the long fluffy feather adorning it, which brushed defiantly against the dirty roof. Because this new section of tunnel had not been transmuted yet, it was not completely solid, and so the sweep of the plumage caused a rain of dirt to tumble down onto Thadius’ hat brim. The audible drumming of the pebbles upon it, the staccato thump-thump, caused the statuesque young lord to twitch in annoyance from time to time as he shook off the irksome debris. Once again, Orli was forced to suppress laughter and hide her wide grin, which she did, but the dimples appearing on her cheeks served her as poorly as might loud and echoing guffaws. 
Thadius made a show of seriousness, however, and he ignored her amusement and chose instead to set himself to a suddenly discovered desire to get to work. 
He reached up and placed his bejeweled hands upon the upper surface of the tunnel. He closed his eyes and began to chant, pulling mana in through his mythothalamus and using it to meld the hard-packed soil into solid stone. It remained a deep coffee brown, appearing unchanged at first, but as his magic worked, she could see that the texture changed from rough and coarse to hard and slightly lustrous. The dull shine began where he touched the ceiling and spread outward in rapid fashion until the passage all around became nearly as smooth as marble. Orli would be dishonest were she to have said she was not impressed.
“There, you see,” Thadius announced when his work was finished. “All one piece, walls to ceiling. Solid as it can be. You are now safe to move inside.” He tipped his head sideways in something of a tilted bow, as if he’d done all of it just for Orli’s sake.
“You left the ends soft, right, my lord?” said the bowlegged Ilbei as he toyed with a few of the long hairs growing from his left ear.
“Of course I left the ends soft. Why would you ask such a thing?”
“Just checkin’, lordship.”
“Indeed.”
Thadius glanced down the tunnel to the end, then turned back. “My inspection is complete. You may continue, Master Spadebreaker.”
“Lordship,” repeated Ilbei, knowing when to leave well enough alone.
“Miss Pewter,” said Thadius then, “might I have a word with you alone?” He reached out as he spoke and gently touched her arm. “A moment, only.”
She shot a glance at Ilbei, who pretended not to notice. The old man pulled the pickaxe off his shoulder and headed down to the end of the shaft, past the frustrated-looking men who were now stacking the remaining beams against the newly hardened wall, the beams they’d been told were needed to reinforce this part of the mine since the young Lord Thadius was not scheduled to be there for another week. He was several days and several hundred spans of tunnel ahead of schedule—as early this time as he had been late the last.
“Miss Pewter,” Thadius said as they retreated some distance up the newly solidified passage. He stopped and seemed to interrupt himself as he turned to look at her. “I think I should have preferred they conferred those titles upon you permanently. I think ‘My Lady’ suits you better.”
“What do you want, Lord Thoroughgood? I have work to do.” 
“Miss Pewter. I happen to know you do not enjoy this ...,” the word trailed off, sibilant, as he looked up and let the circular motion of his head encompass everything about the mine, “this life. In addition, I know that you have no real inclination for all that cavorting about in space your people do.”
“And what makes you think that?”
“My people have ways of finding things out.”
“Apparently.”
“My lady, if I may be so bold. I am prepared to provide you with an estate. Come live with me, on my lands. You shall have free reign over acres and acres of woods and meadows and rolling hills. A stable filled with the fastest horses on Kurr. I shall even arrange for the capture of one of the pegasi if you’d like. I am something of a collector of rare breeds, and your presence would make that particular enterprise finally worth the considerable risk and expense.”
Orli actually stepped back, shocked by such an unexpected offer from the strapping, six-foot-five nobleman. “Lord Thoroughgood, that is a very kind offer. And very sweet. But I—.”
 “Don’t answer right now,” he said, cutting her off, and catching the scent of victory. “I am aware that you have duties and loyalty to planet Earth. But I also know what you really want. And that is something I am willing to provide. I offer you a way out of your present and conflicted circumstance. I ask only that you let my offer percolate. Think of it, flying through the air on a winged stallion. No one has ridden one in six hundred years.”
“Yes, it must be just like flying on a dragon. I’m sure I would love it.”
His enthusiasm drained like wine from a broken bottle at that. He released her arm and once again tugged at his untroubled doublet.
“Consider the offer, Miss Pewter.” His voice was as smooth as the stone he’d just transmuted and equally emotionless. Then he turned and left. Orli watched him walk off and realized she’d said something wrong. She hadn’t meant to, and she wasn’t quite sure what. Tall and handsome as the man was, he seemed to go out of his way to be unlikeable sometimes. 
That said, the offer was extraordinary. And remarkably timed. And he hadn’t mentioned any conditions that might be troubling. Could her problems really be solved as easily as that? Could the dashing young lord really make it happen? What would Altin say? 
She already knew the answer to that one.


Chapter 17
For the first time in over a year and a half, Altin teleported himself and his tower well beyond the edge of the solar system. One cast, and there he was, away from it all. Away from the orcs, the politics, the bickering … and the teaching! No words that he possessed could express how glad he was to be away from that. It was time to do something. Action, not words. And to start, he needed to find the Earth ships. Before he could feel good about going in search of the Hostiles themselves, he needed to verify that those forty-three ships coming back this way were as safe as their sensors said they were. By their own admission, the fleet people could not be completely sure there were no orbs in pursuit. Their sensors had maximum range. So, Altin felt the right thing to do was to verify they were safe. 
But, right as that might seem, he was first going to have to figure out how to find them, a problem at least as difficult as it was going to be to find the Hostile world itself. In both cases, he had no idea where to look. Yes, he could have gotten “coordinates,” as they called them, from Orli, but that didn’t mean anything. At least not magically. Which meant he was going to have to find them himself, the hard way. 
His first thought was to cast a seeing spell aboard the bridge of one of the ships. But he didn’t know if any of the ships remaining were ships that he’d ever been aboard. He’d only been on a few Earth vessels anyway, and one of them for certain had been destroyed when Admiral Crane was killed. But there had been others. He’d cast Combat Hop on four ships all those months ago, so there were those. One of them was destroyed in battle the day he’d cast the spells, but the other three remained. Of those, one was Orli’s ship, the Aspect, which he knew was in orbit above Tinpoa right now. That left two ships for which he had a sense of place, two ships that might not be in orbit above Tinpoa or around Prosperion. He knew neither of them by name, but if one of those ships had gone out with the admiral, he could find it. But he was reluctant to try. 
What would happen if he tried to see his way to someplace that did not exist anymore?
He understood the possibility of this instinctively. If he tried to see to a ship that had been destroyed, there could be significant magical backlash. The sense of place that made up his knowledge of the location on the ship relied on the existence of an internal space as defined by the structure that comprised it. The ship was in motion, making the external place in space changing. So the internal space, the box, must be intact. The possibility of this being an issue was enough to deter him from trying immediately. He wondered if there were precedents for that written up in the library at the Seers Guild Hall. Surely someone somewhere in the past had tried to see their way into the captain’s quarters or the galley of some sailing ship that had been sunk without the seer’s knowledge. There must be records of that somewhere. Although, finding them might take a lot of work. And a lot of time.
Which meant divination was probably a better choice, even though Altin hated working in that particular school of magic. It was tedious, but at least he could try to combine what he understood of the Earth ships and the Hostiles, limited as both knowledge sets were, to shape the core of the question he would pose: Where were the ships in relation to that which they had gone to find? There would be no backlash from that. Ambiguity, confusion and probable failure, sure, but no dangerous backlash. 
Returning to his bedchamber, he went to the small shelf above his bed and pulled down his most recent book of notes. He flipped quickly to the seeking spell he’d copied there, not quite grumbling as he paged through the book. When he found it, he smiled. He couldn’t hate it. This was the spell that had led him to Orli. 
He studied the notes he had written, and the spell itself, reminding himself of the words that would shape his thoughts. He read them with the idea of the wounded fleet heading back toward Prosperion. He even allowed that he was not without some sense of where they were, for he did know, in a way, how far they’d gone: just over eight months’ travel time. That was roughly a month of their “light speeds” farther than where he’d first encountered them all those months ago. The distance between Prosperion and his first contact represented a known unit of measurement, albeit in a way that had nothing quantifiable to it. It was essentially a feeling, a gut measurement. And while that wasn’t much to go on, it was better than having no idea at all. He had the sense of how much mana would be required to cast a teleportation like that. And he was no stranger to casting teleportation blind, having pioneered the technique. 
He spent nearly an hour studying the spell before going back up to the battlements. He wasted no time in starting, and he began to sing the magic words to the tune of “My Cat’s Paw,” a song familiar to children across Kurr for centuries. 
At first he felt nothing. Saw nothing. But slowly, as he focused his thoughts on the idea of the Earth ships fleeing from the Hostiles, pictured them with their long, metallic shapes, the lights, the discs, the weaponry jutting from them, slowly an image began to form, an image of space, a section of it. He could see it like a star map just out of view. He couldn’t stare at it like he might if it really were some artist’s rendering of the constellations in the sky, and he had to resist the urge to try. Studying it was like trying to watch something taking place at the edge of vision, but something tentative that would vanish if you looked at it straight on, a fearful thing, or perhaps something that thought itself safely shrouded in the mists that linger at the periphery of perceptible truth. Which it was. The infernal nature of divination, and why so often these spells took so gods-be-damned long to work through.
Nearly three hours had passed by the time he felt he could shape those stars in his memory. When he felt it was so, he released the spell, letting the tender threads of palpable darkness slip back into the seething purple whorl of the mana tides. 
Immediately he leapt up and stared out over the battlements. He had a vague sense that he was looking the right way, a feeling only. It was a sensation he still had not come to trust.
He squinted into the darkness but could not find the familiar pattern of stars he’d seen in the divination dream. He went to the dilapidated little table near the tower stairs and flipped open a notebook lying there. Grabbing the quill from the inkpot, he drew the star formation as best he could recall it from spell memory. He would draw one star, then close his eyes and see the patch of stars he’d divined, then open his eyes and put the next star down. He repeated this until he had them all drawn in. Then he studied his star map, tried to fathom the shape it made, connecting the dots with imaginary lines like children and ancient astronomical geniuses do. He created a constellation of his own from it, a few even, whether childish or genius he could not know. It looked like someone reaching up and picking something. Or maybe a woman dancing. Or perhaps a fencer with a foil.
Hmmm.
Whatever it was, the ships would be coming out of that pattern, from that expanse of space. At least that is what he assumed it meant. That’s what felt the most like accuracy.
He studied the sketch a bit longer and decided it was definitely someone picking something. A man-figure made of dimmer stars, stepping forward and reaching up to pluck a very bright star, a yellow one, the fruit, so to speak. Another bright star, even larger than the yellow one, was falling and about to strike the picker’s knee.
He stared at his work, taking up the nearby oil lamp and holding it close to his hastily sketched star map. He fixed the image in his mind, carefully committing his homemade constellation to memory. Certain he had it, he snuffed out the bobbing yellow flame and returned to his place near the wall.
He scanned the sky. There were so many stars. And more popped into view the longer he looked. More and more with each minute since extinguishing the lamp. They were closer together than the stars he’d seen within the divination spell. Much closer together. The vision had made it seem as if his picker constellation would be huge and obvious, nothing else competing with it at all. Such was not the case. 
How was he supposed to pick out a cluster of stars shaped like a man harvesting fruit from the spectacle of thousands upon thousands of tiny lights? He could find as many figures as he chose to look for. The longer he looked, the more little people-patterns appeared. It was simply a matter of which stars he chose to ignore to let the pattern emerge. Granted, he was looking for a specific yellow fruit, and a falling blue one, but, the whole mass of space seemed an endless crowd, all performing some similar act, the great harvest of the night. It was the stuff of epic songs.
He spent the better part of an hour staring like that, futility becoming more and more apparent with each passing breath. Finally he gave up.
“I’m too far away,” he said, long in the habit of speaking to himself out here. He relit the lamp and studied his sketch again. He was sure he hadn’t drawn it wrong or memorized it improperly. Which meant he might well need to be somewhere else, somewhere farther along toward the location to make out that particular pattern of stars. Perspective was something he’d learned a lot about out here in his early forays into space. What counted for “close” was a matter of relative scale and one’s opinion of what constituted nearness as measured on that scale. How close must one get to a dragon before appreciating the creature’s magnificent size? How close to a starship, a gas giant, or even a galaxy? In the sense of cosmic seeking, “close” could be as elusive as outright fantasy.
So he set himself to making a new outward leap, a new blindly cast teleport, in keeping with the practice that had got him out this far to begin. He welcomed it. In a strange way, the discomfort of casting an incongruent spell, the drain on his energy, was satisfying. There was something nostalgic about it. And mainly, it felt like progress.
Once again counting the good fortune that had prevented the orcs from finding his lone Liquefying Stone, Altin went down to his room and retrieved it from its place on the shelf above his bed. He climbed back to the battlements and placed the wooden bowel on the table at the top of the stairs. Flipping back the fold of towel covering it, he gazed down at it, a half-finger’s length of yellow stone, crystalline, ugly, yellow as a urine stain. He plucked it out and held it to the flickering lamp, watched the light being drawn into it in that odd familiar way, that way that still made his stomach turn if he stared into it too long, an odd sense of vertigo. 
“Be nice,” he said to it. “I know it’s been a while.”
He went to the wooden crate near his scrying basin in which was stacked a supply of enchanted seeing stones, the magical mechanism he’d devised to help him find his way into the void. Each was a way point, a beacon of sorts, to help him stay on course.
He closed his eyes and focused on the familiar sense imparted to him by the divining spell, feeling for the direction, the place out there that felt right despite what he couldn’t see, the place where the picker constellation might be. He opened his eyes and turned himself perhaps another ten degrees, facing outward with tenuous confidence. He calmed himself, regulating his breathing, aware of the pace of his beating heart, willing it to its slowest meter. Then he began the spell.
The stone left his hands with a tremendous snap, both physically and in the mana place within his mind. He couldn’t tell for certain how far it had gone, but he easily found it in his scrying basin thanks to the enchantments on the stone. Seeing it was safe, he quickly followed the stone with a teleportation spell, bringing the tower, and himself, to the location of the fresh-cast seeing stone. Upon arrival, he guessed he might be twice as far from Prosperion as he’d just been. He turned around and saw that Prosperion’s sun was in fact remarkably far off, barely even the brightest star in the sky. 
He grinned. This was what he was meant to do.
He turned back and scanned the area for signs of the Earth ships. He knew it was a long shot, but he had to start somewhere. But there were no bright lights approaching, no flashes of movement, no flicker of their red laser beams, none of which came as a surprise. So he set himself to looking for the picking man shaped somewhere in the stars. Perhaps the teleport had brought him close enough for his star chart to make sense. Perhaps now he was “close” enough.
He was not. 
Undaunted, he repeated the whole exercise again: a seeing stone cast, a quick search in the basin and, once again, chasing that stone with a tower teleport. All guided by the sense imparted by the divining spell.
Once again, no ships and no picking man. Just as it had been in his last location, he could find his constellation in almost every swatch of space, and in none. Sketched amongst all those stars were both an endless harvest performed by an infinite number of imaginary men and the lonely privation of an entire universe. 
He went through the sequence twice more. Still nothing.
Which brought him back to the problem of scale. He didn’t understand the scale of the constellation he was looking for. Should the picker fill most of the sky into which he looked, big, like in the divination dream, or would it reside within a tiny space seen from far away? How much had it changed since he had moved from the point where he had cast the divining spell? Should he not have moved, or had he seen what he would see only once he got to where he was supposed to be? 
Divination vexed him thoroughly.
He wondered if he’d been a bit rash coming out here without a better plan. He considered once again whether or not he should go back and work things out, do some research, get ship names and view some images of captains or crews. That might help. But then, it might not. The divination spell he’d cast had worked to help him find Orli, and he hadn’t even known he was looking for her. This very spell, not some version of it that was merely similar. So, he just had to trust it. Besides, spending too much time planning was the realm of gray-haired officers and withered old politicians, aged to caution in bodies no longer strong enough or quick enough to safely improvise. 
However, activity for the sake of itself wouldn’t help much either. There was no point randomly leaping about the galaxy as he was doing now. It was just as likely that this was the right spot as the last one had been. Or that the next one would be. Perhaps teleportation was not what he needed. Perhaps patience was. Maybe he just needed to give the spell time. 
So he waited. And watched. For nearly a day. And then, finally, he noticed a star moving, its brightness, still dim, increasing incrementally. Or at least he thought it was. He blinked a few times and leaned out over the wall, as if somehow a half span would make the difference in what he saw.
“That one,” he said to himself after watching for a while, “is moving.”
It occurred to him to look for the shape of the picker then, to see if it was shaped by it, or behind it, but the star was now far brighter than any others nearby. Shortly after that, the star became several stars, the single point of light breaking up and making him wonder if he was witnessing a star being blown apart. He’d learned from sitting in on one of the fleet classes at the university that such things could occur.
The smaller lights continued to spread farther and farther from one another, filling a larger patch of sky, each brightening and becoming more and more distinct, as if every one of them was its own new star. A whole patch of them. Enough to count forty-three, though he did not attempt to do so. They were moving too fast for that. The formation was spreading, expanding outward all around, out toward the peripheries of sight. It had to be the fleet. 
By the time he realized it, they were gone. They shot past him, bright lights, some larger than others, but all so fast it almost didn’t register. He certainly couldn’t say he’d watched them fly past. One moment they were spreading out across all of space, the next they were gone, so fast that the streaks of them were barely visible. And then they were fading away. Closing back in on themselves. He watched for a few moments more as they seemed to reverse the process he’d just witnessed, collapsing back together like the reconstitution of an exploded firework, the burst of it gathering back inward again. 
And then they were gone.
He wasn’t sure quite what to make of that. He did think he’d just learned one thing new. While he might think the speed of the Earth ships seemed slow compared to the distances they traversed, he had just gained a new understanding of how fast “slow” could be. If what he’d just witnessed was those ships moving at a pace greatly reduced from what they were capable of, crippled as they had been described to him, then he couldn’t imagine what full speed could possibly look like. For the first time since hearing the term “light speed,” he finally had some perspective on the scale of motion the Earth people had achieved. If those ships weren’t even traveling at light speed, what must light speed be? Four times light, no less? It was beyond comprehension. It made his earliest analogies and comparisons to the Queen’s sailing ships laughable. Not even laughable. It made them stationary. They might as well still be stacks of lumber in the royal shipyard. Or the trees from which the lumber had been wrought. The seedlings of the trees. Nothing.
He realized catching those ships was going to be more than a simple chore. There was no way he was going to get seeing stones close enough to know the place where they were, not in a way that would make magical seeing possible. Even if he could get one close enough to the path of a passing ship to see it, he wouldn’t be able to make out any detail. They’d just shoot right past, barely a glint of light. He wasn’t going to catch them while they were underway. Not like that.
However, one thing was sure: his divination spell worked. He was more than pleased with that. He had found the ships, even if he had no idea what he was going to do with that knowledge now. It was more information than he’d had. He wondered if he might use it to see if there were any Hostiles in pursuit. If they were chasing those ships, they ought to be coming through the same stretch of space—though he had a feeling they would be much harder to spot, given that they were not covered front to back and on all sides by lights and gleaming things. Rather than light, he would have to look for the absence of it, a spreading stain of ink.
He turned back and scanned the sky for darkness, darkness upon darkness, a conspicuous absence of stars growing in the same fashion as the fleet lights had. He spent several hours looking for just such a thing, both staring out into the stars and pushing about with seeing spells. He tried as he did so to devise some mechanism of magic sight that would allow for speeds similar to those of the retreating fleet. He formed funnels of mana as he had first done when scouring the surface of Prosperion’s moon, Luria, for signs of life, but nothing he fashioned was enough. Not enough to catch them, that was sure. And not enough to cover much space searching for Hostiles chasing after the Earth ships. So, despite finding no signs of them, he could not be sure that result meant there was no pursuit.
Which meant he was back to deciding between doing research at the seers library or asking the fleet officers in orbit around Tinpoa and Prosperion for help. Or, of course, he could skip the former and just risk a couple of quick seeing spells in search of one of the ships he was familiar with. That really did seem like the most efficient way. 
Resigned to it, he wasted no time and began the spell immediately, or at least began to begin, when it occurred to him what an unnecessary risk he was about to take. Fatigue was making his mind work slowly. If there was going to be a magical backlash, why not have a mitigating instrument? He was so used to beginning with a seeing stone, he had himself stuck in seeing mode. But he didn’t need to. He could scry to the location instead. He’d already been on the ship. He could simply call it up in the basin. If he could see the ship, good. If not, well … who knew? That was a bit of information he would still have had to go to the seers library to find out. But it was definitely a safer plan. Better to warp the wand than the wizard, as the saying went.
Kneeling before the scrying basin, he gripped its edge and closed his eyes. He drew in a strand of mana and pushed it down into the water. He sent another out across the vast expanse of the mana tides, seeking in the direction of his memory, imagining a middle-aged woman with black hair and almond-shaped eyes standing near a captain’s chair on one of the fleet ships. He could not recall the ship’s name now, but it didn’t matter. It was the chair, that chair, that bridge, that place. It was a place he’d been before, dim as the memory was. He locked that idea into the spell and opened his eyes, staring down into the water, half expecting it to blow up in his face. 
The view in the basin arrived on the bridge where he’d once stood with the comely captain. She was seated in the captain’s chair speaking with two women he did not recognize. Satisfied that at least this much of his plan was working, he let the scrying spell go and cast a proper seeing spell instead. His vision leapt from his tower to the bridge of the ship, and in only a moment, he had pushed his sight through the bulkhead and out into the stars, hoping to see the ship in flight, part of the fleet heading back toward Prosperion.
He did not. 
His vision filled with the green glow of Naotatica instead, the sun just peeking around the eastern rim. He turned and saw the small rocky globe of Tinpoa down below. He was dimly aware of the vibrations disappointment made in his throat and chest, in his physical body atop his tower far away.
He let his vision linger a moment as he stared down at the little moon. Orli was down there. He had to resist the temptation to run his vision down and find her, just to steal a look. He could get there quickly now. He wondered what she was doing, wondered if she was thinking about him. He hoped she wasn’t still mad at him.
He caught himself daydreaming and forced himself to concentrate. He was getting tired. He cut off the seeing spell.
The next ship in line was the one where there’d been two bald men working at the station where Orli and Roberto always sat when on the Aspect’s bridge. He remembered the two men sitting there with the lighting reflecting from their heads when he’d first appeared to deliver the Combat Hop. They had smiled and laughed a lot. Warm and welcoming. He recalled absently wondering if they were brothers. That was enough to give him a sense of the ship itself. He took a few deep breaths, concentrated and started the scrying spell again. The blast of energy that came out of the scrying basin felt as if he’d been staring into a cannon as it was being fired. It blew him all the way over onto his back, the fact of which he was only dimly aware before the impact with the stone floor knocked him out. 
He woke up over an hour later, cold, wet and shivering. His head throbbed, and his robes lay heavily upon him with the weight of the water that had been blasted into them. They clung to him like skin as he got up and staggered to the small stool near the table. He sat down and put his head in his hands. It hurt so bad it made his ears ring. He had to close his eyes to keep the floor from spinning.
He sat motionless for a long while, focusing on his breathing and trying to keep nausea at bay. He couldn’t muster the energy for a thought for the longest time. But at length, as the pounding began to abate and the phantom sound to subside, he knew exactly what had gone wrong.
The ship he’d sought was gone. Just as he had feared. Those two men with their shiny bald pates would never laugh again. 
Altin thought about them for a moment, mourned them, but eventually their smiling faces faded from memory, beaten out by the thumping inside his head.
How could that have been such a powerful backlash? He’d known there was a chance the spell would fail, but not like that. That was a total failure. As if that place he’d tried to go was no more. As in not anywhere. At all. Since when had a place ever completely ceased to be, even on a ship? No amount of research would have ever made him think such a thing was possible. Even sunken ships and burnt-out buildings remained a place to be in some small way. At least in part. There was always something left of them, even if casting seeing spells to them might be made painful, even dangerous, by the alterations to the original sense of place, the box broken open. Something had to have gone seriously wrong for there to be no vestige of the place at all. But Altin was not sure precisely what. At least not yet. He was definitely glad he’d decided to go with a scrying spell rather than direct sight.
He thought he might black out again. 
He closed his eyes once more and forced himself to relax. He wasn’t thinking clearly now. He probably hadn’t been for an hour or more. Dangerous. He considered pulling the fast-cast amulet out from where it hung beneath his robes and tossing this mission in. There was enough mana in it for this distance he was fairly sure. But if he used it, replacing it would add further delays. If he went and got a new one from Citadel’s quartermaster, who had them readymade, he might draw questions and unwanted scrutiny for what he was up to; plus he would still have to augment the spell in it to work for his tower and not just himself, which would cost him time. And if he simply made one himself from scratch, as he had the one he wore, he would lose even more time. He didn’t want to do either if he didn’t have to. And he could still use the amulet later if required. 
He felt like his mind was wandering, and he realized he was in no condition to be making decisions at all just then. What he needed was rest.
Feebly, he rose and teetered down the stairs. He’d figure out what to do next when he woke up.


Chapter 18
Citadel’s war room was designed to suit the needs of both magicians and officers from Earth. While just like the Palace war room in having at its center a fine space for the casting of illusions, this war room also had mounted on one wall a huge expanse of mammoth leather, smooth and perfectly cured, stretched taut in a long rectangular wooden frame, held in place by a crisscross of leather cords stitched around the edge. In a narrow tray that ran like a shelf along its lowest edge were long sticks of charcoal with which speakers could write, draw or make charts. If the shapes were not too complex, and all the corners and arcs were connected properly, parts and pieces of the images could be dragged around the surface of the leather with the tip of a finger, thanks to a particularly advanced enchantment put upon the mammoth hide. And it was on this that the newly anointed Admiral Jefferies was drawing his diagram, a crude but effective approximation of a fleet starship. 
Given the present circumstances, the fleet captains had agreed that it was worth the risk to allow the magicians to try teleporting one of the fleet ships. They were going to go for a short distance, from orbit around Tinpoa to a location deemed safe outside the Prosperion solar system. The decision, and the risk, were based upon the dire situation of a few of the ships traveling with the main body of the fleet. Several of them were in deteriorating condition and lacked the materials to make suitable repairs. Without supplies, they were not going to make it back, and there was not enough food production capacity and life support to absorb the transfer of that many extra bodies even spread amongst the undamaged ships, at least not safely. So, if the Prosperions could get a ship loaded with necessary materials teleported out to them, or even close, it needed to be done. 
And it opened up other possibilities as well.
The test flight, as the teleportation experiment had been deemed, was to determine if the magic could be done without damaging the ship in some way. The effects of magic on electronics were well known, and yet, from desperation comes hope, and from both of these come invention and bravery.
The first stage of the test flight would be to try it with a shuttle manned by a minimal crew. If that worked, a starship would be chosen to try it next. And it was for the working out of the final details that the planning session on Citadel had been called.
“This,” said Admiral Jefferies as he circled a large portion at the back of his drawing, “is the ship’s power plant.” He stopped speaking long enough to draw several small circles in a cluster at the very end of his drawing. “Behind it are the ion thrusters and chemical rockets respectively. Right now our ships are trying to get back using these. The problem with these is that they don’t move the ships all that quickly. Relative to the main gravity drive, these are excruciatingly slow. Too slow.” He said this last, and a grim expression came upon his face.
He continued. “We can’t leave our people out there hoping to outrun any potential Hostile pursuit. We all know those things move too fast. Your own Sir Altin has confirmed they use some of your people’s magical abilities. Some of those ships may lose even the ability to travel as fast as they are.”
Aderbury raised a hand, being careful not to butt in, but wanting to defend his absent friend—Altin had not responded to the homing lizard that Aderbury sent to him, nor had he responded to any subsequent attempts to communicate telepathically. 
“Excuse me,” he said when the admiral called on him. “But it’s not our magic they use. It’s just magic. It’s no different than swimming or throwing a rock. Any creature capable of it can do it. If you were to go swimming, it wouldn’t be counted as our swimming ability. And, as far as that goes, Altin has said the Hostiles use a very primitive variant as well. More likely animal in nature than crafted, as our magic is.”
“Right,” said Admiral Jefferies, understanding about half of that. “I did not mean to imply a connection between your people and the Hostiles.”
More than one set of eyes went around the room and, once more, took note of the conspicuous absence of Captain Asad.
“You’ll have to forgive me,” the new admiral went on. “Our entire understanding of magic comes from you. That is all I meant.”
“Of course, Admiral,” acknowledged the War Queen from her seat at the center of the long table that ran the width of the room opposite the enchanted mammoth hide. “Do carry on.”
Admiral Jefferies inclined his head and turned back to his drawing. He drew several long lines running lengthwise along the ship. Branching from those, he drew others. He filled in a few areas with dark squares and shaded circles and in a few places the mark of an X. To the Prosperions watching, the network of lines connecting the various figures and shapes became a most intricate latticework, completely alien and all but meaningless for the time.
“So,” the admiral went on when his diagram was done, “these are the critical systems on our ship. We have atmosphere, temperature control, drive systems, navigation, resource reclamation, central computing, weapons, shielding and a host of others too numerous to list, and each with a corresponding redundancy somewhere on the ship. All of this relies on a complex network of electricity—the lightning as you all understand it—that runs through everything. The computers—the thinking part of our machinery—require power to coordinate all the systems. Our fear is that if the teleportation your people use on our ships does any more damage than Sir Altin’s Combat Hop spell did, we may have to reboot the entire ship on the other end of the magic. Or worse.”
The quizzical expressions on the faces of the sorcerers around the table made him stop and clarify. One of the wizards seated at the end of the table asked where the boots came in. The admiral had to think about his response before he began again. He decided he might best use their confusion as the analogy.
“It’s a restart. A start over. Think of it as if you were out here working away on Citadel when all of a sudden, without explanation, you were back at home in bed. You hadn’t had breakfast, you hadn’t come to work and, in fact, you were still in your bedclothes. You’d have to begin the whole day over to get back to work. Including putting your boots back on. So, I suppose, in a way, that describes a reboot. If all our systems crash, we will have to restart everything and re-synchronize the systems to get them all to work together. Which would be time-consuming, several hours at least, leaving us vulnerable to attack. And, of course, there is also the possibility that the ships could be destroyed directly as a result.”
He knew when he was done that they only partially understood, but he could tell from their faces that they recognized the scale of the risk well enough. He pressed on, “So, what we seek today are your opinions on whether or not using magic is worth that risk. Is there a chance your people can send one of our ships across some vast distance of space without destroying it? What, in your opinion, could possibly go wrong with any of this?” He tapped on his drawing as he asked it.
In the end, the answer wasn’t much different than when they began. No one knew. The test would simply have to be done. Every magician in the room agreed that distance and mass mattered, but none could speak to how teleportation would affect any of their circuits, computers or even the enormous fusion plant at the core of the ship. There was no amount of questions from either side that would suffice.
After nearly two hours of questions and answers, Queen Karroll finally stood up. “My friends, we stand at the shores of the next great expedition. Like the brave explorers of the past, and I can assume those of both our worlds, this sort of enterprise does not come without great risk. When Captain Pelogis made his voyage in search of the legendary islands of String nearly three thousand years ago, he lost his life, his crew and the crews of all but one of those ill-fated ships. But one made it there and back, and a new era began. One that eventually led to the control of magic our people enjoy today. And now, in this time, we must face the risks that Pelogis faced. We must take the risk that our own Sir Altin Meade took and, if I make my guess, that he takes even as we speak. We must dare to try.
“We need not be reckless. We need not waste life uselessly, but we must take the chance. We can face the risks, together. The risk of our lives, if must be. The risk of fortunes, certainly. I will gamble as much of mine as it takes. And to that end, good admiral, my vaults are as good as yours. But we must do this. It is our destiny. If some must die, so be it.”
It was a stirring speech, but more than a few exchanged glances back and forth, wondering who was going to be one of the lucky ones she was so ready to sacrifice.
“Your Majesty, thank you,” said the admiral. “I think we’ll need less of your fortune than of your fortune tellers, however.”
This released them all enough to laugh. Even the diviners in the room were not offended by what would have been deemed pejorative if spoken from another pair of lips.
“We can begin cautiously,” said the admiral. “We’ll start with a shuttle, and if that works, a ship. We have only to determine who will go.”
“When the infernally absent Sir Altin returns,” said the Queen, “we shall assign him to the task immediately. And with a few others who can start learning the sense of place from him for the distance it has gone.”
“Place?” asked the admiral.
“So that in the future we don’t have to rely on Altin or some other single teleporter who has been somewhere,” provided Aderbury. “Teleporters have to know where they are going before they can go there, or before they can send someone else. They have to understand in a real way where that place is they intend to send something or someone. They have a way of marking it in memory so they can use it again. But they can’t do it from a description, a painting or even a readout on one of your ships’ image machines, no matter how well done. They have to experience it themselves. Sir Altin devised a very nice version of magical waypoints that he calls seeing stones. We can modify his enchantment spells to make them accessible to anyone in the Teleporters Guild who has been trained to know what they are looking for. This will prove extremely valuable for travel in the future, as we perfect the craft.”
“Indeed,” agreed the Queen. “Get to work on that right away,” she told the rather large woman seated a few places to her left, a Madame Kenouvier, guildmaster of the Teleporters Guild.
“We’ve got something already underway that I think Your Majesty will be quite happy with,” the adipose teleporter announced with obvious pride. “Sir Altin has been most generous in the sharing of his notes.”
“Good,” said the Queen, returning her attention to the admiral. “You see, Admiral, we’re already quite far along the way. When should you like to perform your test?”
“Soon, Your Majesty. I will find a pair of volunteers to pilot the shuttle and a ship willing to part with one … for a time. We can begin as soon as your people feel it can be done.”
The War Queen turned back to Madame Kenouvier with an obvious question in her eyes.
“We’ll have everything ready tomorrow,” the guildmaster announced confidently. “I already know who will go, and we’ve only got one conduit I would trust in mixed company. But someone will have to find where Sir Altin has gone. Our people haven’t even started training with the redoubts yet, and I’m sure you wouldn’t want them tossing the Earth ships around before they’ve at least had a go at a few structures of wood and stone.”
The admiral looked horrified.
“Indeed,” agreed the Queen. “There will be no tossing of anything.” The look she gave the rotund guildmaster suggested she wasn’t happy with the woman’s candor just then.
“We’ll send a homing lizard when we have found Sir Altin, Admiral,” promised Aderbury. “And I’ll get an advanced team working on redoubts as soon as I get back. I have a handful of them that have been hounding me for just such an opportunity.”
“Send a what?” The admiral asked. He was still working out the first part of what Aderbury had said.
Aderbury smiled and rose from his seat. “It’s a method of communication, the most popular one these days. No blocked minds, and no mythothalamus required.”
The admiral sent a quizzical look toward the tiny creature Aderbury pulled from a hard leather pouch on his belt. “It won’t bite.” He stopped and laughed. “Actually, he will. It’s more a nibble. Trust me, it’s fine.”
A moment later Admiral Jefferies was imprinted into the collective reptilian mind of the homing lizard species, the creature finding from its tiny perspective the “place” that was the admiral’s shoulder, enabling not only itself but others like it to find him and teleport to him by the simple speaking of his name. 
“Speaking of communications,” said the Queen as everyone else was getting up to go, “before he disappeared, Sir Altin requested that Miss Pewter be assigned to Citadel. He tells me she’s taken the trouble to learn to speak our language on her own, without the use of translation spells. Sir Altin feels that this, combined with her expertise as a communications officer in your fleet, make her a prime and perhaps the singularly best candidate for the job.”
“She’s learned the language, has she?” said the admiral, smiling and recognizing a well-played strategy when he saw one. “How fortunate. She is a clever woman.”
“Indeed,” said the Queen. Her posture was expectant, hovering on the brink of turning away, clearly expecting the only answer she was interested in.
“Well, Your Majesty, you are in luck. It just so happens that her captain recently requested that she be transferred to another ship.”
“Indeed.” Her Majesty did an excellent job of hiding the fact that she was not the least bit surprised.


Chapter 19
Altin’s water clock had not been set in months, so he had no idea how long he’d been asleep. He supposed it hadn’t been too long judging from the minimal growth of stubble on his face. His headache was gone. 
He took a quick inventory of himself. He felt pretty good, despite a good-sized lump on the back of his head, and he was confident that he didn’t need to use the fast-cast amulet to go home.
He refreshed himself quickly and went back up to the battlements, intent on figuring out what had happened to make a scrying spell go so totally wrong. When he looked outward to gain his bearings, however, rather than being greeted by the familiar expanse of open space, he discovered that the shield around his tower was almost completely engulfed in the soft surface of a Hostile, the normally rocky sphere having turned itself into a substance that might almost pass for flesh. It was flowing around his tower’s shield as if the Hostile were batter being poured onto a clear glass bowl. 
Altin had seen these creatures do this before, these normally spherical space entities he’d dubbed as coconut beasts on his first encounter with them, and just like before, once the thing had settled itself fully against the shield, the first of the proboscis tips began probing at the magical barrier. Others followed. The proboscises flattened against the shield like great fingertips mashing against a window pane, and Altin, on the inside, snarled at them as more and more formed and began to do the same. The Hostile’s attempt to push through caused the shield to shimmer and sparkle some.
“Oh no you don’t,” Altin said, staring up at it. “Not this time.”
Though he’d taught his students at the university that they could prevent the penetration of the shield by modifying the spell’s tactile rhythms, he was a teleporter, and a powerful one, and he had no intention of augmenting his defense. Instead, he glanced around behind him, out into the space still visible between the wrapping fold of the Hostile’s plastic body. He began casting immediately, reciting the words so reflexively it was almost just a thought. In a moment the Hostile was floating against the backdrop of stars, hiding a patch of them as if a hole had burned through the starry parchment of the night.
The Hostile immediately began to reform itself into its regular orb shape. Altin was not intimidated. While it might look like a really big coconut, it could be split just like a small one, its glowing orange milk left to spill into the empty vacuum with whatever served it as a soul.
Altin looked around for another one that he could merge it with, intent on destroying two in a single cast, but there were no others. Fair enough. But this one still had to go. So, go it went. He spoke the long-familiar words and cast the teleporting spell that sent the Hostile away, back to the place in space where he’d first met Orli and the people of Earth, back to the place where the Hostiles had tasted defeat at the hands of Prosperion magic for the first time. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it was a solution nonetheless. He wiped his hands together as if they’d been dirtied by some basic gardening task, snip, snip, and that weed was gone. 
So much easier than an orc. Or even a mouse for that matter. 
It then occurred to him that if the Hostiles had caught up to him while he was sleeping off the miscast spell, then they might have caught up to the fleet as well. He cursed himself for having been so lazy—he should have gone and done the research first before trying to scry his way onto the bridge of a decimated ship. That was just dumb, impatient casting. Reckless. He could hear Tytamon’s voice saying it. Hindsight was such a nag.
However, as with all mistakes, there was something to be learned from it—as long as one was not dead. So, he’d have to go do the library work after all. Which was just as well because, upon returning to the battlements, he also saw that his scrying basin was empty. He had a pitcher of water to drink, and there was water in the basin on his washstand, but not enough to refill the scrying basin adequately. And so, his return to Prosperion was unavoidable.
 “Gryphon stool!” he swore, hating the delay. And then he teleported home.
The sound and the rush of wind created by the arrival of his tower made little impression on the massed troops now encamped around the walls of Calico Castle. These were two divisions of battle-trained soldiers, well used to the workings of magic, and well at work settling in for the long haul. Magicians came and went all the time, and the regular troops were quite comfortable with their place in the workings of war, and to be honest, they were quite comfortable in the veritable town they had made outside the keep. Seasoned soldiers knew how to make the best of whatever down time they might get, and the wind of Altin’s spell would not bother them unless it blew a winning hand of cards away.
Lugging the scrying basin with him, Altin made his way down the three floors of his tower and out into the courtyard, stopping long enough to dismiss the shield he had cast to protect the opening in the castle wall, a vulnerability that opened up whenever he teleported the tower away. He dispelled the illusionary tower and wall he’d cast as well. Doing so reminded him that he’d been considering having the curtain wall extended to accommodate the frequent departure of his tower. The keep’s residents would be safer if there was something more permanent—particularly in the event of an accident out in space, which he had proven was more than possible both recently and in the past. He hadn’t commissioned the work, however, and the rapid progress of Citadel, and likely those similar space fortresses to follow, made him think it might be a waste of time and money to extend the wall now. Soon he wouldn’t use his tower for traveling in space at all. He was better off traveling on Citadel or in a fortress like it, or even in one of the redoubts. That way, he could leave poor old Calico Castle’s already motley appearance alone in the advent of some future misfortune. 
He dropped the basin off at the base of the well and got to work filling it up. When it was full, he teleported it back to its proper place on the battlements. He even took the extra precaution of going to the wine cellar and getting an empty keg. Returning to the well, he filled that up, sealed it, and sent it up to the tower too. Now he was prepared should he have some mishap with the scrying basin again—which he intended never to do.
“There,” he said when it was done, taking the time to wring water from the sleeves of his robes, which, while still somewhat damp from the blast of water he’d suffered the evening before, were now soaked thanks to his efforts at the well. With a quick glimpse around, once more making certain he’d not been seen, he headed back toward his tower, intent on getting right back to work finding a place to land on one of the ships from Earth.
He almost made it inside when Pernie appeared with such suddenness, he was sure she must have cast a spell.
“Hi, Master Altin. Where did you go? I was scared once I seen you left,” she said. “You never said you were leaving.”
“Pernie,” he said, recovering from the start of her having popped out of the shadows like some lurking assassin or, at very least, tiny thief. “You mustn’t do that. You can hurt someone or yourself.”
“Do what?”
“Jump about like that. With your magic. You need to train before you teleport, even short distances. Learn the words that will help you control the outcomes. You can’t just guess. It’s animal. It’s dangerous. You’ll end up in a wall. Besides, it’s not reliable. You won’t be able to do it for long. It grows out quickly.”
Her little features contorted in confusion, unsure what had prompted such a lecture, but the sparkle in her eyes showed she was happy to have this attention from him.
“Pernie, this is not the time for games. This is a dangerous time for you. You have to take this seriously.”
“I will, sir.”
He could tell from the blank look on her face that she had no idea what he was talking about but was agreeing because she knew it was the right thing to do.
“Pernie, right now, you just appeared. Like what happened to you the other day when the orcs were here. Do you remember that? Three times you did it.”
She nodded, her long blonde bangs swinging out and back with the motion like dirty golden draperies in a breeze.
“Did you do that again. Just now?”
“No.” She looked up at him with honesty ambient in every part of her.
“Interesting,” he said, almost to himself. “Has Tytamon or Kettle talked to you about what happened? About how you teleported?”
“I did?”
“Yes, you did.” 
How could they not yet have spoken to the girl about something as important as that?
Her eyes glazed for a moment, absent, far away, as she sifted through memories of the fights again. Not the least reluctance troubled her countenance as she relived it, not the least tremor of remembered fear, but suddenly understanding dawned, made outwardly evident by the broad smile that came upon her face. “I’m like you,” she said. It was half question, half statement. “I’m a ‘porter?”
Impatiently, he agreed. “Yes. But Pernie, you can’t do it again. When you feel it coming, you have to stop yourself. Bad things can happen.” His memory flashed with the visions of what he’d done to his sister so many years ago, unknowingly teleporting her inside the solid trunk of a tree. An accident. It shouldn’t even have been possible, which was testament to the dangers of the young when they manifest magic, especially with the potency of a Z-class teleporter. Most magicians had hardly enough power to be a threat when young. Perhaps Pernie would prove to be the same. But the guilds didn’t take chances and laws had been made. Pernie had to be sent to school. Tytamon certainly wouldn’t have time to train her, not now, any more than Altin would. So it had to be a school. Leekant had an excellent private one, and Tytamon wouldn’t hesitate for a moment to pay the fees. But the child wouldn’t like it, not being two years away from home. Altin knew her well enough to know she was not the sort for books and long hours in a classroom studying magic theory and the nature of the eight magic schools. 
He looked down into her little adoring eyes. He wanted to tell her what lay ahead for her, to encourage her and tell her how wonderful a teleporter she might one day be. He wanted to be the one to break the news, to put it to her gently and in a positive light, but he knew she wouldn’t like it if he did. Kettle should be the one. 
He knew he was being a coward even as he decided to leave it alone. He couldn’t handle it when she cried, and Pernie was infamous for tantrums if she didn’t get her way. Neither was something Altin felt like dealing with just now.
“Pernie, promise me if you feel like you are going to do something like that again, you won’t. Okay? At least try to stop it if you can, all right?”
“All right,” she said. But he could tell that she would promise him anything. I promise to jump into a fire, she would say. I promise to stab an orc in the throat thirty times. I promise to turn into a pigeon and eat the castle after lunch.
What else could he do? At least that’s what he tried to tell himself.
But he knew what else.
“Come on,” he said. He held out his hand, which she took instantly, and led her to the kitchen.
Nearly dragging her in his impatience to get back to the fleet, he stormed through the kitchen, hollering for Kettle around every turn. Finally the old matron appeared, her arm now fully healed, looking none the worse for the fight a few days ago.
“There ya be, lad. We was a wonderin’ if’n ya’d run off fer another set a months in space. Pernie here nearly brained herself a runnin’ headlong inta that invisible wall ya cast. Ya made the tower image but not the shield. And Mercy’s sweet face if’n ya could be bothered ta tell a soul afore ya left again.”
“I know. I’m sorry. Listen Kettle, Pernie needs to go to a magic school.”
“She what?”
“She needs a school, and nobody’s done anything yet. Nobody remembered what she did.”
“Altin, I don’t know what yer sayin’.”
“Pernie is a teleporter, Kettle. You saw it. What she did when the orcs were storming the courtyard. How she appeared on that orc’s back.”
Kettle lifted a thick, round-fingered hand to scratch the side of her head, depositing a few motes of flour in the fine gray hairs at her temple as she did. He saw her start to recall. “She did rather do tha’ sudden like, di’na she?”
“She teleported.”
“I was a bit diverted, if’n ya take mah meanin’, dear.”
“I do. But I saw it twice more. She’s a teleporter. You told me yourself, in this very room, that you know exactly what can happen when teleporters discover the range of their abilities without supervision.” Of course, he was referring to Kettle’s tirade the day his thoughtlessness had left Pernie vulnerable to kidnapping by the orcs, the same day Altin learned he was the reason his whole family was dead. His magic. Kettle suddenly understood perfectly even before he repeated it. “You have to send her to school.”
Kettle’s eyes began to mist as she considered what it meant. “No,” she pined. “Na’ mah little Pernie girl. I don’t want ta let her go jus’ yet.” She hugged the child to her protectively.
“Well, too bad,” said Altin. “She needs to go. If you won’t take her, I will. And I won’t be nice about it. I’ll teleport her there right now and drop her off with a sack of gold to pay her dues. It’s what she needs. You know it as well as I do.”
“An’ she’ll hate ya ferever fer it too.”
“Only at first.”
“I’ll go,” came the meek little voice, mouse-like, barely a squeak, and yet with manifest bravery. Bravery and hope.
“Wha’?” cried Kettle. “Ya don’t even know what yer sayin’, girl.”
“I do.” She was so sober. Altin had never seen her like that.
“Pernie?” The plaintive sound in Kettle’s voice made Altin fear Pernie might change her mind. Kettle fell to her knees and pulled the girl into her ample bosom, throwing up a cloud of flour that nearly shrouded her from view. “Mah baby is a growin’ too fast. And these is no times fer her ta be away.”
“She’ll be fine, Kettle,” Altin tried to soothe. “Every wizard goes. She’ll come back very powerful.”
“She’s only a wee child.”
“She is a sorcerer,” Altin said, his hands on his hips in what had become a complete reversal of roles.
Kettle’s cries drowned out whatever Altin was going to say, the emotions of the last few days overcoming the woman entirely. Altin waited until it passed. He was not giving in on this. It mattered in too many important ways.
After a few moments, when Kettle had regained herself, Altin spoke again. The gravity of the question cut through what remained of the stout woman’s emotional response. “Will you take her, or shall I? I think it would be better for you both if it was you.”
She stood, straightened her apron, wiped some flour from Pernie’s face, which only smeared it more. She looked up at Altin and nodded. Her eyes sparkled with leftover tears. “I will do it. I’ll take her.”
“Do it tomorrow. Get her signed up for the next session.”
“Yes, sir.”
She’d never said that to him before in all his life. It struck him as if it were a physical blow. He had to draw two breaths before he could think again. He looked at her, saw that she meant it. He saw that Pernie meant it too. He tried to fashion a smile for them both, but only about half of it managed to make it to his face.
He reached down and stroked Pernie’s round little cheek, though less round than it had been only a year ago. She was growing up.
“Listen to them,” he told her. “Do what they say. All of it. Even the boring parts. It’s very important. Especially the boring parts.”
She nodded, but the bravery flickered out in her eyes like a candle under glass, replaced by the first hints of fright and a glimmer of wetness appearing there. She’d never been away from home before.
He smiled and turned to leave, quickly, lest she see that his own eyes had begun to glimmer too. And besides, on the subject of schools, he realized he’d nearly forgotten that he still had a bit of research to do.


Chapter 20
Orli sat before her magic mirror, the very idea of it setting a grin upon her face that ran nearly ear to ear. She once again poked her com badge into the little orifice, slipping the silver button into the dark slot cut into the bonelike twists of the frame and pushing it in snugly. She stared into the mirror expectantly, watched her own face watching back at her as she waited. It was the fiftieth time she’d tried in the last two hours, but Altin still did not appear. 
With an impatient tick, she reached in and pulled the badge back out. She had to pry it out with her fingernails, because, exquisite as the mirror’s manufacture was, its crafter clearly hadn’t had an actual com badge to work with, and the space was barely wide enough. Thinking about that made her smile as well—as incredibly powerful as the magicians of Prosperion were, in the end, they were only human too. It proved to her why Captain Asad with his endless mistrust and rants had to be so completely wrong about them. 
And it was due to her recent and finally achieved victory over the unyielding and voraciously hostile Captain Asad that she was trying to get a hold of Altin. She wanted to tell him that their plan had worked and that whatever he had done had gotten her transferred to Citadel. 
She was ecstatic. Such a turn of events and in only a few short days. She felt bad for how much time she’d spent considering Thadius Thoroughgood’s offer—which had been considerable—now that she had a better option. A compromise that allowed her to meet obligations, even if imposed, to her friends and to her home world. It settled right in her conscience.
But the fact that Altin was not answering her summons was driving her to fits of impatience now. “Where are you?” she said into the mirror. “I have fantastic news and you are avoiding me.” In the back of her mind, she couldn’t help fear that he might have done something reckless and gotten himself killed. She shoved the thought away as fast as it came. She told herself it was more likely that he’d angered someone in power and gotten himself in some kind of diplomatic mess. Impulsiveness definitely held a prominent position in the parliament of his personality. She glared into the mirror at her own reflection still taking up the space where his face should have been and chastised it as if it were him looking back at her. “You better not have done something stupid. Or opened your big mouth and got yourself in trouble somehow.”
Altin’s face suddenly appeared. He was laughing.
“Did I just hear you, of all people in the universe, speaking to me about knowing when to hold my tongue?” 
She harrumphed loudly and put on her best indignant face. “You should have programmed some kind of sound on this thing to tell people when you are coming online,” she said. “It’s rude to eavesdrop on people when they are talking to themselves.”
“To themselves?” He laughed again. “You can’t speak into a two-way mirror and expect to be talking to yourself.”
“I took my badge out; I expected I was alone.”
“The badge only lets me know you’re looking for me,” he laughed. “Which you already know.”
“You’re lucky I’m not down there,” she said. 
“Or what?”
“Or … or I’d have to kick you. Or maybe a good hard slap.”
“I’d slay ten thousand orcs to let you,” he said. “A hundred thousand for that one touch.” 
His expression was so immediately serious as he said it, so passionate and intense. His green eyes burned with the truth of it. She loved when he talked to her that way, even outrageous as it was. Nobody on Earth talked like that anymore. Courtship was a dead thing, the brittle shell of a dead culture, a crumbling remnant of romance delivered in bits of video on big screens or on bent knees at fancy restaurants, stock-yet-expensive trinkets around which entire industries arose, and mostly nothing but words in service of elemental biology. But not Altin. He savored her with impulse and patience tapping out the rhythms of his heart, measured by the time of his people and his curious world. All the tension of the last two days left her in a breath. 
“I missed you,” she said. “I hate how our last conversation ended.”
“I was left melancholy as well. I am sorry.”
“It’s okay. I know you have a lot to do. And you are Her Majesty’s superstar, so she’s got to keep you in the game. I completely understand.”
Altin looked confused, but she ignored it in favor of her news. “So I got my new orders,” she said. She wanted to make him smile, so she put on a poker face and under-represented what she had to say. “I got transferred to another ship.”
“You did?” He looked hopeful, but trepidation could not hide itself in his voice.
“Yes,” she tormented, keeping her expression blank and the tenor of her voice flat. “It’s a new assignment. And I won’t get to work with Roberto anymore.” A touch of sadness drooped her features a little then, un-pretended and augmenting the game she played with him.
His expression began to wilt with hers.
She relented at last. “But he can come visit whenever he wants … on Citadel.”
Joy filled him, so much so that he looked as if he were about to leap from the stool and jump about the room. Doing so would have broken the spell that held her face before him in his newly refilled scrying basin, which he knew, so he did not. Instead, he leaned further into it, clearly wanting to be nearer to her. “That’s wonderful! When? Did they say when?”
“Yes.” She grinned, a wide thing that grew one tooth at a time until it could hardly grow more. She delighted in the impatience radiating from him. So unguarded. So honest and sweet. He looked as if he might explode, but she waited with a devilish glint in her eye until he asked again.
“When?” It practically burst from him.
“Technically, I’m already on the Prosperion clock.” Her expression was triumphant.
“You’re what?” 
“I’m already on your time.” She leaned back, reaching for the tablet on the desk nearby. She still had the orders called up on its glowing screen.
He watched her stretch for it, her body lithe and sinuous, and an absence overtook his countenance, a faraway aspect in his eyes and a dull sort of smile. She caught him and made a show of mortification.
“Altin Meade,” she said. “Don’t leer at me like I’m some kind of sex object. It’s hardly becoming for a knight.” The contortions of his denial, the expulsions of Puritanical apology that followed amused her as it so often did. She laughed at his red face and blotchy neck. She could do that to him at will. She sighed, happily.
Done toying with him, she presented the tablet to him briefly, a momentary flash of its bright text-filled square to the mirror, and then spun back so that she could read. She put on her most official face and began: “Ensign Orli Pewter. Temporary assignment, Citadel. In service of the Royal Space Armada. Report to: Master Aderbury.” She flipped it around so he could see it again. “And look, it’s signed by both Captain Asad and Admiral Jefferies.”
“I wonder if your captain was smiling or hissing when he signed it,” mused Altin.
“He’s not my captain,” she grinned. “Aderbury is. And I’m sure Asad was having a silent fit. I am convinced that man hasn’t got a smile function built into his DNA.”
“Whatever that means, I am pretty sure you’re right.” His eyes narrowed some after that, something semi-sinister in them, playful but with menace of the type that could summon giant snowballs capable of sending Earth women careening into snow banks. “It also means, at least technically, that you are now under my command, given that Aderbury is under me.”
“As if you’re going to use that kind of power properly.” Her eyes narrowed back at him as she watched for his response.
He started to say something, stopped, then returned a quizzical look. “What do you mean?”
Her devilish grin returned full force, but she said nothing, choosing to watch and bide her time as all good predators do. Eventually he would figure it out.
He did, and once again the bright red blotches came back to his neck and face, bringing the merry laughter back to her lips. “Oh, Altin,” she said at length. “I’m going to have to cure you of that one day. One day soon. Immersion therapy is what you need.”
That didn’t help.
They spent a few more moments in such fashion, her tormenting him and him squirming somewhere between rapture and agony, until finally, in his indomitable and unendingly forward-focused way, Altin brought the conversation back to practical things.
“What I was going to say, before you diverted me as you so often do, is that, until you have to report to Aderbury, you are, at least for a while, off duty, right?”
 “Well, no. Not quite. I haven’t gotten my transfer files yet, or been given a date and transportation orders. So, I’m fairly sure I am supposed to keep working here until those come through.”
He looked as if he’d been hoping for another answer. “In the mine?” he asked.
“Yes, in the mine.”
He spent a few moments thinking on that. “Will anyone miss you if you come with me?”
“Come with you where?”
“To find the Hostiles.”
“What?”
“I’m going to find the Hostile home world, I already told you. Would you like to join me?”
“It’s just as horrible an idea today as it was two days ago, Altin. Why would you possibly think I would want to accompany you on a suicide mission?”
“I could order you to.”
“But you won’t. Besides, no final transfer yet, remember?” She waggled the tablet in front of the mirror. “See?”
“It will be fun.”
“No, it won’t.”
He stared at her through the water of his scrying basin, fixing her with the long and unfathomable intensity that he somehow managed in ways nobody else she’d ever known managed to do. Even through the effects of the water, which moved a little and made his features shift and blur, he was so beautiful and intense. So ferociously focused. So powerful.
“Fine,” she said. “But if I get in trouble, it’s on you to get me out of it.”
“Always,” he said.


Chapter 21
The tower hung motionless once again in the space where Altin had sent the Hostile away barely a day before. Orli stood next to him, mouth wide in total awe. This was the first time she’d traveled so far with him. To have the entire solar system gone in a blink was amazing to her. One moment she was in her quarters on Tinpoa, the next in Altin’s tower on Prosperion, and in only a few rapid breaths and a bit of chanting after that, she was so far from Prosperion that its sun was no bigger than any other star. She reached out and covered it with a fingertip, blotting it and a few others out with the black silhouette of just one lone digit.
“That’s amazing,” she said. “So incredible. It’s already gone.”
“It certainly seems more efficient than your ships,” he agreed. “And I mean no disrespect to your technology.”
“None taken. This is better. It just seems impossible.” She spun about, taking in the panorama of stars. “I’ve never seen it without any lights.”
He moved quickly to the table and snuffed the lamp. “Now there are no lights.”
As he stood next to her, her hand crept into his. He took it and held it tight. 
They stood together for a long time, watching the dimmest stars become brighter as the lamp’s effect on their night vision wore off. He asked her questions about them, pried through what she knew of the centuries of scientific knowledge her people had accumulated. He marveled in the depth of understanding, the precision that stood as such a different type of knowledge than the sort his people had—steeped and ruined as it sometimes seemed with all its superstition and myth. It frustrated him to think how much time his people had wasted on all of that. But he listened to what she said, asked and clarified, consuming her every word as if it were the water to abate a mortal thirst. It was all he could do to keep himself from taking notes.
He didn’t notice, perhaps she didn’t either, that over the course of their conversation, the shuffle and sway as they spoke had brought them shifting and gazing back around to stare toward Prosperion once more. When she saw it, she fell silent, the words of an explanation failing like the last bit of thread winding off a spool. Her sigh made less noise than a settling snowflake, but he saw it in the movement of her chest. The ho-hum of resignation, the longing to go home. He sighed too.
The spectacle of the stars was not the kind of beauty that could hold her for long, not even with him there to share it. He knew it, had known it, and that sigh was proof beyond anything she could say. She didn’t want to be out here. She never would. Deep inside he completely understood. He was selfish to have asked her to come. Always selfish. He was doing it again. Like he always did. 
Somehow she detected the change in him, the change her change had wrought. She turned and saw his lip begin to curl, the derision shaping a snarl of self-contempt. She knew him well enough to recognize that much.
“Come on,” she said. “Let’s find them.”
An apology began to shape itself on his lips, but she stopped him, reading it in his eyes. “It’s okay, Altin. I’m fine. We do have a job to do. Let’s just get it done, okay?”
He started a different protest, one she intercepted just as easily and dismissed with a shake of her head. She stood firm, eyebrows high and expectant. She cocked her head impatiently toward the stars beyond the battlements. “Let’s go.”
A long breath. Shame dripped inside him like mucus running down a wall. He knew he should take her back, but he allowed himself to take what fate saw fit to give instead. That was the way of the selfish. It came easily to him, like a reflex.
“I have one thing I have to do first,” he said. “I have to see if the Hostiles are in pursuit of the ships, find out if the one I encountered was in the vanguard or just running late. Either way, we need to know. They will need to know.”
“How will you find them?”
“I spent some time at the Seers Guild Hall and did some research on finding missing ships, albeit the seafaring kind. I also did some research on seeing objects in motion. There was an old naturalist by the name of Speekes Beeglethorpe, a C-ranked seer who developed what he called ‘Wake Sight.’ He used it to observe snow drakes a few hundred years ago because he wasn’t strong enough to keep up with them with his seeing spells. It’s a pretty obscure spell, and nobody ever looked at it because he was only a C—a shame, he was a clever man—but I think I can modify it to catch your ships, especially if I use the Liquefying Stone.”
“What’s it do?”
“Well, I have to find a place I know, but I can park my sight somewhere, and if I can catch a glimpse of an object, Wake Sight will attach itself to the object and then, essentially, dangle along in its wake as if the object had been caught by a rope.”
“They call that water skiing where I come from,” she laughed.
“Well, whatever we call it, it’s going to take some time. But I really must do it. We can’t, in good conscience, be so near to your friends without doing what we can to make sure they are as safe as they believe they are. If they are, we go on. If not, we’ll make them safe, and then go on.”
She nodded. 
He began by casting the divination spell again. He wanted to get the distance right. He wasn’t sure it would work, but it was worth a try. Orli started laughing when he began singing what she recognized as the children’s song “My Cat’s Paw” with its silly rhymes and even sillier lyrics—she’d learned it from Pernie as part of the child’s having helped teach her the common tongue of Kurr—which broke his concentration on the spell. If it hadn’t been for the shock and the headache the disruption caused, he might have laughed too. He was able to make her feel suitably guilty, for which he got a series of soft kisses on his temples, which made the interruption worthwhile. But in the end, he had to get back to work.
When the divination was done, he sent a seeing stone to the place that fit with the sense of distance he’d divined. He followed that up with another seeing stone, and then with his sight directly, amplified by the Liquefying Stone he held in his hand and further augmented by the cadences of Wake Sight woven in. 
His vision, now disembodied from his corporeal form, placed him, as if alone, out in the vastness of space. He turned his view around and stared back in the direction he knew his tower, his body and his beloved to be. And then he waited, peering into the distance, waiting for the sight of a single growing star, the star that would split and become the swarm of fleet ships. 
He was suddenly glad for the time he’d spent trying to emulate the speed of the fleet ships when he’d been using this seeing spell to search for Hostiles. He hadn’t gotten anywhere near that remarkable speed, but he had gotten incredibly fast just the same. He felt he might need it to get close enough for Wake Sight to catch hold.
Soon enough, he saw the tiny growing light, the “star” that moved against the rest. As before, and at a particular intensity, it split and the smaller lights began to expand across the sky. He picked the one that seemed to be coming the most directly toward him. He angled himself upwards on a course running away from their approach but on a line that would ultimately intersect with that of the oncoming ship—or at least he hoped it would. The exercise reminded him of playing ball with Gimmel when he was young, trying to run for a ball that had been lobbed too far over his head.
The speed with which he propelled his vision did slow the relative perspective down, but not by much. However, it was enough, and as the ship shot by, barely even a blur, Wake Sight’s effect caught hold and yanked Altin’s vision with it. It happened so fast, for a moment he thought he’d done something wrong. One moment he was alone amongst the stars, and the next, the stars were gone. Or perhaps more accurately, and upon more careful observation, they were different. 
When he’d recovered from the surprise, he moved his vision around and oriented it on the ship he’d “caught.” From his perspective, he maintained a distance behind the ship of around one hundred spans and perhaps twenty above the dorsal hull. Even from that distance, the ship looked vast, an enormous length of steel plates stretching away from him for an additional three hundred spans, a seeming cityscape of metal and gleaming lights, a geometry of indescribable alien constructs illuminated spectacularly as if by thousands of brightly glowing gems. 
Directly in front of the ship was a cluster of stars, gathered together as if to make a target for its flight, but there were no stars on either side of him anywhere. Those were simply gone. He spun his view around to look behind him. There were stars back there as well. The same narrow sort of patch as could be seen looking out ahead. It was as if all of space had become a giant black tunnel and only at either end could stars be seen. An interesting effect that he credited as some outcome of traveling near the Earth fleet’s “light speeds.” Orli’s people spent a lot of time on that subject, so it seemed likely that it was.
He didn’t have time to marvel at it long, though, for he had work to do. He’d finally caught a ship. He took note of a large disc on the topside of the ship. He studied it and fixed it as a place in his mind. He could use that as a starting point from which he could do the work he needed to do. 
He let go of the spell and once again found himself standing atop his tower, Orli nearby gazing out over the battlements. She heard the rustle of his robes and turned to him. “Well,” she said, “did it work?”
“It did. I think I have a location I think I can use, at least for a scrying spell. Let us find out.”
He went to the scrying basin and quickly conjured up the disc that he had seen at the back of the ship in whose wake he had been following. He locked the image in place and stood to face Orli triumphantly. “And just like that, we have a ship.”
Orli peered into the scrying basin, and nodded, recognizing the ship. “That’s the NTA II,” she said. “I love those guys. Their captain is reasonable and very sweet. Unlike the asshole my captain is.”
“Was,” he corrected. “Unlike your captain was.”
 “Oh, he still is an asshole,” she said, grinning wickedly. “But I know what you meant.” She smiled, happy at the thought of life forever free of Captain Asad.
“What do the initials stand for? Most of your ships have names, as I recall.”
“Northern Trade Alliance. It’s a big corporate exo-nation. They pretty much own everything on Earth now.” She could tell immediately from the look on his face that he had no translation for that. It was too complicated, and too boring to explain, so she added simply, “Trust me, you can figure out everything you need to know just by asking yourself what kind of people would name a ship something like that.”
He nodded, making a mental note to learn more when they had time. For now, he wanted to get to the business of ensuring the ships were safe from Hostile pursuit. He could peek inside, see what was happening on the bridge, and then, if there was no panic there, he could anchor his vision to the hull of the ship and trail out on a cord of mana to ever-increasing distances behind it like a fisherman letting out line. It wouldn’t be perfect, but once he found the distances between ships, he could make a reasonable survey of the space behind them. But it was going to take some time.
“I need to go see it now. I have to do some new things, playing back and forth with the scrying spell being where it is, and place, and some other things. It’s going to be tricky, and I won’t be able to speak to you for a while. It’s best if you don’t break the spell.” He felt guilty saying it, as if he were scolding her for having a bit of fun at his expense earlier.
 “I know,” she said, feigning petulance. “I pay attention.”
“I’m sorry. I did not mean to imply—” He knew he shouldn’t have said that last part.
She laughed, putting a pair of fingers on his mouth to stop the apology. “I’m just teasing. You don’t have to be so nice all the time. I’m not made of glass, you know.”
“You do that a lot,” he said. 
“I know. It’s fun.” She grinned. “Now cast your spell.”
He did. And he spent so long in the complex seeing spell that eventually Orli went down stairs and began poking around, which in turn led to her settling down on his bed to read one of his magic books picked at random from the shelf. Advanced Transmutation: Changing, Change and Reverse Metamorphoses. She couldn’t make out the language of the incantations themselves, but she could read most of the spell descriptions. She flipped through the pages, becoming more and more amazed with each turn. On page sixty-two she discovered that Altin really could have turned Roberto into a dog that first day in sick bay. Or a toad. The thought made her mind wander to the young boy, Peety, whom she had met her first day on Prosperion. He’d had a toad. She wondered if maybe that toad had once been human. What could bring it back? A kiss? Just like a fairytale! 
It seemed impossible, but it was real, or at least it appeared to be real. Which meant there had to be some explanation for how it all worked. She wondered what her people were missing in the same sort of way that Altin grumbled about his world lacking so much scientific experience. Whatever Altin’s magic was, she knew there were scientific reasons for it. Some kind of physics. There had to be. But regardless of whatever that was, the possibilities were fascinating.
She scoured the rest of the spell description, shaking her head in awe and disbelief. A lot of what she read, even the parts that made sense, made little sense in the broader context of meaning. Still, it was mesmerizing to read. The more she read, the greater the discussion of mana and transformation of shape got, the more she marveled at the accumulation and dissipation of mass and energy these people were capable of. She was not a physicist, but she had also grown up on a spaceship. There really shouldn’t be a way to turn a hundred-and-seventy-pound pilot into a seventy-pound dog, much less into a toad that would likely weigh less than a pound. Where did the extra mass go? And the stuff about direct dissipation of mass frightened her too much to even contemplate. If she read it right, a transmuter could actually unbind a person’s energy. What the hell did that mean? Fission? If it even remotely meant what she thought it meant, it was too much power to be trusted to a single person. Wasn’t it?
She determined to ask Altin about it when he was done, not because she was afraid he’d do it someday, but more because she was envious. If she was honest, she wished she could do it. Not to dissipate people into oblivion, of course, but just to be powerful, to be able to dictate her own destiny. To unmake things that she didn’t like. How incredible would that be? She knew she probably wouldn’t understand any answers that Altin gave—the blind woman asking him to explain the color blue—but if nothing else it would be fun to watch him try. 
She went back to leafing through the book. Eventually, by the time she’d reached page two hundred and six, he came down looking for her.
“There you are,” he said. “I wondered where you’d gone.”
“Not like I could get very far,” she said. “That took a while. Won’t your people be scandalized when they find out we’ve been up here alone in space all this time?”
His eyes widened in horror, and the color began to drain from his face. She’d only wanted to make him blush, but this was far more fun. Besides, waiting had put her in a mood.
“Your reputation!” he gasped. “My selfishness will ruin you. I can’t believe how stupid I am.”
She grinned and let him panic for a moment before relenting. “You’re such a worrier,” she said. “You can send me back alone. Nobody knows I am here, remember?”
“That is true,” he agreed. “But still. The impropriety. I should have sent you back before I started all of that. You encourage me with your teasing. Make me forget myself. And it’s not me that need worry. It’s you who has the highest stakes. We jeopardize your relationships, especially with people as powerful as the Queen. You are in a rare position; it would be unwise to risk connections of that kind.”
She held off pointing out that he was the one who had invited her to begin.
“I’m serious.”
“I know.”
“You don’t understand my people.”
She turned and walked to the table, pulled out a chair, and sat down. Petulant, again. Sometimes the Puritanical ways of society on Kurr were not charming. They were just annoying. “Your people are pretty backwards on that one, Altin. If you want to know the truth.”
A low rumble sounded in his chest, but it died there, snuffed by exasperation. She was so easily set to pout sometimes.
“I’m sorry,” he said after watching her for a while. “Eventually we will learn. Our people will influence one another.” Still she said nothing, so he added, “And I will learn.”
She smiled, if barely. “I know.” She picked at the loaf of bread sitting on the table. “This is pretty stale.” She’d lost the enthusiasm to ask him about the transmutation spells.
“Yes, it’s a few days old. They don’t get replaced as often as they used to.” 
She pushed it away. “So, what did you find out from the ship?”
“I realize that the general consensus of your people is that they are not being pursued, but I thought it wise to look. I lingered on the bridge of your ship there, the NTA II, for some time, looking for any signs of urgency. There were none. I decided to let my view slip out of the ship then, to see if I could detect pursuit. I saw nothing. I searched for a very long time.”
“Yes, you did.”
She was irritated. He could feel it. Her voice filled with it just as the lines of her posture drooped beneath its weight. She hated being out here. It was obvious. The liveliness that animated her on Prosperion vanished out here like sunlight behind storm clouds, like a potted flower kept too long inside, away from the window, where in darkness, it wilts and dies. This flower had wilted while Altin’s vision was away. He had brought her even farther from where she belonged than she had been while working on Tinpoa. 
“I’m taking you back,” he said.
“No, you’re not,” she shot back. “We came out here to find the Hostiles, and we’re going to do it. So go. Start reading, or do whatever you have to do.”
Frustration returned, but he didn’t want to argue. He turned to go, then turned back. “I could use your help,” he said, then went upstairs. 
She watched him climb until his bare heels vanished beyond the lintel. She cursed herself silently. Why do I do that to him? she wondered. What’s wrong with me?
She stood, knowing as she did that she had to work on her attitude, just like Roberto had said. She shook off the funk and climbed to the battlements. 
He was staring out into the night when she arrived. She watched him silently for a time. He was so focused. So determined. He was the icon of stability in that way. She’d never met anyone so completely capable of committing to something. She was glad that he was committed to her. The safe feeling came back. She felt even more guilty for her bout of negativity.
 “How can I help?” she asked. The softness she put into her voice, and the way she placed her hand on his arm, served as an apology.
He turned back to her and without hesitation replied, “I don’t know where to go.”
His honesty struck her. He was so completely unhinged from pride. He was the distinction between confidence and that foul other thing, the thing that filled the tired old Earth ships whenever things got tense, the thing that had been slowly taking over for the last few years: pride. 
His was just conviction and truth. For all his astonishing mind and vast power, he was so simple in that way. She made a silent vow to stop teasing him so much. He was a rare creature, something beautiful, something so unique and precious, teasing him was like experimenting with a species for which he was the singular example of its kind. There was far more to lose in losing him than there was to gain from understanding how it had evolved or how it fit in with all the rest of the universe. Who cared how? Or why? She realized in that moment that she was the product of her world, always picking everything apart, poking and prodding, looking for some knowledge, some deeper insight and, invariably, some way to capitalize and turn it to her own needs. For a moment, she saw herself as the weed that had popped up in Altin’s Eden.
“No ideas either?” he said, misinterpreting her wayward thoughts. “Well, then we’re stuck with my divining spell.”
“No,” she said. “I do have an idea. My thoughts wandered for a second, that’s all.” She shook herself. “Look.” She moved next to him and pointed. “Do you see those two bright stars right there, kind of close together? The big yellow one and the bluish one just below it and a little to the left.”
He moved behind her, squatted some, and tried to sight down her arm. He closed an eye and snaked his head a little from side to side, minor movements, then suddenly stood up and laughed. “You’ve found the picker!” he proclaimed. “That’s my little man picking fruit!”
She regarded him over her shoulder, then looked back at the stars she was pointing at. She considered the section of space near it, then slowly began to nod. “Yes,” she said, “I suppose you could shape a man. More of a stick figure than a man, but I see it.” Her nod became more emphatic the more she thought it out. “Although you’d have to ignore a lot. And he’s got a very bright knee.” 
He laughed. “An art critic, I see. I like to think of that one as a bit of falling fruit.” 
She allowed herself to laugh as well. “Yes, I guess I am a critic, then, because it’s not even the same color as the other one. What kind of crazy fruit tree is that?” 
The tension left them like butterflies from a shaken shrub, though Orli was having nothing to do with his explanation of how the one fruit might have turned blue. The argument that ensued was one of laughter and relief. When they were done finding each other again, the business of working together to find the Hostiles was once more a pleasant thing. 
“Okay,” she said at length, “the big yellow star above his bright blue knee is where you want to go. That’s where we suspect the Hostiles are. You should have just asked me.”
“Why that one?” he asked.
“Because that’s the only place we can go,” she replied. “That’s the only other system we can get to in anything approaching a reasonable length of time—at least if any of us want to get home before we are too old to salvage anything like a real life on Earth. So, since we didn’t get to go home after Andalia, we only had two choices left: your solar system or that one. We’ve already been to yours, so that’s where the fleet was going.”
“So that is the nearest one to my sun, the sun of Prosperion?”
“Yes,” she said. 
“But that one is bigger,” he said pointing at the blue one. “And so is that one. And that one.” He pointed out two more stars that were in the same general vicinity, if not part of the constellation he’d devised.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “None of them are the same size. Some are so big, you can’t imagine it. Suns so big you could put your whole solar system inside of them.”
“No!”
“Yes.”
“All of it?”
“Yep. All of it.”
“Well how big is that one?” He pointed back to the blue star.
“Big,” she said. “But not that big. Still, it’s about a hundred times bigger than your sun.”
“By the gods.”
“Yes, if you believe that sort of thing.”
He laughed. “Now you sound like me.”
He stared out at the man he’d imagined picking star fruit, studying the bright golden light that was his primary object. “So, do you truly think that’s where they come from? The Hostiles?”
“I have no idea. Like I said, there are only two other systems we could reach and still have any expectation of having even a tiny speck of life left by the time we got back home. One of them happened to be you. The other could be them. It’s a guess.”
“I wonder what would have happened if you’d found us before we found you.”
“Captain Asad would have probably nuked your planet before we even said, ‘Hello.’”
“Nuked the planet?”
“Yeah, blown it all up. With missiles. We’d make a big dust cloud. Everything dies. All of it.”
“Your fleet could do that?”
“Any one of our ships could. Wouldn’t even deplete its arsenal. Your planet isn’t any bigger than ours, and it’s pretty easy to do on that scale.”
“Are you serious?”
“Why would I make something like that up?”
“Tidalwrath’s teeth.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it. A handful of your sorcerers could just mash us all together like you do the orbs.”
“Not if we didn’t see it coming first.”
“I thought you guys could see the future.”
“You know we can’t.”
“But you have divining. Couldn’t you sense it coming with that?”
“No. It doesn’t work in that way. Not if we weren’t looking for it.” He shrugged. It wasn’t a perfect school, to be sure. 
She could tell the thought of planetary obliteration startled him. “Hmm. Well, best try to be nice then, eh?” She worked up a menacing glare to go with it.
He wasn’t laughing. “Don’t ever tell Queen Karroll that.”
“Why? She’s very sweet.”
“She didn’t become known as the War Queen by accident.”
“I thought that was from the wars with the orcs. You said there were lots of them.”
“There were. The big ones all before her time. Kurr used to be seven kingdoms. Now it is one. How do you think that came about?”
“Oh.” Orli looked surprised. “Do you mean to say your Queen conquered all seven kingdoms?”
“In three years.”
Orli stepped away from him in horror. “Are you serious?”
“Completely.”
“Wow.” She blinked a few times incredulously. “Well, as long as we are keeping global secrets, definitely don’t mention that to any of my people if you can help it. Especially not Captain Asad. That little detail might freak him out.”
“He and I are hardly chummy enough to be exchanging notes from history.”
“Altin, I’m serious.”
“I know you are. He has enough against us as it is. The last thing he needs to know is that we are exactly as warlike as he thinks we are. Best let him discover that on his own, and at some other time.”
She paused and stared at him for a moment, a long, deep, contemplative study that had, for the briefest moment, a shadow of doubt, a specter of suspicion that flit across her mind and then disappeared, as if Captain Asad had possessed her thoughts for just that blink of time. She dismissed it. If Altin thought Queen Karroll had sent the Hostiles, he wouldn’t be out here. He wouldn’t have been out here all alone. Moreover, there was not a duplicitous bone in his body. In fact, in some ways he was almost grotesquely naïve.
She dismissed that too.
“Let’s go see if that’s them,” she said, turning back to the yellow star.
The depth of her enthusiasm nearly startled him. He took his turn to study her. Every last angle of her bearing communicated a deeply rooted determination now. He frowned, bewildered by the unexpected change of attitude. He pushed back the thought that she was only putting on the act for him, putting herself into the mission because someone had to be unselfish after all.
“Come on,” she urged again, this time pointing from the basin to the crate of seeing stones and then back out at the distant golden sun. “Do your stuff, superstar.”
Bemused, confused, but happy that she’d found the heart for the task, he took up a seeing stone and cast. He could feel guilty later.


Chapter 22
Orli was able to convey some idea of distance to Altin by comparing what he knew of scale from having found her originally with what she knew in terms of actual relative distances. So, by a rough muddle of blind casting and looking for something that felt like “three times that far,” they got to work.
It wasn’t good science, but it was, eventually, good magic. With the help of the Liquefying Stone, about which he swore Orli to secrecy, Altin spent the better part of seven hours teleporting the tower within range of the Hostile sun or, at least, in range of the sun that the fleet felt might bind the system from which the Hostiles came. On the last cast, just before he’d done it, he’d even told her that he expected he only had another hour in him at best. And then, there it was. 
The tower emerged from the spell, and suddenly the golden star flared brightly enough to make them shield their eyes, unable to look at it from such proximity, though it was still very far away. 
“Whoa,” Orli said. “Good thing you didn’t go much farther than this. Have you ever thought about what would happen if you did this trick and ended up in the middle of something like that?”
He squinted and tried to consider the blazing sun while watching it through the filter of his eyebrows. “No,” he said at length. “But I suspect that would be very bad. I don’t imagine Polar Piton wrote his shielding spell with that sort of thing in mind.”
She didn’t know much about Polar Piton or his spell, but she knew enough to laugh. “No, I’m sure he didn’t.”
“Well, that is another reason why it is important to use the seeing stones. I discovered something similar when I first found Naotatica. That’s why they say, ‘If you’re going to work with razor weed, always stew before you chew.’”
She didn’t fully understand what that meant either, but she did love when he said that sort of thing, so she smiled and nodded as she crawled up onto the parapets and pointed down below. “It is pretty,” she had to admit.
They were just outside the solar system’s farthest edge, perhaps ten degrees above the ecliptic. She pointed out a vast, curving expanse of white rocks floating in the distance below them, arcing away to either side until it thinned to visual nothingness.
“Ice,” she said. “Probably methane and ammonia, but maybe some water too.”
He turned and looked back in the direction from which they had come. Despite Orli having pointed it out earlier, he could no longer find the star he thought of as his own. He’d made no constellation for it.
“We’re very far from home,” he said. “Farther than I’ve ever been.”
“It’s a shitty feeling, isn’t it?” 
It just came out. Like pus from a lanced wound. The words accompanied by the rictus curl of her upper lip. She immediately apologized. “I’m sorry. I know exploration is your dream. I didn’t mean to say it like that. I don’t know what’s wrong with me today.”
“I understand,” he said, and she could see in his eyes he truly did. “It won’t be long. We’ll win this war, and then it will be just us. I’ll explore during the days and spend every evening with you.”
“And weekends.”
He nodded. “And weekends.”
He went to the table by the stairs and dropped the Liquefying Stone into its wooden bowl, covering it up with the towel. He wouldn’t need it to move around within the solar system. However, he would need some rest before he cast too many other spells. If this really was the home system of the Hostiles, he needed all his strength if things should go awry.
He went back to stand by Orli at the wall.
“You know how to use this, right?” He pulled out the little cluster of amulets he wore and separated out the fast-cast amulet that would take them home. “Strike it like a match if something should go wrong. It will take us back to Calico Castle.”
She started to reach for it, but he snatched it back. 
“Harpy spit,” he said. “No it won’t.” He looked startled.
“What’s the matter?” 
“This doesn’t have enough mana in it now. Not here. Not this far.” He swore again and turned back toward the door. “I have to augment this enchantment.”
“Right now?”
“Yes, right now. While I still have enough strength to do it. This is the only lifeboat on the ship, if you take my meaning.”
She made a lemon-eating face and nodded. “I do.”
He started back down the stairs.
“How long is that going to take?” 
“An hour,” he said. “Or not much more.”
Exasperation escaped in a throaty hiss as she rolled her eyes skyward. Not again. She resisted the urge to ask him what she was supposed to do while he went and started casting yet another series of long, boring spells.
“Keep an eye out for Hostiles,” he said as if she’d asked anyway. “If this is where they live, there’s likely to be some in this neck of the woods.”
That wasn’t quite what she’d had in mind, but the thought startled her and straight away killed the petulance that had begun to grow. Great, she thought. Now I can sit here and try not to freak out for an hour. 
She sat between two merlons and crossed her legs beneath her as she gazed around absently and sighed. Maybe it wasn’t such a big deal. Not much different than staring at a ship’s monitor for the same reasons, she supposed. 
She could hear him muttering and cursing down below, his voice carrying up the stairs with those purportedly profane Prosperion oddities that usually, though not now, amused her so. Apparently he was having trouble finding what he needed in his books, and it irked him to swearing. He was so like a dusty old librarian in that way. She grinned as she listened to all his delightfully alien vulgarities. It really was sweet. Which is why she just wanted to go back to his world. 
Spectacular as all this galactic panorama was, she wanted something real. A hill to climb, a squirrel to watch, the caress of flower petals brushing against her nose. The more she tasted of those things on Prosperion, the shorter her patience grew for this. Shorter now than she even knew. Boredom came on its heels.
Which is why curiosity made her get up and walk over to Altin’s wooden bowl.
He made such a big deal about that little yellow rock. The orcs had gone to war over it. He called it ugly all the time. She took it out and looked at it. She didn’t think it was ugly. It wasn’t beautiful in the way of a cut diamond or those giant pulsing rubies on the concert hall doors in Citadel, but it wasn’t ugly. At least not exactly. It had its own personality, a yellow one. A very yellow one. Roberto would have made a pee joke. She giggled and already missed her friend. Okay, it is kind of ugly, she admitted to herself.
She turned it round a few times and held it up to the distant sun. She expected the crystal to light up with the incoming rays, to glow a little, but it didn’t. That struck her as odd. Like glass that light didn’t come through. Or at least, not exactly.
She suddenly felt that maybe she shouldn’t be messing with it after all, and was just starting to freak herself out, when Altin shouted, “Finally!” The sound of his voice startled her, making her hand dart back reflexively toward the bowl like a child who’s been caught stealing cookies from the cooling tray.
She laughed at herself when he didn’t come up and yell at her. What was she, five? And what did she think the stone was going to do, burn her?
She grinned inwardly, feeling silly. Childish. It had been so long since she was five. A whole different life. A different universe, as far as that mattered.
She took the little yellow rock to the parapet wall and climbed back up into the crenel, where she reclined against one of the granite blocks as if it were meant for comfortable repose. She turned the stone over absently between her fingers as she allowed herself the luxury of a daydream. 
Altin, frazzled and impatient with fatigue, finally had the right spellbook. What on Prosperion had made him put it under the bed? He was getting sloppy. The infernal duties of working on Citadel and training mages for it was addling his mind. He missed the simplicity of working on his own, with no one to answer to but himself. No duty. No deadlines. Just the beautiful work.
He shook himself. No time to drift. He needed to channel more mana into this amulet before something happened that made them need it. If something happened to him out here, Orli would be trapped forever, drifting, hungry, alone. He could not let that happen. He cursed himself for not having anticipated it before he put her in danger. He was half tempted to take them back right now while he still had the strength. He was tired, but he knew the distance now. He was reasonably sure he could make it. 
But that was risky. He was tired. This was easier to do. Trickling mana into this amulet wouldn’t take a significant spell. Just some time. Less than an hour if he focused. They had that long, surely. And if it came down to it, well, then he’d take the risk of the big cast. Better to be patient than perished, Tytamon would say.
So with a quick bite of stale bread and a splash of water on his face, he sat at the table and began studying the spell. Memorizing its nuance, still vaguely familiar to him from having done it not so many months ago.
When he was ready, he closed the book and set it aside. Pulling the amulet and its leather thong over his head, he set it on the table before him. He calmed his breathing. Closed his eyes. Let his mind open itself to the mana, reaching out, seeking the undulating waves of pink and purple chaos. 
There were none.
At least no undulating waves. No chaos. Just mana. Smooth as stretched taffy, a great plane of it as far as he could see, and all of it flowing toward a dark mass in the distance that drew the mana in like a great drain in the middle of a pink sea. He had the dim sense of it, the mass, far away, some great distance, but there, present. Near and far. He felt it there in the same way he had never been able to sense where Luria was, never sensed a planet or a sun. It was a presence in the way nothing else was or ever had been, something beyond his experience. He’d never heard of it. Never read of it in a book. 
Odd as it was, incredible even, he didn’t have time to contemplate it. He had to get to work. Its presence only increased his sense of urgency.
He let his mind slip away, fall toward the great flattened plane of mana, touch it gently. He tried to pluck up the least bit of it, just a wisp was all he needed, a thread to begin adding to the amulet. 
But he couldn’t get the least little part. Not a hair. Not the finest barb of a feather. He couldn’t take any of it. He might as well have been trying to pinch a bit of marble from the Palace floor.
He tried again. Tried to reach into that vast expanse of rigidly flowing mana, and again he could not. 
He tried a third time. And a fourth. Each time pushing harder, trying with a more invested portion of his will, scratching at it with the fingernails of his mind, then clawing, then hammering, trying to get any amount of it at all. But still nothing. He attempted to move the whole of his consciousness closer, seeking to lay awareness atop it like a rug, perhaps even spread upon it like the Hostile had done to his shield. He was determined to connect with a greater area of its surface and have more contact with the impossible-seeming state of the mana energy. He spread his will out, put himself all in, like pressing one’s body against a large mirror or giant pane of glass. He leaned against it with all his magical might.
That’s when the great dark mass saw him. Not with eyes, no, but it saw him just the same.
He had just enough time to realize it before everything went black.
The red-headed boy came charging at Orli, dribbling the soccer ball with great skill for a child of only ten years. He was the other team’s superstar. And mean. The last time he’d tried to get by her, he’d shouldered her so hard she crashed to the ground and bruised the inside of her right thigh where her left knee struck it. He did it again. Down she went.
Her father yelled at her, “Get up, Orli. Don’t take that crap from him.”
She jumped up and chased the boy down, furious. Her skinny legs pumped as hard as they could. He was a year older, but she was fast. Faster than him. She could hear her father cheering. She could hear the parents on the sidelines of the other team cheering the boy. Her team’s goalie waited expectantly, legs pumping, hands out, antsy, wide-eyed and afraid to be the one who blew the game. 
Orli pushed harder, reached down into herself for that thing her father called “her everything.” She sprinted. Caught him. She ran past and swung her foot around at the ball with every ounce of her strength, kicking it away. The blow kicked his legs out from under him too. He tumbled in a heap, rolling over twice with his own momentum, as her team’s goalie ran out and snatched up the ball.
The referee called the penalty, she heard the whistle at the same time she heard her father, the colonel, roar triumphantly. “That’s my girl!”
Pride filled her. She remembered lying there, panting, breathing in the scent of fresh-cut grass. She could taste it. Her leg hurt from where her shin bone had hit the boy’s. It hurt more than her thigh. 
The boy was crying.
She hadn’t felt bad then, but she did now, looking back. The pride of the moment mixing with the reflection afforded by time. She wondered what that little boy was doing now. What he’d grown up to be.
Then she felt the whisper of hate. It was just a whisper. Except not entirely a whisper because it wasn’t a word. It was the phantom of a whisper. The silhouette of an idea. A question without language. Without physicality in the way a thought might be counted as having substance or mass. Physic-less. It was hate. A question of it. And a certainty.
For the briefest flicker of time, she thought it was her conscience. A part of the memory. Of hurting the red-headed boy. Guilt hit her, an almost overwhelming sense of shame. No whisper. Shame.
She began to cry.
And cry. 
And cry. 
She cried so long and so hard, her body began convulsing. Whole-bodied sobs racked her until she had to bury her face in her hands, unable to contain the monsoon of grief. And it was grief. Deep, consuming grief.
Grief. 
Mourning.
She was in mourning. She wept until her body began to ache, her stomach muscles cramped, her back muscles warming with the threat of strain. 
But she couldn’t stop it. She tried. She became aware of it. Separated from the grief in the oddest way. The far away parts of her mind watched and couldn’t figure out why. It was as if her own thoughts were a shadow. A whisper demanding, “Why?” Her own question, this time. Different. She knew it was hers because it had language. Why?
She felt like a thief. Like a murderer. Something heinous and vile. And didn’t know why.
She tried to fight off the crushing grief that followed. It wasn’t hers. Sort of. She thought for a moment it might be. 
She tried to fight back the emotions, tried clinging to the thoughts, the tiny ones that seemed like hers, the confused ones. 
The tears slowed. 
The hate was still there, though. Her hate?
She couldn’t tell. But a lot of hate.
Anger started to rise again. Or, more accurate perhaps, to descend. She found herself thinking it, noting the arrival of the emotion. As if she were watching it. As if she were an outsider in her own mind. Or her heart. Or both.
It occurred to her that the emotions weren’t hers. Occurred in a cognitive way. Her way.
She set the Liquefying Stone down on the parapet. 
The emotions stopped. All of them. Just like that. Gone. As if someone had thrown a switch and turned them off. As if they were never there at all. 
She looked down, inspected herself. Her uniform was dark where the tears had been pouring into it, her skin wet, collar bones glistening where tears had run in rivers down her face and neck, her arms and hands where she’d wiped them off. Her eyes burned. She was exhausted. 
The emotions were real. They had been there. No dream. And now they were gone. Just like that. Nothing.
She turned and looked out into the bright light of the nearby star and somehow knew it had come from there.
She looked down at Altin’s magic-enhancing stone.
“No way,” she whispered to herself as a new question formed frighteningly in her mind. She knew it wasn’t possible.
Afraid to touch the stone again, she carefully lifted her leg over it and jumped down off the wall. She ran down the stairs, practically screaming Altin’s name. When she found him on the floor, she screamed for real.


Chapter 23
“Altin, wake up,” Orli cried, shaking him. “Wake up, goddamn it.” 
Shaking him didn’t work. Shouting wasn’t helping. She realized she was crying again. How long had she been doing that?
She forced herself to calm. Think, she thought to herself. Get it together, Pewter. That was Captain Asad’s voice. This time he was right.
She closed her eyes and let her thoughts arrange themselves into something orderly. Was he breathing?
She bent down and turned her head to listen. She could feel his breath faintly warm on her cheek. His chest was rising too, barely.
That was good.
So now what? She shook him again, gently this time. “Altin,” she said. Calmly now. “Altin. Wake up. Can you hear me? I think we should go.”
He didn’t move.
She cast her eyes around the room for something that might help. She saw the fast-cast amulet on the table. Thought about using it, but knew better. It didn’t have enough mana in it. That was the whole point of his having come down here.
But maybe he’d done it. Maybe he did it and that last bit of magic had been what knocked him out. He collapsed. Utterly fatigued.
Maybe. She didn’t think it had been an hour. And he’d been down here cursing for most of the time it had been, however long it really was. 
She kept looking. There was a pitcher of water on the dressing table near the wall. That seemed awfully primitive, though—dashing him in the face with water? Still, it wasn’t likely that she’d find smelling salts anywhere in here. No white box mounted on a wall with a red cross painted on it.
Sometimes the delightful quaintness of Prosperion was a real pain in the ass.
She tapped her com badge, already knowing it wouldn’t work. “Pewter to the Aspect. Come in Aspect.” Nothing, of course. Not this far away. 
“Pewter to Tinpoa Base,” she tried again anyway. “Little Earth. Roberto? Anyone?” 
She slumped back, sitting on her heels, staring down at him. He looked so helpless lying there, sprawled out in a jumble of robes. At least there was no blood. Or there didn’t seem to be.
She lifted his head and gently looked to see if he’d hurt himself when he’d hit the floor. He’d landed just off the rug and might have done some damage striking the stone.
There was a knot there, but not bad.
She straightened his legs, one of them was turned awkwardly, tangled in the chair, which she put back upright. Then she fetched the pillow from his bed.
“Wake up,” she said as she did so. She pleaded. “Come on, Altin. Please wake up.”
He did not.
She looked back at the amulet. Then at the water. That seemed cruel. 
She tried her com badge again, this time looking for the NTA II. Same results. But it gave her an idea. She knew as she thought it that it was stupid, but she couldn’t be sure. It certainly couldn’t make matters any worse if it didn’t work.
She ran back up to the battlements and went to Altin’s scrying basin. She’d seen him use it plenty of times. He’d used it to look in on the NTA II only a few hours ago. She knelt down before it. Placed her hands on it just as he always did. Stared into it. She willed it to bring up an image of something. Shit. What, though? A fleet ship wouldn’t help.
Tytamon! 
She thought of the old mage with all the mental force she could muster. She concentrated on everything she knew of him. His appearance, his voice, the smell of his pipe in his beard and robes. Tytamon Tytamon Tytamon Tytamon. She pictured him with severity. Tried with every fathom of her mind to conjure him up in that water.
She stared into it, hoping, waiting, watching the dim reflection of her own face wobble as her touch on the basin’s edge sent waves washing back and forth across the surface within.
Nothing happened. She felt foolish. Tempted to cry.
Which gave her another idea.
She leapt up and went to the table and bowl in which Altin kept the Liquefying Stone. She ran to the wall where the stone lay, just as she had left it before. Using the towel she picked it up and stuffed it in the bowl then returned to the basin. Reluctant to open it again, she knew she must. The stone had done something when she held it before. 
She was afraid. 
Her hands shook as she pulled back the folds of the towel. She didn’t want to feel those things again. If that was what magic was like, fighting back that kind of torment—she had so much more respect for Altin now. For all of them. What if that’s what they endured every time? What if that is how Altin had spent so many years suffering in the name of getting out here? No wonder he was so dedicated now.
She drew in a long breath, held it for a five count, and let it go. “Do it fast,” she told herself. “Grab it, touch the basin, and think of Tytamon as hard as you can.”
She took up the stone and immediately reached for the basin. She’d barely had time to conjure the ancient wizard’s face in her mind when the hatred whispered again. The pure and perfect hate. The question and the reply, all there. Hate.
No, she tried to scream at it, tried to push it back. 
Tytamon. The name barely occurred to her. In the misty edges of consciousness. “Think it, damn it,” barely a muffled hiss, the least molecules of escaping steam.
She nearly collapsed into the wracking sobs when the waves of sorrow hit again, but she clamored back to the edge of the basin, her tears falling into it like rain into a pond, blurring the water in rippling rings. “Please,” she wept. “Tytamon. Please.” The last was barely a gasp.
She had to let go of the stone.
It fell to the floor by her knee. Still she wept a moment more, despite the emotions having left. A moment in misery’s memory.
She stared into the water. Willed it to stillness. Waited. Hoped. Thought of Tytamon.
Nothing.
She waited a long time for it. A long, long time. As the water calmed once more to perfect smoothness, it became clear that her face was the only one she was ever going to see in there.
She fought back the urge to start crying again. Crying on her own. Crying for herself. For this life, this life that required this endless presence in outer space which so clearly and completely did not want her here. 
She looked up, out into the stars. Cursed them silently. Hated them. And then saw the first Hostile orb closing in.
There was another not far behind. 
The fear ran in tingling waves that stood all the fine blonde hairs upright along her arm. The chill filled her, prickled across her skin like a rapidly spreading disease.
She only mouthed the “Oh, shit” she would have spoken had she been able to draw enough air for speech. She rose, slowly, nearly petrified, watching them come, watching a third appear. “Altin,” she barely rasped as she backed toward the stairs. “Altin.” Louder. “Altin….” She turned, finally finding the wits for it, and ran down to him. “Altin, wake up. Oh, God. We have to go. Wake up, goddamn it. Wake up.” She shook him far more violently than she had last time.
Nothing.
Her heart pounded in her chest like a cornered thing, she could hear it in her ears, even over the rasp of terrified breath.
The amulet on the table sparkled in the flicker of candlelight.
No! The thought was a force of absolute power in her mind, her own thought, trying to stop what she already knew she was going to do.
She went to the table and took it up. Looked at it. So small, really. So unlikely. And, as Altin had said, not powerful enough.
Maybe he had done it. Maybe he’d had time.
She went back to him. Sat on the floor near him, lifting his head up into the nook of her crossed legs. She stroked his hair gently a few times. Traced the curve of his gentle face with the curl of her slender fingers.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry.” She bent down and kissed him. Then she struck the stone, just like a match.
She felt herself falling. She had enough time to sense the sunlight, the warm brilliance of it, and she could hear the grind of giant stones. She knew it was stone because she had the briefest touch of it, and then nothing.
It was the pain that brought her back. She came to and screamed. Something was crushing her leg. Had crushed it. The pain was unbearable. She screamed again. That was all she could do. She couldn’t even articulate a word.
A moment later and she heard voices. Many of them. Men’s voices. They were speaking in the language of Kurr. She screamed again. She felt faint and nearly blacked out, but another spike of pain brought her back.
She heard something tumbling, rocks sliding. Dirt fell into her mouth. The men’s voices were calling out to her. “We’re coming,” they were saying. Several of them. They sounded like they were far away. Through a wall.
The pain was incredible. She grit her teeth. Tried to think past it. But oh, how it hurt.
The sun. She could see it, part of it through a cloud of brown dust that was all around, in her eyes, her nose, her mouth. Something was blocking it. An angle of something. A corner. Her eyes burned too much from the grit in them to see.
Pain lanced up her shoulder when she tried to lift her right hand to wipe at her eyes. She nearly blacked out again. She had to breathe. It hurt so bad. A low, agonized moan escaped her, she didn’t even know it had started until she was nearly done.
Where was Altin?
She turned her head—at least she could do that—and looked. Blinking away as much of the debris in her eyes as she could.
She was lying amongst a jumble of broken stones. The tower. She was in the tower. Totally destroyed. Worse than before. Worse than the Hostiles had done last time. Memory recalled the image of Altin bent and broken over a giant granite slab, his blood pouring down, unabated.
Panic began to set in.
“Altin,” she cried. The effort caused the pain in her leg to spike. She called for him again.
“We’re coming,” came the voices again. She could hear the sound of metal grating on stone. Men grunting. Someone was shouting, “Heave, boys. Put your back in for Mercy’s sake.”
More rocks tumbling. More dirt in her face. The light coming around the big stone shifted some.
She looked around for Altin. For some sign of him. Some gray sweep of robes under a massive stone. The pour of blood. Her hopeful thoughts eroded into terrified agony.
She started to black out again. She had to close her eyes and focus on breathing. She didn’t want to go into shock. He needed her. Her left hand started to shake, she could feel it twitching. She couldn’t lift it either, but she could roll her head over and look. She could see it bouncing, the fingers spasming, curled up and twitching like the death throes of a spider.
A large rock, nearly the size of her head, rolled down and struck a glancing blow across the side of her face. Several smaller ones followed. Gravel and dust poured down onto her, obscuring the sky above in a choking cloud. She coughed. Her leg throbbed because of it. The sky appeared again, brighter and pristinely blue as the large rock above her moved, teetered and then toppled over with a crash off to her left somewhere.
Three men appeared, bearded, rough-looking men, the sun glinting off the metal of chainmail and rings of brass armor. A fourth came up opposite them, the group staring down at her as if she had fallen into a well.
“There y’are, missy,” said one of them. “We’ll have you out of there in no time. Jus’ you hang on.”
“Altin,” she managed. “Find Altin.”
Then the darkness took her.


Chapter 24
Pernie found Altin three days later. In a tree. At first she’d thought he’d fallen into the tree when the tower came back, falling apart as it had, falling apart and falling from too high up. She’d seen the whole thing happen, watched it as it came in like a shooting star. She’d been out gathering water chestnuts when she heard the explosive gasp of air announcing its appearance in the atmosphere. A blur of gray, it smeared like a long stone streak across the sky, dropping huge granite blocks, books and bits of furniture as it shot across her view, and then it slammed with a crash into its place at the eastern corner of Calico Castle’s wall. What was left of it anyway. The rain of debris fell for several minutes after, chunks falling, stones thumping to the ground, quill pens fluttering like the remnants of vaporized birds, the tap and tink of smaller bits hitting the armor and weaponry of the soldiers bivouacked in the meadows outside the castle or rustling the leaves of Great Forest as they came down. Searchers from the camps were still bringing back magic books, reagents and scrolls—those that weren’t being sold on the black market of course.
The ruckus of the following two days had been stressful for Pernie. Kettle’s plans for a going-away party for her were canceled, and everything became chaos. Miss Orli was badly broken, they said. But would be all right in time. And Altin had not been found. All the rubble was gone now, and still he was missing. She’d overheard many soldiers declare he must be dead.
She thought Kettle was going to brain one of them for saying it—the tough old cook had to be pulled off an unsuspecting young recruit who’d said it within her hearing, or she would have done it too.
Many had given up the search. But not Pernie.
She’d been ferreting through the forest, back and forth, following a trail of stones here, bits of gravel there. An ivory comb. A swatch of cloth. She found each piece and followed it to the next, scoured the area around it, then followed its lead right to where it came to an end. Then she went back and sought another trail. Over and over again. She climbed trees, huge ones, clawed her way up, used her knife to get hold if she couldn’t reach branches. She tried, even, to summon that magic Altin said she had. Tried to teleport up into the trees, looking for bits of evidence, but she couldn’t make the magic work. So she did it the hard way, climbing every one. She crawled through hollow logs, slithered under giant rocks on her belly like a snake, swam to the bottom of ponds and pools like a tadpole. On and on she looked.
She would never give up. Altin was the greatest mage who ever lived. He had discovered space. He could survive anything. Everything. He had to.
So she swam and slithered and crawled and climbed. Mostly she climbed. For three days she’d clawed her way up an uncountable number of trees. She would find freshly broken limbs a hundred spans high, newly twisted branches or gouged-out chunks of trunk still seeping sap. She counted them all as evidence. She would find them, then look around below until she found the bit of debris that had done it. The crumble of stone, the wooden chair leg. She would find it, and follow it up.
And finally she found him.
He was folded over a branch high up in a giant redwood. Dangling there like someone had hung him out to dry. She saw the flutter of his gray robes and immediately she’d begun to climb. Halfway up, she could hear the buzzing of the flies. 
She scrambled up the massive tree like a chipmunk, her little hands gripping the thick ropes of its fibrous bark, her little feet digging in to the give of it and sending out puffs of red bark like dust in the wake of a race horse.
She got to him and quickly looked to see if he was alive.
He was. His breath was ragged, hardly a wheeze. 
She was afraid he would fall.
That’s when she realized his left arm was in the tree limb. Through it, really. From just above the elbow almost up to his shoulder, all of that was inside the giant branch. The rest of it hung from the underside, the skin there having already turned mostly gray with blotches of black. That’s where the stench was coming from. Flies were everywhere. Pernie was familiar enough with death to know that Altin’s arm was done.
She didn’t, however, know what to do. So she screamed. And screamed and screamed and screamed. She screamed for so long her voice began to fail, turned from high-pitched wail to barely a croak. A rasp. And yet she went on. She began whistling when her voice was gone. Put dirty little digits into her mouth and blew until she was so lightheaded she nearly fell off the branch. But she wasn’t going to leave him.
She scooted back, leaned against the massive trunk, stabilized herself, and blew. She got the pace of whistling after a time, got to where she could space it out so as not to knock herself out. And so she blew. She blew all through the afternoon and well into the night, afraid to leave, sure something horrible would happen if she went away.
The men that finally found her, found her because they were out looking for her, not Altin. But find her they did. And so they found him. Nearly as dead as his arm.
The operation to stabilize him, extricate him and get him to Leekant and Doctor Leopold was a complex mess of ropes, scaffolds, teleporters and healing spells. Finally they had him down and at the hospital, Doctor Leopold leaning over him and wheezing quietly, his eyes closed, lost in the meticulous labor of stabilizing the critically wounded mage.
Altin could have been worse, all things considered, the doctor thought. He hadn’t fallen, apparently, and there weren’t any broken ribs or internal injuries. Just dehydration and, well, the arm of course. That was a complete loss. He could not save it. All of it from about a hand’s span below his shoulder was gone, taken where they’d had to amputate it to get him out of the tree. They’d even had a Q-class teleporter come and try to get him out whole, but she could not. “He’s all in,” she explained. “I wouldn’t know which bits were him and which were the tree.”
And so they’d cut it off. 
He’d be furious when he woke up, the doctor knew. He’d have to learn much of his magic again. The careful thoughts he’d learned to shape with gesture and with word—those gestures would be gone. He’d have only half of them, only carve half symbols in the air, shape half an idea. Altin was going to be furious.
The doctor spent the better part of six hours working through Altin’s body with his healer’s sight, moving through the aqueducts of blood, the canyons and fissures of internal intricacies, guided by the fine weave of a divining spell. Trailing along with that sight came tendrils of harmony, following like the tentacles of a squid, each licking along in the wake of the doctor’s investigation, touching everything, feeling for the flavor of disharmony, incongruence, illness or pain.
But there were none. Altin was fine. Or he would be. But his arm was gone. No amount of healing could replace an entire limb. Doctor Leopold couldn’t do that anymore than he could have brought Altin back from death. The best the doctor could do was urge the tissues to close, to stop the signals of agony screaming through Altin’s every nerve. He brought harmony back, made what was left of the arm seal up and be well. It was a long work of healing, a tiresome one, but at length it was done. What Altin needed now was rest. 
Doctor Leopold emerged from the spell and had to lean against the bed for a few moments to steady the dizziness that often accompanied extraction from a procedure of such duration. He straightened, rubbed his back, which was sore from having to bear the burden of his immensely ponderous gut. He made a quick study of Altin’s complexion, checked his heartbeat at the lone remaining wrist. 
Yes, he’d be fine.
The doctor went to the inner waiting room of his office, where he found the collection of those most concerned for Altin’s condition. Tytamon sat patiently reading a thick, weathered-looking old book that was nearly twice as big as his lap. Kettle sat next to him with Pernie asleep beside her. The girl’s head lay comfortably against the red-eyed woman’s ample bosom, her narrow shoulders held in the curve of Kettle’s protective embrace. Next to her sat Roberto with Orli, lying across the next four chairs as if they were a cot, resting her head in his lap like a pillow. Orli stared at the ceiling impatiently, making cloud-shapes of the bumps and curls of paint. Most of what she saw was horrible. Roberto’s head bobbed a little as if he were on the brink of joining Pernie in sleep.
They all perked up when the doctor came out, even Pernie waking at the sound of the waiting room door opening. “Well,” spoke the collective expressions on every face, “is he all right?”
They knew before he spoke that Altin was alive, and both Orli and Kettle immediately burst into tears as relief poured from them like sweet wine. Even Roberto had to wipe at the corners of his eyes once Orli got going like she did.
Doctor Leopold let them have a moment, taking the time to turn and mumble some quiet instructions to his assistant, Lena, who dabbed at her eyes as well, caught in the wave of released tension and grief that had washed over the room, and not without her own affection for the green-eyed mage.
When emotional order returned to some reasonable degree, the doctor faced them again. “He’s going to be fine,” he declared. “Remarkably, he’s in excellent shape.” He paused, then added, “But there’s nothing that can be done for the arm. Too much was gone, and for much too long.”
Pernie looked up at him and tilted her face, a quarter rotation of curiosity, as if she’d never considered such a thing. Kettle burst back into tears. Orli’s bosom swelled but she held her tears back.
“Hmmm,” muttered Tytamon, his tone grim and his old parchment lips shaping the arc of disappointment. The same thought had come to him that had come to the doctor. Altin would not be able to cast again. Not well. Not right away. And that assumed he had the will to try, to relearn almost everything, to discover new ways to do what he’d been doing reflexively since he was ten. A lot to ask. Few in similar situations had. Tytamon had read stories, but he couldn’t think of one. 
Rarely did anyone lose limbs like this. Not now. Not since the Magical Revolution. Only in rare cases did such maiming occur—bites usually, a dragon or werebear or saber-toothed tiger attack. In those instances, the limb was gone and irretrievable. Those, yes. Sailors lost legs to leviathans and sharks, even emaciater-rays occasionally. Those were often irretrievable as well. But few instances beyond that. 
Soldiers lost limbs all the time, but that was completely different. As long as all the body parts could be reclaimed before the decay was complete, they could be reattached—provided the wounded didn’t bleed to death, of course. Limbs could be reattached. But not this. Not re-growth. Tytamon was no doctor, but he knew it well enough. The thought of it brought a mist to his tired, ancient eyes; a single tear escaped and fell into the dried old pages of his book, forming a dark spot in the parchment.
He exchanged a look with Doctor Leopold that confirmed his fear, and he had to look away. He dreaded having to break the news to the young sorcerer. 
Pernie was the one who spoke it aloud. Even she knew.
“So how’s he gonna cast spells if’n he hasn’t got a arm? He has to have two, right? Doesn’t he?”
The doctor looked down, almost ashamed to say it. Pernie looked to Tytamon. He couldn’t face her either.
Horror blossomed in Pernie’s eyes like a black flower blooming upon the grave of possibility. She turned to face each in the room, one by one, hope sinking further into the entombing darkness with each pair of averted eyes. Orli watched her and felt the same way.
“Why not?” Orli demanded then. She tried to stand, but gasped at the pain that shot through her still-tender leg. She had to sit back down. The muscle damage was still not quite healed. Her own fault. She’d been too impatient to be here, and so she didn’t let the doctors finish the last bit of repair. She didn’t care about the pain. “Why can’t you grow it back? That’s ridiculous. You conjure things from nothing for Christ’s sake. Just summon him a goddamn arm.”
“I’m sorry, Miss Pewter. Healing doesn’t work like that.”
“What do you mean it doesn’t work like that?” She made a face as she echoed back his words.
Roberto was nodding with her. “She’s right. If we can do it, why in the name of hocus-pocus can’t you?”
The doctor looked confused. He shrugged. Wrote it off to their grief for their friend. “I’m sorry. It can’t be done. Not by any magic I know.”
“Are you serious?” Orli snapped, incredulous. She stood up, ferocity steaming in her eyes. The doctor stepped away from her.
“Orli,” said Kettle, reaching across Pernie and Roberto, putting a hand on her arm. “Sweetheart. T’will be okay.”
Orli jerked her arm out of the woman’s gentle grasp. “No, Kettle, I’m serious.” She spun back to the doctor. “You really can’t do it?” She glanced back at Roberto. “Can you believe this?”
Roberto shrugged and shook his head.
“We can’t do it,” the doctor said again. She looked at Tytamon. He confirmed the truth of it with a nod. Both mages looked a little baffled by her response.
“Well then let’s get him back to the Aspect. Singh will do it.” She turned to Roberto. She was furious, felt betrayed, as if they were keeping the technology to themselves. And she was so tired.
Roberto smiled with half his face. “Yelling at them isn’t going to help. If they can’t, they can’t.” 
 “They can fix a broken back. A totally crushed spine. We can’t even do that. So why not a stupid arm?”
“Orli. Relax. Let’s just get him up there, okay? You’re tired. You’re hurt. You should still be in bed.” He stood and gripped her by the shoulders, making her look at him, into his eyes. “Orli. It will be fine.”
“His magic is everything to him.” She stood there, frustration raging, her chest expanding visibly with each breath, but she allowed herself to be calmed. Roberto held onto her until he knew the seismic emotions were at least under control. He hugged her. “It will be fine.”
She nodded into his neck, letting the emotions spend themselves in a brief wave of tears. 
Roberto pushed her away gently and turned to Tytamon. “So how do you want to do this? You want to, you know…,” he wiggled his fingers like ten strands of ribbon fluttering in the air, “give it the magic treatment, or do we carry him to my shuttle?”
“He’s been teleported enough for now,” insisted the doctor urgently to that. “He’s better off being bounced through the streets on a stretcher than subjected to another teleport. The infusion of mana will disrupt some of my spells before they are done playing out.” He turned to Lena who sat rapt, watching the whole thing, the giant painting of the Queen hanging on the wall next to her, making it seem as if Her Majesty in her golden armor were present and as interested in the outcome as everyone else. “Get Mik and Breg out here with a stretcher,” he told her. “I’ll go tell the constable we need the way cleared.” He looked back to Orli. “You’ll need to get moving if you want to make it out of town before the rains.”
“The way cleared?” Orli asked.
“You can’t hear them?”
She listened then, listened intently, trying to pick out some unusual noise. She couldn’t hear anything that seemed out of place—though she supposed there might be more noise in the street outside than before. She’d gotten here rather early in the morning, so that was hardly a surprise.
The crowd erupted when they finally carried Altin outside. Oblivious to the chill wind of a coming storm, many of the townsfolk had come hoping for a glimpse of him, the local hero, the Galactic Mage. A press of spectators surged forward for a better view of the assembled celebrities as they came out, the added thrill of aliens from Earth and, of course, the world-renowned Tytamon. Shouts of Altin’s name dominated the cacophony, but so too were there shouts for Orli and even for Roberto—who, unlike the rest of the group, found the time to smile, wink at women and even flourish his blaster gun-slinger style.
As the group emerged from the doctor’s office, Tytamon took the lead, causing the crowd to spread like ice before a great ice-breaking frigate. The litter-bearers followed in his wake, carrying Altin between them, with Orli keeping pace protectively alongside the unconscious green-eyed mage. Kettle, with Pernie in hand, walked behind while Roberto hammed it up at the rear, drawing as much “fire” as he could, so to speak, and flirting shamelessly.
Awe and respect for Tytamon made the going fairly easy, and the constable’s men did a good job of helping him as the group made its way along the creaking, wood-planked sidewalk and down the corner ramp. Once on the cobblestone street, Altin was loaded into the back of an open-air ambulance drawn by two chestnut draft horses.
Orli put her foot on the step at the back of the wagon and, gripping the side rail, tried to climb up after the litter-bearers as they began settling Altin into place. Her still-recuperating leg didn’t quite have the strength she thought it did, however, and as quickly as she seemed about to make it up, she began to fall back.
Roberto’s electric reflexes kicked in as efficiently as his sense of Prosperion propriety did not, and his hand shot out, caught her on the left buttock and firmly shoved her up into the cart.
This brought gasps from many in the crowd, hoots from a few others and laughter from the rest.
Orli turned and scowled at him, the correct public response, but beamed a private “thank you” with her eyes. 
Roberto turned and presented the crowd with a mischievous smirk and a shrug that conveyed his willingness to accept whatever censure decorum intended for him. All in the name of a day’s work, his expression said. The old ladies in the crowd continued to frown and frump, but the old men joined the younger folk in laughter and lewd remarks. The fact was, the entire city was simply happy that Altin was alive. Rumors had been spreading that it was going to turn out differently.
More hoots and hollers came from either side of the avenue as they began their trek toward the city gates, the clip-clop of the shaggy hooves against the cobblestones muffled by so much noise. People leaned out of the windows of the huge Patient Peacock Inn and shouted down at them cheerfully. Their waving arms and foam-sloshing mugs competed for visual space with the inn’s bright red roof tiles and the gaudy peacock painted on its sign—the perfect likeness of which danced across the roof in glowing colors, an illusion cast at week’s end to draw attention to the fact that the day was a particularly good one on which to drink. Gauging by the number of mugs being hoisted out of the windows, gripped in wet fists and splashing rivers of wine and ale down the tiles, over the eaves and onto the street, the Patient Peacock was going to do remarkable business today. Altin’s recovery added yet another reason for the locals to celebrate—and spend. 
Orli flashed a polite smile to a few of the onlookers as the wagon continued along the endless-seeming line of waving arms and reaching hands, and more than once she was struck by a flower thrown by an adoring fan. Had she been in a better mood, she might have enjoyed it, but she was not, and so the ride through town was almost all a blur for her, a smear of images, of faces with mouths contorted in every expression of adoration and, more than once, other things.
She watched the children most. There were lots of them, many dressed up nicely to come to town at the work week’s end. They stood with their brawny agrarian families in finery that was brightest nearest to the doctor’s office and then less and less colorful and less and less fine the farther the wagon rolled along. The crowds thinned to nearly nothing as they went too; the diminishing of affluence seemed to diminish enthusiasm for coming out, or perhaps these folks just hadn’t gotten word.
She hadn’t been to Leekant enough to know the boundaries of the Guilds Quarter or the beginning of the Blanks Quarter, but she could sense it well enough as bright dyes and fancy ruffles gave way to faded patterns and tattered hems and, for a few blocks anyway, devolved to little but homespun and coarse open weave. Faces grew dirtier, hair unkempt, and for a time, she noted that none of the children dared go up on the walks at all, perhaps for fear of a cuff or kick from one of the many dour, dirty men who leaned and swayed against the walls of taverns whose owners took no interest in employing the frivolity of dancing illusions above their doors.
In the dingiest part of town, the children watched from beneath the walkways where they skulked and scuttled amongst the pilings that held the buildings up and out of the frequent floods of the nearby Sansun River. She noted these pilings were not so tall as those in the other parts of town had been, nor so great of girth. Many showed signs of rot. But they seemed almost infested with children, dirty little things who hid in the shadows of the graying wood and peered out like mice from beneath a discarded old chest of drawers. Some looked frightened, some awed, others simply curious. And there were a few, just a few, who looked out through narrowed eyes with expressions of avarice so clearly drawn that Orli was frightened by its intensity. It seemed a thing sinister. Wicked, even.
She chided herself for thinking it, blinked the idea from her head, her conscience condemning her for such unenlightened thoughts. They were children. Of course they weren’t wicked. She realized how tired she had become, figured her emotions raw, made evident by the way she’d acted toward Doctor Leopold. She promised herself she would apologize to him.
At length, as they neared the west gate, the neighborhoods got cleaner once more. Potted plants began to appear near doors and in windows again, and paint no longer fell in flakes from the aging wood it once protected from the elements. No large crowds appeared to gawk and greet them, though. Every so often a little knot of people might gather, the chance discovery of the ambulance and its occupants’ passage sending a handful of folks running out from this doorway or that, talking excitedly in hushed voices and every so often calling out, “The Galactic Mage lives. Huzzah!” Not many, though. Mostly surprised pedestrians stopped to stare if they noticed who it was passing by. Some would wave. Some would gape at the weapons and uniforms of the two people from distant planet Earth. Nothing like the raucous adoration they’d been met with in the more prosperous parts of town. 
Near the gates, a pair of priests took the time to watch them pass. They stopped, folded their hands into the rust-colored sleeves of their copper-gilded robes and stared. Glared, really. A long, narrow gaze that watched the people in the ambulance pass as a victim watches an assailant being led up the gallows stairs. Contempt filled the space between the observers and the observed as dark thoughts, apparent and unashamed, shone out from the shadowy cowls of both priests. One of them, perhaps in response to the dawning horror on Orli’s face as she recognized such hostility, made an attempt at covering his malice with an acidic smile and the polite inclination of his head. Then both men turned away.
Orli could not help but wonder at the encounter with the priests as the wagon trundled down the bumpy road, out of the city and on its way toward the shuttle that would take them to the ship and then to Doctor Singh. She looked up at Tytamon once the priests were well out of hearing range.
“What was that about?” she asked.
He didn’t hear her. He seemed very lost in his own thoughts. Kettle nudged him with an elbow. “Master, the lady is a speakin’ ta ya.”
He blinked free of his rumination, glanced at Kettle, then to Orli. “I’m sorry. What did I miss?”
She repeated the question, adding, in case he’d missed it, a description of the priests and a recounting of what she’d taken to be more than simply unfriendly looks.
“Ah, that,” he said. He frowned. “A minor problem for now. It seems our friend’s travels into space have kicked the hornets’ nest in the Church, and the devotees of Anvilwrath more than most.”
It was Orli’s turn to frown, and the tilt of her head incited Tytamon to go on.
“Space travel is creating distinct problems for the Church,” he explained. “They fear that Altin’s work and, frankly, your very existence, represent some great blasphemy in the making.”
“Why would we do that?”
“It’s a long story,” he said. “A very long story. But it does have some bearing on why you were assigned the royal assassin as a bodyguard when you first arrived. I’m still working on that.”
Orli waited in silence, expecting there would be more, but Tytamon’s thoughts had gone elsewhere again. She couldn’t remember seeing him so distracted before and wondered if it might be due to his great age. She had a bad feeling it wasn’t, though.
“There,” Roberto told the ambulance driver. “It’s behind that farmhouse. The farmer said I could hide it behind the barn to cut down on the curious.”
“Just in time,” the driver said, looking up at the darkening sky. The clouds were thickening, and he wanted to be home before nightfall and the heaviest of the rain.
They turned off the main road and onto a dirt lane that bounced and jostled them too severely to be conducive to conversation. Orli spent the rest of the trip helping Kettle, Roberto and the two orderlies keep Altin’s stretcher from bouncing out of the retaining hooks, masking as she did how much each jolt and jostle hurt as they sent bolts of pain shooting through her leg.
When they had Altin loaded onto the shuttle and strapped in, Orli went back down to the end of the loading ramp and gave both Kettle and Pernie a hug. She looked for Tytamon to hug as well, but he was already gone. 
He hadn’t even said goodbye.
She looked to Kettle for an explanation, but Kettle’s expression only made Orli’s bad feeling worse.


Chapter 25
As Tytamon moved through the muddy rows of the soldiers’ camp outside Calico Castle’s walls, the hems of his robes sopped up the muck and wet his ankles with the gritty soup. The gods had picked a great time to bring the deluge. But he didn’t have time to worry about his discomfiture; there were bigger problems at hand. Much bigger. He’d been at his inquiries all the previous evening and then all through the night, waking soldiers one tent at a time, rousting them from sleep as the hours grew late, and then early, right into growing light again. As the morning brightened beneath the gray sky, fewer and fewer were in their tents, which made it harder to be meticulous in the course of his interviews. He would have to pass through this most recent section of the camp again tonight to be sure he hadn’t missed anyone, which he knew he had.
He was exhausted.
He stopped long enough to stretch his back, close his eyes and try to drive the fatigue from his weary old bones. Opening his eyes again, he looked out across the field of tents, which looked for a moment like a mass graveyard with row upon row of identical graying canvas monuments. Beyond them, the gray of his castle with its large central tower and mismatched lesser towers rising at the cardinal corners—or at least, with two of them rising still. One had been permanently destroyed long ago, enchanted nearly to powder and forever un-repairable, but now, Altin’s was down too. Again. Where his should have been rose a scaffold—no strange sight to Calico Castle’s master and the mentor of self-destructive Sixes for centuries now—marking the site of near tragedy for the second time in as many years. He shook his head, his beard heavy and pendulous with the weight of all the water that had soaked in. A Seven might still prove little better than Six, he thought. And too much heartbreak for an old man to go through again. Not this time.
He pressed on, moving to the next tent in the line. He could hear the snores of a soldier sleeping off a night patrol. He opened the tent flap and stepped in uninvited. The air inside was moist and heavy with the smell of stale ale. Perhaps a different sort of night patrol.
“Soldier,” said Tytamon, prodding the man’s foot with his own. The grime encrusting his boot could hardly be counted dirtier than the filthy sock protruding from beneath the snoring soldier’s blanket, and Tytamon felt no remorse kicking it. He had to repeat the action thrice more before the man finally woke with a start.
“Aye, then,” began the bleary-eyed warrior, reaching across his body for a gladius lying near. “Orcs is it? I’ll have ‘em, sure!”
Tytamon put his foot on the sword. “No need for that.”
The soldier blinked up at him, squinting into light that to him seemed blinding, though it had already been filtered twice through clouds and canvas both. 
“I have a simple question for you, and it demands a simple answer,” said Tytamon.
The man, despite the haze of hangover, recognized Tytamon immediately. 
“My lord,” he said, scrambling to his feet.
“Save the formalities. Simply answer true.” Tytamon’s demeanor sobered the man, and he waited expectantly as Tytamon reached out an arm, pulled up his sleeve a little and presented his open hand. Tytamon whispered three short words, and the illusionary semblance of a small yellow crystal began rotating in the air just a few fingers’ breadth above his palm, an unattractive thing, not quite half the size of Tytamon’s thumb. “Have you seen anything that looks like this stone? Have you found one or noticed one lying around?”
The soldier leaned forward, breathing the acridity of the ale still souring in his gut onto the illusion. “She’s a plain one, that,” he said. “I expect if’n I’d seen it, I wouldn’t ha’ bothered with it much.”
“Think, man,” said Tytamon. “It is important. Have you seen it or not? No guesses.”
The soldier chewed on the side of his tongue as he considered, his mind sorting through the boozy cotton stuffing his skull and wrinkling his brow for the work of it. Finally, slowly, he shook his head, speaking it as well. “No, sir. I can’t say as I seen it. No, sir. Far sure, I hadn’t.”
“You are certain?”
“Yes, sir. Certain as death an’ service to the Queen.”
Tytamon turned to go.
“Sir,” pressed the man, used to being unceremoniously dismissed. Tytamon paused, looking back over his shoulder with tired eyes. “If’n I find it, I expect there’s a reward of the monetary variety, no doubt and all due respectin’ ta yer natural rights to disoblige of course. In’a that right?”
Tytamon left without answering. This was going to be a disaster. His gut told him so, and the divining spell he’d cast before coming out here suggested the same. The soldier’s question seemed to declare it an absolute. 
But still Tytamon had to try. And so he went to the next tent in the line, his jaw firm and his stomach growling for want of a meal. He figured he was in for a long next several days.


Chapter 26
“No, you may not have your post back on my ship!” Captain Asad nearly spat the words. “You have been assigned to the Prosperion orb, at your request no less, and that is where you will stay until you are recalled. The fact that, for whatever reason, everyone in this fleet seems to feel you are the singular exception to regulations and protocol is indulgence enough. You may have, once again, whined, begged and for all I know slept your way out of discipline for being AWOL, but I will not indulge you here. You’re on their orb, and that’s the end of it.”
“Please,” Orli begged. “Captain. Please. He needs me. Altin can’t just sit in sick bay for three months with no one here to support him and help with his recovery. You know as well as anyone how important it is to keep a patient’s spirits up.”
“He will be getting the finest medical care in the galaxy, and your presence is not required in any fashion whatever while he is soaking in that tank. You need to learn your value to this fleet, Ensign. Humility would be good for you. Doctor Singh is capable of doing his work without you. Frankly, you should thank me for allowing it. Now, you are dismissed.”
“But—”
“You are dismissed.”
“Captain, please I—”
“Pewter, I said you are dismissed. Get off my bridge.”
Tears burned in her eyes as impotent rage filled her. But she managed to prevent them from running free. She’d done enough crying recently. She turned to go, entering the lift, but before the door closed, she turned back. “You didn’t allow it. Singh is the best doctor in the fleet, and you were ordered to take him by the fleet’s new admiral. Learn your worth, Captain. Humility would be good for you.”
The door closed on his reply, but his left cheek was twitching before she lost sight of him.
A little while later, she was sitting next to Altin staring into the pink fluid of the amniotic tank where he floated like some alien specimen preserved in a jar. She could see the rhythmic movements of his chest as he breathed, the slow and measured respiration of sleep. The fingers on his remaining arm twitched sometimes, and the movement beneath his eyelids indicated REM. He’d be in a perpetual state of it. Three months. An eternity.
She’d argued for a standard lattice, she knew enough of medicine for that. Just frame the arm up, place the stem cells and let them do their work. It was just an arm after all. They didn’t have to put him in the tank for that. A limb could be re-grown without going to such extremes. But it would take longer that way. Sudden movements make setbacks. Infections set in—though Altin had assured them that infections could be easily cured on Prosperion. In the end it came down to time. She’d tried to convince Altin not to let them put him under, tried to convince Doctor Singh not to do it, but with Altin—albeit barely coherent—, the admiral and even Captain Asad all in agreement, that’s precisely what they had done.
They needed Altin to show them where the Hostiles were, and they needed him to teleport a vessel there—assuming the test went well. The first of the teleportation tests were scheduled to take place in only a few more days, and if everything went according to plan, the fleet would be ready for Altin when he got out. The whole operation was in motion. 
Roberto and an enthusiastic young ensign, transferred over from the Abraham, were going to pilot the shuttle, and they were prepping for it every day, trying to conceive of every possible contingency. Roberto had begged Orli to be his copilot, but she’d refused. As far as Orli was concerned, the whole thing was pointless. She just wanted to be with Altin. And if she had any say about it, she’d never leave the surface of Prosperion. The truth of it was, she felt a strong desire to hide the next time she went down to the planet. Just run off. Maybe even take Thadius up on his offer for a while. It didn’t have to be permanent. It didn’t have to be long. She could stay for a short time, long enough to learn Prosperion customs a little better. She would definitely have to be perfectly clear with Thadius that he was not going to receive any … rewards for his kindness, beyond her friendship and gratitude, but she didn’t think that would be too difficult if Altin’s sense of propriety gave any clue about the ways of Kurr, especially among society’s elite. Thadius would probably even agree to keep her presence secret, keep her hidden away from any searching eyes. He had the means to do it, and the magic too. Nothing a few batted eyelashes couldn’t get done.
She wondered how jealous of Thadius Altin would be. She suspected very much. The two of them certainly went at it, however decorously, whenever they were in the same room, and especially when Orli was around.
“He hates that I’m a commoner,” Altin had once explained to her. “He looks down on any commoner, but most of all a commoner with magic gifts like mine. He thinks it somehow undermines his place in society.”
“And what do you hate so much about him?” she’d asked.
“Beyond the fact that Thadius is a full-fledged son of a harpy, he’s also condescending, pompous, deceitful and, frankly, a knave.”
She’d laughed.
Her breath fogged the glass where her face was pressed against the tank as she reflected on his remarks. He would be jealous. But she could make him understand. He knew she couldn’t do this much longer, live in space, not even to be part of his life. He’d said as much. And she really wasn’t sure she could go through with it all, even on Citadel. Not after what had happened to them. Not after this. 
She watched him floating and felt a rush of emotion. It reminded her how she’d felt out there, so far away, drifting at the edge of the Hostile solar system all alone, just the two of them. And that thing. She knew somehow that there was a thing. The thing that had sent the emotions to her. But she had no way of expressing it. It wasn’t even a dream. No vision. No anything. A hunch. A feeling. An instinct.
Nothing, maybe.
Doctor Singh approached as she stared into the tank. She wasn’t really seeing Altin anymore, and the man moved with the practiced quiet of someone used to letting people sleep.
He watched her for a moment before softly clearing his throat.
She looked up. Smiled. 
“You look tired, Orli. You need some rest.”
“Well, I’ll have to get it on Prosperion,” she replied. “I ship out at oh-six-hundred.”
“Well, make sure you do. You haven’t gotten a full night’s sleep since their doctors let you go.”
“I know. I was worried about him.” She nodded toward the tank.
“He’ll be fine. It’s you I’m worried about.”
“I’m fine.” 
“I know you are. But I also know how you can be.” The way he looked at her, long and honest, as if his eyes scanned well beneath simple flesh and bone.
“I’m fine.” Her voice was strong. She meant it. “Really. Hell, I’m going to Prosperion. You’re the one stuck here. I should be worried about you.”
That put some of his concern to rest. But not all. “You’re also still assigned a mission in space, which we both know is not what you really want to do.”
“It’s only until the Hostiles are destroyed.”
“We’re a long way from that, even if the two of you did confirm where they are coming from.”
“Well, I’m not sure we confirmed it. But we did ‘significantly increase the measure of probability.’” She was echoing Captain Asad’s reluctant assessment of her report.
Doctor Singh recognized the words and grinned. “Now you sound like the captain,” he said, baiting her and hoping for a smile.
“Hey, that was rude.” The doctor got his wish.
He smiled back and stroked her hair with a warm, coffee-brown hand. “No offense.” He winked.
“Take good care of him,” she said. “I know stuff goes wrong in there.” She rapped a knuckle against the side of the tank. “It’s creepy growing things that fast.”
“No creepier than being in the womb.”
“I don’t remember, so I wouldn’t know.” She tried to smile but had already run out of energy for humor. “Just … you know.”
“I know.” 
She stood and looked up into his rich dark eyes, so filled with kindness and an abiding generosity. She forced a smile this time.
“It’s not going to be that long,” he said.
“It is. It is going to be that long. Three months. And I’m going to be down there all alone. And the captain said I can’t even come back for leave. Careful what you wish for, eh?”
“Well, that is a bit extreme on his part, but you do get under his skin.”
“I hate him.”
He let out a long breath and nodded patiently. “Yes, I know.” His face brightened then. “But you won’t be alone. You’ll have Master Tytamon to keep you company. And Kettle. My lord, but that woman can cook. She’ll chat your ears off whenever you need a diversion, and fatten you up to boot.”
“All the more reason to run,” she said, faking humor for his sake, at least at first. The thought of spending time at Calico Castle wasn’t without an uplifting effect. “You are right, though. I won’t have much to do on Citadel for a while. Setting up the entanglement array won’t take anything close to the whole three months. There will be nothing for me to do. I’ll be forced to run and explore and maybe even learn how to ride a horse.” That thought cheered her significantly. “A horse. Can you imagine!”
He laughed. “Yes, I can. But best left for younger and firmer butts than mine,” he said, smiling. “I am happy for you.”
She lost herself in the thought of it for a time.
“Be useful, Orli,” he said. “Make sure you earn your keep down there. I know you aren’t officially an ambassador anymore, but you are still a representative of us all. Our two peoples still have a long way to go toward developing a strong and mutual trust, and tensions are high right now.”
“Well. if Captain Asad would stop insulting everyone every time he opens his idiotic mouth—” she began.
He raised his hand, stopping her. “He is still captain, and while I know he annoys you, he does what he thinks is best. Show some respect while on his ship.”
She frowned. She hated when he did that. Always straddling the line between the fleet and humanity.
“Orli,” Doctor Singh began, his voice gentle again. “The captain speaks what many people fear.”
“It’s ridiculous. He thinks Citadel is the Queen’s ultimate Hostile, for crying out loud. Don’t you think that if she wanted to destroy the fleet, she would have done it ten months ago?”
“You may be right—”
“May?”
He smiled, indulgent. “You probably are. But that doesn’t change anything. People are afraid. People are not rational when they are scared. And these people are tired. Twelve years in space is a long time, Orli. You know it better than anyone. We’re starting to show the signs of wear, all of us. The edges are more than frayed.”
“All the more reason to go home.”
“We’re not going home. Not now. Not with victory at hand.”
“Victory? I’m not sure getting half the fleet wiped out counts as ‘victory at hand.’”
“But we have the location, and we have Citadel. Nothing is missing now but a tight plan and a few minor details. You’ll see.” He checked his watch. “Now you better run along. I’m going to miss you, but I look forward to seeing you out there in three months’ time all rested up, right before we end all of this.” He pointed through the bulkhead toward the distant and presumably Hostile sun.
“Sure,” she said, the weight of her earlier funk pressing down again. “Three months.” She looked back into the pink fluid in which Altin floated, suspended in what was going to be a long, recuperative sleep.
“It will go fast,” the doctor promised. “Now go. And be a good ambassador.”
“I will.” She hugged him. 
He hugged her back tightly, holding her until she finally pushed away. “Go on,” he said as she stood staring into Altin’s tank. “You’re going to miss your ride.” 
She got to the shuttle in time to get a seat near the front. Roberto was already sitting at the controls. “What’s up, woman?” he greeted as she threw her duffle down.
“Not me,” she said. 
“Somehow I would have thought you’d be happy to get off this ship.”
“Three days ago I would have been.”
The best friend she had in all the world, he didn’t have to ask her why. “Aw, don’t sweat it. It won’t be that long.”
“Three months,” she said. “Doctor Singh said it’s three months.”
“Yeah, well it would have been at least a year if they’d done it the old-fashioned way. Be happy for him. He would have been miserable.”
“I could have spent time with him if they’d just used the stem cell scaffolding. This was on purpose. Captain Asad did it to get rid of Altin for a while. I guarantee it. Nobody goes into an amniotic tank for a missing arm. You know it as well as I do.”
“Look, even if you’re right, so what? Tytamon and that monstrous blob of a doctor down there both said he wouldn’t cast again without an arm. As far as the fleet is concerned, Altin’s advice is far less valuable than his magic, and we are in a hurry after all.”
“That’s because the fleet is full of selfish assholes. And, for the record, they said he might not cast. That he’d have to relearn a lot of things. He would have, though. He’s not a quitter.”
“Maybe not, but that’s not the point. The point is, he’ll be back and in full health. And, better, ready to go at the same time as Citadel. That was the reason they did it. A few months now—big payoff later.”
“Lonely months,” she said.
“Wow,” he exclaimed, shaking his head and looking around as if for someone else to talk to. There was no one, so he spoke to the air instead. “Will you look at this?” he said. “She finally gets her way, finally gets to go planet-side for a long-ass time, and now she’s going to bitch about it.” He turned to her with a melodramatic expression of disgust that was only about eighty percent in jest. “You are such a chick.”
“And you are such a chauvinist.” She forced a smirk, but didn’t feel it. She slumped in her seat. She knew he was right.
“Whenever you call me stuff I can’t spell, I just laugh at you. You know that, right?”
Exasperated, she could only laugh, a half-hearted one, but still, better than where her mood was spiraling to when she’d come aboard. She was on her way to Prosperion. Roberto was the second one trying to point that out to her in less than an hour.
“Go have some fun,” he continued. “Go meet people. Have a night out on the town. Have ten or twenty of them. Besides, you know we’re all leaving as soon as they figure out the teleporting thing, and that means you and Citadel. So go enjoy yourself. It’s going to be over fast.”
“They haven’t even successfully teleported a shuttle yet. I think you might be jumping the gun on that. And none of the teleporters they’re using have traveled beyond the edge of their solar system yet. You’ll be lucky if you aren’t killed. You were stupid to volunteer.”
“Dude, they have some seriously hardcore magicians down there. Altin isn’t the only guy down there who can do fancy tricks. Plus, they work together. Lena told me on my last leave that one of their ‘concerts’ can make way bigger jumps than Altin can. She says those conduit guys are hardcore. Once they get the bugs worked out, I’m telling you, the shit is on!”
“On? On what? You’re going to hop on over to the Hostile system and … what? Try to sweep away ten thousand of those giant stone battering rams they throw at us? A hundred thousand? You and the remaining half of the fleet? I’m not sure why you are in such a rush for that.”
“We just have to get close enough to nuke those bastards and this is done. With those guys in the dresses casting us right into orbit around the Hostile world, the stony fuckers will never even know what hit them. They’ll just wake up dead one day. Bam! We go home heroes.”
“You hope it’s that easy.”
He nodded, his round face for a rare moment grim. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, I do hope.” He swiveled his pilot’s chair to look at her. “What else is there?”
She wanted to retort, but she had none. He was right of course. What else was there?
Three more people arrived then, a middle-aged commander and two petty officers Orli did not recognize. They plopped down in seats near her, and the commander began grilling Roberto about preparation details for the upcoming teleport test.
Orli leaned back and let their voices drift away. Three months. What was she going to do alone on Prosperion for three months?


Chapter 27
Orli didn’t have to wonder what she would be doing for long, for it was Tytamon who met her at Little Earth, and from the droop of his hood and the rivulets of water running down his cloak, he’d been there for a while, waiting in the rain.
She hugged Roberto goodbye, told him to be careful during the teleportation test and then stood near the weathered old mage as the shuttle lifted off again. The roar of the gravity engines made her squint and turn her head, as if somehow that would dampen the noise, though it never did. She watched the ship until it was out of sight, then turned to Tytamon, blinking rapidly each time a raindrop struck her in the face. They helped conceal the tears.
Tytamon stared down at her, his deeply lined and weather-worn face at first a stern mask of hawkish intensity, but as he watched her twitch and flutter her eyes with each new droplet, his grim solemnity gave way to a warm grandfatherly grin.
“You’ve never been out in the rain, have you?” The grin widened.
“No,” she said. “Not that I remember.” More blinking and just one sniffle. “Maybe as a child, but I don’t remember it.”
She looked around, looked up into it. Had time to now. Clouds swelled from horizon to horizon, ponderous and lugubriously gray. She had to squint while staring up into it, somehow it managed to be bright enough for that. The air still had warmth to it, a lingering humidity. It wouldn’t get really cold for another two months. She took time to breathe in the smells of the wet soil, listened long enough to hear the raindrops pattering a damp hiss against the thatched roofs of the wooden buildings that made up the Little Earth village not so far away. Tension, at least some, washed from her as she took it all in.
Tytamon let her. He stood silently and allowed her to adjust. Adjusting himself, in his own way. Patience was friend to them both just now, despite the urgency of his task. Her arrival was an unexpected boon.
“It’s beautiful,” she said at last, looking around, taking in the mud puddles and the tiny teardrop diamonds that fell from everything. “Who would have thought?”
He nodded, the motion pitching little gouts of accumulated rain like waterfalls from the dimpled wool of his hood. “Having you here will remind us all to appreciate these things, a variety of contentment so easily lost in the business of the everyday,” he said. “For that, I will thank you. Hopefully one day soon.” 
That made her happier. She found herself warming rapidly to this assignment. Like Roberto said: it’s only three months. And Altin really was in the most capable medical hands anywhere.
With a long breath to steady herself for this leg of her journey, as it were, she grinned up at him and said, “Okay, so now what?”
“Now what,” he replied, “is that we have work to do.”
The way he said it prompted her to ask, “We as in you and me, or we as in all of us, in the big-picture kind of way?”
“We as in us, you and I.”
That wrinkled her brow some. “I’m supposed to be at Citadel to check in with Aderbury at fifteen-hundred hours.”
He laughed, shaking his head and ejecting more gouts of water from the intermittent fountain of his hood. “You’re on Prosperion now, my dear. There is no such thing as ‘fifteen hundred hours.’ There aren’t that many in a day, for one thing. And for another, we sorcerers have a much less rigid sense of time than you military people do, strictly speaking.”
“I don’t want to start off on a bad foot,” she began, but the merry expression on his face stopped her.
“Aderbury knows I have come to escort you personally,” he said. “I assure you, I have suitable authority to detain you as long as I like from that. He’ll be perfectly satisfied to have you ‘check in’ at precisely the moment you arrive, whenever that may be, and he won’t be expecting you a moment sooner. You may put that concern to rest.”
Her eyebrows came down, but the corners of her mouth went up, the net effect of curiosity and joy. Not for the first time, she found more and more reasons to love this world, for its own sake, outside of the existence of Altin and his dragon, and quite despite the existence of the orcs. No world was without its dangers, and Earth was certainly not without its own endless list of wars and cruelty. Despite the danger of the battle for Calico Castle, she couldn’t help think that dealing with the orcs was a far simpler thing for the forces of the Queen than the Hostile problem was going to prove for the combined strength of two worlds. Which made her wonder what it was that Tytamon had in store for her.
“All right,” she said, in keeping with that curiosity, “so what are we, you and I, going to do?” 
His face reclaimed the stony façade she’d seen when she’d first arrived. So quickly did it return, it startled her.
“What?” she asked when he did not reply.
“It can’t be spoken here.” His gray-eyed gaze suddenly darted to the buildings, then back to the knee-high grass around them, scanning the area as if there might be eavesdroppers lurking anywhere and everywhere nearby.
He turned back to her, his face absolute solemnity. No glint of the sweet grandfatherly man resided there now. He looked every bit the stern lord of Calico Castle at war. “Are you ready to go?”
She blinked more from bewilderment than raindrops this time. She bent and picked up her duffle from where she’d let it drop, nodding. He held out his arm. She knew from her times with Altin that she didn’t need to take it for teleportation to work, but she took it anyway. He was being polite.
They appeared in a small, bare chamber of stone that reminded her of a shower back on Earth, three unadorned stone walls and a fourth nearly unadorned but for a small rack of shelves built into the stone, which she could see through into the room beyond, and a narrow doorway a few feet to the left of the rack. At first she thought it actually was a shower, which seemed appropriate given that she was soaked. 
The door opened into a large, round room with bookshelves lining the walls, mostly filled with books, but regularly jammed with strange objects of indescribable variety as well. Tables were set about the room at odd angles, placed without a thought for design elements, room layout or even basic geometry. Each table was heaped with yet more books and such a collection of eclectic antiques as Orli could ever have imagined possible—although she could not be sure they were antique or contemporary on this world. Mixed throughout and often balanced precariously upon all of that were uncountable numbers and shapes of containers, from porcelain jars and elegant crystal decanters to the most crudely constructed wooden boxes and wicker baskets she’d ever seen, more than a few looking as if they’d been built by ancient primitives of the lowest sort. It seemed as if Tytamon had containers taken from every epoch through all of time, from cave dweller to, well, the modernity of magical Prosperion.
“Stay put,” Tytamon said as he pulled off his wet cloak and shook it. “I’ll be right back.”
He left her standing in the bare little space and went into the round chamber beyond, searching through the clutter on a plank table near the center of the room. He pushed aside a crude wooden carving of some sort of tentacled creature—or perhaps it was a wicked-looking tree, Orli could hardly tell—and found a clay bowl. He pulled out a curl of bark that Orli’s botanist’s eye immediately recognized as cinnamon, which he held aloft as if he’d just found a bit of gold in a garbage can.
He grabbed a candle off a table as he returned, speaking a few words as he approached, which set the candle aflame as if by its own decision. “Don’t be afraid of the heat,” he said, coming to stand next to her again. “And close your eyes or they’ll sting for a week.” 
She did as she was told. She couldn’t see what happened after, but he spoke five words, and then there followed a blast of heat that seemed to pass through her entire body, frightening in the flare of its intensity but not painful. Then, quick as it had started, it was done. 
“There you go,” he said. “All dry, I think. Yes?”
She opened her eyes, and despite realizing it was true upon his pronouncement, she looked anyway and saw that, in fact, she was completely dry.
“That’s amazing!”
“Indeed,” he said, turning and moving to replace the candle upon the table from whence it had come. “Would that most problems were so easily solved.”
She nodded. That was true.
“I apologize for being so abrupt,” he said, his sober tone indicating more than just a segue underway, “but it was of utmost imperative that I speak to you alone before anyone else did. And I can only hope it is not already too late. I was slow enough to think of it as it was. Age fills my head with more cobwebs than this old keep has.”
She blinked into the expanse of his vast workshop but said nothing. What could possibly be imperative in a way that made him need to talk to her?
He faced her and began to speak but stopped. He waved her out of the small chamber, an apology suggested by the angle of his shoulders and a crooked grin. “Come out. You don’t have to stay in there.” He removed a stack of parchments from a chair that was probably plush and luxurious a few hundred years ago and invited her to sit.
She did, sending out puffs of dust in all directions, the motes of which churned and sparkled occasionally in the flicker of lamps and candlelight.
“Have you told anyone about the Liquefying Stones?” No preamble. No more courtesies. Just that.
The question surprised her, but she didn’t hesitate to reply. “No. Nobody. I didn’t think to, honestly. And Altin asked me not to bring it up. He said it’s top secret.”
“Good.” Tytamon appeared more than simply relieved, the rigidity of his posture relaxing as if the stress of an enormous load had just been lifted off. But he still felt compelled to verify. “You are certain? Not even in passing?”
She thought back, just to be sure, but slowly she began to shake her head. She definitely had not. “Nope, not one person,” she said. “I’m sure of it.”
“Good. You have no idea how vital that secret is.”
She could measure the magnitude of it in his expression, his body language and even the way he breathed. It frightened her some. “What’s going on?” 
“Something potentially horrendous,” he said. “Something so bad I am afraid to speak it lest I give it life.”
She nodded, waiting. He seemed to be thinking about something, not so much whether he was going to tell her—she could sense that he would—but just watching something frightful playing out in his mind.
“They’re all gone,” he said at last. “The Liquefying Stones. The orcs took the two I had locked away when they raided the keep. And now, Altin’s is lost as well.”
“It is?” she looked startled and was about to ask why, but then realized why immediately. “Oh, no,” she muttered, the Oh protracted with the realization of what that news might portend.
“Ohhh, indeed,” he echoed. “And worse, it may actually be harder to find his than it will be to find the other two. His could be anywhere. It could be lying somewhere in the forest, either on the floor amongst the fallen limbs and leaves or stuck in a crook high up in a tree. It could be somewhere in the meadows lost in all that grass. It could be buried in the muck of the soldiers camp, trampled into the ground by unthinking feet, or somewhere in the rubble heap of Altin’s tower, either beneath the reconstruction already underway or in the scrap piles out beyond the gorge. Or, worst of all, it could have already found its way onto the black market of magical artifacts, sold by some idiot with a want for both ale and the wits to prevent catastrophe.”
“Oh, no,” she said again.
“Indeed,” he repeated.
“So, what happens if it’s on the black market? Can’t you find out? You know, doing a divining spell or, maybe, with some of this?” She indicated the entire room with a circular motion of her hand.
“Of course I’ve divined it.” He snapped that, and he immediately apologized. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long pair of days. I haven’t slept.”
“It’s okay,” she said. She wondered what it might be like if Captain Asad apologized every once in a while.
“I’m not sure how much Altin has explained about that type of spell, but there are great vagaries in casting it, and answers require interpretations that are often as amiss as they are accurate. My particular skill in it, while greater than Altin’s, is still limited. And, as I can’t tell anyone else about the problem, I’m stuck with what I know.”
“What about the Queen? Can you tell her? Surely she has trustworthy resources.”
He’d been about to sit as she asked the question, but he nearly leapt upright again, as if he’d just sat upon a thorn. “She is the last person on the planet who can find out about Liquefying Stone.” He strode to where Orli sat and leaned down to where his face was within arm’s reach. She could feel his breath, smell the lingering sweetness of pipe smoke in his beard. “Orli, you must never mention it to her. Ever. Do you hear me, child? Especially not her.”
She wasn’t too keen on the “child” thing, but the severity in his eyes got her past it just as fast as it came. She nodded, meekly at first, but then honestly. “I won’t. I promise. I didn’t know.”
He studied her for several heartbeats, those icy orbs seeming to bore into her like a mining drill. She wondered if he were doing some sort of magic on her to confirm it. Or cement it into place.
“Good,” he said at last. 
He went back to the huge table that served him as a desk and sat down. He spread his hands on the wood before him. Orli had to turn sideways in her chair to face him squarely. They sat in silence for a while.
“She’ll use it,” he said finally, answering what she had not the courage to ask. “Karroll will use it. To ‘unify’ all of Prosperion. To ‘bring peace.’” Sarcasm dripped from the statement like rainwater through leaky thatch.
“I thought Prosperion was unified and at peace.”
“Only the humans of Kurr are unified,” he said, “and only because the War Queen unified them.” The emphasis was conspicuous. “And Prosperion is peaceful because we have détente with the elves.”
“Détente?” 
“Yes. They won’t conjure demons on us, and we won’t conjure demons on them. And, frankly, the only thing keeping that in place is the fact that nobody has figured out how to put them back once a gate is opened. The bottle uncorks and everything pours out. Basilisks out of the bag and all that rot. That is the foundation of our treaty, well, that and, of course, a few myths about Anvilwrath and his exiled brother Tidalwrath. But religions die over time, and Karroll would burn down the elves this minute if she thought she could pull it off. They would probably do the same to us. Power is what it is. So is fear.”
“She wouldn’t do that. I’ve heard all about Duador. Altin says everyone is still reeling from the horrors of that. A whole race of people were destroyed.”
“Yes, that remains on everyone’s mind. But still the threat looms, or the threat of the threat looms, to put it more accurately. ‘The elves sit over there in String, just waiting to come get us,’ the people say. Everyone in the kingdom is certain of it. Waiting for it to happen.”
“Everyone?”
“Everyone with enough power and wealth to be afraid of losing it.”
“Do the elves make raids on Kurr sometimes?”
“Not in a long time.”
“Maybe they are perfectly happy where they are.”
“Perhaps. But fear is a monster in its own right, and while I don’t mean to disparage the Queen because I count her as a great friend, it is in play whether anyone will admit it or not. It’s always underneath. And pride is worse. If Karroll has a weakness, it’s that. It manifests in her desire for power. She wants to rule it all because she’s convinced she’s the only one who can do it right. And, of course, she always needs to win.”
“Well, then why the détente? Why doesn’t she take her huge armies and go get them?” Orli was having trouble reconciling all the stories Altin had told her of Prosperion history during their conversations, especially when they were chasing sunsets together. For the most part, she’d gathered the War Queen had brought a lasting peace to Kurr, albeit a bit brutally over the course of a three-year span long ago. Tytamon’s tale wasn’t matching up very well.
“Because she can’t win. Many believe that’s what’s keeping them from doing the same to us. They believe both sides think that if they could pull it off, they’d be doing Prosperion a favor by getting rid of a planetary parasite.”
Orli nodded. It reminded her of Earth. Maybe people were the same everywhere. “So, I take it the Liquefying Stones, even just one of them, would be the difference?” she asked. “If a war broke out?”
“No. The outcome would be exactly the same. But having it would give her the confidence to try,” he said. “And that would be the catastrophe.”
“So why tell me? What am I supposed to do? I don’t know anything about magic, or even your world. I mean, I suppose I can go poke around in the grass and climb some trees looking for it. I can work a shovel or a crowbar well enough, but somehow that doesn’t seem like enough.” She was pretty sure that’s not what he had in mind.
“I’m telling you because you are one of three people on the planet who knows Liquefying Stone exists. And I intend to keep it that way. Which makes you a necessary resource, whether either you or I would have chosen it to be so.”
“So you, me and Altin are really the only people who know it exists at all?”
“Altin is not on the planet,” he said. “Captain Andru knows of the stone too. I had to tell him. He’ll take the secret to his grave—the boy carries in him the last seedling of the old world honor, and he gave his word. I have privately tasked him with finding the two stones the orcs have stolen. Frankly, the whole thing is a mess.”
Orli nodded, silent, a thousand thoughts running through her head. On one hand, it was sobering, and perhaps validating, to be given a part in such a globally significant scheme; but on the other hand, it was way more pressure than she wanted in her life. She’d only barely been able to reconcile herself to communications duties on Citadel for the sake of the fleet and preventing genocide at the hands of the Hostiles, and now she was involved in preventing more genocide at the hands of either humans or elves, maybe both. And there was more genocide pending from the orcs. 
What the hell is wrong with the universe?
She marveled at the unending hostility everywhere. The more she considered it, the more she just wanted to go be a botanist and live on the edge of some field somewhere. She just wanted to live. Love someone. Be loved. Have a baby. Get a dog. Maybe a dragon or a unicorn. This was Prosperion, after all. Who knew what was possible here? She just wanted to exist in the sweetness of a moment that spanned the course of human years. Not all that other crap. Let them fight without her. Why must she be dragged into the endless hate and avarice? She hadn’t even been on Prosperion ten minutes yet, and it was happening again, she was being sucked into yet another war, an ancient one no less. It truly sickened her, and she clutched her stomach as a knot formed itself there.
As if reading her thoughts, Tytamon relented.
“You are tired. You’ve been through a lot. You need rest. Change into something more comfortable if you like. Have something to eat. I know this is a burden, and I know it’s not one you sought. But we need you. All of us.” He stood and walked to where she sat, squatting down on the floor in front of her, taking her hands into his unexpectedly, shockingly. “Orli, your face was the one certainty in my divination spell.” His brows rose and his head tilted some, a barest of movements like the single tick of a clock, the lone movement of a hand keeping time until unspeakable ruin came. “I don’t know how or why, but I believe you are the one hope for all of us.” He said it with such sobriety it sent a wave of chills bristling up her arms and down the back of her neck. She shuddered as it passed and let go the disheveled semblance of a laugh. 
“The one hope,” she muttered ironically. “Wow. But no pressure, right?” 
He smiled, muted but warm. “You’ll do fine.”
She nodded, looking down at his parchment hands in which her young smooth ones were held. Hers seemed so small by comparison. His were old, wizened, the skin like so many thin layers of film, blotchy with time, his fingers like knotty willow sticks. He was the physical manifestation of wisdom if ever there was one. If his reckoning of things were wrong, who could she possibly count on as a better source? 
No one came to mind.
“But I don’t even know what I’m doing,” she said at last. 
 “None of us do.”


Chapter 28
Roberto sat next to Ensign Nguyen, the new transfer from the Abraham, as the two of them readied the shuttle for a kind of flight they’d never trained for: a magic one. Mainly they were triple- and quadruple-checking systems they’d already double- and triple-checked. Nervousness is what it really was. They weren’t the only ones. Admiral Jefferies and Captain Asad talked in low tones outside the open shuttle door as they waited for the magicians to appear, both officers doing their best not to let anxiousness show through.
The rush of displaced air announced the arrival of eleven people from Prosperion. Roberto recognized two of them right off, the Earl of Vorvington and his nephew Thadius Thoroughgood. The rest, five men and four women, he did not know. Of these unfamiliar figures, Roberto guessed by their attire that all but one of them were magicians, their raiment showing a variety of styles, which suggested taste to a degree, but socioeconomic status obviously. They ran the gamut from simple to spectacular, with a young woman of around twenty in drab gray robes that were plain as concrete at one end of the spectrum and, at the other, a tall, middle-aged fellow in whispering silks embroidered at cuff, collar and hem with silver and gold thread to match his rings and what seemed hardly less than an anchor chain hanging around his neck. The one stand-out among these unknowns, as if the lean figure of wealth were not spectacular enough, was a short, pudgy man with a pug nose, bright red cheeks and a ring of hair around his head that grew in unruly gray tufts that bespoke a long-learned disregard for personal grooming. The only one of the six not in robes, he wore leggings and a long tunic, both crimson red, and Roberto could not help notice that, unlike the robed magicians, he wore a weapon, a long knife tucked in a sheath stuffed through his belt and turned nearly horizontal to accommodate the wealth of extra flesh an opulent lifestyle had grown around his middle. It was this man who stepped forward to greet the admiral and Captain Asad.
“Admiral Jefferies,” said the man in red, greeting them first and taking the admiral a bit by surprise given the presence of the earl. “I must assume this is the ship you’ve asked us to come destroy. I can hardly wait.” He glanced briefly at the shuttle as he spoke, stepping forward as he did to offer a satin-soft hand that appeared to have some leftover apricot sauce in the webbing between his thumb and index finger. The smirk that greased his round face was either a smile or a threat, and there were none present who could tell which, including those who had come with him from Prosperion.
“Conduit Huzzledorf,” said the admiral with the slight inclination of his head, in keeping with the newly learned custom of greeting a conduit of Kurr. He saw the streaks of sticky apricot on the conduit’s hand, but he did not hesitate to grip it firmly and give it a hearty shake. “Thank you for coming. Let’s hope we can do better than that.” He smiled. He’d been briefed on the disposition of the man, which was, to be fair, typical of conduits across Kurr.
Conduits were rare, nearly as much so as magicians with ranks of X, Y and Z. They were considered by many to be aberrations, half human and half something else. Magician and blank both. Freak and friend. They were notorious alcoholics and abusers of the many pleasure-inducing herbs that could be found in nature by those who knew where and how to look. They were often perverse and combative, sometimes cruel, and even when they weren’t, they were garish, gross and extremely self-indulgent. At least the good ones were. Conduit Huzzledorf was one of that sort, though he was the most disciplined of those in the Queen’s employ. Which wasn’t saying much.
“Conduit,” said the admiral, “this is Captain Asad of the Aspect. He has volunteered the shuttle and provided us a pilot from his crew, one of the finest in the fleet.”
“A shame to lose such a valuable asset, Captain,” said the conduit, tilting his own head back to the admiral before shifting porcine eyes to Captain Asad. He studied the captain with a long, curious expression, intelligent and calculating, with no attempt to conceal it, a pair of green glares lurking like thieves behind the fat curtain folds of the man’s pink-rimmed eyelids. “Are you sure you shouldn’t like to sacrifice a less proficient member of your crew?”
Roberto, listening intently from his place inside the ship, couldn’t help shaking his head at the exchange. He’d never heard Captain Asad at a loss for words.
The admiral jumped in with an appropriate remark. “I’m sure Lieutenant Levi and Ensign Nguyen will be up to the task, Conduit.”
An awkward silence followed, awkward for the Earth men at least, until finally the conduit recognized it too. Or else his mind returned to the moment from wherever it had gone. It was hard to know with conduits. Either way, he turned and waved a hand toward the group of Prosperions standing behind him by way of an introduction. “These are the rest of us,” he said. “The fat one is Vorvington, the Earl of et cetera. The fop is Lord Thoroughgood. The rest don’t matter as much, as they won’t get pissy if I don’t point them all out. This isn’t a luncheon after all.”
The Earl of Vorvington exchanged looks with the Earth officers that confirmed everything the two of them had learned about conduits was in fact true and universally understood, even by the upper echelons of Kurr, and that it could not be helped. The silent dialogue with Vorvington on that front considerably relaxed the tension that had been rapidly mounting within both officers.
“So, what’s to be done?” the admiral asked, doing his best not to irritate the conduit in some accidental way.
“Just stay out of my way,” said the conduit. “We don’t need you from here.”
“Well,” injected Lord Vorvington, “we might find some exchange of information useful.”
To that, the conduit waved his hand in the air as if someone had just puffed smoke in his face. He pushed himself between the captain and the admiral and went straight to the ship, uninterested in any questions the earl was going to ask or answers the officers might give. He climbed the ramp and, stooping in the low doorway, looked back and forth inside the ship. “Pretty fancy,” he remarked. “Shame to wreck it.” He looked up at Roberto and the young ensign next to him. “You sure you want to do this? You’re probably going to die.”
Roberto smirked. “I’m taking you with me if I go.”
The conduit seemed to approve of that, but he couldn’t spare a grin to acknowledge it. He entered and went back to the rear of the small transport ship. He gripped one of the chairs by its arms and gave it an upwards yank. When it didn’t move, he yanked on it more violently. Still nothing.
He stooped and looked under it. He saw that it was bolted to the floor.
“What kind of idiocy is this?” He gripped it and shook it twice as hard as before, employing his whole body in the exercise and whipping his already unruly fringe of hair into a wispy mess.
Roberto watched for a few moments, exchanging a pair of bemused glances with his copilot. “The blue light on the left arm. Push it. You can swivel it anyway you want. The yellow light will raise it or lower it some. Orange will tilt it back.”
Conduit Huzzledorf halted his wild rattling and pawed at the controls for a time, watching the seat move in its various trajectories. He frowned at it, then made a protracted show of wriggling his broad backside into the chair. “Not very friendly to a commodious arse, young man. Damn rude architecture.”
“I guess it is,” Roberto agreed. “But since we’re all going to be dead shortly, you won’t be uncomfortable for long.”
The man laughed, a rich bass rumble that sounded, and smelled, as if it came from the deepest recesses of some dark ham-filled cave, the wind of it blowing across the space separating him from the pilots and giving them cause to grimace some. He kept pushing the control keys on his chair as he did, rising up and down as if it were a child’s ride at a carnival.
Finally, he pried himself up and went to the front, squeezing between Roberto and the ensign. He thrust a hand toward one of the navigation controls, quick as an arrow shot. Faster still, Roberto’s hand darted out and caught the conduit by the wrist, stopping him short and holding his arm in check, a thick finger hovering a half inch above the controls. “Those are not for play, sir,” said Roberto, fixing the conduit straight in the eye. “Your operation. My ship. Don’t touch.” The grim line of his mouth made the boundary clear, and the conduit, used to having his way wherever he went, spent several long moments probing Roberto’s dark eyes with his pink-rimmed ones.
He abruptly turned and walked out of the ship.
“This will be fine,” he said, speaking directly to Vorvington. “I expect it will go without the least hiccup. You may tell Her Majesty that we might actually survive.” Vorvington arched an eyebrow, somewhat bewildered by the sudden turn of events, so the conduit clarified with the jerk of a stubby thumb over his shoulder, back toward the interior of the ship. “There are no sacrificial goats in there.”
Admiral Jefferies spent barely a moment fathoming the nature of the test the conduit had put his pilots through, but when he’d gathered the meaning of it, he nodded. While he was happy that the conduit found the ship and its crew satisfactory, it also abated similar concerns of his own, concerns voiced often enough by Captain Asad. Clearly the Prosperions believed the teleportation part would work, but it made sense not to risk their people if the fleet felt it had only marginal hope of success based on what they knew of their own technology. The conduit had done a nice job of ferreting out the truth of it. Clever. But sneaky. The look on Captain Asad’s face suggested he thought it was more of the latter.
The robed magicians boarded the shuttle and seated themselves around the passenger compartment, choosing seats that kept them all apart, some at the opposite ends of the center rows and others across the front and back rows, a few seats between. They did so in such a way as to make a rectangle of themselves, two wizards on a side. Conduit Huzzledorf came in after them and sat in the middle of their rectangle. As soon as he sat down, he once more began to grumble about the confining nature of the chair. 
“I can’t work like this,” he complained, sounding more like a child than the pushy authority he’d seemed only moments before. “Don’t you people eat?”
“Not like you guys do,” said Roberto, then hastily added, “sir.”
“Well, if we don’t die doing this,” the conduit said, “I shall have to thank you with a fine meal and rob you of all that wiggle room you have up there. Then you’ll see what it’s like. I feel like a plum pudding stuffed in a shot glass.”
“I’m going to hold you to that,” said Roberto. “Now, let’s do this.”
Once everyone was settled, the shuttle doors were closed and the cabin pressurized. It was time to find out what, exactly, would happen to an Earth ship after a long teleport. The probes they’d tested had been all right. So had the unmanned shuttles they’d sent from Little Earth into space just beyond Luria. A brief flickering of the lights, no worse than had been the effects of Altin’s Combat Hop. So this was the big test. Manned, and going for distance. A real trial of power, courage and capacity for the people of both worlds.
Roberto and the young ensign were each given fast-cast amulets, pulled from the pocket of the youngest mage and handed out before takeoff. The amulets were set to carry them back to a safe location in the Teleporters Guild Hall in Crown City, which, while not precisely back where they belonged, was quite good enough, as everyone agreed, should something go wrong. “Straight back to Crown if it looks like tea time on Duador,” said the conduit. Neither Roberto nor Ensign Nguyen got a very good translation of that, but the intent was clear enough. They both gladly put on the amulets, grateful for the courtesy.
As a precaution from the fleet’s side, pressure suits were placed in the seats next to each member of the team, compressed in shrink-wrap and with a helmet placed on top. The Prosperions were instructed on how to put the suits on via a brief training video Roberto played for them. It was a last resort, and an unlikely one, but they were not taking any unnecessary risks. A lot was riding on this experiment. When each of them nodded that they were confident in their ability to get into the suit, it was time to go.
 Roberto informed the captain over the com that they were ready, and shortly after, they got the green light to take the small ship out of the Aspect’s shuttle bay.
The youngest mage began to gasp and guffaw immediately upon exit. She stared out the small portal near her seat and simply could not stop pointing out one thing after the next. “Look how big,” she cried. “And oh, how green Naotatica is!” Then, seeing the Aspect as Roberto turned the shuttle and angled it away, she remarked at how brilliant the starship’s lights were, how long and imposing it looked. “So much more miraculous than a frigate or man of war,” she said. “It’s so … regal and powerful.” 
The rest stared out the window and silently contemplated the view, lost in their own private worlds, some afraid, contemplating what would happen if this test went wrong, not trusting what was described—at least back at home—as “the fragility” of the Earth ships, despite how imposing the Aspect looked just then. They were trained well enough for their task, the cream of the crop and the first of the Citadel casters to have taken a redoubt to Luria and the space just beyond. They knew that what they were about to do worked. But despite the successful practices with Citadel’s squat combat towers over the last week, and those with the probes and the shuttles from the surface of Prosperion yesterday, none of them had really thought it wouldn’t be Altin doing all of this.
In the absence of Altin’s comforting power and expertise, the frenzy of preparation now combined with the imminent nature of the task to set nervous minds to contemplating the odd Earth helmets and crinkling plastic-encased pressure suits. More than one of the magicians looked into the reflections of themselves in the dark visors of those helmets, watched the curving surface distend the trepidation that was readily apparent in their eyes and the pale gray of their lips. They stared at the strange Earth items, wondered at the clumsiness of them, even wondered at what would make anyone want to invent something as needlessly complex as a “zipper” anyway. Strange beings these humans from Earth, these aliens. More unnerving was the thought of dying on an alien ship in an endless night. None of them had been out here before, beyond the range of Luria’s sweeping orbits. Despite putting on a brave face in front of the admiral, the conduit and even the Queen, these mages were just as green as space mages could be. They were the first crop, barely emerging from the seed. It was an exciting opportunity, to be sure, and a rare one to be among the first, but in that moment, just past launch, more than one of them found that they were afraid. The flight away from Naotatica was an emotional one, and even the conduit had enough sense to keep his comments to himself.
At length, they were clear of the planet’s gravitational effects and prepared to start the experiment. The plan was to let the magicians look out their windows and get a sense of place for where they were. Roberto was then to take them a half-day’s distance toward the edge of the solar system, at which point, the magicians would bring them back to the original casting point. Compared to the distance they would need to acquire if they were to assist the rest of the fleet, this was only a marginally greater teleport than they had achieved in their practice with the redoubts and the unmanned shuttle from Prosperion, but for them, it would be an enormous leap. 
“All right,” Roberto announced when they’d reached the coordinates that had been determined for the first test. “How stationary do we need to be?” he asked. “We can get this thing to varying degrees of stop depending on how much time you want us to spend on it. Right now, this thing is not sitting on the ground.”
“Full stop, Captain,” said the conduit. “Let’s not take any chances. At least this first time.”
“Roger,” said Roberto. “And I’m only a lieutenant.”
“‘Captain’ has a certain ring, wouldn’t you say?”
He grinned. “I guess.”
“Then we shall ring it out here. I feel safer in the hands of a captain anyway. Don’t you?” He looked to his wizard companions, a few of them nodded, but mainly out of reflex. Roberto got the distinct sense most of them were not particularly fond of this crimson-clad man.
“Watch the ass-end doesn’t come around,” Roberto told Ensign Nguyen. “Yaw, man.” 
“I know. I got it. It’s a lot easier when the computer does it.”
“There you go,” Roberto said as the ensign got the rotation stopped.
The two of them eventually brought the ship to a complete standstill. “All right, Conduit, anchor’s away.”
The conduit peered out his window to confirm. He nodded, the rise and fall of his chin pronouncing and un-pronouncing a fourth layer of neck in alternating tides of flesh. “Very well. Then let’s not waste any time.”
“What should we do?” Roberto asked.
“Sit there and keep your pipes shut.”
Roberto laughed. “Pipes shut, sir.”
“All right, people,” began the conduit. “Envette, you are the big stick up here, so you’ll do the cast. Kindlemet, you’re first funnel if she needs it. Mason, you, then Pingermash, Hotblood and Thistleblat. I know we won’t need it, but just be alert. And all of you pay attention because you’re going to do it next.”
He turned to Roberto. “Captain, are all your contraptions … settled, or pointed the right way—whatever you require for this exercise?”
“Yes, sir. We’re good to go.”
“Very well.” He turned to the young woman in the drab gray robe. “Envette, when you are ready.”
The conduit sat back in his chair, and his face went abruptly blank. He did not close his eyes; he simply stared straight ahead and seemed no longer to see. He was waiting for the first thread of mana to be gathered up and sent to him by the young teleporter. The woman closed her eyes and began to chant in a low voice, slowly, rhythmically, but with no extraneous motion of her arms or body. She pulled in mana and fed it to the conduit’s mind, gently, as she’d been trained to do, pulling the strands from the vastness around them into her mythothalamus, twisting them together, then winding them like a watch spring whose tension could be released as fast or as slowly as the conduit required. She was an X-ranked teleporter, the might of her magic fabulous, and the conduit, despite so many years in the Queen’s service, privately reveled in being fed so much power from a single mind. 
Feeling her reserves loading up adequately, the conduit fed a needle-thin bit of mana into the ship, not into the shields as Altin had done—as he had described to them all in detail on so many occasions—but into the deck. He let it wend its way through the very essence of the metal, into the foreign and strange shapes he found there, following the crystalline formations of the metals, the sinewy ropes of wiring, the odd plastics and unfamiliar compounds that made up the completely alien computers, and into the brilliance of the small reactor in the rear of the ship. When he had it all outlined, every surface, bolt and seam, he got them all coated, wrapped and wound with the mana he took from the young teleporter. Once he had the ship suitably encased, he sent a thread of mana back out to the next magician in the circle—or rectangle as this particular instance happened to be. First he fed a thread to Kindlemet, then Mason, and on down the line of them until all eight mages were included in the spell.
For Roberto and his copilot looking on, nothing was happening. Nobody else was chanting besides the woman. Nobody was waving their arms, fluttering their fingers or swaying about like Altin always did. There were no strange objects being pulled out of pockets, no dust of newt or wing of bat or whatever else these people used. They were all just sitting there, eyes closed but for the conduit and the one woman muttering under her breath. Roberto glanced over at Ensign Nguyen. The younger man looked frightened and did not look back. Roberto shrugged. It will suck if we die, he thought. But that seemed unlikely. Altin does this on his own all the time, he reminded himself. So how hard can it be with eight of these guys?
Then the lights went out. It was very dark but for the rectangular patches of starlight coming in through the windows around the ship. Roberto was used to this power flux from his experience with Combat Hop, so he waited and spent his effort on staying calm. The red lights of the backup systems came on a moment after that.
Roberto spun in his seat, prepared to manually restart the ship’s main systems, but in a few hastily indrawn breaths, the systems came back on their own, fast enough to see Roberto’s heart rate rise only thirty or so beats a minute, well within acceptable range.
He looked out and saw Naotatica glowing in the distance like a tiny frozen pea.
“We didn’t die,” he announced. “Or at least I didn’t. How about you guys?”
He turned back to see the magicians opening their eyes, one at a time, starting from the last mage in the list of backups and moving in reverse order to the young woman whose spell it essentially was. None of them had been aware of the loss of power, so quickly had the systems returned.
The conduit withdrew from the depths of the spell last, then leapt up and nearly stuffed his round face into the porthole just behind Envette.
“Aha!” he cried. “There it is. Fat green bastard. There’s a diet for you!” He bent down and clutched the young woman by the shoulders and gave her a hearty shake. “Beautiful execution, my dear. Nicely fed and perfectly shaped. Congratulations on a first for your guild.”
She beamed at his praise. “Thank you, Conduit.”
He turned to Roberto. “Am I correct in assuming it went perfectly, Captain, as it by all appearances appears to have?”
“Well,” said Roberto, “I’m not sure we can call it perfect. We still had the same kind of systems fade that we got from Altin’s hoppy spell, and I think it lasted longer than I remember from before. But we’re here, so I’d call it a win.”
“Excellent. Do you think your system can take a bigger leap?”
“Honestly, I have no idea, because I have no clue what you guys do. I’m just here to drive.”
“Fair enough. Then let’s get to work.” He turned back to his circle of mages. “Mason, send a lizard to Vorvington. Let him know we’re not dead.”
“They already know, sir,” said Ensign Nguyen. “I’ve just confirmed it with the admiral. Lord Vorvington is with him and asked that I tell you, ‘Huzzah.’”
“Efficient,” said the conduit. “And most certainly, huzzah.”


Chapter 29
From the point of the first successful trial teleport, each teleporter took turns channeling the main spell in a sequence that had them sending the shuttle back and forth between the edge of the solar system and the original coordinates just beyond the influence of Naotatica’s gravity. After each teleporter had a go at it, they concluded that at least for this mass and distance, any teleporter with a rank of L or higher could do it alone. That was counted as extremely good news for everyone aboard, excepting the J-class teleporter who proved to be the first of them who needed mana from a companion. He’d been close, though, and Conduit Huzzledorf spent some time debating whether to make the cutoff at K or L, but he decided it was not worth the risk with so much at stake.
“All right then,” said the conduit after they were once again at the edge of the system, and all the teleporters had been tried. “Let’s see how far we can go on our own. Since Meade managed to mangle himself, we can’t get a guide to the seeing stones he’s already cast, so we’ll make our own path starting from here. I’ve actually been looking forward to this.” 
He put a hand out, thrust forward as if he were a coachman expecting a tip. The sorcerer who’d been identified as the J-class wizard, Pingermash, reached into a satchel he wore on a strap over his shoulder and handed the conduit a large, uncut diamond nearly the size of a walnut.
Conduit Huzzledorf resumed his position at the center of the circle, jamming himself unceremoniously into the chair again. “This may take a while, boys,” he told Roberto. “If you brought along something to read, now would be the time.”
The two men from Earth nodded patiently. “Do what you got to do,” said Roberto.
“We shall see about that, Captain.”
With that began another six hours of casting seeing spells and teleporting diamond seeing stones, this time the conduit and his concert of wizards slowly trying to replicate the blind magic that Altin had spent years developing. With the help of copies of Altin’s detailed notes and a long period of practice, at the end of the experiment, they felt they’d found something of significance, a far greater distance than they’d been able to accomplish on Prosperion from the school in Crown, where mana was rationed tightly to ensure no one emptied the sky.
Conduit Huzzledorf had worked several times on this experiment over the last three months with the X-ranked Envette and the well-dressed Kindlemet, a P, from a dune in the Sandsea Desert, but even from that remote location they’d not had any luck approaching what he was certain they’d just done this time.
“Huzzah!” he cried at the end of a particularly long-in-releasing cast.
“Fantastic, Conduit,” Kindlemet exclaimed. He hoisted a fist in triumph, the pale flesh of a man who rarely went outside revealing itself as his embroidered silk sleeve slid to his elbow. “Truly a miracle.”
“Brilliant,” cooed the R-class sitting next to him as similar sentiments were echoed by the rest.
“No, no,” said the conduit as he wriggled out of the chair and took a bow. “It really was a group effort.” Which it was, but the tone of his voice did not convince Roberto or Ensign Nguyen that he meant a single, self-deprecating word. “Envette, my dear, you are exquisite. And the rest of you, well, that was just perfect. I can’t believe I finally got one off that far. I have astonished even myself. I believe I may actually be the genius everyone says I am.” Of course it came around to that. He was a conduit after all. He stood like a maestro at the end of a masterful performance and let them gawk at him, or at least he was sure that’s what they all did. Ultimately, however, and regardless of who took credit, the distance of that last spell was truly an accomplishment for all of them. A significant one, and none of them cared all that much that he would receive all the accolades when they got home. Such was the nature of being a concert mage.
Finally, when Conduit Huzzledorf was done congratulating himself, which took a few minutes more, he turned to Roberto. “Captain, how far did it go?”
“How far did what go?” Roberto immediately regretted the reflex that made him say such a thing. His thoughts caught up to it a moment after, so he added, “You mean the diamond?”
“Of course the diamond. I was not serious when I suggested you read something while the rest of us were at work.”
Roberto looked to his copilot, who shrugged back.
“I have no clue,” he answered honestly.
“Can’t you … detect it with your machine? Measure it in your cosmic scale, some numbers and decimal points, that sort of thing? Isn’t that what you were brought here for?”
“I doubt I can find it,” he said, ignoring the condescension that came his way. “But I’ll look.” He turned and tapped out a sensor sweep of the space around them.
“Nothing, sir. I can’t pick up something that small from any significant distance. At least not without spending an awful lot of time on it. Probably not even then, not without knowing where to look.”
“All right, then shall we give it a real test?” He turned to his circle of sorcerers, his expression expectant, just short of command. “Anyone tired yet?”
No one spoke.
“You, Captain?”
“As long as you guys know what you’re doing, I’m up for anything. I just had a nutrition bar anyway, so I feel good.” He looked to the young ensign next to him. “You good?”
“I’m good,” said the ensign, “but does anyone else want something to eat?”
Roberto pulled out a container filled with orderly rows of nutrition bars and presented them to the Prosperions. “Take as many as you want. The peanut butter ones don’t taste too much like crap. I’d stay away from the salmon salad, though. You’re better off eating a tube of radiation caulk.”
Conduit Huzzledorf looked as if Roberto had just kicked him, but the magicians all began nodding in unison. None of them had expected the trip to be this long. They each took a nutrition bar, all but the conduit of course, who threw himself into his chair and looked as irritated as a wet cat. A few of them struggled with the alien wrappings, but after a brief respite all were ready again.
“Envette,” barked the conduit. “Where are you?”
She grinned, youth sparkling in her eyes. “I’m fine.”
“Kindlemet, Mason, Pingers?”
All fine. The conduit nodded, convinced that he could do it with any of the three of them, maybe even two. Half the mages were convinced they could do it by themselves. All were more than ready to try. “Then let’s see what we have done.” They wasted no time getting the spell under way, the conduit again taking the feed from Envette, who once more sat chanting quietly, her eyes closed and partly concealed by her long copper-colored bangs.
Roberto looked over at Ensign Nguyen and grinned. “Well, if it all goes to shit, it was nice working with you.”
The ensign didn’t laugh.
Everything went dark. They expected that. The red glow of the emergency lights came on as before. No one worried that the systems didn’t come back right away either. They knew they’d gone much farther this time. The interval of systems flux had been slightly greater between their internal solar systems jumps than it had been for the starships using Combat Hop. So nobody worried. At first.
Several minutes went by, or at least the sense of them. Roberto had no way to tell. The console was blank. Then several more went by.
People began to shift in their seats, exchange nervous glances. Ensign Nguyen tapped on his console, calmly at first but with increasing rapidity as seconds passed.
“Well?” asked Conduit Huzzledorf after a suitable wait. “What’s wrong with this old sallet? Dent too big to put it back on?” He reached up and rapped on the ceiling as if pounding out a dent made from a mighty external blow. “Let’s go, Captain.”
Roberto got up and went into the back of the ship, crawling through an access panel in the bulkhead and into the engine compartment beyond. It was nearly dark, despite the battery-powered backup lights.
“Oh, shit,” came back through the opening a few moments later. 
“‘Oh shit,’ what, Captain? Speak up, boy. This is not the time for cryptic alien profanity.” His lips wriggled wormlike in the soft garden of his face as several long moments passed. Roberto could be heard shuffling around in the darkness beyond the bulkhead, but no explanation came, prompting the conduit to say, “All right, perhaps profanity is in order, but the cryptic variety is of no use. What is the problem?”
Roberto’s head appeared through the narrow opening. “It’s out.”
“What’s out?”
“The reactor. It’s out. Like, poof, somebody threw water on the fire. Never seen anything like it. Didn’t even know it could happen.”
“Can you relight it?”
“No, we can’t relight it. We didn’t bring anything for that. And without it, we can’t restart any of the other systems. Battery is only good for gravity, core computer systems and backup lights. And as you can see, we’ve only got two of three for that.”
 “Ahhh,” breathed the conduit, sounding only marginally annoyed. “For a moment I thought it was serious. No problem then. It’s not as if we were using much of those ‘systems’ anyway. You two can just do the thinking for the ship in the absence of your machinery. I trust you are capable. You did fine stopping the movement earlier today. I’m sure we’ll manage. These lights are adequate.” He waved his hand dismissively in the air.
“Well,” said Roberto, climbing back out into the main passenger cabin. “I’m afraid it’s not quite that simple.”
“Of course it is. It will simply require a bit more effort on your part. Let’s be honest, the two of you have hardly broken a sweat thus far. I was being kind when I mentioned the motion thing.”
“Sir,” said Roberto, looking the conduit straight in the face. “You want to talk about sweat? There is a box full of nuclear fuel back there that, while it ain’t working right, is also no longer being properly cooled. In less than an hour it’s going to start to overheat, the core will eject itself and our bacon will just be sitting here in the frying pan.” He glanced out the window to see how far off Prosperion’s sun appeared to be—still by far the brightest light in the sky. “If the explosion doesn’t kill us, it will be a toss-up to see whether we toast in the heat of that sun over there—don’t let the size fool you—or from the ejected core. On a positive note, we might just suffocate first, given how many breathers we got in here, so radiation may not really be that big a concern. My money is on the explosion, but I’m taking all bets.”
“Surely it can’t be as bad as all that?”
“Every breath you take is ticking off the time we have left. So, unless your magicians feel comfortable doing their thing in one of those suits and singing through a visor, it’s time to go.”
The conduit started to reply, but Roberto got up from his chair and got very near him, only a few inches between. “Conduit. This is my ship, remember? And I said it’s time to go.”
“Oh, Captain, don’t you think you are being a bit dramatic? You spent all of twenty heartbeats trying to get us going back there. Perhaps if you went and had another look.” He turned to his circle of mages, intent on saying something cavalier along the lines of, “These Earth people are so easily put to flight,” but he stopped because Envette was already casting the spell.


Chapter 30
Orli awoke to the greatest breakfast she had ever experienced. It was not simply the greatest because it was the most exquisite example of culinary mastery she had ever encountered, nor was it a matter of it being one of the very few meals she’d ever had that was made completely from scratch and entirely from ingredients grown within less than ten miles—make that ten measures—from the kitchen in which it was prepared. No, despite all that, it was the greatest meal because it was the first she’d ever helped prepare. 
Orli had never cooked before. Not once in her life. Not even as a child had she helped in the kitchen. Nobody close to her in her life had ever cooked. But here, in this place, on this wonderful world, people cooked. They rolled up their sleeves and rolled out their own dough. They chopped and diced and wallowed in the feel of the ingredients, smearing this, squeezing that, and doing simply everything by flour-dusted, oil-soaked, juice-stickied hands. It was glorious, and Orli laughed more and longer than she could ever remember as she worked alongside Kettle, Nipper and little Pernie.
“No, child,” scolded Kettle without the slightest dash of anger or impatience in her words—and not talking to Pernie—“toss a bit more flour on it an’ a won’t stick ta the pin like that.”
It was Orli’s third attempt. Frustration only sprinkled itself like a pleasant spice across the meal of her merriment as she balled the dough back up and tried again.
“Na’ too much or ya dry it out, now.”
“Want me to show ya how, Miss Orli?” offered Pernie. “I can do it fast as Kettle can.” She glanced up at the stout woman whose cheeks were flushed a bit redder than usual with the heat of an extra body in the kitchen this day and the joy that particular extra presence had brought. Kettle didn’t look like she was going to call the girl on the exaggeration, but Pernie amended just in case. “Almost as fast.”
“I think I can do it,” Orli said, smiling down at the child. “Besides I have to learn.”
“That’s true,” explained Pernie. “Practice makes perfect. That’s what everyone always says. Master Altin, Kettle, Nipper, Gimmel, even Master Tytamon sometimes. They all say it, every one. Sometimes I think it’s the only thing they know how to say, they say it so much, don’t ya think, Miss Orli?”
If happiness were measured in pounds-per-square inch, Orli would have blown up right there in the kitchen where she stood. How can anyone be so sweet? she thought as she regarded the open expression on the child’s face. She took the time to lean down, hands on her knees, and reply quite seriously. “Yes, I imagine from your perspective that’s exactly how it seems. That grouchy old Captain Asad on my ship is always saying things like that to me too.”
Pernie nodded, happy that someone finally shared her opinion on such things.
Eventually, Orli got the crust flat enough, yet thick enough, but not too wet, and not too dry, and uniformly shaped to fill the pie pan Kettle had set out.
“There’s a girl,” praised Kettle, “a fine bit a’ work there.” Orli flushed with pride as if she were Pernie’s age again. “Now spread it in that there tin, and make sure ta push it up all inta the edges, just so.” She made a gesture with her thumbs to illustrate the technique. “Don’t ya go an’ mash it now, neither. An’ don’t poke no holes. Gentle like.”
Orli just couldn’t stop grinning. How could anyone be so happy one day when so completely miserable just the day before?
“Nipper, can I get them bellies already. Fer Mercy’s sake, do I ha’ta do it all mah’self?”
“They’s a comin’, ya puffy old hen,” Nipper called from his place at the end of the kitchen where he was bent over a pork belly cutting bacon in long, fat strips near the fire.
“I’ll help,” Pernie offered cheerfully.
“No ya won’t, demon-child,” Nipper snapped, though there was love in his eyes. “Kettle needs strips, not sausage ground, an’ I ha’na got all day.”
Pernie looked put out, but the emotions lingered on her pouting lips only long enough for her to realize someone was going to have to spoon the berries into Orli’s pie. Any that might accidently spill onto the table were fair game; that was Kettle’s rule. The somber and optimistically long preamble of the request she delivered to Orli following this realization made Orli laugh for such a long time that Pernie nearly gave up waiting for the answer. Of course, when she could, the Earth woman finally, and happily, deferred all berry-scooping duties to the girl, including the rights to any and all berries that went AWOL.
It was into this joyous occasion that Tytamon finally arrived. The lines in his face were less deep this morning than yesterday, and he’d taken the time to tidy up his beard and find a clean and newly pressed set of robes.
Pernie blew away at his arrival like a trained breeze, testament to her nascent maturity, and the lot of the kitchen staff evaporated nearly as fast. It must have been something in his expression that she missed because Orli straight away found herself and Calico Castle’s master alone.
“I trust you slept well,” he said, helping himself to bread from a freshly baked loaf, a favorite of his—as with everyone who ate Kettle’s famous recipe.
“I did. I still laugh every time I get into one of your straw-filled mattresses and find it the height of comfort and luxury.”
“A good E-class enchanter with a practical book of spells is worth far more than a court dandy trying to impress the Queen with P-level parlor tricks and painted ceilings playing pictures all day.”
“We need a few of those practical ones to go aboard our ships and enchant all the pathetic mats they call mattresses up there. It’s criminal what they make us sleep on.” She tilted her head back, looking toward the ceiling as she spoke, noting there were no paintings up there. Only the dingy stain of eight centuries of oily smoke and soot.
“That can be arranged. Sailors need a good night’s rest better than most,” he said. “Especially those who sail amongst the stars.”
She smiled. Space sailors. She loved this place.
“So, how do you feel? Are you ready to get to work on our little project?”
“Just tell me what to do.”
“You’re going to help me finish combing through the encampment outside. We have to find out if anyone has seen the missing item of which we spoke yesterday. I am hoping they will be more candid with you than they are with me. They may not, but even so, two will cover more ground than one.”
“All right. But won’t asking about it draw attention to the problem?”
“Yes, it will. But we won’t be telling them what it is. It’s just a spell component if anyone asks, which they will. You can tell them it’s a rare one, and we’re willing to pay to get it back. It seems most of them care only about reward.”
“How much should I offer them?”
“Offer them five gold pieces if they ask. If they show it to you, let them haggle you as high as ten. That’s more color than they’ll see in five years service to the Queen. Offering more will only get them to thinking they’ve really found something to shop around.”
“All right. And then what, tell them to come collect from you, here?”
“Yes. And watch for those who aren’t interested in the reward at all. If you find one who seems too disinterested, conspicuously so, mark him out, and I will look to it myself.”
She blanched at the way his face darkened when he said that. He noticed and asked, “Will this be a problem for you?”
“I don’t want to get anyone in trouble. What if I am wrong?”
“Wrong about what?”
“Wrong that they are hiding something or whatever. You’re not going to, you know, zap them or mess with their minds or anything, are you?”
“Of course not,” he snapped. He took a bite from his bread with rather more zeal than the fluffy stuff required. “What kind of man do you think I am?”
“I didn’t mean to suggest that. I just, well, you understand. I don’t want to be wrong and cause someone problems. I come from a place where commanders tend to come down very heavily for the least offense. At least some do, in my personal experience.”
He nodded as he chewed up another bite. “Yes, I suppose you do. But I am not your captain. And I do need to know if you even suspect. You must promise. I will determine if you are incorrect, and I will be as kind as the task requires.” There remained a glint in his eyes that told Orli how serious this mission was and hinted at what he would be willing to do to see it done, but she believed him. He would not be hasty, nor would he be cruel.
“All right. So, what am I supposed to say?”
He reached into a pocket of his robe and pulled out a very large locket, nearly as big around as a petri dish, though not quite so deep. It was made of silver and had a filigree pattern etched into its tarnished outer shell. “I’m sorry this was the best I had handy. But it will do.”
He depressed the catch, and the locket popped open, revealing a compact mirror inside. “Open it all the way,” he instructed as he spread it nearly flat, “and you will see the stone appear inside.” He tipped it forward so she could see, and sure enough, there was an image of a Liquefying Stone slowly turning in the air just above the mirror’s surface, which Orli thought of as a magic hologram. “Show them this, and ask them if they’ve seen a stone like it.”
“What if they want to know why?”
“As I said before, a spell component. Nothing more. Being from Earth, you can get away with pretending ignorance.”
“Hardly pretend,” she said.
“My hope is they will be too preoccupied with your alien nature, your lovely figure or your weaponry. You have a variety of persuasive magic that I do not, and we must hope it serves to coax the truth out of one of them.”
She was surprised he was so direct. Altin would never have been able to say such a thing without turning purple as a beet. It further proved the urgency of the task. “I think item number two on that list would work better if I wore something besides this.” She crinkled up her face as she looked down at her uniform, complete with flour handprints imprinted at the knees.
“That will serve perfectly. If you go as a lady, you will need a chaperone, which is hardly convenient given what we are about. As you are, you have the distinct advantage of being able to walk in both worlds, so to speak. For today, you are a space sailor from the vessel Aspect first, and a woman second.”
“Fair enough.”
He looked at her, studied her a long while, absently finishing off his bread. Crumbs fell into his beard, some tumbling down like little crusty snowballs marking the beginnings of an avalanche. Though she tried not to, Orli couldn’t help but watch them fall. She was so terrible at severity. She could only conclude it had everything to do with men, that unmitigated focus and ever-present concentration on a single task. Or maybe it was just her. She knew perfectly well the dire nature of the missing stone. Tytamon had made it clear enough, and what Altin had told her previously served as the eyepiece for what should have been the scope of her concern. But the crumbs were funny; and her belly was full; and she was actually in the middle of making a berry pie. Who would have ever imagined such a thing, even a year ago? She tried to be serious, tried not to smile and not to keep watching the crumbs accumulating in his beard, but the hailstones of Kettle’s crust now struck her like little bugs caught in a web, to all of which he remained oblivious. 
He continued to work on his breakfast, his beard wagging stiffly with each movement of his jaw, and then one crumb here, another crumb there, would manage to escape, leap out and fall to the safety of his lap or the floor. This caused the corners of her mouth to twitch while humor glinted unbeckoned in her eyes.
Tytamon watched her, followed the line of her gaze, and saw the accumulated crumbs enmeshed in the growth beneath his chin, the sprinkle of others in his lap and around his feet. He realized the tremors at the boundaries of her laughter marked mirth at the brink of breaking free. He laughed. A full-bodied one, heartfelt, and for the first time in a long time. 
“I suppose Kettle barely puts up with me,” he said. “Grumpy old dinosaur that I am.”
“I can imagine,” she replied gleefully merciless.
He watched her for a while, watched her dabbling with the pie crust she’d been working on. “You truly are fearless, aren’t you?” 
“I’m what?” Her expression was a question mark.
“Nothing,” he said. “I just think I may see why you are the one that Mercy chose.”
Orli had no idea what he was talking about, but he seemed happy enough, and that was good enough for her, so she laughed a little as she pressed the pie crust into place. “So when do we leave?”
“Right after you finish that.”
Tytamon had not been wrong about the three ways Orli would be received. As she passed through the parts of the camp she’d been assigned to, sure enough they’d either gawk at her, gawk at her gun or just generally fawn over the idea of her being an alien from outer space. The largest portion, martial beasts that they were, were obsessed with her blaster. “It’s a Colt M-7XR,” she’d say. “One-point-five megajoule laser and seven millimeter explosive rounds in a twenty-round clip. State of the art when we left Earth.” They’d repeat this back to her in awe, despite having no idea what they were saying; then, without fail, they’d ask to see it in action, and, ultimately, for a chance to shoot it themselves. By sunset, her blaster’s battery was down to half, and there lay in the wake of her passing a trail of exploded fire logs, burning fire logs, decimated fruit, melted bits of spare armor and one brutalized camp dog for which Orli’s subsequent and highly vocal fury brought a grizzled old sergeant by the name of Haft to investigate. In the end, the soldier’s canine cruelty earned him five lashes and a week on latrine duty, and Orli had been respectfully but firmly asked not to let the troops fire her weapon any more.
But despite flirting, shooting and telling stories about the Hostiles, Earth or outer space, no matter how enthralled the soldiery might have been, no one over the course of the day had said they’d seen the yellow stone, nor had any of them seemed anything but entirely on the up-and-up. There were no shifty eyes—other than those that darted toward her chest or backside—and no conspicuous stammering or obvious attempts to evade. Not once. Without exception, each soldier, male or female, had at some point given off on their own questions about Orli and space and taken the time to look at the image that hovered above her enchanted locket, and to the last of them, none of them made the least suspicious blink. She was sure none of them had seen it.
Just as she was slipping the locket back into her belt and preparing to report back to Tytamon, the sergeant who’d punished the soldier for shooting the dog caught Orli and called her aside.
“Listen, missy,” he said, “I don’t have to see the corpse to know when somethin’s been dead awhile. I been watchin’ you and Master Tytamon marchin’ up and down all day, and the ancient one been at it for more than a pair before that. Now I ain’t tryin’ to climb higher ‘n my stripes or go sniffin’ round your chicken coop, but I can tell well enough there’s more ta your problem than five gold worth a’ spell trinkets. This ain’t my first skirmish, as it were.”
Orli’s poker face only failed for the briefest instant before she got it back. “Your point?”
“Listen here. These boys ain’t the bad sort. They just prone to throwin’ dice and chasin’ whores. See, the Queen, she ain’t as liberal with the salaries as she used to be. Or so rumors tell. And, well, if’n a man were to come upon an item of seemin’ worth, well … I expect you get the rest, you bein’ a sailor on them sky ships and all.”
She nodded, understanding well enough but not sure where he was going with the seemingly candid remarks.
“I don’t know if’n nobody seen your yellow rock,” he said. “But I know where they’d take it if’n they did and weren’t disposed to return it to Master Tytamon.”
There it was. She nodded. “All right, so where would they go?”
“First, you swear you won’t never tell a soul where you heard this. And I’m trustin’ you, one soldier to the next, because you don’t need to be ate by a buzzard to know what they is circlin’ for. There’s somethin’ foul afoot, and I expect I can help you some. So, swear it,” he said. “Blood oath.”
She nodded. “Of course I won’t.”
“Not even Tytamon.”
She frowned at that. “I’m not sure I could keep it from him,” she confessed. “You know, if he really wanted to find out.” She wriggled her fingers in the air in that way Roberto always did when he was having fun with the idea of wizardry. 
“Aye, that’s a fact,” he agreed. “And I won’t hold you to it, if’n it come to that. Us blanks is up for it if’n they figure to get after us for real.”
She nodded, knowing it was true.
“Just don’t be blabbin’ out. I got no need of being cursed.”
“Tytamon would never curse you.”
“Maybe not Tytamon, but Black Sander would. A devil soul he is.”
“Black Sander?”
“He’s what they call a ‘procurement specialist.’ A fancy way of sayin’ he can getcha anything you need. He’s a ruthless feller, works out of Crown and, of course, Murdoc Bay. Some say he’s the best there is, them what frequent that sort of thing on one side or t’other. He’s got fronts in every city on Kurr as I heard it, includin’ one in Blanks Quarter—a pawnshop as I heard—’ceptin’ he ain’t no blank, and he ain’t no pawn dealer, least not of the conventional type, if you take my meanin’.”
“So, are you saying someone might have taken it to him to sell?”
He nodded and spit into the mud. “I heard his name whispered for the third time last night. Weren’t nothin’ ‘bout no yellow stones, but it’s clear enough the boys is, some of them anyway, gone and sold a few of Sir Altin’s belongin’s there in town. Gettin’ paid heavy, too, by the bets them boys is makin’.”
“Well, that’s no big deal. We’ll just go and buy it back. Tytamon has lots of money. I doubt a little price-gouging is going to bother him much.”
“Missy, I expect I didn’t explain proper. Black Sander is in town. That’s what I heard. And if’n these boys was to be sellin’ anything magical on the underground, it’s Black Sander what come for it personally. I don’t figure you’ll be buyin’ anythin’ what you didn’t requisition, so to speak.”
Perplexity plowed rows across her brow. 
“Missy, whatever that man come for is of particular value to someone right flush with gold.”
“I’m sure Tytamon keeps track of those kind of people. He probably already knows all about Black Sander and his business.”
“Tytamon may be ancient and wise, but he don’t know everythin’. Not locked up in that tower up yonder the last two hundred years. Things get past a man what ain’t bothering to look no more, ‘specially at what’s beneath his station, so to speak. Gryphons don’t eat rats and squirrels.”
She was fairly sure she couldn’t disagree with that. Probably.
“Well, thank you, Sergeant. Is that all I should know?” 
“Best you don’t have the rest, missy. No offense.”
She wanted to ask him why he even bothered to say it then, and she almost did, but held it back. He saw it and changed his mind.
“Well, you don’t need to go tellin’ him this neither, but people say Master Tytamon is gettin’ old. They figure he might have lost his touch if’n he don’t reckon it suspicious to walk around hisself like he has. Even send an alien to do his dirty work. And a right fine lady alien at that, no offense intended, of course.”
“Of course,” she said, nodding so that he might continue.
“It don’t take a Z-class ‘viner to figure out somethin’ gone right regular wrong. And strange things is afoot.” He turned and looked out over the many rows of tents, a half-measure spread in all directions around Calico Castle, the boundary between the orc lands and civility for centuries. “Things ain’t right, missy. Even a low-burnin’ lamp like me can figure it.”
She put a slender hand, grubby from a day in the camps, on his shoulder. “Well, hopefully you are right about where it is,” she said. “I’ll let Tytamon know.” She spun to go, then turned back. “Just about Black Sander, don’t worry. I have no idea where I heard it from. All you aliens look the same to me anyway.” She winked.
He laughed hard enough to make his armor rattle as he watched her go, though the sound died away some as he fell to leering, unintentionally of course, at her departing posterior. She knew it, confirmed it with a quick glance back, but she made no move to protest. Let him look. He’d given her a small victory, or at least she felt he had, and the sergeant’s appreciation of her departure, so to speak, simply proved that Tytamon’s strategy had paid off. This had to be the information Tytamon was looking for.


Chapter 31
The shuttle reappeared right where it had been when they began, just out of gravitational range of Naotatica. Being back was good, in a way, but the location was still very far from Tinpoa Base, the Aspect or any other ships.
Roberto sat back down at the controls and tapped at them futilely, having no other ideas. He wasn’t sure why the core computer systems hadn’t come back up. The lights were on, and nobody was floating around the ship, so the batteries were still there. Even without the reactor, the computers should be up. It was like the whole system memory got wiped in addition to the problems with the reactor.
He tapped his com badge. “Shuttle Six to Aspect. Come in Aspect. Are you there?”
“Lieutenant,” crackled back Captain Asad’s voice. “We’ve been waiting. I take it that it works.”
Roberto could not hide the relief in his voice. At least that worked. “Captain, I am glad to hear your voice.”
“Lieutenant, is there a problem?”
“Everything is off.”
“What do you mean ‘everything is off?’” 
“It’s off, everything. Full system shut down. As in, we’re going to need a ride.”
“What happened?”
“Captain, I really don’t have time to explain it. We’ve got eleven people in here panting like underage boys at a strip club. By the time I walk them all through putting on masks and setting levels again—assuming the suit controls work—we’ll all be puking and passing out. And I’m not too big on using these necklaces they gave us either, not after what happened to Altin and Orli the other day. I’d rather you just pick us up, sir. The ship needs a total restart.”
There was only the slightest pause. “Hold tight, Lieutenant. We’ll be right there.”
Roberto could not remember ever being as happy to see the Aspect as he was when it finally appeared. It was like an old friend had just come to take him off the rooftop of a flooded home. The three of them that had not teleported back to Prosperion by the time the starship arrived sat with oxygen masks pressed to their faces, though not yet in need of the suits. 
The oxygen level aboard the shuttle had dropped rapidly, quickened by the fact he’d had to explain how much breathable air they had to the conduit twice more after the first attempt. But eventually all but three of the test crew had left. Only the X-class wizard and the two pilots remained. Fast-cast amulets or not, Envette refused to leave until she’d seen the two pilots safe. Her defiance had irritated the conduit, but he relented as his headache began to increase.
An hour later, after a brief examination by Doctor Singh, Roberto found himself in the captain’s great cabin, seated in relative and uncomfortable intimacy with Captain Asad, Admiral Jefferies and Commander Jackson, whom he knew well enough but seldom saw due to having polar-opposite shifts from hers on the bridge. He’d even been given a drink, which revealed for the first time in Roberto’s experience that Captain Asad was something nearly approaching human.
“That was admirable, Lieutenant,” said the admiral when Roberto was settled and had the first few sips of his drink. “Leaving yourself to chance like that took courage. Or faith.”
“I got plenty of faith, sir. Not sure about that other part. I’ve seen Altin in action, seen what his people can do. I felt pretty comfortable, even though I still have no idea how it works. But thank you, sir.”
“Modesty suits you,” went on the admiral. “So, now that you are adequately recovered, what happened?”
“To be honest, sir, I have no idea. They did their sing-song, and then, just like that, we were in the dark. The first ones, the short teleports inside the system, worked great. I’m sure you saw those on sensors. But then they went for the big score, and, well—I don’t really know. It didn’t work. Or at least, not exactly. We got there, but when we did, the reactor was out and the systems down. Some kind of surge or something, but I never saw it, so that’s nothing but a guess.”
“Did they have any ideas why? We haven’t been able to contact them yet. We’ve sent word through Little Earth, but we haven’t heard back. Their people are difficult to communicate with.”
“You got one of those lizards?” Roberto asked.
They all laughed at that.
The admiral got up and refilled his drink, motioning to the others in a way that inquired if any were in need of a refill. Only Roberto was. The admiral smiled and came to retrieve Roberto’s glass. “So what did they say while you were waiting for the Aspect to arrive?” he asked as he dropped in a fresh ice cube.
“That conduit had no clue. He still thought everything was ‘tea and biscuits’ or whatever. I can’t decide if that guy is a genius or an idiot.”
“He’s dangerous is what he is,” said Captain Asad. “He was evaluating our capacity the entire time. I watched him. He put on a show of flamboyance to put us off. Everything that man does is on purpose. These people play the part of rustics, but they are cunning and manipulative.”
“I don’t know if I’d go that far, Captain,” said Roberto, “but I do think Huzzledorf notices more than he lets on.”
“So, all that temporarily aside,” said the admiral, bringing Roberto his refill and retaking his chair to the left of Captain Asad, “how far did you get, Lieutenant?”
“Sir, I have no idea. All systems were off.”
“You couldn’t guess based on the size of the Prosperion sun? Finding your bearings seems pretty basic for a trained pilot,” said Captain Asad.
“Sir, respectfully, I vanished into thin air and then reappeared by some completely inexplicable mechanism in a ship with zero power and ten other people sucking down oxygen like frat boys with a beer bong, and the whole time I was dealing with it, I had a windbag in a Santa suit telling me everything was fine and that we should ‘pip pip and all that rot!’ along for another try. So, sir, trained pilot or not, I just didn’t think to bother formulating a guess.”
“Lieutenant, nobody is second-guessing your decisions,” said the admiral. “It was a fair question. Don’t be defensive.”
“I’m sorry, sir. You’re right.” He looked to Captain Asad. “Sorry, sir.”
“You’ve had a long day, Lieutenant,” acknowledged the captain in a rare show of empathy.
“Man, you ain’t lying.” Roberto took a long pull off of his drink. “Sir,” he amended hastily.
“So if you were going to hazard a guess based on nothing other than instinct, how far would you say you were? No need for accuracy, just four guys talking.”
He frowned at them, not liking to simply make things up, but he could still see the sun in his memory, shining brightly in the distant sky. “Fine,” he said at last. “A quarter light year. Maybe less. Probably less.”
Captain Asad and the admiral exchanged glances, made calculating faces, after which the captain nodded, though the movement was so small it barely constituted movement at all.
“So, I realize it’s preliminary,” said the admiral, “but what is your opinion about trying with a starship?”
“That’s up to them,” said Roberto. “I mean, they brought us back with just one of them. The young one, the redhead. I think she did most of the heavy lifting anyway. I guess it’s not that hard for them once they’ve been somewhere. And they can do the ring of magic thing, with Santa Claus controlling everything. So, I don’t think it’s a matter of whether they can do it so much as a matter of where and how far—oh, and maybe a matter of who is going to be sitting there on the other side waiting to kick our ass while we restart reactors and every other system on the ship.”
“That is a problem,” admitted the admiral.
“It makes arriving in orbit and blasting the Hostiles out of existence impossible,” said Captain Asad. “Which means if we use it, and I count that a monstrous if, we’re going to have to use it well short of their system and cruise in on our own.”
The admiral seemed to visibly deflate. “It’s a complete loss of the element of surprise. And we’re hardly in a position to fight our way into their system and get it done. We’ve got to find a better way to fight them. We’re running out of time. And ships.”
“I’m sure Prosperion will send wizards with us if we ask,” offered Roberto. “A few of those guys, and things would get pretty easy fast. Altin is convinced that Citadel, with a full crew, can do whatever they want to the Hostiles. It will be like punching babies.”
Commander Jackson frowned at that and shook her head, but she had enough restraint not to say anything. 
Roberto saw her expression, but shrugged it off, saying only, “What? I’m just trying to make a point.”
“If it’s true, then they can also take Citadel and do whatever they want to us,” said Captain Asad. “You do understand that if they teleport our ships into one another, we have a far bigger problem than we do with the Hostiles?”
“Sir, I’m not sure why you refuse to give Altin and his people a chance, but he’s not like that. His people aren’t like that. I’ve been around them a lot over the last ten months, and I’ve known Altin for almost two years, technically at least. You start to get a feel for people.”
“All people are like that, Lieutenant. Aggression is a matter of need, analysis and opportunity. With this recent experiment, they have the analysis fairly well done, I’d say. It seems opportunity is whenever they choose. All they lack is a need, or the belief they have one, and those people you speak so highly of will turn on us at the word of one woman. It’s a monarchy, Lieutenant. One decision. One whim. And that works on the assumption that we aren’t, and haven’t been, in their sights all along.”
Roberto tried to hide his irritation by looking down into his glass as he took another drink, but the admiral saw it anyway. 
“Lieutenant, I realize you’ve come to like these people a lot,” said the admiral. “And I do too. And while I am not quite as … cautious as Captain Asad, it would not be prudent, being down to our last fifty-three ships, to completely drop our guard. I’m sure that is all the captain is suggesting.”
Roberto shrugged. “Yes, sir.” 
There was enough resignation in Roberto’s tone to incite the admiral to press for more. “Go ahead, finish your thought. If you have more to add, we should hear it.”
Roberto exhaled, the breath fogging the inside of the glass, which he’d just brought to his lips. He looked down at the ice cube floating there and considered whether he wanted to offer it up or not. He decided he did. “Well, sir, if this whole mess is them, then there’s nothing we can do about it anyway. If they want to wave the magic wand and turn the whole fleet into one big intergalactic meatball, they’re going to do it. So, at some point, you just have to have faith in people. In them and in us. I get vigilance, but, I mean, there has to be a line.”
Captain Asad seemed to spend some time working on a different conclusion, but he allowed his young pilot the freedom of his own thoughts. Obligingly, he offered, “On a human level, you’re probably right, Lieutenant. But it’s not our job to have faith in anything, and we definitely don’t operate on it. Our job is to have the facts and make the hard decisions if necessary.”
“Yes, Captain.” As usual, Captain Asad was right in his own particular way.
“So, Lieutenant, is there anything else you can tell us about the flight test?” asked the admiral. “Anything at all. Nothing is too small or insignificant.”
“No, sir. That’s all I can think of right now. I’m pretty tired, though, so, maybe after I get some sleep.”
He nodded. “Do that, Lieutenant. Get something to eat and hit the rack. Maybe by the time you wake up, they’ll have your ship’s systems back up, and we can check the logs.”
“All right. Thank you, sir.” He tossed back the rest of his drink and rose to leave. He stopped at the door, acknowledging one last point. “For what it’s worth, we would have been the babies getting punched out there, whether it was them or the Hostiles that showed up. We were totally helpless, with literally nothing I could do.” His expression was grim, but he added before he walked out, “But I still don’t think it’s them.”
In the end, it wouldn’t matter anyway, he thought as he headed to his quarters for some well needed sleep. Whether it was the wizards or the Hostiles that decided to destroy the fleet, they were going to do it if they wanted to. The only real difference would be the let down, the loss of hope if it turned out to be the Prosperions. And hope wouldn’t matter much once they were all dead. If the Prosperions turned on them, if the wizards got a preemptive strike, well, it would be too late. The game would be over before it began. He knew that instinctively. The Hostiles, however, that was different. That fight could be won. They just had to work out the details.


Chapter 32
Tytamon was not as keen to exploit Orli’s various tactical advantages in Blanks Quarter as he had been to deploy them in the army camp. In fact he had quite the opposite in mind as the search for the Liquefying Stone moved into town. 
A torrential downpour shrouded the day following Orli’s discovery that the dreaded “procurement specialist” known as Black Sander might be in Leekant. And it was Tytamon’s opinion that they should also shroud the Earth woman and her highly recognizable, un-commonly short hair as well as the blatantly alien weaponry she wore. He had hopes that they would not be needing the latter and a strong desire to prevent the former from drawing any more attention to their presence in Leekant than was absolutely necessary. 
Tytamon himself was conspicuous enough, but at least when it counted, that meant fear in just the right amounts. He did not draw crowds of spectators like she did. He was familiar and imposing. She was an alien celebrity.
They entered the city via conventional Transportation Guild Services teleportation, a new experience for Orli—she’d always had a personal teleporter to take her everywhere. It began at what Orli could not stop thinking of as Tytamon’s teleportation shower, where she’d first arrived at Calico Castle earlier in the week.
She learned that the rack cut into the wall of the chamber held a pair of hourglasses and two wooden blocks. The blocks both had an image of a broken tower carved into them, the symbol of Calico Castle as claimed by its history with Sixes over the centuries, and one of them was plain where the other had a coat of bright red paint. Corresponding with each block was an hourglass, each about five inches tall, one made of brass to pair with the unpainted block, and the other enameled in red at the top and the bottom to match the painted one. Orli could see that both of these had the broken-tower emblem etched into them as well. 
When Tytamon was ready to go to Leekant, he’d taken the red-painted block in his hand and cast a brief spell on it. He put it back on the shelf and after a few moments it disappeared. Orli’s fascination was easy enough to spot, so he’d explained each step as they went along.
“I’m letting them know we’d like to come,” he told her before she had to ask. “The red ones are for when the destination is doing the teleport, the unpainted ones are for when the traveler’s side will be making the cast.” The question was clear enough in her eyes for him to add, “We’re going to let them do all the work.” He smiled through the white storm of his beard while he retrieved his pipe from a fold of his robes. He lit it with a candle from the table nearby and then stood patiently waiting, his eyes on the empty spot where the red block had been.
A moment later, in its place appeared a tall, silver hourglass with a pair of fir trees etched into its base. The sands in its upper half were already running and, in fact, were all but a fraction gone.
“Oh, good,” said Tytamon. “Hardly any wait.” He saw her staring at it. “That is the timer for the TGS depot in Leekant. The fir trees are the symbol of Leekant’s lumber wealth. An accurately chosen icon to be sure.”
It only took her a moment to put it together, then she clapped her hands excitedly, childlike with discovery. “So you mean, that’s it?” she exclaimed. “That’s all you have to do to travel here? Send someone a block of wood, go into one of these rooms and then, presto, they bring you to them?”
“Well, you have to be at a Transportation Guild Services depot, or one of their field offices, a designation which this chamber has—or at least, I’ve been given something of a special case that works like I have an official designation here. But yes, that’s it. Simple and quick.” 
She looked to the small chamber and recalled the small vault that Altin had used to take the fleet captains into Citadel, remembering the empty room they’d stepped into, and suddenly it began to make nearly perfect sense. “It’s amazing,” she said. “How efficient.”
“Well, don’t let that timer fool you. Try getting to Crown at Harvest Festival or Mercy’s Feast. You can wait for hours if they get backed up.”
She wasn’t sure how you could wait for hours on a single hourglass, but she didn’t put it past these amazing people to have a way to speed them up or slow them down. It really did seem as if they could do anything, and she thought it was marvelous. It was all so much fun. “It’s still wonderful,” she said. “Waiting or not.”
“That, my dear, is one of the things I enjoy about you most.”
She smiled as wide as physics would allow. 
“Let’s go,” he said, directing her into the chamber. “The sands are nearly gone.”
He closed a door on the rack of shelves as if it were a medicine cabinet, and then he followed her inside. He closed the door behind him, locking it tight.
“Why the lock?” she asked.
“We must seal the box,” he explained. “This isn’t the sort of spell you are used to. TGS uses an object movement spell rather than a personal teleportation spell like Altin and I use when we teleport ourselves and, on occasion, you or other friends. It allows the guild teleporters to move frightened folks around without having to calm everybody down.”
“Frightened folks? Why would they be frightened?”
“Well, you can’t teleport people around willy-nilly just because you want to. They have to want to go. Some people are afraid of it, especially blanks. So, rather than do it that way, they just seal them in a box, like this, and teleport the box rather than the people inside. It’s really pretty elementary, sort of like putting blinders on a horse, or perhaps more like crating cargo for shipping. You don’t want your fruit rolling about and falling overboard.”
She nodded happily, and felt confident that she understood most of what it meant, even if it was all simply magic to her.
“Look, there it goes,” he said as the timer ran out. A moment later someone opened the cabinet door from the outside and swapped out the red hourglass with the symbol of Leekant on it for the red wooden block with the broken tower. 
A woman’s narrow face peeked through and smiled between the shelves at them. “Welcome back, Master Tytamon. It’s been a while.”
As they exited, Tytamon returned the woman’s smile and tossed her a silver coin. “Thank you, Zephanie. Finely done as usual.”
“My pleasure, Master Tytamon. Always nice to see your signet come through.”
He winked at her and then led Orli toward the doors.
“Why didn’t you just take us to the edge of town like Altin does?” she asked innocently.
He shushed her with a low hiss. “Don’t say that, here of all places, or he’ll lose his membership.”
She stared up at him, a little startled by the unexpected abruptness.
When they were outside, Tytamon clarified. “First of all, Altin is reckless and is going to teleport himself, or you, into the path of a low-flying bird or even a bug. It doesn’t take anything more than a mosquito in the right place at the wrong time to cause a stroke or worse. Altin is too cock-sure of himself, and since you brought it up, you play with fire letting him port the two of you about so cavalierly.”
She looked horrified. “I had no idea. He never said a thing.”
“Of course he didn’t. He leads with a blast of air that he thinks is good enough. I think it’s reckless.”
She frowned. She would have to speak to him about that.
“Secondly, it is strictly against the law to teleport into town, and they count a pretty wide stretch of land as town when it comes to the legal definition they enforce. He’d be jailed, fined and kicked out of TGS, which would amount to a lifelong fine really, and worse, his reaction would probably cause him to be even more reckless than he already is.”
She wanted to laugh as she watched the protectiveness of the old wizard turn into something of a rant. It made her think of her own father, far off with the fleet ships heading back toward the repair rendezvous. Thinking about him brought a surge of worry, but she pushed it down. Her father was doing what he wanted to do. Like he always did. He reminded her of Altin in some ways. She’d held it against him often enough for bringing her on the fleet mission but couldn’t just then. Not now, not here on Prosperion, teleporting around with the greatest wizard of all time. She smiled. Her father would be fine. She had to believe he would. 
“Put your hood up,” Tytamon ordered even as he complied with his own command. “And leave it up. We don’t want attention.”
She did as instructed, pulling the thick woolen hood of the cloak he’d given her over her head. He grabbed the leading edge and tugged it down even lower over her eyes. “There,” he said. “Now, keep your eyes open, and let me do the talking.”
“Well, talk away, but you’ve yanked this down so far, I’m not sure open eyes make much difference.”
“You’ll figure something out,” he said. His mustache rose, buoyant on the levity tweaking the corners of his mouth. 
Tytamon had a few regular contacts he wanted to speak to first, but none of them were any help. He then asked around at a few places nearby, but in the end nobody in Guilds Quarter had heard of Black Sander, and none had any experience with pawnshops in general, at least not that they would admit aloud. They were simply in the wrong part of town.
“We’re looking for mermaids in the trees,” Tytamon said at length. “Let us go to Blanks Quarter and be done with it.”
“Isn’t that rude?” she said as they walked through the rain. The covered sidewalks of Guilds Quarter had given way to tattered canvas awnings, and eventually to nothing at all, as they made their way into the less prosperous part of town. She couldn’t help notice the boards beneath their feet got creakier the farther along they went, and the gaps between them grew to uncomfortable spans in places, requiring her to step over them or risk catching a boot heel.
“Isn’t what rude?” he asked. His gray eyes scanned the street as they went, darting side to side like a wary bird of prey.
“Blanks Quarter. Altin always apologizes when he calls me that. Others do too, even you. When you call me blank, I mean. Like you all know you shouldn’t say it but it just keeps popping out anyway. It’s like a secret nobody really tries to keep.”
“It’s no secret. Blanks know they are blank.”
“But is it a bad thing?”
“No. Not really. But you know how people are.” He stopped and stared down through the spaces in the walkway. Orli followed his gaze. A pair of bright blue eyes stared up out of a dirty young face for the barest moment before the boy darted off. Orli could trace his passage for a few steps through the cracks, but soon he was gone, lost in the shadows and curtains of rain.
“What was that all about?” she asked.
“Probably a cutpurse,” he said. “He likely saw your uniform from down there.”
Orli’s brows only drooped for a moment. “Oops. I suppose I could have asked Kettle to find me a dress, something more in keeping with local fashion.” She blushed for a moment. “I’m not sure that would have been better, actually.”
“Let’s keep moving.”
In the depths of Blanks Quarter, on a side street that sported walkways so rickety Orli was certain they were going to fall through at any moment, they finally came across a dilapidated old shop with a sign hanging above its door by one bit of weathered rope, the other end long ago frayed and broken. It spun wildly in the storm winds, and it was only after Tytamon reached up and stopped it that he determined they’d finally found a pawnshop. Gevender’s Thrift Emporium, it read.
Tytamon pressed his face close to the window but had to pull back to wipe away the grime. Even the force of the driving rain had not been enough to clean it. He leaned close again and peered inside. He shook his head. Too dark.
They entered and found themselves amongst a clutter so densely heaped it made anything Orli had encountered at Calico Castle seem fleet-regulations clean. Boxes, crates, baskets and bags were everywhere, stacks and stacks of them, all piled—or thrown—to the ceiling, and all jammed together with such inattention to physics that it seemed the whole of it was about to fall in on itself. The only way into the deeper parts of the shop was to squeeze through a narrow path that wound its way into the teetering mass like a canyon cut for people who didn’t eat. Despite Tytamon’s thin, ancient frame and Orli’s lean, athletic one, both had to turn sideways to get through a few places lest they risk causing a considerable avalanche. But after a few reluctant moments, they made it through with no such calamity and eventually found themselves at what they figured must serve as the front counter of the business, if such a shabby entombment could be so named.
Almost immediately they noticed a woman seated behind the counter, slumped over, lying face down with curls of red hair spilling around her like blood seeping from a wound. She lay motionless, without making the slightest sound, and Orli would have thought her dead were it not for the large puddle of drool forming on the blotter that served for her pillow. Ripples of breath spread across the surface of the spittle pond giving evidence that at least some life remained.
“Woman,” said Tytamon, his voice so sudden and thunderous it startled Orli nearly as much as it startled the woman sleeping on the counter. “Wake up. You have customers.”
She jerked awake, bolt upright, and her huge eyes, bulbous as a frog’s, popped even wider for the fright, so wide they seemed at risk of rolling right out of her head and down onto the floor. Long, thick eyelashes, painted coal black with mascara that might have been made from ship builder’s pitch, flapped like bat wings over those frog orbs as she recovered from her alarm. “Gods above, master, but you scared the gasses out of me.” She waved her hand in the air.
Orli tried not to verify, but it just happened. She made a face and held her breath until it passed.
The woman marshaled her wits and settled back onto her stool, straightening the faded black ruffles of an ancient-looking ball gown that wrinkled around her ample body as if it were a dust cover for something twice her size. “What can I get for my master and the lady?”
“I’m looking for a stone,” Tytamon said, his voice fallen to barely above a whisper. “A yellow rock. It likely did not come here by honest means, and I have no care for why. I simply need it back.” He placed a stack of ten gold coins on the blotter just out of the pool of drool. It was more money than she had seen all at once in the course of her entire life.
Her eyes may have somehow stayed in their sockets upon being startled awake, but there didn’t seem any chance they wouldn’t tumble out for sure this time.
“Have you seen it, madam? Have you seen a yellow stone? It’s as big as this bit of finger, and no more.” He marked off a length of his pinky to illustrate. “Speak, woman, I haven’t got all day.”
She was clearly flustered. She stammered and huffed. Her round face bunched up at her neck and sent ripples down into the gelatinous, age-spotted cleavage that filled her vacuous bustier like cold gravy.
“You have seen it,” Tytamon declared. “I want it back. Where is it?”
“I never saw it,” she said, suddenly terrified. “I don’t know nothing about no yellow stones.”
“You do. Where is it? And where is Black Sander? If you don’t still have it, he does.” Tytamon’s voice began to take on a large and awful aspect that seemed to fill the room in an frightening and unnatural way.
Orli heard the sound of something shifting on the pile behind them at the same time she heard a man’s voice, sibilant and low. “I am Black Sander, Master Tytamon.” 
They both spun to face a tall, lean figure with a hawkish nose and eyes that glinted from under a broad-brimmed black hat. “And Miss Pewter of planet Earth. Right on time, I see.” His voice was a calm hiss as he approached. The heaped merchandise moved to accommodate his passage along the narrow, winding path. The whole pile seemed to warp around him as if it were heat coming off a hot road. She was about to demand how he knew who she was when Tytamon cried out.
He collapsed forward. Orli tried to catch him but could only break his fall as he went to the ground, bringing a cascade of the shop’s inventory down upon him as he fell. A dagger stuck out from his back like a lever, its blade buried between his shoulder blades all the way to the hilt.
Shock struck the air from Orli’s lungs; she couldn’t scream, couldn’t call out. The whole world froze in that long, horrified moment. Tytamon lying in the refuse, his eyes still wide with the surprise of it as he stared at the floor and emitted a long, low gasp. As if moving in some horrific slow-motion dream, Orli turned back to look at the woman who’d been behind the desk. The woman returned Orli’s horror with an amused grin, a crimson crescent of painted lips and nothing but derision glinting beneath those black, bat-wing eyelashes. Orli saw ridicule in measures she’d never considered before. And guile.
She was dimly aware of the dull thud at the back of her head before she, too, fell to the floor.


Chapter 33
Orli ran her bare hand over the soft warmth of the horse’s hide, following the gray grain of its spotted coat across its flanks to where all the hairs suddenly seemed to swim upstream. The mare twitched when Orli’s fingernails ran through the bristle, and an equine complaint followed in the form of a bass rumble in the animal’s chest. The whip of its tail flicked at Orli as if she were a fly, but it fell back as Orli moved on to pat the horse upon its powerful rump.
The muskiness of the mare’s scent mixed with the earthy dampness of straw and surrounded Orli with a pleasant, proximal humidity. It was near, sweet, rich and warm, but it was strong, very strong, and it seemed to swell as if taking on physicality, a strange blackness looming somewhere, which she slowly, dimly realized was improbable.
When she opened her eyes, the scent of real hay, for a moment at least, continued to mingle with the dream. But any sensory melancholy for that dream place, that oddity of an elsewhere, vanished in a blink, dashed to bits by reality.
She sat up and nearly swooned. Her head throbbed. She was lying in a heap of moldy straw. In a cage. A large iron cage, not high enough for her to stand in, four walls of iron lattice, at best four feet cubed. It was dark where she was, but light coming through gaps in a crude plank wall nearby indicated that she was in either a stable or a barn. She could hear voices coming from the other side.
“Meade?” demanded one voice, male and breathy, vaguely familiar. He hissed something she could not pick up, a curse perhaps, and then, louder, “And besides, he’s gone. For all we know he’s dead. You need to find your spine, Belor. Or I’ll find it for you.”
The second voice, also male, responded, sounding worried. “But, sir ….” 
“Belor,” snapped the breathy voice. “If I hear one more whimper from you, I will throw you in with the old man. And don’t think the pigs won’t love your sweet, fat meat.”
Despite the pounding in her skull, she could tell the second voice was extremely agitated. Terrified, even.
“Sir, this is a mighty big mouthful to chew.”
“Oink
oink, Belor. That’s what I hear chewing on you. Is that what we need to do?”
“No, sir.” The man called Belor was clearly not convinced of whatever he’d been on about, but he was intimidated enough to let the matter drop.
The voices fell to a pitch too low for Orli to make out, so she tried to make out her surroundings instead. Beyond the cage, there were animal harnesses hanging from a number of stout wooden pegs set into the wall. She could see her blaster belt hung over the top of one of those, and her cloak lay on the ground beneath it where it must have slipped off the peg. In the corner leaned a pair of wooden pitchforks, a short-handled shovel and a long pole with a hook on it whose purpose was indiscernible to her.
There was a window to her left, no glass, but closed by a pair of wooden shutters, drawn in and locked tight from the inside. She could see through gaps in the boards that it was night outside. She debated screaming. It was either the best idea or the worst for this circumstance.
She wasn’t bound, and she gave herself a quick pat-down seeking signs of injury. Other than a huge lump on the back of her head, the hair around it crusted with dried blood, she seemed intact.
Her hand immediately went for her com badge. She could contact Little Earth. But of course the device wasn’t there.
She screamed.
For a full minute, she managed to cry for help with every ounce of her strength. She screamed so hard she saw spots dancing before her eyes. As she cried out, she watched the backlit gaps in the wall with dread, looking for the telltale signs of movement passing across them, blinking shadows that would reveal the trajectory of her captors rushing in to bash her back to silence and the place of dreams.
The movements came, but not quickly. The span of blackness crossed in widths of two boards at a time, a walking pace that finally came to a wood-plank door that didn’t fit the door frame very well. A black-clad figure stepped into the darkness of the room.
“Miss Pewter,” said the man in the broad-brimmed hat, the same man she’d seen in the pawnshop before she’d been knocked out. “You may of course scream as much as you like. I am the last person on Prosperion who would deny you the final rights of your waning freedom. However, I can assure you that you face a very long journey, and it’s one that will ask a great deal of your personal reserves. So keep it brief if you can. You’ll want that strength later, I promise you.”
“Where am I?” she demanded. “Why are you doing this?”
“Ah, yes, the old ‘why are you doing this?’ question. I always prefer that they open like that. It shows spunk. I much prefer that one to starting off with a plea or threat. The threats are always so sad; they make me think the poor thing is already so close to breaking. A shame, really, because I don’t want to break anyone. I really don’t. It’s simply an unfortunate side effect of the business. Regretful, but inevitable for some. And the pleas? Please. Begging is just ridiculous at this stage, don’t you think? You’ve got to work up to that level of desperation. If you start there, where have you got left to go?”
Orli watched his face, or tried to. It was mainly concealed beneath the shadow of that wide brim aided by the darkness of the barely-lit room. The end of his beak-like nose caught a bit of light through a crack in the wall, just at the tip, and was set aglow like an ember dancing in the dark. The relative glare coming in from the door behind him made his features otherwise impossible to make out. 
She tried to look past him, hoping to see the other man, his accomplice, the one called Belor. Maybe he would be reasonable. But he was nowhere to be found.
She wanted to scream again but knew now it wasn’t going to help.
He watched her with a look of boredom just barely kept at bay, observing her furtive glances, the play of each thought running across the stage of her face. He passed the time with a series of patient breaths and a quick check for any dirt beneath his fingernails.
“Where’s Tytamon?” she demanded. “What have you done with him?”
“Your command of the common tongue is excellent,” he said. “I would not have thought it possible in so short a time. You truly are a rare prize.”
“Where is Tytamon?”
“Yes, Tytamon. That was unfortunate. Miss Springsinger was over-zealous in that, but your ancient friend did bring a great deal of energy into the room. What did he expect? You can’t go about kicking another man’s dogs and expect not to be bitten. Don’t you think, Miss Pewter?” He leaned closer and made a woof woof sound to help convey his point. 
Orli could see in that moment that he had a short, black beard, oiled and shaped to a point a few inches beneath his chin.
“Is he alive?” Her voice faltered as she spoke it, fearing the reply.
“Oh, now there’s a bit of fright,” he said, marking the warble in her voice. “That’s nice. So you really are human. There’s been some talk on that. Speculation.” Light glinted off his teeth as he finished speaking, the flash of it like the final glimmer of a tiny dying star. “Lots of speculation.” The way he shaped the last word, the hiss of it, gave it a double-edged significance.
“Please,” she said. “Just tell me if he’s all right.”
“I’m afraid not, Miss Pewter. As I said, an unfortunate accident. Inconvenient at the moment, but ultimately convenient in the end. An unexpected shift in the plans, for sure. But more profitable, I think, when it all plays out. It seems Lady Fate has finally seen fit to favor a new set of friends. The tides of change wash away the old with the same waves that leave new treasures lying on the beach.”
Orli slumped back into the straw. This man was obviously not going to tell her anything. She didn’t want to cry. She could feel it lurking, the impulse for it, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She’d find a way out of this. Someone would find a way to get her out of this. This wasn’t the kind of thing that could go on long. It wasn’t even the kind of thing that happened in reality. Kidnapping? Captivity? The very idea was ridiculous. The Queen would send troops. The fleet would. Her father would send the entire regiment. His men had been waiting for a fight since they left Earth. They’d love nothing more than to suit up and come down here and tear this bird-faced asshole into shreds. She just had to wait. Be strong. 
But she worried for Tytamon.
“Is he alive?” she asked then, coming back up to her knees and gripping the bars at the end of the cage nearest him. “Please, just tell me if he’s still alive.”
“No, my dear. He is not. He’s quite dead. My hogs are making a last meal of him as we speak. Oink
oink, as I was just saying to an associate.”
She scoured the darkness beneath that hat brim for any shadow of deception, any hint of a lie, but there was nothing to see. He’d said it as matter-of-factly as if he’d simply pronounced that the moon was up tonight.
“You’re lying,” she spat.
“If it makes you feel better to believe that, I completely understand.” He exhaled, a long, bored-sounding rasp. “So, is that all you have for me? I do have other matters to attend.”
“You’re lying,” she said again, but she fell back into the straw. “You’re lying.” The second time was mostly to herself. He had to be lying. 
“Then we’re done?” he asked, sounding the soul of courtesy. “You only get one of these question-and-answer sessions from me. So make sure that’s all you want to know. I consider it a professional courtesy. But there won’t be a second. Take advantage while you can.”
“Fuck you,” she spat. “Between the Queen and the fleet, you’re so fucked you’ll never know what hit you. Burn in hell.” She turned from him and crawled into the corner of her cage. She curled up and pulled her knees to her chest, fighting desperately not to cry.
He laughed at her. “Yes, fuck me,” he said. The alien profanity shaped itself awkwardly on his tongue. “And burning in hell. That’s wonderful spirit. It’s too bad nobody knows you’re gone.”
Then he left, leaving her lying in the darkness. Alone.


Chapter 34
A week after the test with the shuttle—and three others with identical results—a starship was finally put to the test. The decision was made that the Aspect would be the first to try, a paradox to many given Captain Asad’s opinion of magic. However, the Aspect’s crew—including its captain—had the most experience with the effects of magic on their ship, limited as it was, so sending them made sense. In addition, if the truth be told, the Aspect also had the smallest crew, which made it the most expendable if things should go horribly wrong—not that anyone would say such a thing out loud, of course, or at least certainly not officially. Captain Asad took in the arguments from the other captains, and those of the admiral, and in the end agreed to it. Not so much by their reasoning, but out of contempt for what he saw as a wanton display of cowardice from the rest of them. More than one of the arguments presented, couched in logic as they might have been, came from mouths exhorting courage below eyes filled with fear. 
Once decided, Conduit Huzzledorf came aboard with a concert of teleporters, the powerful Envette among them and again set to be the primary channeler in the absence of Sir Altin Meade. For command reasons, they were arranged on the bridge in chairs brought up for that purpose and spread as evenly around the space as possible. The conduit sat in the captain’s seat, which irritated Captain Asad to no end, though he did not complain to anyone aloud. One did not need a degree in psychology to recognize the dour declination of his chin or the stony stoicism that precluded even anger from showing upon his face. Captain Asad without a frown was as conspicuous as a solar system without a sun.
They wasted no time going about it either. The mages took their seats around the bridge, Envette channeled the mana and shaped the spell, and the conduit cast it. And just like that, the Aspect went from orbit above Tinpoa to the outer edge of the solar system. The Sarajevo and the Abraham were both waiting nearby to assist with evacuations if they were needed, but in the end, they were not. Just as had happened with the shuttle, though sooner given that this was a much shorter jump than the shuttle’s longest test, the Aspect’s reactor went out and the computer’s memory wiped—no amount of buffering seemed to help. However, it was a contingency that the ship’s engineers and technical crew were prepared for and waiting to address. Unlike the shuttle test, this time they had everything literally in hand, backup data ready, and immediately upon emerging from the teleportation, they began the reload. Core systems were online and functioning within eight hours, and the ship was at full capacity and operating normally in just under twenty-one. Everyone agreed it could be done in under fifteen on the next attempt, and a ship with a full contingent could surely do it in less than ten.
However, as propitious as that was, it still meant ten hours of complete vulnerability. Which meant that teleporting into orbit above the Hostile world and unleashing a nuclear barrage really wasn’t going to be a viable strategy. The fleet would have to find a distance that was close but still sufficiently far away to hope they could go unnoticed long enough to restart the ships. Then they could charge in. It wasn’t ideal, but it was possible. The success of the first starship teleport proved it, and Captain Asad was ready to get it done, even if it meant suffering the magicians on his ship.
“Let’s end this,” he demanded of his fellow fleet commanders two days after the Aspect’s successful teleport. “A full assault. All or nothing. We tried the Prosperions’ methods and it worked. We didn’t come out here to think and second-guess. We came out here to seek and destroy an enemy. We have located the enemy. It’s time to destroy them and go home. The time to act is now before someone decides to change their mind.” Everyone knew who he meant.
Several of the other ships’ captains agreed. Many nodded, and a few commented aloud, “Exactly” and “Get it underway.” But others were not so agreeable, especially among those captains who were not physically in the room, captains who commanded ships still pulling back to the point of rendezvous and who were far less bellicose after the loss of so many ships and crewmembers, captains of ships with systems teetering on the brink of total failure. Many of those heads did not nod. They shook, some adamantly, from side to side. “No,” came a chorus of grumbles. “A terrible idea.”
“We’ve done enough,” said the captain of NTA II, a heavy-set woman with short-cropped, gray hair and old-fashioned spectacles on her nose. “We’ve lost enough people, Captain. A better course would be to go back to Earth where we can prepare our defenses. Or, if we must, rebuild the fleet. We can send newer ships, with some of the new juggernauts this time. Our crews are tired. They are broken, many of them. Terrified. It’s been twelve years, Asad. Most of these folks are done. They want to go home.”
The black line of Captain Asad’s brows flew up like a lid thrown off a box of rage, but he kept his tone in check, if barely. “You disgrace your crew with those words, Captain Eugene. I can promise you, my crew still has fight left in them. And, frankly, I know your crew does too. Assuming their leader can find the backbone to lead them properly.”
“Captain,” snapped Admiral Jefferies. “That’s enough.”
“Lead them properly,” erupted Captain Eugene, leaping from her seat upon the bridge of her ship and storming right up into the camera’s eye. “What’s left of your crew is still alive, Captain. The tiny fraction that remains. Many ships don’t have that luxury. There is no fraction. Because they’re all dead. How many ships do we have to lose, Asad? All of them? Is it your unyielding commitment? To make sure we all die? The rest of your crew and the rest of ours too?”
“Again your cowardice insults the courage and service of those who have given their lives for their homes and loved ones, Captain Eugene.” He spit her rank out as if it were smeared with bile. 
“Captains,” repeated Admiral Jefferies. “Enough. Both of you. Sit down.”
Captain Asad sat down, sending contempt across the room to the monitor where the image of Captain Eugene was. “I’ll go by myself if I have to,” he said. “We’re not going home with our tails between our legs. Not this close.”
“Captain,” said the admiral again, this time gently. “Please. I understand your passion. But let’s maintain civility.”
Captain Asad’s cheeks dimpled with the effort of it, and the captains seated on either side of him could hear the gritting of his teeth. But he kept further thoughts to himself.
“All right,” went on the admiral. “So the point is, we have this obvious issue to resolve. And, more immediately, we need to regroup and repair what needs repairing. We must stick together.” Nobody seemed to disagree with this.
“Now,” proceeded the admiral, “as far as pursuing the purpose of finding and exterminating the Hostile threat, we do have a new advantage, thanks to the aid of the Prosperions, that we didn’t have a week ago. For those of you who have not heard, we have successfully teleported a ship and its crew. It was a short jump, but we were able to complete the jump with no long-term negative effects. We have, in this teleportation, a potentially tremendous tactical advantage. It’s risky, but we have to think long and hard about what it is we risk.
“If the plan works, we win. The Andalians are avenged and both Prosperion and Earth and all our various outward bases are safe from the Hostile threat. I, like Captain Asad, feel very strongly that this is our best course, and it is the purpose for which we were originally sent. But I am not unaware of the lengthy nature of this mission and of the colossal losses suffered by so many along the way. I am not inclined any more now to simply issue an order than Admiral Crane was back on Andalia when we all agreed to carry on. Command back on Earth has, again, deferred the decision entirely to us, Director Nakamura asking only that I convey his ‘utmost optimism that we can find a way to solve the Hostile problem prior to our return.’
“So now, as at Andalia, I put it to you, the captains of this fleet, to decide. Are we going to finish this, for good or ill, or are we going home? A show of hands, who’s for finishing it?”
Forty hands went up. Thirteen, by their silence, voted for going home. Captain Eugene looked as if she’d just been betrayed by her closest friends. “Are you people kidding me? This is a goddamn death wish,” she said. There were a few whose downward gazes suggested they agreed.
Admiral Jefferies silenced whatever Captain Asad had been about to say with a pleading glance and a hand on his forearm. The Aspect’s captain relented, but leaned back with a satisfied expression, throwing his arm over the back of his chair. He finally had his war. A real one, one they could take the offensive in. 
“Then we go on,” said the admiral. He turned to the captains seated around the table with him. “Close up shop on Tinpoa Base, and evacuate Little Earth. I want all hands on deck. Let’s get this done. We’ll begin teleportation exercises with the Prosperion magicians from the location they’ve fixed for themselves outside the system. When we’ve got the bugs worked out, we’ll rendezvous with the rest of you.” He turned back to the wall monitor and included them with a movement of his hand. “We’ll patch up your ships and get you your turns to practice working with the sorcerers. We’ll end this war once and for all, and then we can all go home.”
A chorus of hooahs went around the table, save for a few silent voices who stared, dumbstruck, into their laps.
Shutting down and packing up Tinpoa Base took only a matter of days. Most of the mining equipment was left in place along with a few smaller bits of machinery for when they returned, or when someone returned, but the large power plants and atmospheric units were all taken back to their respective ships—too valuable to leave behind on a mission where ten hours would be spent with systems down, not to mention the many distant fleet ships that had taken considerable damage to their own backup systems during the fight with the Hostiles. 
Roberto was kept busy during the evacuation of Tinpoa, and he spent a lot of time ferrying equipment and personnel back and forth between the emptying base and the various starships. But finally it was done, and he was about to leave it for good, or at least for as long as it took to wipe the Hostiles out. Or to die.
“I’ll be seein’ ya after you’ve whipped ‘em good,” said mine foreman Ilbei Spadebreaker, gripping Roberto’s hand in a farewell handshake. They stood before the open hatch of Roberto’s shuttle, the ship now none the worse for wear, its systems fully restored after being the first guinea pig for a teleport. “Take the fight ta ‘em quick,” Ilbei told him, “and then get on back so as I can have this here job back. You people made minin’ right easy with them contraptions a’ yers, an’ Her Majesty been payin’ me handsome ta stand there an’ watch ‘em work. Far better wages ‘n the lot we get down there in them crumblin’ old holes of ours—and fer less than half the sweat!”
Roberto nodded and clapped the pot-bellied old miner on the shoulder with his free hand, the other still gripped in Ilbei’s vice-like mitt. “Fast as we can. You just make sure your boys in the fancy dresses get that damn crystal ball flying soon, so we aren’t out there all by ourselves.”
“I haven’t got much say so with the magic folk, but I’ll give ‘em what fer if’n they ask.”
Roberto laughed. “Good enough,” he said. His face grew stern then. “And look in on Orli, will you? I hate not talking to her this long. She hasn’t checked in since she left. I know Tytamon probably has her riding unicorns into the heart of some magic cave in quest of the sacred mushroom of mind blowing or whatever, and she’s probably happy as hell doing it. But tell her that people worry about her up here.”
“That, I can do,” he said, always glad to be of use to a friend and sensing the deep concern beneath Roberto’s glib-seeming comment.
“All right. Tell her to contact us, as soon as she gets the Citadel array set up. That’s probably the only delay, anyway. That kind of thing is not exactly her strong suit. She’s probably already shorted it out, and that’s why we haven’t heard from her.” He laughed at his own attempt at humor, but Ilbei could tell the Earth man was working hard to convince himself.
“I’m sure that’s the right of it,” Ilbei said. “But I’ll hunt her down just the same, and tell her ta send word.”
“I sound like her mom, don’t I?”
“Aye, that ya do, lad.” 
They both laughed. They finally let go the long handshake. “Be careful out there, young man. I expect there’s a fair share a’ young lasses down yonder what would be missin’ ya if’n ya don’t.”
Roberto winked at him then turned to the three wizards standing nearby. “All right, then. You guys ready to go?”
“We are,” said Envette, tasked with transporting her own people down from Tinpoa Base before returning to the Aspect and further teleporting exercises. “Are you ready to return to Prosperion, Master Ilbei?”
Ilbei made a face then, a dour one, followed by a shudder. “I expect I’m as ready ta be vaporized as I’m ever gonna be.”
“Sir?” the teleporter asked.
“Nothin’,” he said. “Let’s just get it over with.” He wore his nervousness like an illusionist’s enchanted sign.
“I’m X-ranked,” she told him. “I promise you, you will arrive safely, sir.”
He nodded and closed his eyes, squinting so violently it made his face vibrate. He looked like someone expecting an explosion to go off. In his lap. 
Compassion showed upon Envette’s face as she watched him, and she wasted no time sending him back to Prosperion.
“Can’t really blame him,” Roberto said as a hiss of air filled the space Ilbei had so recently occupied. “Kinda creeps me out too, if you want to know the truth. Just, poof, like that.” He quivered, his head and shoulders shimmying as a shudder ran down his spine. “It’s fast, though. I’ll give you that. Really fast.”
Envette smiled. “It does take some getting used to,” she admitted. “We still have people who refuse to travel in this way. Some simply will not accept modernity no matter how many centuries pass.”
It was a full half-minute before Roberto stopped laughing.
“All right. Turn out the lights,” he said when he could finally catch his breath. “It’s closing time.” Envette frowned at that and turned around looking, as did her companions, for something they could blow out. Roberto laughed again. “God, I love you guys.”
They climbed into the shuttle, and Roberto took them to the Aspect “the old-fashioned way.”


Chapter 35
Orli’s teeth rattled almost as loudly as the wagon itself. The springless lorry trundled along the rocky remnants of a road, transferring the impact of every rut and pothole straight through its timbers to the ironwork of her cage and, ultimately, to her. Worse, they hadn’t given her cloak back, despite the torrential rains. They had it; it was about the only thing left of hers that they’d kept. Most of the rest had been dumped back in the mountain pass along with what they told her were Tytamon’s bones. But not her cloak.
She could see it. It was stuffed under the driver’s seat just out of reach. She knew that because she’d tried to get it for a while. For a long while. She’d become obsessed with it as the cold soaked through her body to its core. She watched it as she jounced and bounced along, its thick woolen folds just lying there beneath the bench, ignored, channeling water off of itself and taunting her with its forbidden warmth, desirable now even with the horror of the garment’s recent history. She didn’t care anymore. She only knew how cold she was. 
“P-p-please,” she’d begged them more than once. “I’m f-f-f-reezing. G-g-give me my cloak.” 
They’d only answered once, a curt, “It’s still the warm season, missy—and you’ll want to toughen up.” Her captors made no more attempts to speak with her or treat her like anything other than an animal after that, and no amount of begging, threats or promises sufficed. 
Her entire body ached. The cold dug into her like the roots of something evil, and physically, on the surface, she was bruised nearly from head to foot by the violence of the wagon and the road. Her body had not known such physical agony since the wasting Hostile disease. She was hungry, shivering uncontrollably, and terribly alone. She couldn’t even be sure which was worse anymore: the aches, the cold or the loneliness. She even began to long for the attention of the hawk-nosed man or his nervous companion, Belor, the one with the facial tic. She just wanted to be acknowledged. A glance back, a word. Anything but acting as if she weren’t even there, besieged by the weather, battered by the road and covered with bruises black as old bananas. But they never did. They never looked back. The warm-season remark had been at least five days ago, although in truth she’d lost track. It might have been six. What difference did it make? They didn’t even talk to each other. Not on the road. Not in camp. 
She watched them at night in the firelight, watched them sitting in the golden glow of it, the hawkish nose under that black brim flashing like a knife when he adjusted his hat or turned his head just right to take a bite.
The nervous man was not as immune to the weather as Black Sander was. Orli could see it in the way he moved, the way he hunched and hugged himself beneath his cloak. He may have had more flesh on his bones than his hawkish master, but he was cold too. He huddled in his wet wool near the fire and tried not to shiver when his master happened to look up. Which was rare at night. Black Sander would sit with his head bowed, the wide brim hiding him, becoming little more than a stack of shadows sitting there, and he would not move till morning when the meal was prepared. 
Belor would see to that detail, and to the horses, and to Orli’s meals day and night, but even in the act of providing them, he would not speak to her. He’d hand her food through a square space between the bars, push through a rabbit’s leg or some scrap of quail, then walk away. He’d forgotten her completely two nights ago when the rain was falling particularly hard.
Now, she sat in the center of the cage, away from the cruel bite of the bars, bouncing heavily on her battered backside and staring blankly across the barren stretch of open land. The plains of northeast Kurr seemed endless, so beautiful only a week ago, but now transformed to a cruel expanse of sodden green despair. 
At first their journey had taken them toward the mountains in the north. They traveled off the road, the violence of such passage exacting its toll on her body straight off. They’d made their way up into a narrow pass as far as the wagon could go. The whole while, in the very back of the wagon bed, a bundle wrapped in cloth had lain. Two cloaks, hers and Tytamon’s together. It was too small to be a body, that she knew, but the single digit of one white bone protruded from a careless fold and suggested the horror of that bundle’s contents. She’d refused to believe what her mind told her must be true. No human could actually be that cruel. It simply wasn’t possible.
At the mountain pass, her fears were confirmed. The skeletal remains of someone human—she would still not allow that it was Tytamon—were lain out at an abandoned campsite beside the narrow trail. Black Sander and his accomplice threw Tytamon’s tattered robes against the rocks not too far away when the deed was done. They’d had a handful of his other belongings, taken from his pockets and belt pouches, which they tossed around as well. 
Then Black Sander had come to her, reached through the bars of her cage and grabbed her firmly. “Get a bit of those leggings and a boot,” he ordered his minion. “And hack off a clump of hair.” 
Belor had entered the cage, with his knife drawn and his left cheek quivering as it always did, the soft flesh pressing at the bottom of his eye as if he were endlessly on the brink of winking. She could feel the point of Black Sander’s dagger poke through the fabric at the back of her uniform even as the thought of kicking Belor in the face came into her mind. Black Sander didn’t even have to speak. She froze, forced to let the winking rodent do his work. 
He pulled off her left boot and cut a line up the leg of her uniform to the middle of her thigh. The high-tech fabric gave way reluctantly, and it was a few moments’ work for him to saw through it, but eventually he got it done. He then reached for her head, from which she tried to jerk away. Black Sander grabbed her by the hair at the back of her head and yanked her hard against the cage. Slam. “Get it done, man. And be quick about it.”
Belor grabbed a fistful of Orli’s hair and prepared to cut. “Not that much,” Black Sander barked. “We don’t have a healer, and they’re going to want her to look nice faster than that will grow.” 
Belor shot him an exasperated look, which made his cheek vibrate even more. He slid his fingers down the length of hair he held and then cut two finger-widths from her rain-soaked bangs. Through the dull haze that came over her, the nightmare lethargy that perhaps mercifully took her mind away from the moment at hand, she was reminded of Altin’s gentle touch, his reluctant hands reaching to clip that first bit of her hair from her, a component for that first translation spell, a time that now felt like a million years ago. She smiled at the vision of him and lost track of what they did after that. At least for a short while. 
When she regained her wits, at least some, Belor was no longer in the cage. He was sprinkling bits of her hair around the campfire like chicken feed. When that was done, he retrieved the cut bit of her uniform from where he’d tucked it into his belt and tossed it near the fire pit. 
“Pick it up,” ordered Black Sander when he saw Belor toss it down like that. “Cut it up into smaller pieces and bring them over here.” While he was waiting for his henchman, he went to the front of the wagon and pulled out a wooden chest. He extracted Orli’s utility belt and holster assembly and removed several items from compartments along its length: a small flashlight, the tarwood box that held her magic mirror and a bullet clip loaded with conventional rounds. She could tell by his expression when he held up the box that he knew exactly what it was, if not what was in it. He didn’t open it, and instead tucked it into a pocket beneath his cloak. The ammo clip clearly confounded him, and he made a curious face at it after flicking a single cartridge out into the mud with his thumb. He turned his attention to the flashlight, which he quickly figured out how to operate. He nodded at its practicality, seemed to lament having to leave it behind, then smashed it against the iron bars of Orli’s cage. It took three strikes to break it to his satisfaction, but when it was adequately destroyed, he carried both Earth artifacts to the campsite and tossed them amongst the rocks.
“I’ve got them cut into strips, Master,” said Belor, moving toward the black-clad man with several ragged bits of Orli’s uniform.
Black Sander was about to order the pieces thrown around the camp, but after looking up into the cloudy sky once again, he changed his mind. “Let’s bloody them up a bit,” he said. “In case the rain washes the scent away.” They came back toward the cage.
This time Orli moved away from them.
They split up, each taking a side of the wagon bed. Black Sander drew a rapier from the scabbard at his belt and pushed it through the bars. He pricked her in the ribs with it, causing her to scoot toward the twitchy-faced Belor. Belor grasped at her, clutched at her desperately, but he was weak and she was desperate and wet. She slipped away and scurried to the front of the cage.
Black Sander reached into his shirt pocket, extracted something small and white, and with a word, a white light flashed so brightly she was temporarily blinded. In the moment of that effect, Black Sander once again had her in his iron grip. He pinned her to the cage with an arm wrapped around her neck and then reached through with his free hand to capture her recently uncovered leg.
“Bring the strips over here,” he said. “Don’t cut too deep either. A couple finger-widths at the back of the calf.”
Belor moved to comply, once more drawing the dagger from his belt.
“No, use mine. We want a fine wound.”
She cried out when the knife plunged into her leg. Belor cut the gash with a few short, methodical strokes. He then began dipping the strips of her uniform into the wound as if dunking biscuits in gravy, poking the fabric in nearly as deep as the first knuckle of his finger and wriggling it about for best effect. Orli gasped and cried out again each time he jammed another bit of cloth into the inkpot of her leg, the blood running freely over her skin, turning pink as it mixed with rain water in the wagon bed and then drained through gaps in the boards, pouring down into the mud.
“Ball them up so the blood doesn’t wash out,” Black Sander told him once a fair number of the strips were properly blood-soaked. “And make sure to have some kind of cover. Over there, in the lee of that big stone.”
That was when Orli finally passed out.
When she woke, they were moving once more, back in the mainly level expanse of Kurr’s great plains. She thought they were headed mostly south, but she had the impression they were moving in a wide arc, as if they were avoiding well-traveled ground, adding miles to the route they were on, not to mention more bumps and bruises from the use of long-abandoned stretches of what barely passed for road. She had tried to gauge the direction for sure, but there were no features on this land. Only endless green as far as the eye could see and a sun above whose movements were shrouded by the gray veil of an endlessly weeping sky. 
Which is why she was so consumed with the cloak now. The rain seemed as if it had filled her up entirely, as if it had seeped through every pore on every inch of her flesh, a condition made worse by having one leg bare. And the cut on her calf throbbed miserably. She checked it from time to time. She saw no signs of infection, but the wound gaped and was going to leave a wicked scar. She’d have stitched it up herself if they had let her, which they did not. She’d asked, and that was when it became absolutely clear they had no interest in talking to her anymore. She was just an animal in a cage. A cold one in need of a cloak.
And so she endured, longingly staring at the dark woolen sanctuary just out of reach, but occasionally gazing out across the plains in hopes of seeing some bit of motion. A rider on a horse, a shuttle flying in low just over a shallow rise. But when she peered through the drizzle, when she sought hopefully through the gray sheets of rain, seeking with a heart so filled with yearning and desperate need, there were never any riders there. No spacecraft came to land. Nobody came at all.
The wagon rumbled to a stop again that night, Orli so sore and stiff she could hardly move. She spent some time crying silently in the corner of the cage, but let off at the sound of Belor’s approach.
He threw the end of what looked to have been a baguette into the cage. She could see where he’d finished his last bite. The rain had already soaked the soft part out of the center of the bread. She hardly cared.
She tried to look defiant, tried to raise herself and summon some measure of dignity. This would only go on so long. Someone would find her. And then there would be hell to pay. She could imagine her father’s outrage, could see his Marines dropping out of the landing craft in their massive mechanized battle suits, semi-robotic giants charging across the plain, their whirring servomotors and their huge steel feet thundering upon the ground. They would come, and they would tear these men apart limb from limb, fling the rent pieces across the plains to sicken the wolves and twist the guts of the prairie dogs. So desperately did she crave it, she lost herself in the idea, her mouth shaping the words of the swearing Marine she could see through the battle suit’s bulletproof canopy. “Die, die, die!” the Marine shouted, and she silently echoed his battle cry, she mouthed each word, watched the faces of a whole platoon, raging and whooping into their mics, a wave of warriors who’d waited twelve long years for a fight. The carnage would be sublime!
Belor stared back at her through the bars. She was dimly aware of him watching her. He wore a curious expression in his feral little eyes where she wanted to see fear, fear for what would come, fear for the vision she had of his violent dismembering. 
But none of that was there.
The last of her vision died away as his scrutiny drew her to full consciousness. She watched him watching her. No fear, certainly. But no anything. It seemed impossible to her. How could he look at her like that, so emotionless? Not the least compassion. How could anyone have become so extracted from his own humanity? She marveled at it, even as she gave up any lingering hope for fear in him or even some show of respect. It was never going to be there. No expression of sympathy or compassion. Not the least glimmer. There was only curiosity and a bit of something else in the way he looked at her. Some vestige of concern, she was sure of it. And she was correct, though this vestige was perverse. 
He leaned in closer, his eyes narrowing as he studied her. It had seemed a long time to her, but for him only a few breaths. And then he finally spoke. Not to her, of course, but to his master.
“Master,” he called out. “Her lips are blue. Her face is blue too. Perhaps it’s been too long exposed for her, even warm as you say it is. They may not be quite the same specimens as us on that planet of hers. I fear she might be taking sick.”
Black Sander turned from his place at the fire and stared across the space at her. She could see from the firelight that at least one of his eyes narrowed in what might pass as interest. He stood and strode to the side of the cage, where he leaned forward to inspect her. His vision was still affected by the firelight, and he couldn’t make her out well enough in the darkness, at which he grumbled and began fumbling beneath his cloak.
A moment after, he produced from a pocket a small bit of what looked to Orli like wax, a round bit no bigger than a pearl. He spoke a word and a candle appeared in the air beside his head, the tiny flame bright and dancing lazily, as unaffected by the rain and wind as it might have been were it sitting upon a table in some cozy cabin or pleasant restaurant. The candle passed through the bars impossibly, moving right through a vertical length of iron that should have stopped it or at least broken it in half. A ghost candle, she thought as it closed the distance between her and Black Sander. It stopped abruptly and hovered near her face. No warmth came from it. None at all. By the time that thought occurred to her, the candle had vanished as quickly as it appeared.
“Get her to the fire. And get her the cloak.”
As she shivered before the crackle and hiss of the low fire, her knees wrapped in her arms and her body wrapped in the cloak, she couldn’t help notice that the thick wool smelled of Tytamon, which made it impossible not to cry. At least the tears were hidden by the rain.


Chapter 36
The wagon went off the road about an hour after they broke camp, and Black Sander took pains to work some kind of magic on the tracks where the wooden wheels cut a rut and bent down the wet grass. The signs of the wagon’s deviation from the road simply went away, the ruts vanishing and the blades of grass once again as upright as if they’d never been crushed. He chanted something else afterwards, continued as they moved along, and Orli saw that they left no tracks in their wake, no marks of their passage for anyone to find as she and her captors trudged along for another several hours. 
The mud was deep, soaked through from so many days of rain. By the gauge of Belor’s curses at the horses, the team was reaching the limits of their strength. And the ground was only getting muddier with every plodding step. Finally they could go on no more. They strained in the traces, but they simply could not drag the wagon through the muck any farther. The lorry was sunk to its hubs and both animals were in it nearly to their heaving undersides.
That’s when Black Sander stopped chanting and called a halt. He ordered Belor to get Orli out of the cage.
Her aching muscles seemed to cry out silently as she straightened for the first time in uncountable days. A week? A week and a half? Two? She had no idea. Maybe more for all she knew. But her body had some sense of it, and the pain caught her so by surprise she fell to her knees, sinking several inches into mud that was dark, gray and thick. This was a sinister gray, more so than the sky above, like ash, like the lumpy soup made of a thousand cremated souls. It was the gray of death, of putrescence and rot. It stunk of methane and endless decay.
“Get up,” snapped Black Sander, grabbing a handful of her cloak and giving a violent pull. The cloak tore away rather than serving to hoist her to her feet. He swore and flung the cloak to the ground. “I said get up,” he repeated, this time grabbing a fistful of her uniform right between her shoulder blades. 
At least she’d made him speak to her. That actually made her smile, a faint one, private. 
He jerked her to her feet like a dog by its scruff and pushed her out in front of him. Her booted foot sunk into the mud deeper than her bare foot did, which tripped her, and she fell once more to her knees. She turned a defiant expression back over her shoulder at him. “Fuck you.”
He kicked her in the stomach so hard she went sprawling backwards in the mud. “You can go easy or you can go hard, but you will be going.”
Belor pulled her up and gave her a push. She wanted to stand up to them again. To spit at Black Sander through the rain. But she didn’t want to get kicked again. And she was so tired. Belor pushed her a second time. “Come on,” he said. “It’s not that far.” That was as close to kindness as she was going to get.
At first she had no idea where they wanted her to go, such was the delirium of cold and exhaustion that had her in its grip. She was dimly aware of it, fairly sure hypothermia was well set in, but even through the haze of her sodden thoughts, she figured out she was meant to head downstream. For, sure enough, there was what appeared to be the beginnings of just such a thing, a line of water barely continuous enough to stand out from the patchwork puddles that covered the stinking gray muck the prairie had become. It was as if the rotting contractions of the sodden plain had given birth to this lazy waterway, the effluent child of soil and rain that wandered its way east, winding around clumps of mud high enough to support a low growth of scraggly trees, solitary things, stripped of foliage and looking skeletal and lost. The mud clumps, too small to be counted islands, gave the landscape a lumpiness, as if the whole area had been beaten half to death. 
She stumbled forward, making her way around and through the gooey mounds, some of them high enough to serve as support, though pressing too hard upon them proved that they would fail were she to rely too heavily on them. Even with the occasional handhold to aid with balance, her booted foot continued to sink deeper than her bare one did, and it made progress very slow. She didn’t want to complain about it, though, for she knew that would only cost her the second boot. And the mud was cold. No vestige of planetary warmth made its way up through the sludge to give even the barest comfort. There was only cold. 
The three of them trudged on for so long she thought the trek would never end. Her body was so drained from the long road in the iron cage, her strength was gone. She hadn’t had enough to eat. She wasn’t starving, but she was undernourished without doubt. She felt lightheaded, and when she stumbled and thought she was about to faint, Black Sander kicked her again, this time sending her sprawling headfirst to the ground.
She lay there gasping in the mud, her face in the soft wet of it, vaguely cognizant of it squishing its way into her ear and down into the neckline of her uniform. She felt herself drifting away again, only dimly aware of the discomfort now. She watched the tiny splashes that the raindrops made as they fell into small puddles left behind by the feet of a grazing animal. That was comforting. She liked to think that some animal, some creature of nature, had been here, something free of the soulless works of men. She thought whatever it was must have been happy with the sweet greenery of a springtime meal, enjoying this place through an evolved symmetry with the land. She hoped the animal was somewhere happy right now, enjoying its free-ranging life.
“There they are,” Belor’s voice said. The words came vaguely to her through the lull that had taken her mind blissfully, if briefly, away. She heard the sound of his voice in her unplugged ear, but the words meant little. She could barely grasp at them, her mind reaching out tentatively for meaning as if trying to catch a falling leaf. They. “They,” he’d said. She thought she might hear servomotors whining, the hiss of hydraulic rams. The splash of the battle-suited Marines coming up the creek. Maybe that was they. 
Or maybe it was Altin. She could see his face. He smiled at her, his pretty green eyes so full of love. He reached a hand out to touch her cheek, his fingers lean and soft. No calluses. Gentle. But capable of such power.
She woke up on a boat. She felt it rocking beneath her, heard the sound of the oars splashing on either side. She was lying in the bottom of it, face down, the rainwater pooling to a half inch deep and made filthy by the boots of men. It was a small boat, she could tell by the curve in which she lay. She could see the back of Black Sander’s cloak, the overhang of his hat. She tried to lift her head, but she was too weak. She began to cough and had the vaguest sense that she might be getting sick.
When she woke next, she was once more behind iron bars. This time, however, she was lying on a bed of filthy rags and old straw that stank of mildew. Her confines were larger, a few paces across, with bars only at the front. The other three sides were made of wood. A prison cell. There were others like it directly across from hers.
She lacked the strength, or the curiosity, to sit up and investigate, and all she could muster was a lazy gaze across the aisle. She could vaguely make out the shape of someone in the opposite cell. A sinewy, muscular form with green-hued flesh that reminded her of the creatures she’d fought during the attack on Calico Castle, the orcs. This one seemed smaller, though. Without the steel plates or leather armor, it was impossible to tell.
She lay back and closed her eyes. The smell of the sea reached her, vaguely, though it had to fight for attention with the cloying mix of mildew, sweat and excrement. She could feel the bed beneath her move. The whole room moved. She thought she was dizzy at first, on the brink of passing out, but the reality of the sea smell and the motion shaped itself into an idea, if dully and only in time. 
They’d put her on a ship. “My god,” she murmured to herself when she finally could. “What is happening to me?”
The fear and terror came back to her for the first time in several days. She’d been sick and packed away for most of the journey, but now the ship was only a day away from Murdoc Bay—not that Orli had any knowledge of it. All she knew was that for the first time in many years, she actually wanted to go home. Back to Earth. A desire she’d never thought possible, especially after having found magical Prosperion. But she’d been wrong. This place was too wild. Too alien. Too primitive. For a while she lay in a ball shivering and crying in fits.
The wave of it passed, or at least she was able to force it back, as if the thoughts themselves were something to be feared. She found her will and tried to focus on hope, hope and anger—and thoughts of revenge. She wasn’t going to give up. Someone was going to come. Altin would find her. Someone working for the Queen. Then there would be hell to pay. She clung to those ideas like a lifeline, losing her grip sometimes as the hours passed by, and having to ride the heaving sea of her emotion as much as she did the swells beneath the boat. 
When the ship finally came into the harbor, Orli had recouped her strength some. She’d been fed twice since waking, not spectacular meals, but better fare than she’d had on the journey across the eastern plains.
She heard footsteps on the deck above, and she could hear the shouts of the captain to his men, different now than had been the calls and footfalls that came while out upon the open sea. Added to their noise came the sounds of the longshoremen on the dock, barking and swearing as ropes were made fast and cargo readied and then hoisted out. 
Judging from the moans and mutterings that she heard from the cells around her, she assumed that some considerable portion of that cargo was more than simple livestock. Slaves, if her worst fears were right. Nobody had said anything about slavery in all the time she’d been on Prosperion. Not one mention of it. Ask the Queen, even Altin, and they’d have told her Kurr was the height of modern morality. But Orli suspected she may have turned over the carefully polished rock and found its filthy underside.
The worst part of that suspicion for her was the realization that not everyone held the same respect for the Queen’s authority as the Queen’s disposition suggested that they did. It was not a thought that did much to strengthen Orli’s tenuous hopes for a quick and furious rescue.
A hulking man with a long red tangle of beard came down the steep wooden steps from the deck. The inch-thick timbers groaned under his bulk, and a shower of dust fell from each, the motes glowing gold in the light of a sun in full fire somewhere above. He had a long scimitar hanging from his belt, which was itself a wide thing, a strip of leather that must have cut the girth of the entire ox from which it had been taken. It was nearly as wide as both Orli’s hands side by side, and besides hosting the scimitar, it held up the man’s loose-legged cotton trousers and closed the bottom of an open shirt that at some point had had its sleeves ripped out. Emerging from the rents where the sleeves had been were shoulders large as melons, the defined parts of them, each separate muscle, thick as a pot roast and made distinct beneath his tanned skin by the toning action of endless, heavy toil.
He leered into her cage as he drew a key ring of black iron from his belt. “Oh, you’d have been a fun one for a go,” he said, winking. “Now that you’ve come back from the brink of death, maybe I should get one before it’s too late.”
He turned away from her horrified expression, laughing as he unlocked the cell across the way. He swung the heavy door outward, the want of oil drawing a screeching iron wail from the black hinges where they were bolted to the bulkhead. Orli heard the weight of her fellow prisoner hit the end of chains that must have also been bolted to something. She couldn’t see through the gloom, but she caught the glint of teeth and the further rattling of chain as the prisoner snarled and tried to bite the brutish man. 
He laughed and punched the prisoner in the head. The blow was followed by the dull thump of a body landing limply on the deck. The jangle of keys followed and the behemoth jailer reappeared dragging an orc by the leg. Orli stepped forward, curiosity ambulating her unconsciously. She tilted her head and took a quick look at her fellow prisoner.
A woman, she saw immediately, or nearly so. She was stripped to the waist, revealing a muscularity that was nearly masculine. Her body was scarred, her green skin blotchy from so many wounds and from what Orli suspected were tattoos, though the lack of symmetry and the corrugation of all those scars made it difficult to tell.
The wide-belted barbarian dragged the orc woman up the stairs, and Orli could hear him barking at someone to “come fetch her along.”
He returned a while later and again leered at Orli as he passed. The sound of keys once more announced the opening of a door, this time out of sight to Orli’s right. Muffled protests followed, as if someone were gagged, and there came the thrashing sound followed by the thump of feet kicking wood.
“That’s a feisty one,” said the jailer, still out of Orli’s sight. “Come on now. They is waiting for you on the docks.” The air in his voice changed slightly as he spoke, and Orli could guess that he’d just picked the prisoner up. “Well, there’s a well-fleshed girl,” he said. “A stone’s weight in gold for you.”
Out he came, this time with a human woman, bound wrists and mouth, slung over his shoulder like a sack of grain. Dangling against his back, she turned a frightened gaze to Orli, her eyes wide with terror that, as her captor made his way up the stairs, faded to hopelessness. Orli wondered if the woman knew more than she did about what, exactly, was going on. Orli was beginning to get the sense that her suspicions, her fears about slavery were more than justified. She thought her fears might even be conservative. Which couldn’t possibly be true. Not in this universe. It just wasn’t possible.
The jailer came back thrice more, each time dragging another prisoner out, all women, all young. Only on the last trip did he bring something else, a creature. Something small, hardly bigger than a goat, and on goat’s feet. It had a man’s body, and a man’s face, but goat’s horns and a bit of goat-like fluff about the chin, not a beard really. And he was very small. Barely as high as Orli’s waist, and he couldn’t have weighed more than fifty pounds. Had she not been so numb with fear, she might have marveled at him. He looked up at her as he passed by, the light in his eyes, like the women before him, intelligent but lost in hopelessness.
He followed the jailer quietly, led by the chain attached to an iron collar around his neck. He too was gagged. It occurred to her they’d all been gagged, all but her and the green woman that Orli suspected was an orc, and she realized her captors were preventing magic being cast.
Which meant these people had no fear of sorcerers at all. 
Of course they don’t, she thought. Look what they did to Tytamon. Suddenly she was terrified again. She wanted to be like the orc woman, to spit and claw and fight. But the thought of Tytamon, the great wizard of nearly eight hundred years … the thought of him, the memory of that one finger bone poking out from the bundled cloaks, of the skeletal remains they’d scattered about the camp back in the mountain pass … it all seemed so long ago now. It couldn’t be like this. It just couldn’t.
She waited through a torturous span of time for the broad-shouldered jailer to return. But he never did. There was a great deal of shouting and commotion for some time after the last of the prisoners, the little goat man, had been taken out. Shouts and cheers, cries of “satyr, satyr,” came like the echoes of an auction being held right there on the dock. But in time, the voices fell away. So did the clunk and drag of crates and bags, the squeak of pulleys, and the dull slide of ropes being dragged across the deck. All of it eventually went away. The angle of the sunlight changed across the silence, making shadows that moved behind the stairs like wraiths counting hours, marching around the edges of a secret sundial. In time, even that was gone.
She was left in the dark. She couldn’t hear anything but the occasional pacing of a lone sentry on deck above. She could hear him whistle sometimes, the occasional phwtt-too of his spitting. But he never bothered to look in on her.
Anger began to burn again. She tried to calm herself. She turned toward the wooden bowl sitting next to her as she leaned against the bulkhead, her feed bowl, as she regarded it, looking to distract herself. A pair of rats were in the business of looking for crumbs she might have missed.
It occurred to her to wonder where Altin was. Again. But she already knew. In amnio. But what about Aderbury? He must have inquired about her by now. Her Majesty’s military couldn’t be so unstructured as that, could it? To not ask about her after all this time? Even if everyone assumed she was with Tytamon, surely after this long, someone would have investigated her absence. It had to have been two weeks by now at least. Very possibly more, for she had no idea how long she’d been delirious with illness. Long enough for Aderbury, in his efficiency, to want to know where Citadel’s communications officer was. She was supposed to set up the entanglement array. Surely he’d think to wonder by now, to call in on Calico Castle, even if just to say, “Hello.”
And what about Kettle and Nipper? They would be curious about Tytamon’s long absence as well. Wouldn’t they? Unless he was often gone for weeks at a time.
Which he was. She already knew he was. Altin had been gone for months.
Damn these people anyway.
Did anyone even know she was gone at all?
She remembered the look on Black Sander’s face when he’d told her no one did.
Roberto would have noticed by now. He would have missed her for sure after this much time. He would know something was wrong. He would feel it. Two weeks was a long time for her to go without checking in with him. Three was impossible. He’d know something was wrong.
Unless he was busy. Who knew where they were? Maybe the tests had failed. They could all be dead by now. Hell, the fucking Hostiles could have wiped them all out. All of them. Altin, Roberto, her father, even goddamn Captain Asad.
She would have given anything to see him right then. Even him. Oh, the joy of Captain Asad’s stern face. She would have traded anything to hear him lecture her. “Well, Pewter,” he would say, “are you happy now? Had enough adventure yet? Enjoying the lack of discipline? Is it everything you dreamed?”
Right now, running ship’s com sounded like paradise.
She told herself if she ever saw him again, she’d apologize. Again. This time she’d mean it. He’d been right all along. These people were barbarians. How could she have been so blind? Thinking she could just run off and live happily ever after on a medieval world. What a fool.
She sat against the back wall of her cell and moped, watching the light of the oil lamp slowly dim, sputter and die. The oil was gone. No one came to refill it.
She sat in the dark. The rats were very brave. They came right up to her, and when she kicked or slapped at them, they only moved to avoid being hit. They came right back.
She kicked at another one, barely a silhouette in the dim pink light of a quarter moon. The rat’s protest sounded like the rusted hinges had on the cell door across the aisle. She kicked at it again when it came back. Another one nibbled at her wrist.
Rage gave electricity to her reflexes as she snatched that one up and slammed it repeatedly against the wall. “Fucking die,” she yelled as she hammered the rat against the wood. “Die, die, die!” She kept yelling it, over and over again, a scream at the edge of hysteria, and all the while she continued bashing the rat against the hull, pounding and pounding with it in her fist until nothing recognizable remained, only a seeping wad of mangy hair and mush. She might have gone on like that forever, or until fatigue consumed her, but she did not. Black Sander’s laughter brought the pounding to a stop. 
She leapt to her feet and rushed the cell bars, her hands darting through them, clawing for his neck. “I’ll kill you,” she hissed, but he stepped lightly back, easy as a fencer. She went back and snatched up the rat carcass from where she’d dropped it. She hurled it at him. He dodged that too, still laughing.
“That’s the show we’re looking for,” he said, turning to a tall figure in a long, black cloak, the hood up and pulled low despite the warmth and humidity of the night. “You see, just like I promised. Perfectly intact. And a rare breed, indeed. Feisty. The only one in captivity. ”
The hooded figure nodded and went out, as silently as he had come. Black Sander followed. 
Orli pressed her cheek against the bars, listening, trying to pick out the terms of negotiation from the air, certain they would come. She strained to catch some hint of what came next, dreaded it, dreaded hearing some numerical exchange, the back-and-forth of barter, the clink of coin that would purchase her in the flesh. But she could not hear it. Not a word. No courtesy so base as even that was given to her, not by the gods of this world or by the god of her own.


Chapter 37
Ilbei Spadebreaker arrived by mule at Calico Castle, as good as his word. Never one for the new-fangled fancies of an age, he eschewed homing lizards and teleportation in the same way he eschewed enchantments on his beard. A sharp knife and a handful of seconds every few weeks were just as good for controlling unruly growth as any magic was, and a knife required no maintenance fees. He always figured it strange that the wizardly types could enchant cold spells on a rock one time and it would chill food in a box for years, but a growth-inhibition enchantment on a beard required two maintenance visits a year and at the cost of a silver piece each. Besides the fact that Ilbei was not the sort of man to indulge in that kind of vanity, he was definitely not the sort to pay for it. Truth be told, he hadn’t thought about the appearance of his beard in at least thirty years. That is, he hadn’t thought about it until Kettle appeared in Calico Castle’s courtyard. 
When she came striding out to meet him, Ilbei saw naught but angles of authority and ample curves, a robust and vigorous form as divinely feminine as any he could recall. She was the picture of loveliness in his eyes, straight beautiful on her own merits and wearing skirts he reckoned couldn’t be more than three years old. Fancy, but not too much. Her figure was as abundant as piled dirt from a freshly dug mine, and her bosom filled her corset like hot silver in a mold. He saw her and knew then and there that turning down that “sissy feller” selling beard enchants had been a bad idea.
He bowed low at Kettle’s approach, a stiff gesture made difficult by his bulbous gut and significantly bowed legs. He swept his hat off as he did, pouring rainwater out as he brushed the flagstones with its tattered leather brim. “My lady,” he said, purposefully addressing her far above the station he knew quite well she held. “Yer a sight like the first glitter a’ gold in a brand new pan.” He grinned at her, his eyes sparkling as if filled with precious metals of their own. He clapped his hat back on.
She fixed him with a quizzical look, then started to scold him for his impertinence, but the merry glint in his eye and the dumpling plumpness that rounded his wind-burnt cheeks stole indignation away. 
“Well, ya can jus’ save that sort of thing fer the tarts at the tavern,” she said instead, hiding her good humor by the severity of her words. “If’n ya want in outta the rain, I expect ya better plan on puttin’ on yer manners when ya take off that drippin’ hat.”
“Yes, ma’am. Ya can count on it.” He winked at her, and she couldn’t stop the smile before it flashed, though she did manage to rein it back straight away. Mostly.
“Harrumph,” she said, and spun back toward the inner keep and the kitchens. That smile was as persistent in its attempts to escape as Pernie had been earlier in the day trying to go out and play in the rain. “Come along then, afore I catch a cold.”
He followed. “A right shame that, ma’am,” he said as they went along. “I’d be happier ta lose an eye than see ya suffer such.”
She rolled her eyes over her shoulder at him for that one, and both suppressed a laugh.
Once he was warm and dry, or at least drying, by the fire, Kettle brought him a cup of hot cider and a basket of bread. “Meat’s a cookin’, but this will tide ya fer an hour.”
“Grateful as a soul can be, my lady.”
“And don’t ya be mah ladyin’ me neither. Weren’t no lady and ya know it true.”
“Ya have me there, I’ll confess it,” he said. “But I’ve yet ta get my lady’s name.”
“Yer gonna get mah lady’s frying pan if’n you call me that once more,” she threatened. “Ya can call me Kettle if’n ya must call me anything at all.”
“Mistress Kettle,” he said. “I am Ilbei Spadebreaker and the wealth of my years has increased tenfold in the minutes I done spent with ya now. I reckon your husband wakes up and thanks Mercy every day just fer the sight of ya.”
“Oh, now yer just goin’ too far, ya cheeky old goat,” she said. “An’ I ain’t got no husband, neither. If I had one what waxed on half as much as all that, I’d have brained him and used his bits fer stew.”
He showed nearly all his teeth in response to that, the gold one left of center sparkling its very best. “And a lucky man he’d be fer the attention he got.”
“Oh now stop,” she said. “And I mean it, now. Why don’t ya leave off all that and tell me what brung ya fer.”
He could see she meant it, and so he temporarily dropped his suit. “Actually, mistress, I come ta check on Miss Orli. Them folks up yonder asked me ta see about getting her ta send a dispatch or, well, one of them lizards or whatever method she reckons convenient. Just so she does it, is all. I promised that young feller Roberto I’d see it done.”
“Well, ya ain’t gonna see it done today,” Kettle said. “I ha’na seen a hair on neither her nor Tytamon’s heads these last two weeks. And I got no notion of where they gone neither, so no sense askin’. The master don’t bother checkin’ in with me afore he goes.”
“Well,” said Ilbei scratching at his beard, which, now that it had dried some, dropped lingering bits of Tinpoan soil into his bread. He saw Kettle’s eyes go to the mud-fall, then trace it to its origins dangling damp and scraggly from his chin. His grin tilted some, only marginally abashed, but he did lean over and shake most of the dirt off onto the floor before continuing. That decision neither lifted the eyebrow that had descended down upon her left eye, nor lowered the one that had raised above her right. He shrugged, there being only so much one man could do to impress a woman, and went back to eating. He interrupted his own thought as he chewed. “This here is right fine cookin’,” he said. “And I mean no empty flattery.”
“So that other was all a heap a’ rot, then?” she knew better but felt obliged to torment him as punishment for his forwardness.
He flustered and bumbled in the hurry to excavate a reply. “Why no, ma’am, a’ course not. Why I’d as soon as—”
She stopped him with an upraised hand, laughing and enjoying the crimson apples blushing made of his cheeks. “I’m just jerkin’ yer reins,” she said, enjoying her power over him. It had been a while.
What followed was a fine afternoon of flirting and hospitality, each exchanged to the mutual delight of the other, and it went right up to the edge of, and perhaps a step beyond, propriety. But at length, Ilbei had to go. He was a man of his word, and if Orli wasn’t here, then he had to find her in keeping with that word.
“Ya mean ta tell me ya really come all the way from Crown City just ta tell her ta send a message ta her ship?” Kettle asked as he prepared to go.
“Aye. A promise made is a promise kept. This kingdom would be a fair lot better off if’n a few more folk still clung ta that old bar.”
A wistful breath escaped her at that. “Well, yer a rare breed what would make such a journey as all of that. Why don’t ya just get yerself one of them homin’ lizards or take a teleport like normal folk?”
“I’ll dip my head in honey and stuff it in an ant hill afore I’ll get ta doin’ any of that,” he said. “They’re enchanting the fun right out of life. Kids these days just lay about letting magic do everything. And they’re all getting fat fer it, too.”
One side of Kettle’s mouth turned up, and she sent a cynical glance in the direction of his well-rounded stomach. 
He objected vociferously to the implication of that look, explaining, “That there is a century of honest ale, well earned after a hard day’s toil one day after a next. I’ll pay ya twice my weight in gold if’n ya can find a lad under sixty I can’t work straight ta death.”
She relented, suspecting it was true. She smiled. “All right,” she said. “Do it the hard way, if’n that’s what yer about. But I ha’na got no clue where the two a’ them got off ta.”
“I’ll find them, mistress,” he said. “I expect she musta showed up at Citadel by now. I’ll make my way on out there next. If’n ya see her, have her get in touch with her people, and let me know when she done it.”
“And, how am I supposed ta do that, what with ya off wanderin’ around the countryside keepin’ trim and all?” She tried not to look at his stomach again but did a poor job of it.
“I’ll be checkin’ in at the post in Crown,” he said, sucking in his belly as best he could. He might as well have tried to hide a pumpkin in a tobacco pouch. “That’ll do well enough. But make sure ya seen her get it done, if’n ya please. So as I know it’s sure.”
“I promise,” she said, her eyes fluttering as they walked out into the rain.
He liked how the water looked as it beaded up on her ruddy cheeks. “A right fine woman such as yerself ought ta have a man,” he said audaciously.
“And a right old gentleman as yerself ought know better than ta say such a thing aloud.”
He donned his hat, nodding in the same motion so as not to have officially agreed.
“G’day ta ya,” he said, then added, “my lady,” just before he turned away.
She was still smiling when she pulled the next loaf of bread out of the oven, a full half hour after he was gone.


Chapter 38
Practice proved that teleportation of starships was viable. Not perfect, but definitely a workable solution for getting materials to the belabored ships and getting the fleet in a position to actually win the war with the Hostiles. After six more test teleports, the Aspect had its restarts down to less than fifteen hours, and over the course of twelve days, the rest of the ships had done as well or better. Fleet physicists still boggled at how large the distances were—well over a half light year, instantly achieved. The teleporters were confident they could manage more, far more, and they were doing considerably well learning the nature of the distances involved. They had Altin’s notes, which were making more and more sense the longer they worked at teleporting seeing stones—seeing diamonds, technically—and then teleporting ships. Lingering questions about distance, in particular the distance to the Hostile system, would be answered in another ten weeks when Altin was finally extracted from the amniotic tank. He could simply teleport one of the diamond seeing stones to the farthest distance he knew, and the rest of them could find that distance from the stone, and simple as a few thoughts, they could have the whole fleet parked and ready for war almost all at once. But even without Altin, the concert had been blind casting seeing stones with increasingly distant success for well over two weeks since the first test on the Aspect. Progress was moving along at a rapid and inspiring pace for the people of both worlds. 
All that was left now was to find the other ships and reassemble the fleet in its entirety—an easy thing to do on a star map, not quite so easy to do with a handful of teleporters and diviners who had no way of making anything but marginally academic sense of fleet charts or computer graphic displays, and even less sense of them in any meaningful magical way.
“Yes, I can see the flashy marks on the wall,” said Conduit Huzzledorf staring at just such a display on the Aspect’s main bridge monitor, a sector map showing the location of the ten ships that had been in orbit above Tinpoa in relationship to the rest of the fleet. “I can see them just fine. But you do realize that this contraption is not a place. It’s just a … well, it’s not even an enchanted mirror. I have no idea what it is, but it’s less than no help at all. I might as well be looking at flies on the arse-end of a plow horse.”
“Well,” suggested Roberto from his place at the navigation controls, “what if I could show you where we were last time, when you blinked us over here, and where we are now? If I could do that, maybe show a trajectory, could you guys kind of work it through from there?”
The conduit exchanged glances with a few of his magicians, some seated in chairs that had been ordered along the bulkhead as out of the way as they could get for now, others standing near the display. 
“First off, Lieutenant,” the conduit said, emphasizing the rank to remind Roberto that since his “disrespectful” attitude at the conclusion of the first test, the conduit no longer held him in high esteem, “since you people are so quick to correct our diction and syntax when we speak of your technologies, at least make an attempt to use the proper terminology for ours. A blink is a short cast, in the category of hopping spells. They are not teleports; they are teleport enchantments of limited distance and semi-arbitrary outcome. Teleportation is specific and accurate. Try to keep it straight, as there may come a time when not knowing the difference could cost people their lives.”
Roberto frowned and shot a glance to Ensign Nguyen at his side. The young man shrugged and tried not to snort. He wasn’t particularly fond of the conduit either, but he was glad not to be caught in the man’s sights like Roberto had become.
“Conduit, the question is a fair one,” interjected Captain Asad, already weary of the red-clad man and his relentless exercise of trying to irritate the Aspect’s weapons officer. “Answer it. Please.” The last bit, the “please,” came out so reluctantly it sounded as if the captain had had to jam it through a length of pipe with a steel rod. But still, he’d said it, which pleased the conduit.
“Perhaps, Captain. I’d have to see what your man there was yammering on about.”
“It’s up, Captain,” said Roberto.
On the screen, Roberto had zoomed in the star map to show the sector at the edge of the Prosperion system. A blue line, shaped rather like a barbell, round on either end, straddled the solar system’s edge. “The blue line is us,” said Roberto. “You can see where we started, just outside of Naotatica. There ….” The dot at one end of the barbell pulsed for a moment. “And this is where we ended up after the first teleport.” The other end pulsed. “Now, if I zoom out, and add in our current coordinates, this is where we are now, nearly a light year out.” The solar system shrank considerably; the two dots seemed nearly to merge, and the line extended itself into an expanse of blackness where a new dot appeared. “There.”
“Ahhh,” cooed the conduit. “Nicely done.” He forgot to condescend for the moment.
“Now,” went on Roberto, “if I back it out more, you can see where the rest of the fleet ships are. And, just for fun,” he zoomed out further until another solar system appeared on the far left of the screen, “there’s the Hostile system, as confirmed by Orli—I mean Ensign Pewter. That’s the end game.” The view now showed a tiny dot at the far right of the screen for Prosperion’s sun—and, by proximity, the ship upon which they sat—, a tiny dot at the far left for the Hostile system sun and a third dot that was well short of the halfway mark between the two.
The conduit let out a long, low whistle. “Siren’s songs, that’s a long bit, isn’t it?”
“It is, sir,” said Roberto.
“We’ve hardly made a mark.” He leaned forward and squinted at the place on the map where all their progress had been reduced to one small dot, shared in common with the planetary system he’d felt they’d already left far, far behind. “Hardly a mark at all.”
“We get farther exponentially, Conduit,” chimed in Envette, the confidence born of both youth and power sparkling in her bright eyes. “It’s only a matter of time.”
“Those ships may not have time,” said Captain Asad. “We don’t know if there are Hostiles in pursuit or not. They insist there are none, but we can’t be sure given the … unknown abilities of the enemy. And Ensign Pewter reported that Meade encountered one on his way to the Hostile sun.” He made a conscious effort not to look at the magicians as he spoke, resenting having to rely on one of their kind for that sort of intelligence.
“Orli didn’t see anything while she was out with Altin after that encounter, though,” Roberto added. “And they did look, sir.”
“What Ensign Pewter saw in her ridiculous visual scan of some spec of space while she was AWOL hardly constitutes actionable reconnaissance, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, sir.” He turned back to his com, biting his lip. 
The captain turned back to the conduit. “So, you can now see where the other ships are. Can you get us there or not?”
The conduit stared at the screen for a long time, walking up to it and laying his hands on it, fingers close together, where he measured it as he might have a horse or prized ox. “Lieutenant, can you fold this thing back up to where it was the time before?”
“The proper terminology is zoom, Conduit. Might be important in a fight someda—”
“Lieutenant,” snapped Captain Asad, and rightfully so. “That will be enough. Answer the question.”
“Sorry, sir.” To the conduit, “There you are, sir.”
“Good boy,” said the conduit, his smirk only hidden by the fact his back was turned to most of the bridge so he could study the display.
He studied the new map. Near the left edge now, he could see the red dots marking the retreating ships, for retreat was how he saw it, regardless of how much the ship captains all seemed to protest the idea, insisting that it was simply a change of course to accommodate a rendezvous. While the conduit could now see that the progress he and his team had made out of the Prosperion system was still minimal on this scale, at least the desired distance, the length of the journey, was now made clear. He couldn’t translate his cognitive understanding directly into a spell, but it gave the foundation for the emotional sense of it, which did play a great role in casting incongruent spells. It was something they could work with.
He measured the distance a second time with his hands, laying one against the next and making his way along the large wall monitor, a slight nasally whistle audible as he breathed, the room gone silent as he sidestepped his way across the display. When he was done, he turned to his concert of mages and interpreted his results. “Assuming this mirror is accurate, it’s roughly twenty times farther than what we’ve accomplished just to reach those other ships.”
“Monitor, sir,” corrected Roberto. Anticipating the captain’s rebuke, however, he leapt forward adding, “and it’s 3.375 times the distance, exactly, at 3.197 light years, or roughly 16.207 times ten-to-the-twelfth of your Prosperion measures. Give or take a few.” He looked smug even though he’d ballparked that last figure for the sake of payback. Even Captain Asad couldn’t entirely hide the twitch at the corner of his mouth. He, too, was tired of the condescending nature of the Prosperions, though it was his duty to hide it, as he’d been reminded repeatedly in recent weeks by the fleet’s still-new admiral.
“Very well,” said the conduit, not realizing, or not caring, that he’d been toyed with a bit just then. “We’ve got our work to do, people. It’s time to start making real progress.” He turned to the captain with the expression of one who feels an act of courtesy is a chore and said, “If you please?”
Captain Asad didn’t hide the irritation behind any mask of courtesy either as he reluctantly relinquished his chair to the conduit so that the concert could once again begin their work. Captain Asad resented the order that placed them on the bridge. But the conduit had insisted, and the admiral agreed. The Earth people had no telepaths, and so ideas and mental imagery could not be as readily conveyed between conduits and captains as they were on Citadel. Orders had to be issued in accordance with the events derived or caused by both types of travel and technology, which meant all the key players had to be in the same room. “If I can give up my seat, so can you,” the admiral had insisted. “It’s not like we’re flying the ships when they are doing their thing anyway.”
The teleporters quickly moved their chairs around the bridge in as roughly circular a formation as possible, then took their seats, facing inward at the conduit, who sat upon the captain’s chair like a nesting peahen wriggling about in a pointed way and making faces so as to let everyone know how fabulously comfortable he felt that particular chair was. When the captain failed to take the bait, the conduit went to work.
He pulled a diamond seeing stone from the satchel he now carried with him everywhere. It was filled with them, a thief’s dream, enough to buy a manor house or several townhouses in Crown, and yet the conduit toted it about as if it were little more than a sack of potatoes. Hardly that, though, for these stones were being put to great use, use that would ultimately change the fate of Prosperion forever. 
The seeing stones in that satchel were an advanced variety, improved-upon versions of the original concept that Altin had developed and used to make his way out toward the stars. Each of the conduit’s diamonds had Altin’s original enchantment on it, but in addition, each also had a seer’s mark—the same mark found in every TGS office in every major city on Prosperion—a mark that any wizard with sight could see. These stones, unlike Altin’s, would not be visible only to the wizard who set them in place. Although, for the time being, the only seers and teleporters being given the rhythms of the mark were those aboard the fleet ships and those working on Citadel.
Additionally, all ten ships in the Aspect’s group had one of these seeing stones enchanted with the essence of its place and name. With one of them on board, teleporters could send people to and from the ships as easily as they liked—though no such thing was allowed as yet. The secret cadences of those seer’s marks would be even more stingily guarded than would the codes for the seeing stones that would eventually serve as beacons to guide future Prosperion space travelers across the galaxy. All together, this was a great work, the first major effort of the Royal Space Program getting underway.
And so it began in earnest now. Preparation was over. It was time to begin the mission for real. The Royal Space Mages had their first job to do: a rescue mission—as the conduit insisted privately to his people that it was. The conduit straightened himself in a dramatic sort of way, hoisting aloft a huge diamond in his hand. “All right, people, let’s see if we can’t find those ships.”
When they found them, which they did after the course of several exhausting days of blind casting and follow-up seeing spells, the bridge erupted in shouts and cheers. They’d done the impossible. They’d actually scouted out the fleet and located it across a vast area of space. It was like finding the proverbial fruit fly in the hurricane. The mages were ecstatic, and a message was quickly sent to the ships ordering them to hold position and wait for the Aspect to arrive. When asked where the Aspect would appear in relationship to the fleet, the conduit answered, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, “To the east.” Captain Asad held his comment in check and relayed the “information” to the admiral, who could do little else but shrug. 
Afterwards, and with little more fanfare than a few shouts and fist pumps, the mages set themselves to the task of teleporting the ship farther than any previous test had done. They were about to travel over three light years in a moment’s time. A monstrous distance and one that had many on the bridge fidgeting nervously or, in the case of the captain, looking even more stone-faced than usual. The conduit noticed it of course.
“People are always afraid of that which they don’t understand,” he pontificated in the notoriously perverse way of conduits attempting to be magnanimous or to show support. “Ignorance is the bane of progress. Cowardice the antithesis of glorious legacy.”
“So is being a dick,” Roberto whispered to Ensign Nguyen, whose snickers caught the attention of conduit and captain alike. Captain Asad had not quite taken to tacit approval of those sorts of remarks, but it did seem his hearing was not what it used to be these days. 
When the Aspect appeared in its new location, the fifty-three ships that made up the bulk of the fleet were waiting for them. “Welcome to the neighborhood” crackled over Captain Asad’s com badge so suddenly it startled them all in the moment they arrived. “Get her fired back up, and I’ll send over the wine,” said Captain Metumbe of the Socrates. 
Laughter followed from everyone on the bridge, except Captain Asad and the conduit of course, as nervousness gave way to relief. No one said it aloud, but they were all glad to have confirmation from the Socrates that they weren’t out here all alone with all systems down. The fact that they were still alive was also a welcome discovery.
After the initial celebration came the all-hands-on-deck fifteen-hour rush to get everything relit, recalibrated and re-networked. And it wasn’t only the Aspect’s crew that had work to do, for as soon as the systems recovery looked to be working as planned, the concert of teleporters left immediately, their work only just begun. They still had nine more ships to bring out to complete the re-gathering of the fleet.
Soon enough, that too was done. The Sarajevo proved to be the fastest restart of the group, and despite being the fourth ship teleported out, it was operational before all the rest, followed in turn by the others in what had become a good-natured race. The Aspect, even with its short crew, still managed to finish near the middle of the pack. 
An air of great optimism filled the fleet for the first time in a long while, felt most keenly by those ships that had been recently involved in the nearly catastrophic battle. For them, seeing the ten ships appear out of thin air as if by, well, as if by magic was inspiring beyond hope. While plenty of them spoke of the possibilities such a thing portended when it came to getting them all back to Earth, most dared not let hope run that far ahead. It was good enough to know they had wizards on their side, real ones—and of that, there simply could no longer be any doubt.
Unfortunately, however, at about the same time this new optimism was spreading throughout the fleet, so too came word that Hostiles were forming up at the edge of sensor range. 
Captain Asad was still frowning about that coincidence when he joined the video conference already underway.
 “… it’s still too damn soon, magicians or not,” the admiral was saying as his image appeared in the upper-right quadrant of the Aspect’s main viewing screen. Some twenty captains were aboard the Utah, seated around a long conference table, the rest attending via video feed. “We’re not ready to fight them yet. An attack now would be suicide.”
“We’re better off fighting eight than eighteen or eighty,” said Captain Metumbe, seated across from the admiral and a few chairs to his right. “I say we go while the going is good. Look, there is Asad joining us now, his ship back online already, and with a short crew. The rest will be back up in a few hours at most. The fleet is at full strength. Let’s keep these bastards pruned back. Give us breathing room to make repairs.”
“Half our ships are not combat ready,” piped in the captain of the Pershing via video link; his ship was in especially dire straits. “I’ve only got one working tube and my lasers are gone. Our shields are barely at quarter strength and might as well not bother being that.”
“We have materials for repairs. We can have you back up as soon as possible,” said Captain Putin of the Sarajevo. “That is why we’re here.”
“That’s a matter of at least a week, Captain, and that’s just my ship. Some will be several weeks before they can fight, and only that with round-the-clock shifts and crews from other ships.”
“All the more reason to get it underway.” The captain of Sarajevo displayed a demeanor nearly as severe as Captain Asad’s.
“We can do both,” said Captain Asad, picking up the gist of the conversation right away. “Metumbe is right. We’ve got fifty-three ships, and all but six can fight. Hardly ‘half.’” The emphasis he put on it was clearly intended for the captain of the Pershing. “I agree we should prune them back while there are only eight to kill.”
“We don’t even know if they’ll engage,” said Captain Eugene. “The last of them ran off when we tried to finish them. They’re not stupid. They’ll just do it again.”
“There’s only one way to find out,” said Captain Asad. Both Putin and Metumbe clearly agreed with him on that, as did a number of others aboard the admiral’s ship.
“Three more have arrived,” said Ensign Nguyen, reporting to Captain Asad even as a captain on screen reported the same to the rest of the group.
“Well,” prompted Captain Asad, “how many should we wait for before we act? The whole point of pruning is to stay ahead of the growth. We wait, it will be too late.”
“We could always teleport back to Tinpoa and formulate a better plan while we repair our ships,” suggested Captain Eugene. “Our magician friends have figured out how to do it now.”
Contempt manifested itself in the collision of Captain Asad’s heavy black eyebrows, the two of them coming together like colliding fists. “If you’ve lost the stomach to command a military vessel, Captain, I will happily loan you my lieutenant here and he can run the ball for you.”
“Captain Asad, that is out of line, even for you,” snapped Admiral Jefferies.
“The enemy is right there,” insisted Captain Asad. “Right there.” He pointed twice emphatically at the monitor on his own bridge, but they all knew precisely what he meant. “We’re sitting here arguing while they increase their numbers. Admiral, this is ridiculous.” 
The line of Admiral Jefferies’ mouth lengthened as his lips pressed tight. He nodded. “I believe you’re right about that.” At least three quarters of the captains seated with him appeared to agree, their expressions and nodding heads giving the evidence of it.
The admiral stood and straightened himself, looked directly into his conference feed. “Captains, we attack that Hostile group shortly after the last of the ships from Tinpoa are ready for action. I will send battle plans once they are finalized. Captains Asad, Putin, Metumbe and Hawthorne stay online. Colonel Pewter, you stay as well. The rest of you are dismissed.”


Chapter 39
The brute with the scimitar came below deck just as the sun bloodied the horizon, giving birth to another bastard day. Orli had somehow managed to fall asleep despite what had befallen her the night before, so her jailor took the opportunity to dump a bucket of water on her rather than a simple prod of his boot. “Get up,” he said as he grabbed her by a wrist and yanked her to her feet. In the scant moments it took her to blink some degree of awareness into place, he’d already wrestled an empty gunny sack over her head. The coarse cloth was still packed with fine wheat dust on the inside, and she began sneezing immediately. She had to resist the urge to rub her eyes. Doing so would only make the burning worse, grinding in even more of the powdery stuff.
He spun her around and jammed her face-first against the bulkhead, the thud of her forehead against the wood causing black spots to swim in her vision, little specks of anti-light that popped in and out of existence against the sandy-grained backdrop of the burlap.
He bound her wrists tightly behind her back and then, with robot-like strength, gripped her by the upper arm and jerked her along behind him out of the cell and up the stairs. For the first time in a long time she could feel the sun upon her skin, though there was little joy in it just then.
She heard the sound of something heavy being dragged across the deck, a gritty scratching across the wood. A fumbling of metal followed, and then a dull whump very close to her. She could hear footsteps approaching, booted, gauging by the sounds of heavy heels. Seagulls shrieked from seemingly everywhere.
Her own breathing sounded the loudest of all, panting fear that filled the bag with hot, moist air. The humidity stuck to her skin like sweat in the confines of the sack, giving the wheat dust a place to stick. It itched. It stuck to her lips and dried them out. It cleaved to her tongue when she tried to clear it off her lips. And still her eyes burned.
“Get in,” snarled the jailor. With no interval between command and thrust, he shoved her hard. The side of her leg, just above the knee, struck something solid, an edge, and she began to fall. The bruising grip of the jailor slowed her just before impact, preventing her from landing with the full force of freefall, but hardly more effort than what was required to prevent concussion or broken ribs. He mainly seemed concerned with directing her to fall in the right direction. She struck the side of her head against another edge about halfway down, and then slid into the corner of what could only be some kind of box. Someone grabbed her ankles, lifting them and shoving them forward, driving her knees into her chest, essentially throwing them at her. Then came a dull thud, which she felt through the floor against her back, and then even the light filtering through the sack was gone.
Muffled voices came through the darkness, from the other side of something, the wall or the side of the box, depending where she truly was. She could still feel the gentle rocking of the ship beneath her, but that is all she knew. On a ship. In a container of some sort. She was breathing very loud now, and each exhalation came hot and rapid as fear threatened to move toward terror. 
She tried to shift her weight. Lying on her arms in the position she was in kinked her shoulder painfully. She hit her head against a side of her confinement as she tried to execute a whole-bodied hop. The burlap sack itched infuriatingly against her skin for the effort, and the dust made her cough. 
“Shut up in there,” someone said. The command was followed by a loud thump that she felt where her back and arms pressed against what had to be wood.
She rolled over and scooted as far as she could, squirming backwards like a trussed-up snake. Reaching behind her with her tied wrists, she found the far side of the container she was in. With her feet and head, she managed to trace all around the edges. 
Definitely a box. Or a crate. Something. Not quite high enough for her to sit up. It occurred to her that she was ‘in a box’ as Tytamon had explained to her before, the only thing required to teleport the unwilling anywhere. Or perhaps worse, it might be a box like the tarwood box in which Altin had hidden the mirror. What if they were going to shrink her down like some living wedding ring? Was that possible? Could she survive it? Was it already done? The thought sent cold waves of terror coursing through her. 
The voices outside continued for a few moments, followed by the sound of footsteps walking off. She could feel them more than she could hear them.
More talking. Two voices again, one new, different than before, much lower, but too far off and impossible to make out. They might as well have been talking with their faces muffled in pillows. She wished they were muffled in pillows. Wished someone was smothering them to death. 
Altin would find her. They were going to die so horribly at his hands. So horribly.
Or her father. 
Or the Queen. 
Someone.
A third voice joined the conversation. She could tell it was a woman’s this time. She hadn’t heard it before. She hadn’t felt the footsteps either. 
Orli made out one of the male voices saying, “About time.” Clearly agitated. Louder, “Get on with it.”
The woman replied with something inaudible. Then silence for a moment, followed by footsteps coming closer to the box, lighter tread than any of the others had been. The woman’s voice sounded again, mumbling this time, barely audible. And then the floor beneath Orli wasn’t rocking anymore. 
She lay there for a moment trying to calm herself. Obviously she was off the boat, but she stared into the unremitting darkness, blind gaze darting about, side to side, upwards, seeking reflexively for something to latch on to. There was nothing. She knew what had happened, though. 
New sounds came to her then, plenty of them. Too many. Some were voices, many of them, a few nearby, though none distinct, all lost in the general din of what sounded like a crowd gathered beyond the box. Occasionally she made out a squawk or other inarticulate noise, animal certainly, more than one sounding very loud. Angry, she thought. Or scared.
Like Orli was.
She focused on picking out words from the voices closest to where she lay curled up in her tiny prison. She could make out some of it, for they had to speak loudly sometimes to be heard over the rising ruckus of some outraged creature or another nearby, but not enough to make sense of anything. “Hard to orchestrate,” she heard from one of them, a very deep voice. Someone else said, “What difference does it make?” That one had a heavy accent, entirely unlike any she’d heard before. Then another voice said, “Just sell your part if you expect another contract.” That voice was barely audible, perhaps farther away, but vaguely familiar. Then the accented voice mumbled something else, of which the only word Orli caught was “irregular.” 
Whoever was out there must have left after that because Orli could hear nothing nearby for quite a while. If hearing could be stretched, reached or forced in any way, she tried them all. But all she could pick up was the wood-muffled drone of some considerable cacophony beyond. 
The bag on her head drove her to fuming as she lay there in the dark, its scratchy surface now a fixation in the absence of anything else to focus on. She shuffled around, trying to mash her head against the side of her confinement in such a way as to at least push the material off her face, even just a little. The dust only made the itchiness all the worse, so eventually she stopped thrashing and just lay there listening.
Slowly, smells began to seep into the darkness, filtering through the now-familiar scent of the sack. Something rank. The acridity of sweaty bodies and human excrement. Manure too, and animal smells, lots of them. And others, odors foul and, occasionally, exotically perfumed. Slowly these made their way into her small box. She grabbed on to each one, tried to isolate it, tried to recognize what it meant. There was one, a floral scent, that pleased her. It came wafting in, a brief reprieve of beautiful, tropical fragrance. Somehow it managed to raise itself atop the rest, a sweetness floating upon an ocean of bile and filth. She closed her eyes and clung to it, held it like the last line preventing her from a fall. She let it pillow her as she drifted off.
Something dark was before her. Great and dark, a darkness that somehow gave light to the regular darkness. As if black had only seemed black until this arrived. It was angry, but not malevolent. She knew that somehow. But angry. And very sad. It seemed to swell at her, to bloat the darkness in a rounded way, like a black sun viewed against a starless sky, a corona of pink limning it in a gentle glow akin to the silver lining of a cloud. She felt sorry for it. Felt sad. Wronged.
Someone kicked the side of the crate and woke her. She blinked uselessly into the darkness. Present darkness. Another blow struck the side of the box. “Wake up, darlin’,” came the heavy accent she recognized from earlier.
The sandy-hued light that had filtered through the sack suddenly came back, and dim as it was, she had to blink a few times as her eyes adjusted to relative brightness. Someone reached into the box as she was doing so and pulled off the bag, nearly blinding her with new levels of brilliance before she’d acclimated to the last. She still couldn’t see clearly as she was roughly hauled to her feet and dragged up and over the edge of the chest in which she’d been.
She looked down at it. A trunk. A great travel trunk, built just the right size to make carrying people around convenient and compact. There were scratch marks on the roof and several of the sides. She was not the first person to be dumped inside.
Strong hands spun her around to face a rough-hewn wall. Fingernails dug into her arms as she was manipulated in this way, though not quite enough to break the skin. “Now don’t try anything stupid,” said the accented voice from behind her. “I can’t afford to hurt you, now.”
Orli’s hands were suddenly free.
She spun and took a swing at the speaker, but he caught her wrist as easily as if she’d simply handed it to him. 
He was a foot shorter than she was, but stout like a laborer, and one used to working with very heavy things. Or else it wasn’t a “he.” He might just as easily have been a woman. His facial features, or hers, were broad like his shoulders and hands, like all of him, but the eyes were soft, almost pretty, with violet irises. Orli tried to determine which it was, male or female, but it was impossible to tell. He was certainly stronger than any woman Orli had ever known. Whichever, he held her wrist where he’d caught it and looked her in the eye. No cruelty lurked there. No hate. Nothing sinister. Just the facts. 
“Now listen, darlin’, there’s no need for that, and no point.” He looked from her eyes to where her wrist remained caught in his strong grip. “There’s nothing you can do about your situation here, and there’s nothing I can do about it neither, even if I would, which I wouldn’t. You hear? The deal is done, and what’s done is done. You get what I’m trying to say?”
“Where am I?” she said, letting her arm go limp in his grasp. He let it go.
“You’re in The Nowhere,” he said. “The ‘front gates of goodbye,’ as they say. And I can see your eyes dancing about looking for a way out. Which I don’t blame you for, but nobody has got out of here in eighty-seven years, and the one that reset the counter died six hundred paces down the beach or we’d be at a hundred and ninety-two.”
She looked back at him. He had a broad, flat face with brows that jutted from his forehead as if someone had tried to open drawers above his eyes. Above that outcropping there looked to be something feral that had died, a pair of them, two dead things mainly comprised of tufts of wiry hair. She supposed those were his eyebrows.
His mouth was kind, though, in a cracked and tobacco-stained sort of way. Or if not kind, at least not unmerciful. And there was definitely something feminine about the shape of it too, particularly the bottom lip, wide and full as it was. 
She couldn’t decide if those were breasts mashed down and pushed out from arm holes of his leather armor or if he was just fat.
He looked her up and down in a way that reminded her of Perfuvius Needlesprig, garment maker to the Queen. Obviously the inspection this time was not being made in the pursuit of fun.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“I’m getting you ready for auction, darlin’. For the show at least. You’re the star performer tonight.”
She’d known it, sensed that it was going to be slavery all along.
The man-woman went out through the open cell door to a chest sitting on a bench across the walkway outside her cell. His back to her, he opened it and started looking through whatever was inside. While he rummaged through it, she considered darting out and making a break for it. As if reading her thoughts, and without so much as a glance back at her, he said, “There are seven locked doors between you and freedom, all of which are guarded, and two with magic wards. You won’t like what the ward on the third door does, just for what it’s worth.”
The matter-of-fact tone in his voice convinced her it was true. It was as if that was the hundredth time he’d said it. The thousandth. Like he had no reason to lie.
She looked past him, out into the vast chamber beyond the railing that guarded the walkway outside her cell. It was enormous. Something about it reminded her of the inside of a great beehive, a honeycomb full of prison cells. There were at least four levels of them that she could see from her vantage in her own cell, all built into the wall of a great egg-shaped cavern. A natural cavern at one time possibly, but clearly shaped by the hands—or magic—of men into what it had become. 
Walkways ringed the walls with iron railings to prevent accidents from happening. She could see guards patrolling on every level. She could only assume from the volume and variation of sounds echoing from all around that there were several more levels she could not see, both above and below.
She tried to think back to what she knew of Earth history, of slavery and slave auctions. She didn’t know much, most of it gotten from old books and videos. But she could envision it well enough from those, could see herself standing on some auction block, hands in chains, being turned about like some farm animal while toothless perverts and wealthy ones waved fistfuls of money at an auctioneer droning numbers at them. She shuddered to think it.
The guard came back into the cell. “Take this,” he said, tossing what barely amounted to a scrap of silk at her. “Put it on.”
She caught it reflexively, peeled it from the front of her uniform and snapped it out to reveal its shape. A silk camisole. As she stared at it, she filled with horror even deeper than before, as if somehow the abyss of terror she’d been sinking into for the last who-knew-how-many weeks was not deep enough. She finally realized what she was really in for.
“My God,” she muttered. “No, please.” She fell to her knees before him. “Please, don’t do this.”
He looked down at her, and the dead things growing where his eyebrows should have been crept down around the curved bones of his cantilevered brow. He understood the nature of her fear. He laughed, just one note. “Sweetheart, I don’t know about all that you’re thinking—and I expect you’re probably right at some point—but that’s not all you got to wear today. We been told how it is. So, just put it on and put away your fright for now.”
He went back out and began rummaging through the chest again, pulling out garments seemingly at random and turning and holding them out toward her in the air, making visual estimates.
She watched, nearly paralyzed.
He glanced over his shoulder and saw her still standing there, motionless. “I ain’t going to say, ‘please,’ but I will ask you one more time nice. Put it on yourself, so I don’t have to do it for you.” He followed that up a moment later by tossing another bit of garment at her. “And that.” He continued rummaging through the chest.
In the end, he assembled several pieces of what might have been, twenty or thirty years ago, beautiful gowns. He hadn’t chosen colors very well, or he had but hadn’t had much variety to pick from, but he’d done a decent job of estimating size. Years of practice makes one good at such things.
He watched her dress, which she did, reluctantly, after he’d finally been forced to put a hand on the truncheon dangling from his belt and threaten violence. Afterward, he tightened the corset for her without too much violence at all.
When she was adequately attired, he looked her over and whistled as if the tattered and sweat-stained ensemble he’d cobbled together somehow made her look every bit the baroness. “Pretty as a painting,” he said. “You’d have fetched a fortune otherwise.”
She had to think about that for a moment, and in the time it took her to make the face, he’d slammed the cage door with an echoing iron crash and gone away without so much as a “good luck” or “goodbye.” 
About an hour later he returned and handed her a tray of food through the slot in the cage door. The food was warm. It even looked and smelled appetizing. “This won’t make you popular with your neighbors,” he said as he slid it through the door. “But it might cheer you up.”
She got up from the cot upon which she’d been sitting studying the odd creatures and angry faces of her fellow prisoners and looked down at the meal. Fish, possibly halibut. Stewed tomatoes and some kind of greens she did not recognize, but they seemed spinach-like, cooked down, or maybe collard greens. It might have been seaweed. There was a thick slice of bread that was nearly black, the texture spongy but with lots of seeds. There was even a pat of butter on the side. No utensils, though.
“Eat up,” her captor said. “And make water and whatever else you need to do in the next hour or so. You’ll be up soon after and won’t want to spoil the show.”
He left. 
She wanted to protest her capture, protest everything, by not eating, but she was famished and this was the best food she’d seen in longer than she could recall just now. So, after several moments futile arguments with herself over the merits of a hunger strike, she nearly threw herself at the food.
It was warm. Well made. Delicious maybe. It was gone in minutes.
It seemed only a few more had passed when the guard returned, this time with Black Sander and a woman wearing the long blue robes of a magician. Orli didn’t recognize her, but when she spoke, her accent was familiar. She suspected it might simply be an accent from the north of Kurr, made more apparent given the way her jailor spoke and by some of the voices she’d heard recently coming from cells nearby.
Orli’s hands were re-bound, cuffed in rough iron bands with four inches of chain clinking between them, and then she was led out of the cell. The robed woman went out in front, with Orli being tugged along right after by the guard, and Black Sander behind, as always silent and sinister. Her spine tingled with him behind her like that, and she kept waiting to feel the point of his rapier or his knife.
Down and down they went, spiraling lower and lower as the walkway screwed its way around the cavern wall. The way out of the honeycomb prison seemed to take forever, and when she thought they’d finally reached ground level, a series of locked doors only opened up a long sequence of stairways that had been cut through what appeared to be an interminably massive body of rock. So down and down they went some more. 
The temperature dropped the farther down they went, until by the time the passage leveled out, she was feeling quite a chill. It was coastal cold, the cold of a wind blowing off the salty sea. Wet rocks, sand and kelp. She could smell them long before they came into view.
The sun was still out when they emerged from a cave onto a huge shelf of rock, still a good fifteen feet above the ground and a hundred yards wide. It jutted twenty or so feet out from the face of a cliff that climbed up behind her to a neck-bending height some un-guessed distance above. The shelf itself looked down upon a wide area of white sand that was nearly completely encircled by natural projections of rough igneous rock reaching out from the cliff face on either side. These ancient black arms seemed to hug the space, tapering in height as they curved around to form a nearly complete ring. They fell just short, not quite a circle, and the opening provided by this shortfall allowed a view of the breakers and a clear, turquoise sea beyond. Only through that gap, a narrow entry no more than ten feet across, could people enter from the beach outside into the private space within. And enter they did, for a crowd was already gathering on the sand below.
Her ambiguously gendered guard tugged Orli along the shelf, directing her down a row of cages set against the cliff face from which they had just emerged. Cages lined the towering rock face in both directions, going nearly to the walls created by the projecting arms of volcanic rock on either end. Some were small, made of bamboo, hardly higher than her hip, others were massive iron things, bars as thick as her thighs and locks hanging from them that could anchor a ship. Some of these were occupied, some not. Creatures great and small huddling, lurking or glowering. In one, pacing the square of his confinement, was a centaur, half horse, half man, a thing of storybooks. The sort of thing Altin always talked about, but that she only halfway believed were real. She’d ridden a dragon several times, and yet she still reflexively resisted the idea of other fantastic things. Why would Prosperion be populated by the creatures of Earth mythology? It was odd enough that Prosperion was peopled by people at all.
She didn’t have time to mull it over, however, for the woman in the blue robes stopped at a bamboo cage roughly thirty yards from the cave mouth, not far from a large wooden dais perhaps twenty feet square. The substructure of the dais was hidden from view by a drapery of colored sackcloth tacked unevenly around the edges, its folded apron blowing stiffly in the wind. A short staircase led up the back of it. Next to it, a few steps away, was another platform, this one tall and narrow, raised some ten feet in the air and accessible by a ladder running up its back. A rather small chair sat atop it next to a contraption like a wooden crane jutting off the side and from which hung a pulley and tangle of rope.
As she was being stuffed into her latest cage, she saw other prisoners being led out of different caves than the one she’d come through, suggesting the existence of a significant network inside the cliff. The door was locked behind her without comment or ceremony. None of her captors bothered with even a backwards glance.
She was too numb to be afraid. 
She watched the procession of captives being led by. A menagerie of beasts, a parade of people. She thought she recognized the female orc from the ship, but she could not be sure it was the same one.
People were steadily streaming into the sandy cove. By the time the sun expired, consumed by the sea in a bloodbath of dying light that seemed a reflection of how the day began, the cove was nearly stuffed with a throng of humanity, a raucous mob of teeming color and chaotic sound. Barely-clad women moved amongst the crowd selling wine, ale and rum from pitchers which they poured sloppily into every shape and size of cup imaginable in exchange for copper and silver coins. 
Orli noticed the volume of the crowd rose the darker the sky became.
The cool sea breeze became a chill wind, reminding her of her long journey across the plains in the unyielding rain. She shuddered to think of it. She slid down into the corner of her cell and pulled her knees up to her chest, watching and waiting. After a time, she began to wish they would just get on with it. Her fate was so indeterminate now, she’d rather be on with whatever was coming next. Waiting was worse. Or at least she hoped it was. She shuddered. 
She remembered how she’d felt when the guard had thrown that slip of silk at her. How vulnerable it made her feel, how helpless. How so much of what she believed about herself, about life, about everything, was a lie. It all was. Civility. Law. Discipline. It was all a joke. It could all be taken away quick as a snap. There was no such thing as “safe.” No such thing as security or strength. Fairness. Justice. Anything. It was all lies. All temporary. The wet paper of soggy nothingness.
Look how easily they’d taken Tytamon. The greatest magician in a thousand years or more, Altin said. The greatest ever, many others would say. And just like that, he was gone. Stabbed in the back by a fat shopkeeper without so much as one muttered spell. An aged-out whore had done to him what a legion of orcs could not. And then he’d been thrown to the hogs like slop.
And what of her, she thought. What of the great Orli Pewter. The great “Lady Orli Pewter, First Ambassador from Earth and Advisor to the Queen, communications officer of the warship Aspect, creator of the cure and heroine of the Hostile War, ” blah blah fucking blah. She could hear the echo of those titles being pronounced through the corridors of memory, the herald’s perfect enunciation now mocking her. Heroine. Lady. Ambassador. What a joke. What a pathetic, laughable joke that was. She was a joke. Just a bit of meat for sale in some great butcher’s shop. To be abused, appeasing the base lust of some animal. And there was nothing anyone could do about it. Nothing. 
Nothing.
No one was coming for her.
She looked up into the sky, the ocean breeze keeping it swept clean of encroaching clouds. No moon tonight. Just stars. She wondered if they were all dead out there. If she were the only one left.
The auction began, but for Orli, the first hour of it was little more than a haze of dogged memories. She somehow detached herself from it when it began, went through it in a half-conscious malaise, a poisoned dream. The shadowy faces of the men below, their greasy foreheads and booze-flushed cheeks, the round black O’s of their mouths shaping the sound of their rapture, their approval of this bid for this creature and outrage at that bid for that one. 
She saw the orc woman led up onto the dais. Watched her being paraded around. The man handling her, leading her around the great wooden stage, stripped her naked before hauling her up onto it, leaving her wearing nothing but her manacles and a bit of twine around her neck from which dangled a flat wooden pendant with the number nine scrawled upon it. Just that. No fancy dress for her. No corset, camisole or filthy petticoats. Just the pendant. Orli absently wondered why. Why no nice wrapper for the orcish treat? No garnish for the meat.
The crowd rippled like a windblown prairie as the orc woman was paraded around. The handler kneaded her body provocatively with his filthy groping hands, slapped her crudely to augment the display. He tossed the big pendant over her shoulder so that it wouldn’t block the view. The crowd roared. The bids went up and up, the ale flowed, the wine was guzzled and sloshed, and eventually the woman sold. Someone in the crowd bought her. An orc woman. A woman. A slave. Or worse.
A bookish fellow in a brown robe ran to the ten-foot tower and waited for the tiny little man seated up in it to send down the basket that had been affixed to the rope. The gnomish figure wound it down as if he were getting water from a well. The robed man pulled out a bit of parchment and a round object that had the number nine written on either side. Orli assumed the paper and the disc were the records and details of the orc woman’s sale.
She looked down at her filthy mismatched gown. She didn’t have a number. Where was her number? How far away was she from going up for sale?
She looked down the row of cages to her left and right. Each had a number hanging on the outside. Fifty-six to her left. Fifty-eight on the right.
This was going to be a long night.


Chapter 40
Orli watched the slave auction, or the livestock auction—it was hard to say exactly which it was as it seemed that many of the creatures being sold could not possibly have any value as a slave. The small satyr for example, he was lot thirty-two. The handler led him up onto the dais, and the crowd laughed at him. Some threw fruit and even full mugs of ale at him as the handler paraded him around. But the bids went high, very high, and Orli was sure it wasn’t because it could do a lot of work. She couldn’t imagine it had any sexual appeal, so the high price was something of a bewilderment.
The centaur brought gasps and nobody threw anything. Five men came to assist the handler, one of them a mage who chanted some kind of magic the entire time the others held on to the creature’s chains at lengths of five or six feet. Orli felt sorry for him as she watched him being paraded around. He held his head high, his expression dignified, despite being up there as he was, reduced to nothingness, an object for sale. He fought his captors when he could, but each time he pulled, each time his haunches dropped and his powerful hands gripped a chain, the jerk he gave that pulled a man to his knees also brought a rise in the chanting of the magician, a crescendo that twisted the centaur’s human face in agony. He would stagger back, hooves drumming on the wooden stage and body gone suddenly rigid, as if he’d been delivered a ferocious electric shock. Perhaps he had been. Orli had no idea. But it made her cry to watch. Tears ran down her cheeks unchecked as she witnessed such indignity, such brutal inhumanity.
In the end, the centaur sold for the highest price she’d heard by far, fifty thousand crowns. Orli wasn’t familiar enough with Prosperion currency to know if that was a lot, but it was a great deal more than anything else had brought. Somehow that terrified her.
The handlers led the centaur back onto the stone shelf, back to his cage. Orli noticed he wore the number fifty-two. 
Her heart began to beat rapidly. She was going to be up there very soon. In a matter of minutes they were going to parade her around like an animal, prod her with a stick, grope her and fondle her for the pleasure of the crowd. People were going to bid on her like some kind of antique, some object of rarity, a freak, like the satyr and the centaur. Her hands began to shake. She looked up and down the shelf. Out into the darkness where the waves crashed in hushed whispers against the sand. Up into the stars. Her whole body followed the example of her hands as she realized yet again what she’d already understood several times that day, rediscovering a real and horrifying truth: nobody was going to save her. No one. It really was going to happen. This was actually going to happen to her.
Lot fifty-three sold. She didn’t even realize it had gone up. Some sort of llama. Bright white. So bright it seemed to glow. She hadn’t heard what it was called. It didn’t matter. 
Fifty-four went up too. She was vaguely aware of it, but her mind had stopped working properly. She was scanning the skies over the black silhouettes of the rocky ring, over the cliffs above. Where were they? Where was her father? Roberto? Where was the Queen’s army? Where was anyone?
That’s when the horsemen appeared. Three of them at the far end of the stone shelf to Orli’s right, emerging together as if from nowhere. Three men on huge striders, two in armor, one in a flutter of purple and white robes. The man in the robes leapt off his mount immediately after they appeared, and he began chanting without the least delay. At the same time, a guard watching the cages on that end of the stage called out an alarm.
A wall of fire shot up across the front of the stage as if drawn there by the pointing hand of the dismounted wizard, shooting across the front of the crowd like a unfurled stretch of fence, blocking their view with the crackling roar of twenty-foot flames. It closed off the length of the stone platform from end to end, fully cutting off the audience from access to those on Orli’s side. 
The armored horsemen charged onward as the spell was being cast, clattering metal-shod hooves striking sparks that scattered like dying fireflies. The man on the left, his armor black as his horse, rode just a step behind the leader, a tall and majestic figure in polished steel plate astride a massive charger of pristine white. Both men lowered lances as two enormous figures moved to intercept them from places they’d been standing sentry. These were monstrous humanoids, giants, Orli thought, twelve feet tall and nearly half that wide through the shoulders and chest. They lumbered out from behind the cages they’d been guarding to confront the mounted men. Each of them held a club as large as either knight.
The giants swung their clubs, but the agile horses swerved aside; then Orli saw lances protrude from each giant’s back, sliding out, bloody, for the length of several feet. The long slender weapons pierced the behemoth bodies like ice picks through ragdolls. The giants roared together, perfect echoes of one another, and both fell dead with a single wet thump.
The horsemen came on, the man in black armor pulling a mace from his belt, the man in the silver armor a great longsword from his back.
More guards rushed from a cave in the cliff face, humans, ten of them, all armed with spears and wearing thick leather vests.
The two riders charged through them, hacking at them as if they were merely a patch of dense underbrush.
The guards grappled at the mounted men, even as mace and sword crushed and cleaved. The man in black was pulled from his horse, but the man in polished armor cut his way free of all those groping arms and jabbing spears. He spun his mount round and came back, hacked off the arm of one of the guards just as a thrown spear glanced off a pauldron with a clang. He finished off the armless attacker with a quick thrust through the neck, then whirled his mount with the practiced pressure of his knees.
The animal spun and reared, its front hooves striking out as it turned, and the force of one iron-shod hoof caved in the face of the man who’d thrown the spear. He fell, clutching and screaming through his decimated countenance. The rider let his warhorse stomp the man to silence as he parried aside another hurled spear with a skillful flick of his sword.
Another knot of guards came running out of a cave to Orli’s left, at least twenty of them. Three of them were massive, though not so big as the two giants had been. All of them were better armed and armored than the first group was, all in chain or ringmail over leather and all with swords. There was a magician in the group as well, a woman in the white robes of a priestess.
They charged past Orli’s cage toward the fight on the stage.
Orli could hear the outrage of the crowd on the other side of the fire, clearly furious at missing whatever was going on. Some more than likely wishing to join in.
The auctioneer in his ten-foot tower was shouting directions at the troops, his voice bass and loud in a way that seemed impossible for such a diminutive man. The slave handler jumped down from the dais as well, ducking underneath its apron for a moment and then reappearing with a wicked double-edged axe. Orli was certain by the smile on his face he must know how to use it very well.
All of them came running at the two men still fighting with the first two groups of guards. Only the priestess stopped short. She reached into a pouch at her belt and pulled out some sort of powder, which she flung in the direction of the fire wall as she began to sing. The dust sparkled in the firelight as it filled the air. It grew brighter, spread like smoke, a cloud of icy dust perhaps, along the length of the blazing line of flames in perfect parallel, getting larger and larger, thicker, until it filled the length of the stage from end to end with its shimmering whorls. Then it began to swell back toward the cliff, thickening. Orli stepped away from it as it neared her cage, unwilling to be engulfed in that swirling, glittering fog. She saw as it neared her, only a few feet away, that it was still thickening. What had seemed foggy now looked more like foam. Sea foam, she thought. But even as that occurred to her, the foam shifted further and, in an instant, became a wave, a huge wall of water, swelling and hovering thirty feet in the air. Then it crashed, a great conjured surf that splashed over the fire wall, and just like that, the fire was out.
The priestess turned and began to cast again. She didn’t get three words out, however, for the man in the gleaming armor had seen what she was about. He rode her down and neatly cleaved her head and part of one shoulder from her body in one clean, powerful upward-sweeping stroke. 
The momentum of his charge brought him well past the site of the priestess’ demise, and as his horse skidded and sparked to a halt, he came near enough to Orli’s cage to glance inside.
“I’ll be right back,” he said. “This won’t take long.” He whirled his mount and charged back, the firelight glinting off the silver studs of his war saddle. He took two more guards in that pass, but this time, the sheer numbers of them managed to haul him off his mount just as the others had done to the man in black.
Orli wondered who he was. There was something familiar about that voice, someone she knew. But who? The confinement of the helmet distorted his voice too much to recognize. But he fought incredibly. She watched him and, frightened as she was, could not help but marvel at him. Every movement was graceful, his body and his blade darting and spinning as if it were all little more than a dance. He cut through the guards as easily as if they’d been made of cheese.
The sorcerer that had come with him sent white shards of ice into the crowd of guards around him, frosty spears that flung from his weaving hands with deadly accuracy. Watching him do it made Orli think of the Hostiles with their long mineral shafts. It was oddly horrifying and pleasing at the same time. She had not the least qualm or sorrow for the carnage she watched, not one pang of grief or empathy for all those men, her captors, dying horribly. Every scream, every gout of blood exactly what they deserved.
The crowd began to surge up the stairs in the absence of the fire wall. Any lingering shock or fear of the wizard’s ability to make another one had apparently disappeared with it. A rush of them came up the stairs, several with weapons in their hands, eager for a fight. From the looks of it, most of them didn’t even care which side they joined.
The man in the silver armor cut his way through the last of the guards and turned to face them. Orli could see that the man in the black armor was down. Perhaps dead.
The wizard threw a series of the long ice spears across the front of the encroaching crowd, a rapid succession that reminded Orli of the fifty-caliber guns the fleet Marines so enjoyed. The spray of piercing ice was intimidating enough to force the crowd back, the mass of them retreating down the stairs, waiting.
The wizard quickly cast another fire wall before they could change their minds. 
So much for drunken bravery, Orli thought.
The slave-handler stood with his huge axe guarding the space between Orli and her would-be rescuer as the knight approached. The auctioneer had also come down and had pulled a dagger from his belt. He was so little. Orli wondered what could possibly have made him think joining the fight would be a good idea, but he was moving toward the purple-robed wizard, who stood silently chanting another spell and apparently oblivious to this new, if diminutive, threat.
The slave handler strode boldly up to the gleaming knight and swung his axe in a mighty arc intended to cut him right in two.
The warrior stepped back, leaning away just enough to let the half-moon blades whistle harmlessly by.
He stepped forward again as it passed, the swing not even complete, and neatly plunged the point of his sword straight through the soft throat of the powerful, axe-wielding man. The location was exact, the motion precise. The axe, still carrying the momentum of the swing, was released by the mortification of the handler. It flew out through the wall of fire and into the roaring crowd. The handler stumbled forward and collapsed, writhing in agony that lasted several gushing heartbeats before he finally fell still.
The knight came running toward Orli’s cage. The metallic rattle of his armor grew louder with each stride, the hope in her heart beating with every clanking step. 
A brilliant light flashed behind him where the magician in the purple robes vaporized the little auctioneer in a blast of summoned lightning. The glare of it nearly blinded her, making the figure of the warrior but a vague shape at her cage door, a silvery outline, statuesque and magnificent. He spent a moment examining the lock.
“Stand back, and look away,” came the still familiar voice. “The splinters will be sharp.”
She shuffled to the back of her cage, the corner farthest from the door, and turned her back.
In a few neat strikes, he’d cut through the thick bamboo. She heard the lock fall to the ground with a clang.
The wizard ran up behind him. “We’ve got to go,” he said. “The fire wall isn’t going to work for long.”
“Miss Pewter, are you ready?”
She couldn’t find a voice to speak, but she nodded. She saw the fire wall fall away as if someone had shut off the valve. The crowd surged again, rushing the stage and furious. More guards were coming out from the caves in the cliff, bringing another giant with them as they ran out.
“Hurry up, Annison,” hissed the warrior under his breath as he gripped Orli by the arm. “They’re really coming now.” He sounded more than marginally concerned.
A moment later Orli was fainting onto the plush carpet in someone’s sitting room.


Chapter 41
The eight Hostiles turned out to be little more than the shark’s fin. The eight in sensor range were just that, in sensor range. Upon approach they’d discovered nearly a hundred more, the body of the beast swimming just beneath the whitecaps. Some discussion had come about running, but they couldn’t do that. Several of the ships had stayed behind to help repair those in direst need. It wouldn’t do to lead the Hostiles back to them, or to leave them behind in hopes the Hostiles would pursue. And argument ensued, but in the end, they all understood they’d come to fight. Besides, this time they had the advantage of several teleporters spread amongst the fleet.
The conduit had ordered X-ranked Envette to the Utah to protect the admiral, and the powerful P-class Kindlemet to the Livermore given that it carried the bulk of the fleet’s ground troops and one of the extra entanglement arrays. The M-class, Mason, was sent to protect another of those units on the Creed of Ganymede, while Pingermash, a J, was left aboard the Aspect to help them, given they were short of crew. The conduit put himself and the other four sub-I-ranked teleporters on the NTA II at the suggestion of Captain Asad, who openly worried for the crew given what he saw as the cringing nature of Captain Eugene. “Go help them, Conduit,” he said. “Their captain has gotten old and soft, and they all need your confidence.” And he meant it.
Thankfully, the help of the teleporters did make a huge difference, though the Aspect’s bridge crew soon learned that working with a J-ranked teleporter was nothing like working with a Z. The memory of the destruction Altin had wrought taunted them all as the battle wore on, even Captain Asad. Still, the nervous middle-aged teleporter had done a good job merging Hostiles as they came in reach, although twice he’d nearly been knocked unconscious trying to grab hold of orbs with mass greater than his competency, and the third time did the trick, which sent him sprawling to the floor. Ensign Nguyen had rushed to where he lay, confirming that he was still alive, but speculating, accurately, that he would not be casting again right away. The teleporter had to be taken down to the care and treatment of Doctor Singh.
At first the loss of their teleporter hadn’t been too much of a problem because Altin’s Combat Hop spell was still in place. However, after the first forty or so passes the Hostiles made, that spell ran out. Nobody on the bridge recalled having been told there was a time limit or a fixed number of jumps, but there was. A call to the conduit on the NTA II confirmed it. “Fixed number of charges,” is what he’d said. Now the Aspect was just as vulnerable as the rest—and in the first twenty minutes of fighting, three ships had already been destroyed. This was a fight for their lives.
“On your six,” came the call from the Lima. “I got the push if you get the nukes.”
“Thank fucking god,” said Roberto. “Nukes are set.”
“Go,” called the Lima’s weapons officer.
Tap, tap, went Roberto’s fingers on his controls. Two rockets were on the way.
“Shit,” came the reply from the Lima just before the Aspect shuddered violently from the impact.
“You guys all right?” the Lima com officer asked. “Sorry, guys. We took the edge off at least.”
Roberto was reading sensors, as was Ensign Nguyen.
“We’re still here,” replied Captain Asad. “Stay focused.”
“Roger, Aspect.”
“Glancing blow, Captain,” reported Ensign Nguyen, as Roberto fired the ship’s lasers at two massive columns of stone heading like concrete mortar rounds toward the Liberty. “Liberty, got you,” he called even as the lasers had already done their job. “That was close.”
“Roger that, Aspect. Thanks.”
“Incoming,” Roberto said in reply. “Missiles, go!”
“Missiles,” came Liberty’s response.
Too late. 
The Hostile jumped several hundred meters diagonally, a magically augmented move, and out came another of the giant stone rams, hurtling at the other ship. It was titanic, ninety-feet long and twenty thick, and coming from above at an angle that deprived Roberto of a shot. It pulverized the Liberty, striking it from above and crushing in several of the upper decks at roughly mid ship.
“Oh shit, oh shit,” came across the com. “We’re hit, we’re hit.” The man at the controls sounded hysterical. “Hull breach.”
Jets of white gas shot from the ruptures in the hull, growing wider as each second passed.
“Shut down your thrusters!” Roberto shouted into his com as he saw their engines fire. “What are you doing?” He gaped at the monitor. “Liberty—” He cut himself off, incredulous. To himself, more than anyone, he muttered, “What are they doing?” 
“Panicking,” said Captain Asad grimly. 
“They’re going to tear themselves apart,” Ensign Nguyen added, his eyes wide, his expression horrified.
The Liberty fired all its engines. The rockets burned, the aspect jets fired from all sides. The gravity engines glowed, making it look as if the stars in the distance beyond it were churning in a warped black cloud.
The crew of the Aspect could only watch, helpless as the broken ship bent at the area of the impact, the front and back halves folding together like a cramped-up creature arching its back until its spine snapped.
When the two halves, head and tail, came together, they collided heavily, rebounding back apart and sending bits of debris flying across the sky. The back half twisted with the distortion of the gravity engines and lingering chemical thrust. The ship began to spin.
“Get away from it,” ordered the captain, but Roberto was already tapping at the controls. 
The crest of a gravity wave grazed across the Aspect’s bow and spun it several degrees before the computers could get it stopped. Roberto and the Ensign both looked like mad pianists so quickly were they at their work.
“Jesus,” Roberto gasped.
“Get above the plane of their rotation,” ordered the captain, calm but insistent.
“Too late,” Roberto said. “The whole damn ship is going to hit us.”
“So is that,” said Ensign Nguyen, pointing to his console monitor and the Hostile orb it showed was hurtling toward them.
“Target missiles on Liberty,” commanded the captain. “Take it out.”
“Captain?” 
“Do it,” he demanded. “Now.”
The husk of the Liberty spun toward them, its engines still afire. Roberto couldn’t tell which was going to happen first, a gravity blast that would propel the Aspect so violently they’d all be crushed or a collision which promised an equally fatal outcome.
“The Hostile, sir?” said Ensign Nguyen.
“Lasers if we can,” said the captain. “We have bigger problems if we don’t destroy that ship.”
The Hostile streaked in even as Roberto sent the missiles at the oncoming starship. “I’m so sorry,” he muttered into the com once the rockets were away. No one was answering on the Liberty anymore.
The Hostile released the massive stone shaft. Roberto fired both lasers, anticipating the orb would hop up and left as they often did. 
It did. The lasers did their job and the massive granite battering ram slid past, if only by a matter of inches.
The Aspect’s missiles struck the Liberty as it swung round on its last ever turn. The last thing Roberto saw of it was the blue-green ripple of its gravity drives before it blew up in a flash of blinding white.
Bits of the destroyed ship bounced off the Aspect’s shields for several moments after. Roberto had to bite back tears of frustrated rage. He had known at least a hundred people on that ship. Some of them well. He stared blankly at his monitor in shock at what he’d just done.
“Mourn them later, Lieutenant,” said the captain, his demeanor every ounce calm and in control. “Lima is in trouble again, and our Hostile problem will be back.”
It was true. The Hostile would be back. Roberto knew it. It would run down its projectile and be right back. And it would all continue. And they’d fight these Hostiles off, like the last. There were only forty orbs left. They still had as many ships. And the magicians were making easy work of them. They’d make it. Most likely. And then what? Go on? Again. How many more battles like this before they even got to the Hostile world?
He feared, even as he deflected the length of stone that would have struck the Lima a dooming blow, that this was all, ultimately, pointless. The Hostiles seemed to have no end of reinforcements. They didn’t seem to care if they died.
For the first time in a long time, he had a creeping feeling that they really were all going to die.
In a way, acknowledging it gave him a certain calm. Fighting for one’s life takes up a lot of energy. He realized that the level of his anxiety had been inching up since the teleporter, Pingermash, had passed out. Since then, desperation had been slipping beneath his sense of calm, a silent, slow-moving invasion assaulting his usually reliable confidence. Maybe it was working with the new guy instead of having Orli at the com. Orli calmed him. Orli, for all her faults, dropped into a state of ease when the fight was really on. He’d seen it more than once. There was a lot of her father in her, despite her squeamishness about guns and constant complaining about anything related to the ship. She’d used her gun well enough when Calico Castle was in the thick of it, and she’d been a steady force fighting Hostiles here on the bridge often enough.
He liked Ensign Nguyen just fine, and the man was extremely calm and competent. But Ensign Nguyen didn’t help him stay calm. It just wasn’t the same. Roberto didn’t like how it felt to feel like giving up.
He also didn’t like how it felt to know he’d just nuked a thousand human lives. Him. Not the Hostiles. Not even Captain Asad. Him. He pushed the button. Part of him knew it wasn’t “technically” his fault, but he also knew it was. He denied them hope, no matter how impossible it was that many—or even any—of them had still been alive. Two taps of an instrument panel and the death warrant signed. By him. Lieutenant Roberto Levi. Murderer. That would never go away.
He tried to focus on the controls now, but he kept seeing the Liberty coming at them. Could see it breaking apart. Engines firing uselessly. Its life gasses hissing into a silent night. Its people too, hissing out their last screams in fear and fiery agony. He replayed the scene over and over in his mind, watching the Liberty spinning at them, wondering if maybe the gravity wave might have skimmed passed them somehow. He could have moved the ship sooner, before. He should have anticipated that.
Then it hit him.
The gravity drives!
Of course the gravity drives. How could they all be so stupid? How had nobody thought of it before? So used to fighting everything the same old way. Point and shoot. My god, the whole fleet was filled with robotic morons, and he was the biggest one of them all.
“Captain,” he said, his body filling with a rush, “We can crush them with the gravity drives. We have to fight together anyway. Why not crush them, or just rip them apart?”
“What are you talking about, Lieutenant? We have incoming.”
Roberto saw the Hostile coming in. He paused long enough to get his rockets off and the lasers fired. His reflexes returned, his head back in the game.
“Captain, two ships could redirect their gravity fields, a pair of inversion fields, point them at the same spot right when a Hostile shoots past. We could rip them in half. Be like opening a plastic Easter egg. Or we could flip the fields and squeeze when they came through, like popping zits.”
Reflexive impatience tortured the captain’s face at first, but the idea catalyzed in his tactical mind almost immediately. He began to nod, negligibly at first, but more emphatically as each moment passed.
“That may be worth a try,” he said. “Get Lima back.”
“Lima, up,” said Ensign Nguyen. 
“Captain Hawthorne,” said Captain Asad. “We’ve got an idea that might be a game changer, if you’d care to take a risk that will probably kill us all.”
“We’re all going to die, Asad,” came the reply. “Rather go out swinging.”
“Lieutenant,” said Captain Asad, the rise of his voice indicating Roberto should explain his plan.
They had to wait for another pass of the Hostile. This time one of the nukes hit its incoming projectile and turned it into silicate dust. Ensign Nguyen cheered the victory, the shot having been his. 
Roberto was no longer impressed with that sort of thing. “Enough of that bullshit,” he said. “Let’s gut this fucker.” He followed up with a description of his plan, the Lima weapons officer picking up the thread of the idea before Roberto had it halfway out.
“It’s beautiful,” said the Lima’s captain when the two weapons officers had the plan worked out and the settings calculated and programmed in. “If it works, Asad, I’m buying the drinks for the rest of your natural life. I might even marry you when we get back to Earth.”
“We’ll see about that,” said Captain Asad, doing his over-starched best not to spoil her morale. “Focus, people. Let’s get this right.”
The Hostile came back for another pass.
“Do I need to get the lasers,” asked Ensign Nguyen, “while you do that? You need to give me the controls.”
“I got it,” said Roberto. “It’s all programmed. That’s the beauty of it. If this works, this shit just got way easier.”
The Hostile swept in, Roberto anticipating the shot and sending the missiles off. He was wrong. It went down and left. The Lima’s weapons officer had it right, however, and their lasers pushed the massive column off. Roberto didn’t have time to thank them. He was too busy watching the console.
The amber light flashed on his com at the same time the blue lights flashed on Ensign Nguyen’s. An alarm sounded, warning gravity engines had engaged without a heading. Roberto hit the override.
The engines fired, the wave as tight as possible, almost a beam, and directed at an angle back from the portside of the ship, as close to directly at the Lima as possible without hitting her. The computer calculated it all instantly, tracking the orb and timing the pulse, just enough for it to form.
The computers on the Lima did the same from their side just as the Hostile flew between the two ships. The two waves formed at once, each directed at the center of the Hostile mass, the two pulses colliding from either side of the orb. It never saw it coming. And just as Roberto predicted, it burst like a popped pimple.
Shouts went up from both bridge crews.
“Did you see that?” howled Roberto. “Did you see it? That was epic shit!”
“Lieutenant,” snapped Captain Asad. “Communicate this to the rest of the ships. Do it now. People are dying.”
It took fifteen minutes to get the concept conveyed to the rest of the fleet. Then it took nine minutes to destroy all the remaining orbs. In what was nearly as simple as the press of a few buttons, the Hostiles had gone from being almost unstoppably lethal to now nearly harmless. Not quite helpless, but pretty damn close. Even the conduit was impressed, though he shared that with the admiral reluctantly.
And better than having finally found a way to fight them effectively, it appeared as the battle was winding down that the orbs didn’t seem to realize that they were vulnerable. It was as if the message didn’t have time to get out about what was killing them each time one of them was destroyed, so the others just kept fighting. No retreat. They zipped in, one after the next, intent on making their attacks, and then they were gone. Crushed. No time to report back, or whatever it was that they did. Which meant, if it held true, for the first time in over a decade, the people of Earth might finally be able to count themselves something other than completely vulnerable.


Chapter 42
Two weeks to the day after having left Tinpoa Base, and a week after parting from the now cherished vision of Mistress Kettle with her fine wit, spreading bosom and spectacular culinary crafts, Ilbei Spadebreaker crested the last hill separating his eyes from the sight of the magnificent Citadel. Not generally one to ogle and awe about magical advances and whatever the latest and greatest feat of sorcery might be, upon seeing the massive crystal ball, he had to admit that was one incredible bit of work. Being lowborn and a blank, he couldn’t help but wonder what kind of fortunes such a thing might foretell. It seemed only reasonable to assume it would see further and more profound glimpses of the future than the regular-sized spheres the mediums used, though he himself had no interest in investigating such things. Fate would bring what it brought, and that was fair enough for him.
He tapped his mule on the flanks with his makeshift riding crop, a switch ripped this morning from a tree to replace the previous one which had burned in last night’s fire after having served a tour as a cooking spit as well. “Come on, Snort, ya ornery old thing, get on down the hill,” he urged affectionately. “We don’t got all day.” The nearly skeletal donkey he had in tow protested the renewed motion with a long, low bray as the lead rope stretched between it and the mule. It stopped after only one step, refusing to budge another inch, its efforts enough to slow the steady mule for a moment. “You too, dammit, Jasper. Don’t make me carve ya up fer stew, scarce a portion as ya’d make.”
The donkey, nearly as old and stubborn as Ilbei, dug its hooves in for another pair of brays, but the superior strength of the mule won the day, forcing the spindly creature to start up again lest it be pulled over and dragged behind. It was an ambulatory drama that had been playing out between the three of them for the better part of thirty years, and as likely to take place at the next stop as it had been at the last.
Aderbury was outside Citadel directing the fitting of an immense crystal spike into the surface of the sphere when Ilbei rode up. The rattle of the old miner’s shovels and mining gear announced his arrival before he had a chance to call out, and Aderbury turned and greeted him with a wave and welcoming grin instead. “There you are,” said the Queen’s favorite transmuter. “I was wondering when you would show up.”
Ilbei anticipated there might be an issue with his having been absent so long. He’d left Tinpoa early, given the fleet had gone, but he was still technically under contract with Castles, Inc. which prompted him to begin a bit defensively. “I looked in at the Castles, Inc. office in Crown City when they first sent me down,” he said. “But ya wasn’t there, so I went off on an errand of my own. I hope it weren’t a problem, sir, though I expect not. What with Tinpoa mine closed just now, I didn’t figure you’d have much need—”
Aderbury raised a hand to stop him. “I’m not concerned at all, Master Spadebreaker. Only, if there was anything you needed, I hope you would have checked in with Thad.” 
Ilbei’s expression grew dark, the craggy landscape of his face made severe by Aderbury’s casual disrespect for Lord Thadius’ title, superior to both Ilbei and Aderbury, and made so by his noble blood. Ilbei had no love for Lord Thadius, and he would not be intimidated by any man, but there was proper respect due. Without structure, there was no order in society.
Aderbury saw the look and apologized, knowing Ilbei well enough. “I’m sorry, Ilbei. I meant Lord Thadius. I forget how old-fashioned you are.”
“There’s a lot ta be said fer the old-fashioned ways, sir. They was good enough for an epoch afore everyone decided ta up and throw ‘em all away.”
Aderbury nodded, more to appease the trusty and reliable foreman than out of any real sense of agreement. To redirect the crusty old digger, he turned and looked up toward the massive crystal spike jutting from the side of Citadel and said, “Well, what do you think?”
Ilbei rocked back on his heels, head back, belly out like a counterweight as he considered it for a moment. “Depends what it is,” he answered honestly.
“It’s a spear. A diamond-tipped spear. Except it’s all tip.”
The mossy gray grizzle of Ilbei’s beard twitched as his dry lips pushed around an equally animate mustache. “I reckon it’s fine,” he said after giving it a bit more thought. “What are ya gonna throw it at, and whose doin’ the toss?”
“We are, of course, and we’re going to throw them at the Hostiles if they attempt to attack. Citadel will be covered with these. Like spines on a porcupine, though no one will see them until it’s too late.”
Ilbei looked up at it again, nodding slightly, politely, but his expression conveyed something more in keeping with someone who was too polite to admit to the cook that the pudding wasn’t inspired tonight.
“By Hestra and her seven-headed son but you’re hard to impress,” said Aderbury upon seeing it. “We’ve got a crew of teleporters. They can use these as easy as a conjurer throws an ice lance.”
“Ya could just get some conjurers,” offered Ilbei. “Save yerself all this.” He pointed around at all the work and the magicians helping to set the spike in place. He wasn’t being facetious. Just plain common sense. “Seems like that would ha’ been easier. As I recollect, there’s plenty a’ them folks around.”
The pained expression on Aderbury’s face made it seem as if something had just bitten him, but he did not speak the first thought that came to mind, nor did he explain that they would have conjurers too, with a huge reserve of water to cast ice from, two full floors of it and low-ranked teleporters tasked with resupply. Instead, he smiled and relented. Perhaps Ilbei was not the best audience for this sort of thing.
Aderbury turned back to his assistant, a surly-looking middle-aged woman holding a carved wooden staff nearly two spans long. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” she said. “Dazmond nearly has it in place.” 
Dazmond was the conjurer holding the enormous spike up into the air and pressed against Citadel, though it swayed and rotated as it floated there, not yet attached. He chanted under his breath as he worked, holding the spike in place as best he could with a small tornado at the top and a powerful updraft spell from underneath. Slowly, carefully, he directed the airflow against the diamond spike and gently nudged its blunt end perfectly within the circumference of a complex set of runes etched upon the sphere.
“One moment, Ilbei,” said Aderbury as he watched the conjurer maneuver the spike into its final position. 
“Of course,” said Ilbei and set himself to hobbling his mule and pulling off the packs and saddlebags from mule and donkey alike.
When the spike was set perfectly, Aderbury cast a long and meticulous transmutation which merged the spike to the sphere of Citadel’s fabulous shell. As he worked, the joint lit up, the spike and the area around it looking like a section of the sun with a single needle-sharp ray, but once he was finished with the cast, the spike vanished and once again the sphere was smooth as glass.
Ilbei finished his work with his animals just as Aderbury completed his spell. As he retook his place beside the transmuter, the miner couldn’t help asking, “Where’d yer fancy spear get ta? Ya didn’t muff the job there, did ya, gettin’ in a rush?”
Aderbury grinned. “It’s there. Just collapsed, ready to spring out at the least touch. If we want to throw it, we throw it. But if one of those Hostiles tries to attach itself to our fortress, it will get a nasty surprise right through its heart … or whatever it has that serves as one. We don’t even have to activate that part of the defense. The runes do all the work.”
Ilbei shook his head. “You boys is always lookin’ fer ways ta do less work, I’ll give ya that, but I’ll grant it’s most likely a fine bit a’ defense.”
Aderbury beamed, happy that Ilbei finally recognized the magnificence of the work. In his own way, of course. “The whole thing will be covered with them,” Aderbury said. “Just let one of those bastards come at us. Better to find a frost cactus in your pants than get a bite from that.” He nodded up at the spike, or at least at the glassy smoothness of where it had gone, hoping for one last bit of praise.
Once again, the wrong audience.
“Master Aderbury, sir,” said Ilbei with no segue at all, “I was asked ta inquire as ta whether ya seen that pretty little Ensign Pewter yet. Her people is a’wonderin’ if’n she come through by now. They ain’t seen her at Calico Castle in a fortnight, last I heard, and some folks is fixin’ ta worry some.”
“I haven’t seen her,” Aderbury admitted. “Although I expect her any day. I’ve been expecting her any day for a while now, actually, now that you mention it.” He nodded toward a ragged but tautly raised pavilion fifty paces to their left. “I’ve had the Earth machine for weeks waiting for her to come set it up. Frankly, I hope she gets here pretty soon. We’re going to be ready to go in a month, five weeks at most. Peppercorn is getting pretty antsy to find out if that contraption will work inside her anti-magic chamber.”
“Well, don’t that make it pretty close ta three weeks since they assigned her here?”
Aderbury nodded. “Yes, I believe it does.”
“I don’t reckon things has got so loose as all that in the service since I left forty years back. Not even fer folks what got assignments soft as working under yer particular excellence, Master Aderbury, and no disrespect intended a’ course.”
“Hey, I run a tight ship here,” Aderbury said . He grimaced realizing he’d used the one word he was fighting so hard to prevent in relation to Citadel. It seemed ultimately inevitable, but he wasn’t yet ready to give it up.
“Well, I expect she’s perfectly fine with Master Tytamon and all,” Ilbei said, though his voice trailed off at the end of it.
Aderbury nodded, barely, and the absent nature of his expression confirmed he was thinking along the same line as Ilbei. Three weeks was too long. 
“Can ya have yer telepath check ma mail fer me?” Ilbei asked. “In Crown. If’n Mistress Kettle ain’t got word fer me that Miss Orli has returned, I’m gonna go look around, if’n, a’course ya got no dire need of my services straight away.”
“Why don’t we send you to Crown and you can get your mail yourself. You can swing by the Castles, Inc. office while you are there and see if Orli checked in with Thad.”
Ilbei’s face grew craggier again as Aderbury once more spoke too familiarly of the baron’s son. 
“You are relentless, Ilbei,” said Aderbury, but neither pressed a case beyond just that. “If Lord Thoroughgood hasn’t seen her, then have the teleporters send you back to Calico Castle and you can have your look around.”
Ilbei gave a polite inclination of his head. “I thank ya, sir, but no thank ya on that teleporter thing. I got no need a’ being popped in and out like that. I’m just fine stayin’ popped in at all times when I can help it. Bad enough back and forth from Tinpoa as it was. That was enough of it fer a lifetime if’n ya asked me.”
“Well, if you’re worried about her, that is the fastest way.”
“I am worried, some,” he admitted. “But I can make good time if’n I need. And Tytamon’s hardly the sort ta fret about. I’ll check with yer clerk and have ‘em check with the Crown City post.”
“Have him get in touch with Thad—Lord Thoroughgood while he’s at it then.”
“Yes, sir,” Ilbei said, having known his refusal to teleport would lead to a better solution in the end—one that didn’t involve having himself “vaporized.” He turned to go, but swung back. “I don’t expect you folks have put up a proper tavern amongst any a’ them tents yonder, have ya? I could use a jolt.”
Aderbury laughed and pointed down a short row of tents that were significantly smaller than the big pavilion he used as his command post. “The black one,” he said. “It’s funny how few of these people stay here at night—most go home every day, and come back in the morning—and yet somehow that tent stays busy all the time.”
“As it should, sir, as it should. There’s somethin’ squirrely ‘bout a man what don’t drink. I never trust ‘em. It’s like they got somethin’ ta hide.”
Aderbury grinned. “Well, I’ll come have one with you when I’m done setting the rest of these spines. Can’t have the best digger on Prosperion thinking I’m hiding things.”
“Bring yer purse,” Ilbei said. “I expect I’ll be runnin’ short right about the time ya arrive.”
Aderbury laughed. “Of course.”


Chapter 43
Orli awoke in a bed so soft she thought for a moment she must be falling. Or perhaps even dead, peacefully at rest, her departure from the world marked by the absolute dissolution of all discomfort. Nothing had ever been so plush in all her life. Ever. As fabulously soft as the enchanted mattresses were in the barracks at Little Earth and in the guest rooms of Calico Castle, nothing had prepared her in any way for the sumptuous luxury of the massive bed she found herself in this time.
She slowly became aware of it as sleep slipped off her like a satin sheet pouring itself over the edge of a mattress and pooling on the floor. She blinked slowly from some unremembered dream and found herself staring up into the coral-pink velvet of an enormous canopy. For the briefest moments, she panicked, thinking she might somehow still be a prisoner, but the sight of so much tasteful embroidery and all that pink expanse, the delicate extravagance above her, not to mention the sweet perfume of the rose petals strewn about the bed with her, assured her that she was not. She pushed the panic back down into the recesses of denied memories for now and stared up at the gold thread that traced lace-like patterns in the rich velvet. The patterns matched the white lace of the curtains hanging on all sides, the left and right of which were drawn back, gathered at the center and tied in graceful arcs to black bedposts of carved ebony.
Lifting her head from the downy depths of a satin-cased pillow, she looked around, realizing as she did, that this bed stood very high. She was at least three and a half feet off the floor. Her eyes made a quick circuit of the room: ornately carved dressers, closets, a small writing desk, bedside tables … all of it matching ebony, all inlaid with pink coral. Silver candlesticks sat atop a pink coral mantle carved with butterflies and sea horses, which surmounted a large fireplace done in, of course, pink marble to match the pink coral theme. The room was very large, and the opulence of it made Orli think that she must be a guest of the Queen. 
She let her head fall back into the pillow, which gave an airy whoosh on impact, a sigh of luxury. She’d known Her Majesty would send help eventually. She allowed herself to breathe in deeply, trying to make the reality of her rescue sink in all the way. She could smell food. Ham and bacon and venison sausages and, most of all, the aroma of the rich and almost frighteningly potent coffee the Prosperions called Goblin Tea. It filled the air like a blanket of safety and carried with it a sense of peace and serenity. It was not an aroma that could be found in times of strife or misery. It was simply too marvelous. 
She closed her eyes and soaked it in, the food, the coffee, the security. She slowly became aware of the fact that her whole body ached, though there was no part of it that could count as pain. Somehow the aches were kept at a distance, though her head didn’t feel like she’d been drugged. Quite the opposite in that, for she found her memory worked fine, as frightening thoughts of recent days threatened to fill her mind and decimate moment’s peace she’d found. But she fought them off, forced them away and let herself simply savor the warm embrace of the bed. Sleep came back again.
She was drinking coffee with Altin on a beach. The beach on the Gulf of Dae. He’d brought a small table and some chairs, all of it in a shrink box, a whole complete picnic just popping up from a tiny cube he’d placed on the sand. They sat and enjoyed the coffee and the sea breeze. The two scents mixed perfectly as she stared out over the waves into the vast blue-gray expanse.
Something swam far out beyond the waves. Something black against the blue, a line at first, then a mound of it. A whale, she thought. It must be a whale. This excited her, and she rose from her seat and walked out ankle-deep into the foam and the tug of retreating waves.
The mound grew larger and darker. It rose higher out of the waves until soon it was very large and hovering above. No mound now, but a great black sphere, limned with a pinkish glow like a planetary atmosphere. It grew until it blocked out the sky. 
Suddenly she was very far away. The ocean was gone. Altin was gone. Everything gone. There was only the enormous black sphere. Blacker than any kind of darkness she knew. A great gaping hole in a starless sky, but yet no hole. Clearly mass. Enormous mass. And it was just her, alone. In space. And she knew, in the way of dreams, that she was in space, yet there were no stars. No galaxies. Just her. And the blackness that was more.
She saw a river of lava. Except, she didn’t see it. She thought she saw it. But didn’t. It was the memory of having seen it, even though the event had not taken place. It flowed as anger flows. Hot and swollen. Orli felt the anger of it. It was anger but not her own anger. The thing was angry. The black thing.
Terror poked like a child’s fingers at the edges of consciousness. She knew she should be afraid. That seemed reasonable. But she wasn’t.
Willows wept over a pond. The dangling sweep of their drooping limbs brushed the surface of it, stirring the mirrored calm that seemed a collection of tears. Dandelion seeds blew across the water, little white parachutists, some dragging the lone point of their seeds like tiny toes across the water in a silent ballet. A sad ballet. Doomed. They blew in a whirling cloud across the pond and toward the farthest bank. Where the lava was. The lava ate them in its fire and they were gone.
The tree and the pond were gone.
There was only the fire. And rage.
Orli woke up, startled by the intensity of the dream. The anger still so near that her heart raced. Her hands were trembling when she thought to look.
She glanced around the room. Gauging by the light filtering through the gauzy curtains on the window to her right, she hadn’t slept long. The aromas of coffee and cooking meats still wafted warmly from beneath the door.
She threw the wealth of covers back, a full foot of them, layers of satin, fine-spun wool and a puffy, quilted coverlet that had to be worth more than a year’s income for the average Prosperion. She swung her legs out of bed, took a moment to notice the finery she’d been sleeping in. More satin, a gown falling to her ankles, cool and nearly liquid, delicately embroidered at the hem. Someone had spared no expense.
She padded barefoot across the room and opened the door.
A chambermaid sat on a long couch reading from a newspaper, a massive parchment thing that crinkled loudly with each turned page. Orli could not help but notice the headline: Tytamon the Ancient Killed by Orcs. The memory struck her, and she must have gasped because the woman looked up. She’d convinced herself it wasn’t true.
“Is it true?” Orli asked. “Did they confirm it?” She tried to collect herself as she stepped out into the room. 
The woman had been about to beam a sunny greeting at Orli, an offer of coffee and nourishment, but she stopped abruptly and looked at the floor. “I’m sorry, miss. It’s true. The sheriff and his men verified it yesterday.”
Orli went to the couch and snatched the paper up from where the woman had just put it aside. She read the headline again then scanned through the article.
… found dead, believed well over three weeks … teeth marks on the bones confirm it was the savage work of orcs … evidence that the Earth fleet officer and heroine of the Hostile War, Ensign Orli Pewter, were found on scene, but none of the bones at the site were hers according to diviner guildmaster, Cypher Meste, who… 
She stopped reading and looked back up at the chambermaid. The woman gave her a consoling look, the water in her eyes conveying the depth of her sympathy. “He was a great man. The greatest man in a millennium. And just like that, done by orcs. Who’d have thought it in these modern times?”
Orli’s knees failed her and she sank into the sofa, her face falling into her hands, her worst fears confirmed. Denial had served her during her ordeal. And hope. But now it was true. She couldn’t believe Tytamon could really be dead. Surely he had some kind of magical device. Some enchantment on his robes. An amulet. Something to prevent a death that was as beneath him as any imaginable. A man like that should not be felled by thieves, by a rogue woman working in a dump, stabbed in the back. Such injustice should not be allowed in a fair universe. 
She wept for several long minutes. The chambermaid moved to sit beside her, placing one arm around her and patting her on the shoulder. “I know, miss. I’m sorry.” 
When the wave of grief subsided to a point where she could speak, Orli protested what she’d read, what the chambermaid had said. “It wasn’t orcs,” Orli corrected. “It was a man. Black Sander. The antiquities dealer. He murdered Tytamon, he and his accomplice at the store in Leekant. We have to tell the Queen.”
Orli started to rise, but the woman stayed her with the hand she’d been comforting her with. “All in good time, miss. Get your strength back first.” 
Orli tried to get up again, “We have to tell them now.”
The woman applied more pressure, once again pushing Orli down on the couch. “Miss Pewter, please. Lord Thoroughgood will tell them right away. But not until after you have breakfast. You haven’t had a bite in two days.”
“Two days?”
“Yes. Two days. You’ve been asleep since they brought you here.”
“Why Lord Thoroughgood? Is he here? If he is, he has to do something about Black Sander.” She started to rattle off everything that had happened to her, the wave of it suddenly rising in her and flowing out in a great torrent.
The chambermaid hushed her to silence. “Lord Thoroughgood will be up shortly. He’s been checking in on you nearly every hour since you arrived.”
“Where am I?”
“You’re at Northfork Manor, my lord’s house, Miss Orli. You are Lord Thoroughgood’s guest.”
“How?”
“He rescued you,” she said simply.
“That was Thadius?”
The chambermaid smiled, almost motherly. “Indeed it was. He’s a brave man, isn’t he?”
“How did he find me?”
“Miss Orli, please. Come sit down and eat something. You’ll have time enough for answers after you get a bit of strength. Lord Thoroughgood will fill you in on everything you’ve missed these last few days. But first, please eat something. I’ll lose my situation here if I don’t finish getting you nursed back to health, and that includes getting something in your stomach. Don’t make a homeless woman of me, I beg of you.”
Orli, bewildered by the whirlwind of her circumstance, pulled up the bottom of her nightgown seeking to verify the degree of this reality. The wound on the back of her calf was gone. Not the least trace of a scar.
“Did Doctor Leopold come?” she asked. 
“No. That was Lord Thoroughgood’s personal physician. Only the best for guests of Northfork.”
“Well, I—” 
“Miss Orli. Please, no more questions. Come sit down and have something to eat.” She had risen and was now tugging gently at Orli’s arm. “Just a few bites. I’ll send someone for Lord Thoroughgood straight away, but please, eat something, for Mercy’s sake.”
Reluctantly, Orli got up and went to the long table near the window. It was lined with silver trays, each with a rounded silver cover atop which stood carved silver finials depicting the nature of the contents beneath, be they fruit, vegetable or creature’s flesh. She pulled a few off, looking inside, trying to find an appetite. She grabbed a silver stag and lifted the lid. The sausages did smell good. As did the coffee in the silver samovar. There were some finely made crepes in a steam-warmed tray next to bowls of blackberries, strawberries and a variety of bright blue berries called frostberries that looked like strawberries but were unique to Prosperion. She’d had them once at Calico Castle. They were wonderfully sweet, and cold of their own internal chemistry, ice-cold, like a frozen drink, a slush right off the vine. 
Perhaps she could eat a little.
“All right,” she said at length. “Just a few bites.”
By the time the chambermaid had stuck her head out through the double doors and whispered to one of the men outside, Orli had already heaped several strips of bacon, two sausage links and three frostberry-covered crepes onto her plate. It was all gone in under a quarter of an hour.


Chapter 44
Thadius swept into the room like graciousness incarnate a few moments after Orli was properly dressed. The chambermaid had stuffed Orli into a gown nearly as elaborate as the one she’d worn to the Royal Earth Ball. The woman was ruthless in her attendance, yanking and pulling as she cinched the corset tight—so tight Orli suddenly felt sympathy for magnetic coils—and then she commenced to cage Orli from the waist down in a bell-shaped basket of whalebone, burying her under layer after layer of rich and heavy fabric as if she were making Orli into another bed. When she had Orli properly heaped and draped in fabric, she was even so bold as to simply reach down into Orli’s bodice and manfully adjust her cleavage to optimal display with a grip that was effective, certainly, but well shy of gentle.
“Ah, Orli, my dear, you look simply divine,” cooed Thadius upon entering the spacious sitting room. “Such a marvelous creature you are, stunning in every last detail.”
“Thank you, Lord Thoroughgood,” she said, feeling awkward in the heavy gown and yet somehow compelled by the nature of it, and in keeping with the atmosphere of the house, to try a curtsey.
“Oh, now stop,” he said. “We’ll have none of that. You may call me Thad, like all my friends do, and there’s no need of any of the rest. I think we’re past all that now, don’t you?”
She blinked up at him, at a loss.
He smiled down on her, all grace and manicured masculinity. He grinned as he sensed her nervousness, straightened himself and turned his head slightly toward the window so that the light might strike his chiseled profile just right. A hand went up and, as his fingers ran through the glossy richness of his dark hair, the cloud-filtered sunlight glinted splendidly off the gemstones set into the wide gold rings he wore on his index and little fingers.
He shook his head at the moment his fingers had reached the velvet band that bound his luxurious locks at the back of his head, the tail of it shaking resplendently in the light as if it were a shimmering mass of silken thread. 
“So, how do you feel?” he asked after giving her a chance to appreciate the wealth of his good looks in the light of her recent experience. “I expect you’ve had quite an ordeal.”
“I have,” she said. “And thank you for coming for me. To be honest, I thought it was game-over for me given that the fleet is gone and Altin is in amnio.”
“Indeed,” he said, sounding a bit irritated. “Although, I expect Altin would have been little enough help in Murdoc Bay.”
She frowned, but let it go. “Lord—Thad, you have to get word to the Queen. It wasn’t the orcs that got Tytamon. Tytamon was murdered by a man called Black Sander, an antiquities dealer. He’s a heartless and horrible human being. Tytamon was killed in cold blood. They stabbed him in the back—or his helper did, a fat, red-headed woman who works in the pawnshop in the blank part of Leekant.” She was speaking very fast by the time she got through it all, desperation fueling the pace of her words to rocket speeds.
“Easy, my dear,” he said. “Slow down and breathe. No sense getting ourselves all worked up.” He came toward her, his stride even, his black boots polished to a gleaming shine. “Black Sander, you say?”
She nodded. “He killed Tytamon, or had him killed. We were in a barn somewhere for a while. I think he actually fed Tytamon to … to …” She couldn’t say it.
“To what?”
She set her jaw and drew in the breath she needed to push the statement out. “He fed Tytamon’s body to his pigs. He said as much. And the newspaper confirms—well, it assumes that it was orcs, but I know better. I heard him tell his man, Belor. It was all a setup to hide the truth.”
Thadius turned a skeptical expression to the chambermaid, but it vanished when he looked back at Orli. “You’ve had a rough time of it,” he said. “We need to get you some rest.”
“Don’t you dare,” she said, leaping up, instantly furious. “Black Sander fed Tytamon to his pigs, and he threw the bones out in the mountains like trash. I was there when he did it. I watched through the cage. They cut my hair and threw it down there too, along with my flashlight and a magazine from my gun belt. If you don’t believe me, go talk to the detective—or whatever you call them here—and ask him what they found at the scene. Ask him if there wasn’t a broken flashlight and an ammo clip. And chunks of my hair. And strips of my uniform too. Exactly enough to cover one leg because that’s all they cut. It will be bloody because they dipped it in a cut on my leg.” She raised the back of her skirt, making an awkward job of it due to the clunky hoopskirt, and tried to show the back of her calf as proof, but she couldn’t get to it through all the underskirts to show the wound. Which she’d already forgotten had been healed by the house physician anyway.
“My dear girl, slow down. You’re going to undo all the rest and healing you’ve received.” He was very calm as he moved back to the window, parting the curtain from the window frame and staring outside absently. “But I can tell you are convinced of the truth of this, so I will get word to the sheriff and the constables in Crown and Leekant both. Will that make you happy?”
“You have to tell the Queen.”
“This is the sort of criminal matter that is better handled by law enforcement, my dear. The Queen can’t be bothered with trifles like kidnappings and run-of-the-mill murders. She’s got a war on her hands. Two actually.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” It exploded out of her, the words entirely out of keeping with her attire.
“Well!” he said indignantly. “You have a mouth like a sailor, Miss Pewter. And somehow I expected a bit more gratitude.” He turned to go, stopping at the door to add, “I’ll be back when you are in better spirits. Get some rest.”
“Tell the goddamn Queen.”
He left.
The chambermaid came to her and put a warm hand on her arm. “Miss Pewter, please. You mustn’t upset yourself. You really have had a serious trauma. You need to rest.”
“What I need,” she said, her teeth clenched as she jerked her wrist out of the woman’s grasp, “is to get word to the Queen that a thousand-year-old man has been ruthlessly murdered and discarded like the scraps from last night’s dinner and that, apparently, nobody in this fucking house seems to give a shit.”
“Miss Pewter ….” She tried to take Orli by the arm again.
“Stop touching me!” Orli shouted at her, and again she yanked away from the woman’s reaching hand. She began tugging at the fabric of the dress, slowly at first, but then more feverishly, wrenching and twisting, trying to pull the first layer of it off over her head. “Get me out of this goddamn thing.”
“Wait, Miss Pewter. Stop. Please.” The woman made a fuss of trying to push the cloth back down. “You’ll ruin it.”
“I’m going to rip it to shreds if you don’t get it off of me. I swear to God I will. Get it off or I cut it off.” She went to the table and pulled a knife from the tray of silverware. A butter knife. No point. No edge. But she raised it just the same. “Get it off. Now!”
“But Miss Pewter, we had to burn what you had on. It was simply awful. There’s nothing else for you to wear.”
“Get me something. Anything. Some riding pants. Gardening gear. Men’s clothes, I don’t care. Just do it.”
“Miss Pewter.”
“I said get me some fucking clothes.” Orli’s face was red, her blood boiling. She jabbed the knife at the fabric, but of course it couldn’t cut through the cloth. She tried again. Still nothing. She spun and snatched a fork instead.
“Miss Pewter!”
The fork went into the gown, plunged straight through several layers of the rich skirts. She stabbed at it again, furiously, venting the rage and wrath and fear and horror of three long weeks of torment and terror. She kept stabbing, tearing away the shredded silks and mangled lace, peeling off tattered strips and hurling them away until the whole front of it was ruined and the whalebone lattice showed through.
She collapsed to her knees, exhausted and weeping, still trapped in a cage. She peeled the hoopskirt back, threw it over her head, but her arm slipped through one of the rents in the petticoats and caught, which tangled her up even more in the messy web of frayed fabric. Still she thrashed about trying to free herself, blinded by the mesh of the dress and by a surge of frustration, which her fury continued to make worse. 
Finally, a full minute later, she gave up, spent. She collapsed on the floor, weeping beneath the heap of decimated finery, a mound of ruined silk and broken thread. Still alone, and still so far from anyplace she could call home.
When she awoke, she was back in the soft bed. From the gray light in the window, the sun was making its way down from its hiding place behind the clouds. The sound of rustling fabric drew her attention to the chambermaid who had just risen from a chair near the door and slipped out through it, closing it behind her with a click.
Orli sat up and looked around. The fading daylight was already giving way to flickering shadows on the floor and ceiling of the bedroom, the motion put there by candles on a table in the corner of the room. Someone had lit them while she slept. She lay silently for a time, watching them. Watching the shadows as they steadily grew longer, gyrating upon the flat surfaces of the room like ghosts in some tribal dance, their movements giving birth to others, who, as a mob, slowly drove the sunlight out, back through the window and to where it had come from. She watched it retreat with dark thoughts of her own, thinking back to her actions of a few hours before, to the fit she’d thrown. The dress she’d destroyed.
She felt foolish. He’d said he’d go to the authorities. The rest was just Thadius Thoroughgood being who he was. And he had rescued her. He deserved more gratitude than that. More respect than the destruction of an expensive gown. She knew enough of this society to know that dress was worth a fortune, far more even than the fortune in velvet and gold thread above her head. Perhaps more than the fortune in everything around her in the room. 
She let go a breath so long it seemed as if she must have been holding it in for years. Stress. She knew it was stress. The chambermaid had been right. Such an ordeal.
She lay back and allowed herself to reflect on what had befallen her. The capture, the murder of Tytamon. The long journey by land and the shorter one—or so it seemed to her—by sea. She wondered how long she’d been sick. How close had she come to death? She could have died and been tossed overboard. If the fleet didn’t think to look for her, if they never came back, she could have simply just been gone for good. Vanished.
She still might be. What if the fleet didn’t come back? What if the hostiles destroyed them? Altin was on those ships. So was her father. Roberto. Doctor Singh. Everyone she loved.
They would come back, she told herself. They had to. She forced herself to drive the negative thoughts out of her head. They would come back.
After a time, she realized it was true. She was panicking. Get it together, Pewter, she told herself once again. It was almost funny. She could hardly believe she was lamenting the absence of the fleet. She could hardly fathom the irony of it, of her lying here in a rich princess bed, surrounded by the finest fairytale splendor, and she actually wanted to be back on her ship. Safe with her friends.
They would come back. They would find her. She was micro-chipped like all the rest. A matter of a moment, and they’d know right where she was. They would have rescued her from slavery—or whatever else those people had had in mind. It might have been a long, miserable while, but they would have come.
Which reminded her of the debt of gratitude she had to pay Thadius. As fond of himself as he was, the man had saved her. In fact, he’d not only saved her, he’d done it at considerable risk to himself, and to his men. Which brought to mind the memory of the deed. She was fairly sure she recalled one of his men, the man in the black armor, had gone down during the fight. She had no idea if they’d been able to get him out when they left. She’d been too afraid to even think of it. She certainly hoped they had.
She made a promise to herself that she would find out, that she would ask about the man, and that she would find and thank the magician who helped in her rescue as well. The three of them might have died doing that. She thought on that for quite a while. Wondered if she deserved that kind of sacrifice. 
She really hoped that man in the black armor was all right. 
She promised she’d be kinder to Lord Thoroughgood. To Thadius. To Thad. He didn’t have to come after her. Frankly, he had no reason to. Why should he? And yet he had. She thought about it more and more, and the longer she thought about it, the more ashamed she became of the way she’d acted this morning when he came to check on her.
She promised herself she would do better next time. She promised she would give him a second chance. She had to admit, he’d never been anything but polite to her. And, if she were completely honest with herself, Altin had rather poisoned her opinion of him in the days that followed the Royal Earth Ball. At the time she’d thought it flattering jealousy, but now it seemed a bit unfair. Class rivalry, perhaps. Maybe insecurity.
She swung her feet out of bed and stood up. Resolved to be a better guest. She noticed that stacked on a chair near her bed were folded a pair of riding breeches and a white silk blouse. Hanging from the back of the chair was a sharply cut, burgundy colored hunting coat of plush velvet, and set on the floor beside it all stood a pair of polished black riding boots that reflected the candlelight as perfectly as if they were a matched set of onyx mirrors.
She breathed out what remained of her mistrust and smiled. It must have galled that poor chambermaid to place those there, she thought. The woman had worked so hard to make Orli look the part of a proper lady.
She debated going out and asking the woman for another dress, as a way to say that she was sorry, to show that she was willing to make some effort to be polite and follow household conventions, but she pulled that impulse back. She wasn’t that sorry. Those tent-pole dresses were not going to be part of the deal. At least not today. She was truly grateful, but she was not somebody’s dress-up doll. If she were going to wear one of those, it was going to be when she was in the mood. And today, she was not. 
She set herself to getting dressed—on her own.


Chapter 45
Conduit Huzzledorf leapt from the captain’s chair with a great “Huzzah!” He turned, chest puffed, to Captain Asad and, with majestic flourish, unfurled his arm to point at the main monitor, which was completely blank—shut down given that the just-finished teleport had cut power to it. He proudly pronounced, “There you are, good Captain, your ‘quarter light year out,’ just as you asked. The obvious advantage of a concert over a single mage.”
A pair of the teleporters on the bridge frowned at that, but none said anything aloud.
“Can I assume that means you think you’ve finally pulled it off, Conduit?” said the captain, peering through the dim red glow of the emergency lights at the conduit, who continued to point at the blank screen as if somehow it gave the evidence for his claim.
“Finally, Captain? You say that as if you do not appreciate the magnitude of the accomplishment. It took our planet’s only Z-class teleporter two years and some heap of silver to do a fraction of what we have just done. And, if we’re being honest, I understand it took your people something on the order of twelve years. I should think you’d be properly impressed.”
“I’ll be impressed if we don’t die while firing the ship back up. That’s when I’ll be impressed. Now stand aside.” The captain’s posture was all radiant impatience.
The conduit, despite his bluster, was not a fool. He made a great show of indignation, fussing about ingratitude and ignorance, but he did move immediately aside and lavished most of his emotive convulsions on his fellow magicians. He knew full well—if realized a moment or two belatedly—that they were, all of them, now, once again, sitting ducks should the Hostiles arrive in too great a force. 
They’d come very far this time, in theory somewhere between ten light days and a quarter light year from the Hostile solar system if the conduit’s guess and grasp of Earth measurements were anywhere approaching marginally accurate. It was close, but not too close, and the hope was that the Hostiles would not find them before the ship’s systems were back online. They felt the chances were very high that the Hostiles would not—space presented a lot of possible locations for a seeking Hostile to look—but everyone understood it was a risk. The Hostile’s magic factor was an obvious potential problem, but one they were willing to take. They were prepared. They had magicians of their own this time. 
Unlike the teleports that had brought the ships from the Prosperion system out to the rest of the fleet, this time the concert mages did not move their chairs off to the side of the bridge. This time they stayed put. This was enemy territory. Captain Asad’s desire to be an example of courage to the fleet, combined with the conduit’s pride and ambition, was once again behind the Aspect’s selection as advance scout. They were out here alone for now. Which meant the mages needed to stay where they were and be prepared to defend the ship or take it back to the fleet while the crew restarted everything. And it was in his need to direct those restart activities that Captain Asad retook his command chair, forcing the conduit to move.
Conduit Huzzledorf stalked off, still blustering. He ordered the young Envette from her seat instead, leaving her to stand while he plopped into it and mopped at his dry brow with a handkerchief as if he’d just run up the side of a mountain.
“A new epoch is upon us, young teleporter,” he told her. “All the old ways will change now. All of them.”
Envette nodded, her red hair now the color of blood in the glow of the emergency lights. “I agree, Conduit. How can they not? We are no longer alone on our little world. It’s very exciting. And humbling too.”
“I think humbling is a bit strong, my dear. I should think it’s the universe being humbled now. Its children are besting it finally, as is always the case in time. I think this is a time to be proud.”
“Pride goeth before destruction,” Roberto said from his post, leaning back in his seat and waiting for his com to light back up. 
“A fine bit of philosophy, Commander, but there is a considerable difference between pride and being proud. One is arrogance, the other is satisfaction and confidence.” Since Roberto’s promotion to lieutenant commander after the wildly successful fight with the Hostiles—Roberto having been the one who, once again, discovered the tactic that made victory possible—the conduit had taken to showing Roberto a greater degree of respect. In essence, they were back to where they had begun.
“That distinction often gets lost by the practitioner,” said the captain, surprising most of them. “And the rest of that proverb has to do with how the haughty will fall. Something to keep in mind, Conduit. Now, please let us focus on our work.”
“Work? You’re not doing anything but waiting for the lights to come back on. I should hardly think we’re any bother at all.”
Roberto laughed, but the captain did not, instead directing a salvo of unkind thoughts at Roberto, though the swarthy Spaniard pretended he didn’t notice in the quasi-dark. 
Roberto was more concerned with keeping the mood light while they sat helplessly in space at what had to be a nothing’s distance for the Hostiles to traverse if they discovered the ship was there. If he didn’t keep it light, he was going to slowly give in to fear. He hated this part of the teleport. No shields. No weapons. No nothing. He didn’t even like to breathe, fearing to use too much oxygen, and despite the fact that he knew the engineers would have shields and life support up first thing after the reactor relight. But for now, they had to wait.
“Conduit,” said the captain. “Rather than harass my crew, why don’t you and your magicians do what you do and see if the Hostiles are hovering right outside. Don’t you think that would be time better spent?”
Conduit Huzzledorf rolled his eyes and ticked with his tongue against the roof of his mouth like an adolescent that’s been asked to do the most basic household task, but despite the indignation, he nodded in the direction of Mason and Pingermash to get to it. 
The two magicians immediately set to work casting, closing their eyes and muttering the words that would take their vision out through the ship’s hull and into space for a look around. Roberto knew what they were doing because he’d seen them do it often enough in recent days, and he’d seen Altin do it as well. He watched them anxiously, hoping not to see them come out of the spell with looks of fear and weird Prosperion exclamations like “fairy farts” or “dragon snorts” or anything else they could come up with. Nothing that would announce that the ship was under attack. When this spell went right, all these people did was sit there mumbling. So that’s what Roberto wanted to see. Mumbling.
For the first several moments, he got his wish, and their chants were subdued, almost bored in tone. But then the pace picked up, in volume and urgency. The words of both men came faster and louder, as if they were talking to the others in the room rather than murmuring into some invisible magic place. That was disquieting for Roberto because he’d never seen any seer doing that before. Granted, he hadn’t seen a lot of seeing in progress, but somehow he knew this didn’t sound right. The conduit noticed it as well. So did the other mages on the bridge. Everyone turned to watch, brows low over all eyes.
Pingermash, the lesser of the two in power, began chanting very hard, and the cadence of his chant seemed to go beyond urgent to stressed. His forehead wrinkled with the effort of what he was trying to do. Mason was little better off, though he clearly struggled with what was supposed to be a simple spell as well.
Then both men toppled to the deck as if they’d been shot dead.
Envette, still standing, managed to catch Pingermash and break his fall, but Mason went down like a broken beam and hit his head violently on the deck. Blood began to run almost immediately. Roberto ran for the first-aid kit bolted to the bulkhead.
“What is it?” demanded the captain. “What’s going on? Are the Hostiles attacking them?”
“I have no idea,” confessed the conduit. “Perhaps they were too weak. I should have gone with the whole concert. This is my fault.”
“Find fault later,” said Captain Asad. “Figure out what happened. Fast! If we have to get out of here, we need to do it quick.”
“Envette, you stay out,” said the conduit. “If we have to go back, you can do it alone.”
“But sir, it may take me longer to take the ship back than it will take them to start it up.”
“My dear, they need two ships to kill a Hostile. It won’t matter if they start it up. So, just be ready. I can’t speak for the captain, but my suggestion is that if anything happens to us right now, you should start casting immediately.” He fixed Captain Asad with a grave expression that found itself mirrored in the other man’s eyes. The captain nodded. For once they agreed.
The young woman looked nervous, and her hands brushed her robes unconsciously to dry the sweat that had suddenly appeared. She hadn’t expected to have all these lives suddenly dependent on her alone. A small shuttle was one thing. A whole starship, and that distance, by herself, was something else entirely.
“It’s easier going back,” the conduit reminded her.
That was true. She nodded. “Yes, Conduit.”
The conduit moved toward the captain’s chair, which Captain Asad gave up without a snarl this time.
The conduit sat down. “Mages,” he said. “Let’s see what we can see.”
The wizards began channeling mana, the most powerful of them in this concert, Kindlemet, assigned to lead the casting. The conduit waited for the first thread of mana to come, eyes staring blankly at the blank monitor. All he saw was the inside of his mind. He waited some more. The rhythms of the magicians raised. Kindlemet got very loud, and elderly Thistleblat seemed as if he were going hoarse. Then, as if on a sequence timer, the magicians fell from their chairs, one after the next. First Kindlemet, then Hotblood, then Thistleblat. Thump, thump, thump onto the deck.
Conduit Huzzledorf might have heard them but didn’t dare lose his focus lest they channel the mana with no receptacle and risk injuring themselves. 
Roberto’s “What the hell …?” is what convinced him he could let concentration go.
He stared at the four mages lying on the floor and ran his hand through the spasmodic fringes that remained of his hair. Everyone on the bridge was staring at him.
He returned their curiosity with a blank look and an arch of his lips. “I have no idea,” he said. “But I suspect you people ought to hurry getting this ship underway.”


Chapter 46
Ilbei didn’t need the black flags hanging lifeless from poles along Calico Castle’s walls to tell him the keep was in mourning, for there was a sobriety in the air that lay across the meadow heavier than dirt heaped upon a grave. Even the wind had died, as if out of respect for the great man who had passed. The gray sky wept warm tears down upon him as he rode through the gates, and the guards greeted him silently with nods of recognition as he rode past, the beads of rainwater sluicing down the gray metal of their helmets to fall, at last, to the ground. 
Kettle greeted him warmly, hostess by reflex, but neither had the same enthusiasm as before. She brought him into the kitchens and made him a sandwich with cold cuts left over from the funeral roast as he set his things on the floor against a wall. “‘Twas a magnificent celebration,” she said, though there was no light in her eyes as she set the pewter dish before her guest. “Even the Queen’s eyes leaked, though she made fair well that no one saw.”
“Eight hundred years is a good run,” said Ilbei, unwilling to eat just yet. “We should all have such favor from the gods.”
Kettle pressed the back of her hand to her left cheek, the knuckles just over the corner of her mouth. She kissed the back of her hand and placed it over her heart, completing the gesture to the goddess, Mercy. “May Mercy keep him,” she muttered.
“Mercy keep him,” echoed Ilbei, repeating the gesture with his own hand. He bowed his head and said a silent prayer for Tytamon’s soul.
Kettle watched him praying, stared wistfully, absently at the bald spot atop his head where the tangle of gray and white hair had, reluctantly, given way to the press of time. Old, like she was. And blank. They’d never make it eight hundred years. She’d be lucky if she got another sixty. From the looks of the weather-worn old miner sitting there, he’d be lucky to get another thirty-five. He had to be pushing a hundred and fifty now. And likely didn’t spend much time checking in with a doctor.
She sighed. She’d seen her share of death in her century and some, but she hadn’t felt a loss so keenly as this since her husband and only son had been taken in a terrible wagon accident. Tytamon had been nothing but kind to her since then. Took her in, fed her, let her make a family of everyone in the keep, a batch of misfits, odd-wads and suiciding Sixes. He hadn’t even batted an eye when she’d asked to take in orphaned Pernie, now nearly on nine years ago. He could have refused, could have said, “No,” to the imposition of chaos that a small child brings, but he hadn’t. Nor had he once complained about the noise, the disruptions, the occasional destruction that came with the curious creature that Pernie had turned out to be. Not Tytamon. He’d been nothing but kind, welcoming and loving to them all, a gentle man, far more than might be expected from Kurr’s greatest mage, mentor of Sixes, and keeper of the last outpost on the orc frontier.
And who would keep it now? Who would stand as owner, protector and rightful lord? Especially now. Now that the Orc Wars had seemingly restarted themselves, the vanquished now confident and strong again. Who would be Calico Castle’s master?
Altin? Surely not. He was certainly powerful enough to command the respect it required. And a Seven. He was the only living choice that made any sense for the keeping of the Sixes that might still be expected of Calico Castle’s master, especially given that the old castle had served that purpose for so long. But Altin wouldn’t want that chore. Altin wouldn’t want to sit here and guard the passes of the Daggerspines. He wouldn’t. Not the Galactic Mage. His destiny was out in the stars. Everyone on Kurr knew that by now. So who? Who would keep it safe? Some arrogant stranger? Some favored cousin of the Queen?
Ilbei looked up from his prayer and saw her staring at him, saw the absent expression on her face. He didn’t interrupt her thoughts. He took a bite of the sandwich she’d made and chewed it thoughtfully. He could not help the upward tick that twitched the corners of his mouth. This was damnable good bread, even a day old. He tried to keep his appreciation muffled in the tangle of his tatty beard, however, for he felt any such enjoyment showed disrespect.
Kettle straightened herself and returned to the great stone chest near the wall and lifted up the lid, the stone slab atop it enchanted to become feather light at human touch. She looked inside, waving away the plumes of frosted air that wafted up and poured over the edges and down to the floor like foggy waterfalls. “I ha’na got much else ta feed ya,” Kettle apologized. “Not what’s ready anyway. As ya might imagine, I got little energy fer cookin’ just now.”
He waved that away as if it were a bit of mist, shaking his head and smiling through the bristles of his overgrown mustache. “Mistress Kettle, this here is far more ‘n I expect or deserve. And I’m grateful, true.”
Just then Pernie came skipping in. She saw Ilbei sitting there and cocked her little head at him. She turned back to Kettle and asked, “Who’s that?”
“Pernie,” scolded Kettle. “Be polite.”
“Oh, it’s a fair question,” said Ilbei. “Curiosity is as fine a trait as boldness in a child.” He leaned forward and reached out a hand for Pernie to shake. “Hi there, little one. I am Ilbei. I dig mines fer Castles, Inc. in Crown.”
“You have a messy beard,” said Pernie, eyeballing the man, deciding whether she was going to trust him or not.
He looked down into it and saw that it was full of breadcrumbs and a bit of congealed fat from the meat. He frowned for a moment, but followed it with a nod. “Oh, that,” he said. “I left that there on purpose.” He made a show of eating the rest of his sandwich and dropping more meat into his beard. “I have a saber-toothed badger I keep in there. A miniature one. Only comes out at night. Got ta feed it or it gets grumpy.”
Pernie turned back to Kettle, eyebrows raised expectantly, waiting for Kettle to verify the lie. Kettle shrugged, a tired smile almost able to form upon her lips, but failing beneath the gravity of sorrow’s mass.
Ilbei was every bit the gambler and said not another word. He simply smiled at the girl between bites.
She couldn’t stand the silence long. She was old enough now not to believe the sorts of things old men had a tendency to say, but he wasn’t confessing either. And she supposed there could be some element of truth to it. She certainly had seen stranger things in her eight and a half years living here.
She was mostly convinced he was teasing. But she didn’t want to ask. If she did, he’d probably just conjure an illusion of one like Tytamon or even Altin sometimes did. The more she thought about it, the more she knew it wasn’t true. She strode right up to him and gripped his beard in her hand, giving it a squeeze as if it were a dish towel in need of ringing out. No miniature saber-toothed badger came out.
“I knew there wasn’t one,” she said. She spun back to Kettle. “See, I knew.”
Ilbei threw back his head and laughed even as he rubbed his stinging chin. “That’s a fine brave lass ya got there, Mistress Kettle. More fight in that one than any saber-toothed badger ever had.”
“You don’ know the half of it, Master Ilbei. Not the half.”
Ilbei looked the girl up and down, his eyes cheery and his expression kind. “So, are ya gonna tell me yer name, or do I have ta guess.”
She was still sizing him up, measuring him in ways she would not have done before the death of Tytamon, before the orcs, before so much that had come of late. Her eyes narrowed, the line of her mouth uncommitted, but clamped tight.
“Raptorlips,” Ilbei guessed, speaking the name slowly. “Fierce like a monster, pouty like a little girl.”
She sneered at him, crossing her arms and shaking her head. 
“Curfleflurgle?”
Definitely not. She shook her head again.
“Megglesnorp? Catsbubble?”
Nope.
“Oh, I know, how ‘bout Ogrepoop?”
She’d been fine for the first three thrusts, although Catsbubble had been close to breaking her resolve, but Ogrepoop was simply too funny for stoicism to withstand. She immediately envisioned huge mounds of ogre excrement, and for a child of Pernie’s sensibilities, this was simply the height of humor and the epitome of wit. The vestige of a smile trembled like the first signs of an earthquake in her cheeks as she struggled to stay stern.
“Aha!” pronounced Ilbei standing straight and raising a triumphant fist. “Ogrepoop. I knew I’d guess it. They call ya Ogrepoop of Calico Keep.” 
Pernie’s lips pressed inward, warping the tight line of her determination as her teeth threatened to show through. Muffled sounds came from her throat and chest, shushed tremors of humor like convicts attempting to break out of jail. 
“Mistress Kettle, I must ask,” Ilbei went on, glaring theatrically at Kettle then, “what sort a’ woman names a child Ogrepoop? That name, madam, simply stinks!” He held his nose between two fingers and looked back at Pernie with wide, round stink eyes.
Down went the prison gates and out poured the giggles in fits and waves. “My name’s not Ogrepoop!” she protested, doing her best look of outrage. “And you know it’s not.” She put her hands on her hips in her most Kettle-like display of agitation.
“I don’t know,” said Ilbei speculatively. “I think it might be … and since I ain’t got no other name ta use, I have ta go with what seems most like to be true.”
“It’s Pernie,” she finally gave in. “My name is Pernie. Not Ogrepoop.” She started giggling again, and muttered the name a few times under her breath, in fear that Kettle might get tired of the fun. That was not the sort of language Kettle allowed in the kitchens, except for when nice old men came in. Pernie decided she liked old gray-bearded gentlemen in general. They seemed to like to have lots of fun, when they weren’t being so serious, which they also had a tendency to be. Old men were always the first to throw out the rules, which struck her strange because it also seemed like they were the ones that must have made them to begin.
“Well, all right then, young Miss Pernie-who-ain’t-called-Ogrepoop, it’s nice to meet ya.” He held out his hand again, and this time Pernie took his wrist as he took hers and shook it firmly. “And what is it that ya do ‘round here ta help Mistress Kettle out?”
“Oh, I do lots,” she said. “But I’m going to magic school to become a great mage like Master Altin and Master Tytamon.” Her little chest swelled with pride at that announcement, and she started to smile wide but then realized what she’d said. She turned to Kettle to see if she was in trouble for forgetting to be sad and “morning” which still made no sense to her. What did morning have to do with it anyway? 
Kettle’s expression was warm, and she nodded her own wan smile permissive of the girl’s. “‘Tis true,” she said. “Mah little Pernie is goin’ off ta school in Leekant day after next. A fine bit a’ timing that.” She grew melancholy then, the cloud of it snuffing the light that had briefly smoldered in her eyes. “I’m gonna to miss her somethin’ fierce. And all the worse now.” She drew the bottom of her apron up to her eyes and dabbed at them, apologizing immediately.
Ilbei nodded and looked back to the girl. “A great wizard, eh? Well that’s just fine. We need more a’ you fancy magicians to help fight off them nasty orcs.”
Pernie grew instantly serious. “Oh, I hate orcs,” she said with such ferocity Ilbei actually drew back as if she were a little hissing snake. “I will kill them, every one, when I get out of that school. Every last one, until they are as dead as dwarves.”
Ilbei cocked a marginally horrified eyebrow and looked sideways to Kettle, who shrugged. “She had herself a close call a year or so ago, not ta mention … recent happenin’s. She’s got more cause than most ta hate ‘em.”
“So I see.” He looked back at the child who was staring across the room at the pickaxe he had leaned against the wall, pick down, haft upward, and upon which he’d hung his hat when he came in.
“What’s that?” she asked, moving to it and marveling at the wicked points curving away on either side of the hickory shaft. 
“It’s a miner’s pick,” he said. “Only mine’s special made. High-forged steel, good as any sword, and enchanted too.”
She tried to pick it up, but only managed to pull the handle away from the wall. “It’s heavy,” she said.
“It doubles as a weapon,” he said. “So it needs ta have some heft.”
Pernie ran her hands over the smooth metal, following the arc on one side to the point where she touched it gingerly with a fingertip. She yelped and pulled it back immediately. A drop of blood appeared in an instant, like a ruby had been conjured there. “It’s sharp,” she said.
“Ya should ha’ warned her,” Kettle scolded at Ilbei, then turned to Pernie. “Put it back and leave things alone, child. Yer always gettin’ yerself in a scrape.”
“Best way ta learn is tryin’,” Ilbei said. “This way she won’t forget.” He went to where Pernie was leaning the weapon back against the wall, though clearly reluctant now to let it go. Ilbei could tell a weapon connoisseur when he saw one, even a fledgling one. He knelt down beside her and pointed out the barely visible runes carved along the inside of the curved blades. “Ya see these?” he said. “I had a good friend back when I was in the service many years ago, a wizard friend, just like yer gonna be, and he gave me these here enchantments as a gift, a ‘thank ya’ for saving his life.”
“What did you do?” she asked. “To save his life?”
 “We got in a scrape with a pair a’ trolls on the edge of the Sandsea Range one day on patrol. One a’ them done clout my friend on the head with a thrown rock and knocked him straight out afore we even knew they was there. Was just me and them. And ta be true, I reckoned us both dead just then. I know they say the only thing worse than an elf in the room is two, but I can tell ya, two trolls ain’t much better. But, lucky fer us, the blessing of Anvilwrath saw to it that somehow I licked them both well enough ta get me and my friend away.”
“You killed two trolls by yourself?”
“Naw, I couldn’t kill ‘em. Them things is tough as a stack of wood. But I expect neither of ‘em ever walked again. Like as anything, dire wolves come along and ate them where they lay, but I can’t say fer sure.”
Pernie clapped her hands and hopped up and down joyfully. “So you got them both with this?”
“I did,” he said. “Weren’t even enchanted then.”
She reached down immediately and touched the blade again, this time even more reverently. “And these?” she said tracing the runes. “What did your friend do?”
“He made it so the points don’t never dull, nor the handle never break. She’s as sturdy as a steel post and can dig through anything.” He beamed with pride as he said it. “And if’n I need ta throw it, it comes back like one a’ them fancy boomerangs. I ain’t so good at throwin’, but I did get me a duck flyin’ low over a lake once, kept me from goin’ hungry one night a dozen or so years back.” He took his hat off of the handle and set it crooked on her head, then took up the weapon. “Plus, if’n you say the right word, ya can make it big and small, like so.” He muttered the word, serend’orr, under his breath and, sliding his hand up the pick handle, shrunk the weapon to little bigger than a carpenter’s hammer. Pernie stared in awe. He winked at her and shrunk it some more, until it fit in the palm of his hand. Pernie gasped and reached for it. 
“Can I try?” she asked.
Before Kettle could say no, he handed it to her. “Just this once. Use yer fingers back down from top to bottom ta grow it back.”
Pernie looked at the pick with a wide smile and reverence in her eyes, then took the blade end in her hand and slid two fingers down the miniature shaft, speaking the word as Ilbei had. Like he had, she stopped when it was hammer-sized. She let go a delighted moan and then grew it all the way out to full length, and weight, which immediately made it too heavy for her. The blades dropped to the stone floor with a clang, but she held to the handle tight, staring down at the weapon as if she were in the presence of a manifesting god.
“See,” said Ilbei. “I ain’t got no idea what that fancy word means, but it works just fine don’t ya think?” 
Pernie nodded, eyes wide and filled with glee.
Ilbei took the weapon from the girl and leaned it back against the wall, placing the hat on the handle once again. She groaned as he did, and he groaned as he stood up, his old knees protesting painfully. “I try not ta need it fer anythin’ but diggin’ out gemstones and gold these days. I ain’t as quick as I used ta be.” He looked up suddenly, remembering Kettle was listening, and quickly added, “But I still know a trick or two.” He winked at the woman, bringing back, at least for a moment, a bit of the flirtatious light, the same that so pleasantly lit her eyes on his last visit.
He left the girl admiring the weapon and moved back to where Kettle stood. “I’m very sorry ‘bout yer loss,” he said. “But I have ta tell ya, I’ve come on business that may be just as serious as all that. I come ta find out about the Earth girl, and I expect you’ve got better news on that front now, given as—well, given the absence ‘a doubly bad news.”
“Oh, Master Ilbei,” Kettle began and seemed about to gush with new tears, but she stopped them with a quickly indrawn breath. “Pernie, go find Gimmel and tell him I need fresh venison.”
Pernie looked up from her place near the wall, her hands having found their way back to the runed curves of Ilbei’s pick. She was reluctant to leave while she still had access to such a thing. 
“Go, child,” Kettle said, forcefully this time.
But still Pernie lingered at the pickaxe, drawn to it like a magpie to a silver coin. She knew Kettle had made up the message for Gimmel as a means to make her go away. She was young, but not that young anymore. 
Ilbei saw the tilt of Kettle’s head, a signal that Pernie was about to incur the woman’s wrath. He felt a little guilty for having been the one who brought the source of the conflict into the kitchen to begin. “Best do as she says,” he told the child. “But I’ll tell ya what. If’n ya like it that much, ya can have it when I’m done with it someday. How’s that? I ain’t getting any younger, and ‘bout the time I’m too rusty and bent fer the work, you’ll be just right fer it. How’s that?”
An explosion of joy burst upon Pernie’s face. She looked across the kitchen at Kettle and smiled triumphantly, then disappeared through the door, her eyes glimmering with the possibilities. In her wake, Kettle sent Ilbei a scolding look, but the old miner grinned in the face of it. He was long used to the disapproving stares of women, and he was perfectly willing to abide another in a cause as cute as Pernie. 
Kettle found it impossible to stay mad at him, and she gave Pernie a few moments to get beyond earshot before getting back to the point. “Oh, Ilbei, the sheriff’s men think the worst. They think them orcs took Orli too. They found all her spaceship things where they found Tytamon’s bon—remains.”
Ilbei nodded. “They gone after her?”
“They have. They sent a patrol, but one a’ the rangers told us not ta expect much.”
“Maybe I should go have a look.”
“Don’t ya dare, Master Ilbei. Don’t ya dare. I won’t be losin’ not one more acquaintance ta them damnable beasts. Not one more.” She put more emotion into it than she had intended.
He smiled, his wind-reddened cheeks coloring even more. “Mistress Kettle, I expect I’ve logged as much time in them mountains as any ranger has these last forty years. Ain’t never had no trouble with no damn orcs. I can smell ‘em a measure off, and they make noise like a sack full a’ tin pans these days, now that they took ta wearing metal armor all the time.
“So ya seen them that recently?”
“I see ‘em all the time in my line a’ work. A man don’t find much gold in the prairies and plains.”
“Well, I don’t want ya going off alone. Let the Queen’s men do it. That’s what they get paid fer.”
“No disrespect, but there’s things one man can do that a pack a’ city boys won’t never get at.”
She started to protest again, but he stopped her. “Mistress Kettle, again, no disrespect, but I’m a grown man, and when I take in my head ta do somethin’, it’s gonna get done. I already said, I gave my word to that Earth feller, Roberto, so that’s the end of it. And besides all that, fact is I got a likin’ fer that kid myself, enough to send me on out, word or no. So I’m gonna find her if’n it’s the last thing I ever do. All due respect ta yerself and yer kind admonitions, a’ course.”
Irritation shaped her expression for a moment, but if there was anything she knew well, it was the force of will some men were capable of. It seemed the burden the gods demanded of her was that she be perpetually surrounded by stubborn, pig-headed males. Still, she couldn’t help but be glad to know more help was on its way for Orli. The Earth woman was brave, but she knew nothing of the mountains or of the orcs. She needed all the help she could get. And if Ilbei really could slay a pair of trolls by himself, which she suspected he just might, especially with a weapon like the one he had, then she allowed herself to hope. Hope was a commodity in short enough supply these days.
“Well ya better be careful, then” she said. “And bring her back safe. Altin’s goin’ ta want her back here when he gets well. Imagine his horror when he finds out.”
“Well, maybe he’ll never have ta know,” said Ilbei. “But that’s why I need ta get on my way. Rumor has it Altin fancies ta marry the pretty young thing, and the best way ta make a groom outta him is ta make sure he’s got himself a bride.”
Kettle looked pleased at that. Orli would make a splendid bride for Altin—assuming he ever got around to asking of course. And, maybe, a loving wife would be just enough to make Altin spend time at home … in charge of Calico Castle as its master. She knew that’s what Tytamon would have wanted. Of that she was sure.
“All right then, Master Spadebreaker, let’s get ya supplied proper and on yer way.”
She sent Ilbei out to the stables to see that his animals were properly refreshed while she set herself to the task of restocking his travel rations. As she stooped by his hat and weapon to grab his pack, she heard the sound of sniffling just outside the door. She tiptoed up to it and peered out into the hall. Pernie sat on the floor, her back against the stone, crying.
The sight of it nearly broke Kettle’s already battered heart. 
She moved around and sat beside the little girl, wrapping an arm around her and pulling her tight. So much sadness and loss, she thought as she held the child. So much to bear.
“It’s all right ta cry, baby,” she said. “Bein’ sad is fine. We all loved Master Tytamon very much, and I’m gonna miss him too.”
Pernie shifted in her arms and looked up at her, her little face streaked with tears, but her eyes expressing something else entirely.
“What’s the matter, sweet girl? What is it?”
“Altin is supposed to marry me.”


Chapter 47
The hours after Envette fell to the floor—all twelve hours, forty-eight minutes and fourteen seconds of them—were the longest of Roberto’s life. Every clank and thud carried through the ship’s frame, magnified by the silence of expectation. They startled him, every time. Startled everyone. What was that? A Hostile shaft? Oh God, they’re on us! A few seconds would pass, waiting. Okay, never mind. Whew. Nervous laughter would follow. Then the wait would begin again.
They were all doing it. Everyone aboard, though most had more active duties to perform. Waiting was the worst.
So, as the systems finally came up—in record time no less—everyone stopped to look up from their work to see what fate had in store for them. The Aspect’s crew leaned almost as one into their respective monitors throughout the ship, holding a collective breath as they looked to see what the sensor sweep had to say. Would they be alone in the void, safely unnoticed, terrorized by nothing, or would there be a gathering swarm of Hostiles, perhaps the first of them just now streaking in to pulverize the lone and helpless ship, break it in half like the Liberty had been?
Happily, there was nothing to see. Nothing. Empty space, and no Hostiles outside the ship. Not a one. All those hours of waiting, stressing, expecting at any moment the crash of a great stone battering ram against the side of the unshielded ship, every second spent tense and listening for the sound of the impact, nerves firing in anticipation of the shudder that would announce they were all about to die ... all for nothing. 
Now that they could breathe more easily, everyone wanted to know what had happened to the wizards. Despite the record restart time, they were still alone and very far away from the rest of the fleet. Years away.
Once Captain Asad was convinced there were no Hostiles present and the ship was, for the time anyway, safe, he went to sick bay to find that answer for himself. He found Doctor Singh and Conduit Huzzledorf leaning over the powerful X-class teleporter, Envette. Shortly after beginning the teleport spell that would take them back to the rest of the fleet, she, like the other mages, had dropped like a planetary shuttle with a dead gravity drive. In her case, upon seeing the others fall in their attempts at seeing spells, she had immediately begun casting the teleport that would take the Aspect back to the fleet, and like the rest, she shared their fate. Down she went in a heap on the deck.
“She seems to have gotten it the worst,” Doctor Singh was saying to Conduit Huzzledorf when the captain came in. He pulled open her eyelids and flashed a penlight into them, first the left, then the right. “And I’m not getting any signs of recovery yet, unlike the others who seem to be improving some.”
He tapped the side of the monitor on the wall above Envette’s bed, bringing up a three-dimensional image of her brain. “As you can see here, deep in the temporal lobe, this structure …,” he pointed with the penlight at a bulbous object rendered in blue that grew off of another similar object rendered in pink, which, in its own turn, butted up to a longer curving structure that was green. “This is something unique to Prosperions, at least it is to the seven I’ve had in my care. It’s the only difference between us that I have found.” He gazed across the room, taking in the full complement of teleporters sent by the Queen and jerked his head in the direction of Altin’s amniotic tank, though it was on the other side of a bulkhead from where they were.
Playing as critical a role in the casting of great magic as Conduit Huzzledorf had for most of his adult life, he recognized the structure immediately from drawings and diagrams he’d studied when he was in conduit school. “That is the mythothalamus,” he explained. “It’s the center of magic. Not everyone on Prosperion has this. Far less than half. And, as you may have noticed, some are significantly larger than others.” He tapped the monitor with a pudgy finger. “Teleporter Envette here is rather a rare creature in that regard, assuming this illusion is accurate.”
“It is. And I gathered that she was different,” said Doctor Singh. “And that young man in the other room must be something of a freak by those standards.”
“To say the least,” admitted the conduit. “Z-class mages are one in a hundred-million at best.”
“Well, A to Z, whatever hit your people did something to them in this brain structure and caused it to swell. It’s put pressure on the amygdala and, I can only guess, the result has caused them to shut down. I can’t find any other damage to them. There’s no other swelling, all other vital signs are normal, and as I said, some of your team is coming back around.”
The conduit nodded. “So will Envette recover as well?”
“I should think so,” Doctor Singh said. “But to be honest, I’m not sure what the difference is. Was she doing something different when she was knocked out? Some variation or different approach to … doing something magical?” His dark face wrinkled as he said it, a querulous expression that suggested that, even if he did get an answer, there probably wasn’t going to be much he could do with the information.
“Yes. She was trying to teleport. These others were with me channeling a seeing spell.” He paused, then corrected himself. “These others tried to be with me. I actually never got the least bit of mana from them. Which is odd. Usually I get fed a thread right away. You might almost think they never channeled any at all. I should think they could not have, as I have never experienced that sort of thing before, and I’ve been at this for a very long time.”
“Maybe they didn’t then,” shrugged Doctor Singh. “I wish I could be more help. All I can do is monitor them, and make sure the swelling doesn’t get any worse. So far, so good. Keep your fingers crossed.”
The conduit nodded again. “I’m sure you are doing everything your people are capable of. I have confidence all will be well. However, we do have a problem about getting back.”
Captain Asad nodded grimly. “I’m glad to see your team was not too badly injured,” he said. “But you are correct about getting back without them. Do you have some other magicians that might be better equipped for this sort of thing?” He felt uncomfortable saying it; his ignorance on the subject put him on unpleasant footing.
“I think we should not cast magic here until we find out what’s happened,” said the conduit. “However, we are not as stuck as you might think.”
He reached into his tunic and pulled out a gold chain that hung around his neck. Attached to it was a large, deep purple amethyst gripped in an eagle’s claw made of gold.
The blank expression on Captain Asad’s face prompted the conduit’s reply. “This is a fast-cast amulet. Sir Altin’s notes could not express vehemently enough the value of having these for every member of any expedition into space. You are surely aware of the fact that one of these is what saved his life that day of the Great Hostile Battle when the child Pernie came along.”
Captain Asad nodded. Everyone in the fleet knew that story by now.
“Well, this is mine. We all wear them,” he took in the convalescing sorcerers with a sweep of his gaze.
“Ah!” said Doctor Singh. “Then we can go back now.” Captain Asad looked less optimistic, but the long, black line of his brow did rise some as if unburdened by a significant weight.
“Unfortunately not,” the conduit explained. “We’ve jumped well out of range of this amulet. The enchantment has to be increased. We tried to anticipate how far we’d come when we began all this, but, well, to be honest, Altin’s notes did not prepare anyone for … for this distance. The galaxy is absurdly large, I have to tell you, and I can hardly begin to fathom a universe.”
Both the captain and the doctor agreed, nodding. The captain even grinned, a rare thing to behold. He enjoyed seeing humility in this man.
“However, we can, now that we know, augment the amulets. It will take time. In fact, I would suggest making one for each of your ships as well as for every member of your crew. They would make a nice augmentation to the seeing stones we’ve already made for some of your vessels. If a similar situation occurs, you could simply smash it and be back in orbit above Tinpoa, or even your own world should we have the great fortune of visiting there one day.”
“Are you telling me that you can put some sort of magic into one of those and then, just like that,” Captain Asad snapped his fingers as he said it, “the whole ship will just shoot right back to someplace you pre-designate?”
“That’s precisely what I’m saying, Captain. However, as you can see by the circumstance I am in right now, there must be suitable mana wound into the amulet to feed the spell. If there is not enough mana to accommodate the distance asked of the enchantment, well, let’s just say the results could be disastrous. However, once a distance, any distance, is understood, enough mana can be wound in to accommodate that distance. The destruction of the stone ameliorates the need for accuracy and spares blinding of the mythothalamus in the case of excess.”
Wrinkles appeared above Doctor Singh’s eyes, and he made a sucking sound against the back of his teeth.
Both captain and conduit looked at him. The faraway expression on the doctor’s face told them he was mulling something through. At length he lit up with the light of epiphany. He faced the conduit directly. “You realize that’s what happened to Altin, don’t you?” 
The conduit nodded. “That’s what he told you as part of what you called ‘semi-coherent rambling’ before you people put him in the fishbowl. I read your report. He’d front-loaded it with mana in anticipation, as we did with this one, but it was not quite enough for this distance. He obviously guessed pretty close, or got lucky, because he did make it all the way back to Prosperion. It could easily have gone worse, now that I know what he was up against. I would not be willing to risk any of my people, or yours, in the hopes that I have done near so well with these.” He held his eagle-claw amulet up and shook his head.
“So it’s not possible?”
“Not with this one,” said the conduit. “And with no mages awake, we can’t add to it. And if we had mages up, we wouldn’t need it to begin. I’ve decided there must be something wrong with the mana out here.”
“Well,” said Doctor Singh, “that’s kind of what I’m getting at. Clearly there was nothing wrong with the mana back where we were. And your folks got us here easily enough. Couldn’t we contact our ships and have them arrange to have another one of those made with more?” 
“Well, there is one small problem,” said the conduit.
“What’s that?”
“There are no enchanters on any of your other ships, remember? We are all here. The rest of us are on Prosperion.”
“So call Orli,” said Doctor Singh. “She can get someone to help us. Didn’t the Queen tell us they have a top-notch enchanter working on Citadel anyway, someone named Pepperspray, I believe? Orli can just walk over there and ask her herself. And we have that enchanted diamond on the bridge now, so she should know right where to send our new … one of those.” He nodded toward the conduit’s miniature eagle claw.
The conduit nodded. “Aha!” exclaimed the conduit. “You are correct. Her name is Peppercorn, a genius. Perfect for the job, Doctor. You are a quick study, my good man. You don’t miss a thing.”
“In my profession it’s best to pay attention to the details.”
“Indeed!” He turned to the captain. “Call your girl, Captain, and I can have Peppercorn whip us up our escape in a matter of days.”
“A tactical retreat, Conduit,” said the captain. “It’s not an escape. We get those amulets, then we finish this thing.”
“Indeed.”
The captain tapped his com badge. “Captain to bridge,” he said. “Ensign Nguyen, get Pewter on the Citadel array immediately.”
“Aye, sir. One moment while I bring her up.”


Chapter 48
Ilbei arrived at the mountain pass where Leekant’s sheriff and his men had found Tytamon’s bones and the bits of Orli’s uniform and gear. It was just before noon when the grizzled old miner rode up, two days after leaving Kettle and the sad black flags of Calico Castle. The rubble-strewn opening leading into the rocky jaws of the Daggerspines seemed to cough up space reluctantly, high and narrow on both sides, a slender crack that quickly vanished into darkness, lost in the shadows of rapidly rising granite walls. The campsite at the mouth of it, crude as it was, marked the last vestige of anything even remotely civilized, if a jumble of rocks and the dark stain of a long dead fire could be said to represent such a thing.
Ilbei had been through this pass a few times in the last forty years, not many times, but what he didn’t know specifically, he knew by the nature of it. And it didn’t take him more than a glance to know that Tytamon had never been devoured here.
He didn’t care what the sheriff’s men had to say. The orcs would not have feasted on a human in this place. For one thing, it was too much food for the kind of band that would have been traveling through it, and for another, they would not have left behind the things Ilbei found after having a look around. 
He got down off his mule and set to poking about. The mud was a mess, churned up by the feet of the sheriff’s men, their boots and their horses’ hooves. But still he looked about, rolling over rocks and dragging the sharp point of his pick through the soil and ash. Doing so, he managed to drag up a bit of Orli’s hair, which at first he thought might have been a scrap of cloth, but as he scraped away the mud, pulling the fine strands through tightly-squeezed thumb and forefinger, he realized immediately what he held. It was a clipping. Fifteen strands, he counted, and all of essentially identical length.
“Well look at this here, Jasper,” Ilbei said, addressing the donkey out of habit. “Sliced neat as ya like, not a trace a’ scalp.” He dragged the thick mud with his pick some more, moving around the edge of the fire. He found another bit. Seven strands. He wiped the muck away with his fingers as before, then whistled through his teeth.
“Ya see there, Jasper? Same as before. Ya don’t reckon no orc never took ta barberin’ now do ya?”
The donkey was too busy biting at an itch on its flank to respond.
“That’s right,” said Ilbei anyway. “Orcs is more the yankin’ kind.”
He spent a bit more time raking through the mud. He came across a strange object that he’d never seen before. A cylindrical object, half as thick as his little finger and just about as long. It smelled like brass to his metal-sensitive nose but, when wiped clean, he saw that it was shiny, like brushed silver or plain steel. It had a strange tip on it, cone shaped, made of copper and something gray that smelled like lead. There was something else too, sulfur, he thought, or something similar, but too faint to be sure. Whatever it was, he knew he’d never seen one before.
“Ya see there, Jasper, if this ain’t Earth-made, I’m a harpy’s next a’ kin. And them orcs wouldn’t have let this get by. They’d have smelled it easier ‘n me. And it wouldn’t have been buried so deep then neither.”
He flipped the cylinder in the air, caught it and stuffed it in a fur-lined pouch hanging from his belt, then poked and sniffed around for a while longer seeing if he might find more. After an hour at it, he was convinced he’d found all he was going to find. The sheriff’s men had been thorough enough in that regard. However, Ilbei didn’t need to find any more. 
“Whatever gone on with Master Tytamon and that sweet Earth kid here, it weren’t no orcs,” he proclaimed as he swung back into the saddle and urged his mule to a trot. As usual, the donkey was unwilling to follow the mule just yet, and the lead rope went taut almost immediately, jerking Ilbei’s arm violently and forcing him to stop. “Come on, Jasper,” he called back. “Miss Orli don’t have time fer no shenanigans.” The donkey seemed to understand, and once more the three of them were underway.


Chapter 49
Thadius was clearly irritated when Orli entered the dining hall wearing hunting attire. He looked her up and down with a pained expression, like he’d just bitten into a clove. “Did you think we’d be dining in the stables?” he asked.
At first she didn’t understand what he meant, but he waved it off by the time she figured it out. “Please, sit.” He stood and moved to the chair on his immediate left, a high, straight-backed thing that Orli regarded skeptically. Surely the upright rigidity of such a design, no matter how beautiful, could only be the work of someone who had no intention of ever sitting there.
Thadius pulled it out for her and repeated his invitation for her to sit. “Please, Miss Pewter … Orli, sit.” His voice grew kinder, forgiving, perhaps even apologetic.
She came around the table, thanking the steward who had escorted her this far as he turned to go. She sat down and allowed Thadius to help scoot her chair forward, requiring the assistance really, as the construct was truly massive, the sturdy hardwood made heavier with gold inlay and gold leaf—every bit as ostentatious as any furnishings of the Queen.
“Thank you, Lord Thoroughgood,” she said. “And I want to apologize for how I acted earlier. For my manners and, well, for the dress. I will find a way to pay you back for the damage. That was uncalled for, and I really am sorry. I’m not usually like that.”
Beneficence flowed from him like the wine the steward poured, fluid sweetness, made so by the careful arts of a master craftsman. “Don’t spend another thought on that contemptible gown,” he said. “I should have known it would not be to your taste. I am well aware of the fashions your people favor, at least as evidenced by those few Earth people I have met thus far. Given that, it was foolish of me to presume you might desire such finery.” His gaze darted briefly to her present attire, and it would be inaccurate to say the smile was anything more than pointedly polite.
Orli wanted desperately to ask what Queen Karroll had to say about Tytamon and Black Sander, but she’d promised herself she would not start a row. Thadius was, as evidenced by his feats of a few days ago, an accomplished soldier; he was a member of the ruling class of Kurr; and he was clearly an intimate of the Queen, the proof of that apparent in his involvement with the Citadel project and Tinpoa Base. Orli knew she’d been wrong to think he would not handle things properly, here on his own world no less, and she was determined not to be rude again. 
She sat silently as liveried servants brought her food, the first course a small plate of thumb-sized wafers and a little silver bowl filled with what looked like tiny pink peas. She resisted the urge to lean down and smell it, thinking that might be rude, but her hesitation to pick up the small silver caviar knife beside the bowl and spread any on a wafer, as Thadius was doing with relish, did make her host put down his own utensil and smile.
“It’s called prospon,” he said after watching her clearly struggling with the decision of whether to try it or not. “Eggs of the novafly. Try them. They are the rarest delicacy on all of Prosperion and delicious beyond imagining.”
Horror contorted her face in a most unladylike way. She looked at him, wincing, and sought to verify what she thought she’d just heard. “Did you say fly eggs?”
He laughed, a deep and genuine one that caused him to lean back against his chair and show the angle of his jaw and the lump of his Adam’s apple, which bobbed visibly up and down beneath the tanned flesh of his throat. 
She shrugged. Delicacy or not, fly eggs did not sound appetizing.
His mirth abated, and he fixed her with a tutelary look. “Nova-fly,” he said, emphasizing the first part heavily. “Not fly fly. There’s a huge difference. As big as the difference between corn and unicorn.” His eyes flicked downward, indicating the exotic dish before her. “Try it. Be brave, explorer from Earth. It’s absolutely divine.” He swept up a dollop of the pink stuff and smeared it on the wafer, then lifted it to his mouth. He made a show of closing his eyes and humming with delight, a deep throaty joy that Orli thought might be hard to fake.
She looked down at her plate and decided he was right. Pushing aside images of pink maggots bursting forth at the touch of the knife, she followed his example—although taking much less than he had—and took a hesitating bite.
It was spectacular. Flavor burst upon her tongue in a cascade of sweet, savory, salty and a bit of an exotic, wondrous spice she’d never experienced before. It was all so perfectly balanced that she thought it had to be the work of some spectacular magic-wielding chef.
“My God,” she nearly gasped, working the perfect crispness of the eggs against the roof of her mouth where they popped in tiny explosions of fabulous textural delicacy. She swallowed and took a sip of wine. Even the wine tasted better.
“You see,” Thadius said. “Just as I promised. You know, it took eleven men nearly two years to harvest these two servings. I doubt even the Queen has had so much on her table recently.”
Orli’s eyes popped wide. “You can’t be serious. Eleven men? Two years? Why would anyone want to work that hard for a few teaspoons of fly jelly, even if it is this good?”
“Men will do what pays best—if they have the skill and the wherewithal to pull it off, that is. I have a particular knack for knowing just such men, and I can afford to pay.” He motioned with his knife toward Orli and her newly discovered Prosperion delicacy. “As you can see.” His grin was nearly wicked with delight.
She looked down at the novafly eggs and shook her head again. “Fly eggs, go figure.” She wiped out the labor of all those men, and all that money, in a few quick bites. She felt guilty in doing so. Or at least nearly did. She grinned back at Thadius when she was done. “If that’s how this meal starts, I can’t wait to see what’s next.”
He laughed. “Ah, yes. Well, I must confess that was the best hound in this hunt. I led with it in hopes of bringing you some cheer. I wasn’t sure how you would be feeling when I sent for you. Consider the prospon something of a peace offering. I admit that I was indelicate this morning as well. I might have been more anticipatory of your discomfiture upon awakening had I taken the time to be so.”
She smiled. He wasn’t so bad.
“Speaking of horses, novaflies and unicorns, how would you like a tour of my collection when we are done? I have many fine and rare things of Prosperion that an otherworldly woman such as yourself might appreciate in ways that the denizens of Kurr frequently cannot. You know, too long on the water to smell the sea and all that rot.”
A servant was clearing away her empty prospon dish in exchange for a new and larger silver bowl, which he filled with a creamy soup ladled from a gleaming tureen shaped and etched to match the bowl. The soup steamed as he portioned it out, a rising cloud of savory mushroom and something else, something luxurious yet unidentifiable, something entirely Prosperion. “I’d love to,” she said. “But not until after we eat. I swear, I can’t catch up on my appetite.”
He laughed again, and leaned aside so that the servant could fill his bowl as well. “Indeed. Let us enjoy one dish at a time. Just one, fine dish at a time.” He seemed to enjoy the soup even more than she did as he watched her eat.
As promised, when dinner was done, Thadius took Orli on a tour of his “collection” as he called it. Orli thought of it more as a series of collections, as there were several, each distinct and unrelated, contradictory even. He had art; he had weapons and armor; he had antiquities, books, furniture, strange inventions which included some machines that she could not fathom the purpose of; and last, as she discovered at the end of the tour, a collection of exotic animals. It seemed to her that most of the house existed for no other purpose than to hold it all.
First he’d led her through three floors of the manor proper, two above where they’d eaten, and one below. And it was after having traveled through an armory filled with pieces of military equipment so beautiful, so hideous, and in some cases simply odd, that he led her through a door that only opened after he had spoken a few magic words.
“Now for the good stuff,” he said with a wink. “I dare say, I expect you’ll be thrilled to chills with what comes next.”
The magically locked door opened onto a spiral stairwell made of black iron that wound its way downward through a neat vertical shaft, the stone walls perfectly cut and fitted, but otherwise unadorned. While it was evidence of superior craftsmanship, it was entirely out of keeping with the rest of the great house. 
Thadius reached into a small nook in the wall where an open crystal jar was filled with round beads made of something soft, like soap or wax. He took one of them out, spoke a word and suddenly a candle appeared, floating in the air before him. It moved down into the darkness as he stepped through the door and onto the first of the iron steps.
Orli gasped at the sight of the luminous illusion, struck by a sudden flash of memory, the candle and the bead reminding her of that wretched day in the cage when Black Sander had cast the same sort of spell. 
Hearing the sound escape her, Thadius swung back, mistaking her alarm. “I assure you, Miss Pewter, these stairs are better built that anything they’ve got in that drafty old castle Tytamon keeps. Look.” He bounced twice on the stair he was standing on. “There you see? Solid as a warhorse.”
She shook off the memory, and the mention of Tytamon, and apologized. “Sorry,” she said. “I just … well, your spell startled me. Go on. I’m fine.” 
“You’re sure?” he asked, watching her closely to be certain she truly was. 
She nodded and stepped in after him. “I’m fine,” she repeated. “Let’s go.”
Once more he began down the stairs. Almost immediately she detected the now quite-familiar smells of livestock, the sort of olfactory experience that had, two years ago, been completely out of her realm. Here, on Prosperion, such odors were ubiquitous.
They quickly made their way down the long, narrow staircase, and it was obvious from their pace that Thadius was eager to impress her with what they were about to see. The stairwell descended a long way, and their footsteps echoed up and down the stone shaft sounding the rapidity of their pace. Orli found that she was very glad she was not encumbered with one of those ridiculously complicated dresses the elite women of Kurr chose to wear—the sort of thing she had so thoroughly destroyed only a few hours before. These stairs, that gown, and the shoes they expected her to wear, would not have been conducive to such a precipitous descent, especially not at this pace.
They came to a landing at the bottom where Thadius set to opening another door, again speaking the words to deactivate a magic lock as well as using an iron key. Orli glanced up in the direction from which they had come. Quite a climb. She estimated they must have descended at least a hundred vertical feet.
The door swung open onto a massive chamber that she figured at one time must have been part of a natural aquifer. It had been shaped further by the hands of men, of course, and it expanded out before her in three roughly parallel tiers, each only slightly higher than the one below. All three climbed away from her at a gentle angle, sloping up to the far side of the chamber, where, at the very end, they turned up sharply and became part of the opposite wall. Each tier was lined with cages on either side, an aisle in between, and from the sounds echoing all around, there were clearly animals inside many of them. From the bottom of the stairwell, she couldn’t see what kinds of animals they might be, but it only took a moment after the door was open for Orli to know that, without a doubt, this was the chamber from which the animal smells came. It seemed she’d just discovered the existence of Thadius’ private zoo. A shudder ran through her as she fought to quell recent memories.
 “Come have a look,” he said. “I know you like animals well enough. See what I’ve got here.”
He led her to the first row of creatures in cages along the aisle of the lowest tier. The cages were all made of iron, varying in width and height, but fairly uniform in a fifty-foot depth, dictated by the solid rock face of the adjacent tier rising behind. 
“Look in there,” he said as they came to the first cage. He pointed through the bars, directing her attention toward a thick clump of blue-leafed foliage of a variety she did not recognize. She couldn’t see any creatures in it or nearby, though, so she allowed herself, botanist that she was, to briefly contemplate the plant. 
Its leaves were dark, three blades, each with serrated edges and, at the tip, ending in a needle thin point like a stinger. Veins showed clearly on the surface of its leaves, slightly lighter in color and looking almost bloated where they branched out from the leafstalk. They seemed to swell as she watched.
“You see it?” Thadius said, his voice low, nearly a whisper.
She turned her attention from the plant and peered deeper into the cage, trying not to blink, looking around at nothing she could find, staring as intently as it was possible to stare, hoping for a sign of movement to guide her eye. But she didn’t see anything. She didn’t know what she was looking for. Was there something in the plant she’d missed, some camouflaged animal? She reflexively looked around the front of the cage, looking for some sign or placard to give a clue.
“Look, see, it moved. It knows we’re here.” 
Her head came up quickly. She thought it typical that she would have looked away at just the wrong time.
Following the direction of his finger, she once again found herself staring at the bush. She was about to ask if it was the bush she was supposed to look at, when it, the bush, suddenly leapt to the front of the cage, several of its branches curling around the metal and even more darting out like serpent tongues, seemingly intent on grabbing Thadius by the throat through the bars.
He didn’t jerk back reflexively as Orli did. She nearly jumped out of her boots trying to get away. But the tendrils didn’t reach out as far as she and Thadius were. They tried. They twisted and snaked in the air, the thinnest extent of them poking out, strait as laser beams. Straight at Thadius. Every one of them.
“Isn’t it marvelous,” he said. “As far as I know, it’s the only one left. It’s a craven vine. Some say the ancient elves created the species by accident after their first great civil war twenty thousand years ago. Others say it was a curse put upon an ancient healer who failed to save the daughter of the great transmuter king, Zandafast. Either way, those were the olden days, when magic was still animal and rare. All the greatest creatures came from that time.”
Orli stared in horror. She couldn’t decide what was more horrifying: that the creature was so fantastically deadly, that it was only bent on getting Thadius, or that he was completely oblivious to either of the first two.
“I must say,” he said, noting the look on her face, “I expected you’d like this one very well, what with your, you know, penchant for plants and all.”
She could only stand, wide-eyed and speechless, her heartbeat slowly returning to normal as she stared into the cage. He hadn’t even blinked at it. It might just as easily have been a bit of wet grass stuck to his boot.
 “Well, let’s have a look at something else then, shall we?” he pressed on. “If you don’t like that, surely you’ll like this one over here. As I said, all the best stuff was made in the good old days. Some by accident of nature, others by the magic of the races over time. This next one I’ll show you is all the nastiest parts of nature and the best bits of godly wrath all wrapped up in one. It’s wonderful.” He led her past several cages. She followed numbly, her head tipped slightly as she peered into each cage they went by. 
She saw a tiger, that was sure, like the Bengal tigers that had once lived on Earth, only this one was perhaps half the size that she understood the Earth variety to have been. Next she saw a cage that had its bars augmented by wire mesh. Curious, she stopped to look inside. This one was furnished with the trunks and limbs of several trees, the scaffolding of which created a playground for a small band of dark green squirrels who squeaked and chattered playfully as they leapt from limb to limb. She smiled as she watched them, their antics funny and their voices sweet. She leaned forward and chirped at one that was nibbling on a bit of melon rind near the front of the cage. “Hey, little guy,” she cooed at it.
Thadius’ warning was too late, and by the time he realized she had stopped and called to it, the little green monster had already spun and spat at her with lightning speed as it issued a most frightening and feral hiss. Orli only had enough time to twist a little before the wet missile hit, striking her in the shoulder rather than straight in the face.
Thadius was upon her in a moment, tearing at the buttons of her coat, his face calm, but urgency obvious. He was pointedly demanding something of her, but at first she was too shocked to make it out, thinking he had suddenly taken it upon himself to make an unwarranted sexual advance.
 “Get the jacket off,” he repeated for the third time, before she could translate his words. “You won’t like the scar this leaves if you let it eat through to your skin.”
She looked from his face to where his eyes were focused, and sure enough, the jacket was smoking from a large, black patch that already had burned nearly through her velvet riding coat. It made an awful hiss and smelled terrible.
“Oh, shit!” she exclaimed and suddenly set to helping Thadius get her out of the coat. 
“Careful,” he said as he pulled it off, holding the material away from her in a manner that prevented her arm and hand from making contact with the burning area.
He tossed the coat on the ground and then went to a bucket hanging from a post near the rail that ran along the front of the squirrel cage. He dipped out a scoop of clear liquid and ladled it over the smoking sleeve. The hissing abated and the acrid fumes cleared not long after.
“This isn’t much better for the skin,” he said raising the ladle up for her to see. “So we had to get it off. It will neutralize the acid, however, and keep it from burning a knee-deep hole into the floor.”
“The floor?” She looked down at the stone upon which she stood.
“Yes. It’s pretty nasty stuff. Doesn’t work on metals or on glass, for some reason, but it eats right through flesh, wood and stone.”
“Then why in the hell isn’t there a glass front on the cage?” Perplexity gaped in her features.
“Where’s the fun in that?” he replied.
Orli had to bite her tongue. This place was making it very hard for her to stick to her plan of not being rude. She looked around and shook her head, a series of brief, incredulous quarter-turns. They were hardly twenty steps into this freak show and already both of them had been attacked. And worse, it increasingly reminded her of her captivity, and the auction, in Murdoc Bay. She really didn’t want to see any more. 
She was about to say at least that much, politely of course, when he said, “Come on. I want to show you my unicorn.”
At first she rolled her eyes. He was unrelenting. Plus, a unicorn? Really? That was the sort of thing little girls dreamed of. Whatever freak he was about to show her was probably only going to make her sad. She felt like Roberto now, suddenly understanding the skepticism he so often displayed.
But she followed.
Sure enough, there was a horse with a long, slender horn jutting from its forehead. But, just as she had feared, it wasn’t a majestic one. But for the horn, it wasn’t much different than the other horses she’d seen on Prosperion, except that this one looked rather sad as it stared dully out at them through rheumy eyes that leaked dark trails down its face. Its coat was mottled gray, shaggy and unkempt, with clumps of dark fur hanging from the traces of its ribs like filthy cotton. Orli had no way of knowing whether the creature was molting or suffering some disease. Its black mane was a tangled mess, the long, dull strands of it all twisted up with bits of moldy straw in much the same fashion as were those that stuck from its tail in every direction like faded thorns. It didn’t smell very good.
 “These are nearly impossible to get,” Thadius announced proudly. “Mine is one of only three in captivity. Technically, it’s illegal to even have one of these, but nobility hath privilege, as they say. Plus, I have a few drops of royal blood.” He gave her a moment to stare into the cage. “So, what do you think?”
“I think I’m going to be sick,” she said.


Chapter 50
Queen Karroll’s hand trembled upon the hilt of her dagger. Her arm had moved across her body as if of its own accord, her hand like a spider crawling toward some trapped creature in its web, creeping to the weapon unconsciously as rising anger drew nearer to explosive rage with every successive word the messenger spoke. Her teeth gritted audibly, sounding like marble columns cracking beneath some preposterous weight. Finally she couldn’t hold it in. “By the Hammer of Anvilwrath, I’ll not stand any more of this!” she cried. “Silence. Speak another word of this idiocy and I will have you whipped, hung, drowned and beaten. Not one more word!” She paused long enough to glower and fume. “How can such incompetence even be possible? It is as if you people strive to discover new limits of ineptitude by the day. Is there some secret trophy, some prize being awarded to the winner of the most incompetent diviner in all of history? The gods’ lot of you are worthless. You couldn’t divine your own birthdays with a calendar and your mothers standing there giving you advice.” She sat upon the golden throne glaring down at him, the royal bosom heaving as the wave of fury crested and eventually began to subside. Finally, she could speak again. “And what, precisely, do you mean when you say that you can’t find the girl?”
The trembling messenger’s eyes darted back and forth as he debated whether or not the “speak another word and be whipped, hung, drowned and beaten” threat had been rhetorical or real and, if the latter, whether or not it was rescinded by her asking the question. Her expectant gaze and the twitching fingers on her dagger suggested he was better off answering. “It’s blocked, Your Majesty. We cannot locate her. Conduit Causthoff even looked with the illusionist’s guildmaster, a P-class illusionist, two seers and, of course, the full complement of Her Majesty’s divination corps. The fact is that countermeasures are up and exceedingly effective.”
“Are you trying to tell me that you can’t find that Earth girl or her body because your magicians are being outmatched by a filthy rabble of orcs, even in this?” Her eyes started to swell in measure with her broad bosom again, and the leather straps of her breastplate creaked ominously like an essential roof beam about to break. “Am I to understand that the royal diviners have been bested by a bunch of cave-dwelling shamans in leather underclothes for something as simple as finding a body?”
“Not exactly, My Queen,” the man looked to her hand, which continued to clutch at the pommel of the dagger and seemed only a movement away from gutting him like a fish. His knees trembled even more violently. “It’s v-very sophisticated casting, Your Majesty. They don’t think it is being cast by the orcs at all.”
“Of course it’s the orcs. They found Tytamon’s bones gnawed on like an old mutton chop in a Daggerspine pass nearly three weeks ago. Where have you been, hiding under your bed?”
“Yes, Your Majesty. I mean, no, Your Majesty. No, not hiding under my bed, I mean. Majesty.” Her head lolled impatiently as he struggled to find his wits. Eventually he did. “The diviner’s concert does know about the eastern pass, of course, My Queen, and yet, they say it doesn’t feel like primitive magic blocking them. It’s not something any of the old records talk about.”
“It doesn’t feel like primitive magic, and it’s not in the old books?” Her face pinched up, and for a moment, the poor messenger was certain that was going to be it for him, but suddenly the Queen pulled in a long, calming breath and settled back into the royal chair. At least a little bit. In a level tone, she went on. “In case you hadn’t noticed, the orcs aren’t following the patterns that got their arses handed to them the last fifteen times they tried to put their diseased feet on the level lands of Kurr.”
“No, Your Majesty. Of course not. But just the same, the diviners can’t find Miss Pewter because there are significant counter-spells in play.”
The Queen leaned the rest of the way back in her chair and sat quietly for a moment, looking through the man as if he were made of glass. “Well, that means she’s still alive at least. That’s good news. One would expect those waltzing ninnies at the wizards school might have concluded that much at least, don’t you think?” The question was a rhetorical one for sure this time—the messenger was confident of it, so he kept his mouth shut. Disgust painted a grim visage upon the Queen’s face when she did focus on him again. “If they’re going to that much trouble to hide her, get a bigger concert and break through. I shouldn’t have to tell you that sort of thing.” 
“Yes, Your Majesty. Of course not, Your Majesty.” He stared at her, unmoving, still somewhat paralyzed by fear and unwilling to make a wrong move in exiting. He wasn’t even sure if he should be making eye contact or looking at the floor.
“So go,” she said. Most of the anger had left her now. “Go and find her! And Tidalwrath’s fits, man, don’t bring me back news like that again.”
“Yes, My Queen.” He backed out, scraping and bowing the whole way, and, in his discomfiture, did not wait until the double doors to the Queen’s audience chamber had closed to sprint away. 
The Queen saw the man run and spat on the floor before her throne. “Incompetents!”
The Earl of Vorvington, next to speak with the Queen, saw her do it as he approached and thought the expectorant meant for him.
She saw his expression and raised a hand. “Not you, Vorvington. At least not yet. But they’re all cowards, imbeciles and fools. My kingdom is besieged by primitives, and my own people think they are outmatched. And worse, they want to show our new allies from Earth how inept we are by proving we can’t even keep track of the one officer they’ve assigned to our care. It will be a wonder they don’t declare war on us and try to take Prosperion in the name of imposing planetary competence. They’ll be doing us all a favor if this is what we’ve come to.”
“My Queen,” ventured Vorvington, after bowing deeply in deference to her mood as much as to her station, “I think it could not come to that. They are a military people, as we are. They understand well enough the nature of war. The girl is merely a casualty of these turbulent times. While I am sure they will not be happy about it, I am also sure they will recognize the situation for what it is.”
She nodded. “I believe you are right. And besides, their new admiral is softer than the last. I am sure I can convince that one of nearly anything I need to.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“And furthermore, they are beholden to us now for their escape.”
“Your Majesty?”
She regarded him down the length of her nose, then ticked and shook her head, feigning disappointment. “Then you haven’t heard. And here you fancy yourself the man with the friends in all places.”
“Your Majesty, while I do have a convenient acquaintance here and there, on this matter of an escape for the Earth people, I confess that I am entirely in the dark. Though, I’ve been very busy lately, and perhaps it’s just slipped past my notice in recent days.” This last part he tossed out in the manner of making an excuse.
She laughed at him. “Oh, Vorvington, you doppelganger, you. You haven’t been busy since your mother pushed you out. Don’t play the beleaguered lord with me.”
“Majesty,” he said defensively, “have I not brought Citadel and the Tinpoa mining project along most efficiently?”
She laughed again. “You hired the right man when you found that boy Aderbury, I credit you that, but the rest, hah! How long has your project, the one you are so proud of just now, been without its properly working Earth machine?”
“Majesty?”
She laughed yet again. “You see, you don’t even know what your project is about.”
His jowls colored to match the velvet cushion of Her Majesty’s throne. He had nothing to say in his defense. The truth was, he let his nephew keep him updated, and, well, his nephew was not the most dutiful of kin, particularly since the Queen had insisted the commoner Aderbury be in charge of Citadel, leaving the less prestigious Tinpoa mine to the young lord. 
The Queen pressed him with an amused grin, like a cruel older sibling frightening a younger one. “The Earth ship Aspect ran into a bit of trouble when they reached the … sun system of the Hostile world, and all our teleporters were stunned to unconsciousness. When their captain tried to contact us to request fast-cast amulets, nobody was waiting to operate their communications machine on Citadel.” She sat back and watched him blink for a few moments. “That is the sort of thing that I can expect to be under your purview, is it not?”
“Why, hmm, yes, Your Majesty,” he flustered. “I had no idea.”
“Of course you didn’t. Which is why I found myself having to respond to them from a position of complete surprise when we finally heard from them yesterday, a week and a half after the incident.”
“Yesterday?”
“Yes. They’ve spent the last week and a half at top speed trying to withdraw from Hostile territories in space, and all the while with no way to call for help from us, their allies, until yesterday.” The complete vacancy in his expression prompted her to go on. “It seems our people have issues drawing mana near that star. Whatever the issue was, they had to get far enough away to make it stop, at which point they then had to ask one of my telepaths to contact us and ask if I could explain why my people have no idea where their officer is, much less why she isn’t operating their machine!” She found herself once more gripping the pommel of her dagger. She forced herself to relax again. In a lower tone—perhaps more frightening for Vorvington—she continued. “Having to explain that Miss Pewter is most likely dead did not improve the conversation, as I’m sure even you can understand, and in the end we come off looking like a kingdom full of idiots. It’s hardly the sort of thing that is conducive to building good interplanetary relationships, don’t you think?” Condescension oozed like tree sap squeezed from her narrowed eyes.
“Yes, My Queen. But I … well, how could I have known the orcs killing Master Tytamon and the Earth girl would have any impact on the fleet, way out there?” He raised a pink-fingered hand, pointing skyward to indicate the fleet, though, in truth, it would have been more accurate had he pointed at an angle through the floor.
She relented. “Relax, Vorvington. You of all people could not be expected to have thought of that. It is the advantage of stupidity, I suppose.” She slumped back into the throne and crossed one armored leg over the other, the chainmail links at the back of her upper leg rasping roughly against the burnished golden plate covering the thigh beneath.
His eyes bulged wide and white at the insult, but he kept his emotions in check. “Of course, My Queen.”
She couldn’t help but smile at that. The poor fool. If he wasn’t blood, she might have considered putting him out of his own misery. “Get in contact with your man Aderbury and see what he can do about figuring out how to make the Earth machine work on his own. Have him interview the miners who came back from Tinpoa to see if any of them are familiar enough with that sort of thing to figure it out.”
“Yes, Majesty.”
“And Vorvington…”
“Yes, Majesty?”
“Tell him I want Citadel ready to fly by the end of the week. It’s become obvious the Earth people are incapable of dealing with the Hostiles alone, and they may have just kicked the bee hive in the process of discovering they have no way to bring the honey home.”
“Yes, Majesty.” Vorvington, unlike the messenger before him, had the pride and experience to wait until the doors were closed to make his own hasty retreat.
The doors opened a few moments later to admit the lord chamberlain and the sergeant-at-arms, the latter guardedly holding something wrapped in sackcloth. A soldier of the city guard followed behind them, tugging by the chains that bound his wrists a young man who looked to be a prosperous member of the merchant class. The Queen did not recognize him, but judged him wealthy to the point of thriving by the state of his attire, if not by his present circumstance or the fact that he was bleeding from his nose and the corner of his mouth.
The Queen sighed. She had no time for these sorts of trifles, whatever it was, not with two wars and the potential for a diplomatic nightmare unfolding presently. She slumped sideways and leaned heavily on the arm of the throne. She wound her hand in the air impatiently as they all made the required genuflections. “Get on with it,” she urged and, in the same breath, called to the men guarding the door, “No more today.” They bowed, and one of them went out to shoo off the rest of the day’s applicants and lingering courtiers. 
“Your Majesty,” began the sergeant-at-arms, “this guardsman arrested this man near the docks carrying this …” He immediately unfolded the cloth package he’d brought and displayed a black metallic object of a type the Queen recognized immediately. It was one of the side arms worn by the fleet officers from Earth. 
She sat bolt upright and glared at the weapon. Outrage flit across her countenance at first, as it struck her the fleet might have been secretly selling weapons to her people, but she quickly pushed the idea away. Of course the Earth people weren’t selling arms on the black market. They had no need of Prosperion wealth. They’d said as much, bluntly, and more than once. The alternatives to simple greed were worse.
“Where did you get it, man?” she demanded. “Tell me quick or I’ll have that hand of yours off right here where you stand.”
The young merchant spilled the story as rapidly to her as he already had to the lord chamberlain twice, the sergeant-at-arms five times and the chain of command at the city guard headquarters fifteen: “It was an arms dealer near the River Gate.” The glances and nods between his three previous interlocutors confirmed to the Queen that the story hadn’t changed in any of the accounts, and, therefore, neither she nor they needed a diviner to determine if it was the truth. The pool of urine at the man’s feet confirmed, more than anything a diviner could do, the veracity of what he’d said.
“I trust you’ve got men looking into the arms dealer?” 
“Yes, My Queen,” said the sergeant-at-arms. “The constable and sheriff have been notified as well.”
“See that I am kept up to date on any new information the moment you get it.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” This from them all.
“The moment, gentlemen.”
“Yes, Majesty.”
When they were gone, the Queen slumped sideways across her throne, one leg thrown over an arm of it as she slowly turned the great gold-and-diamond ring on her right index finger to the rhythm of her grinding teeth. The vibrations carried through her skull, the gritting sound amplified like a horn by her heavy golden crown. Light coming from a window high above glinted from the ring at regular intervals as she turned it, making a rainbow pattern that flashed around the room, lighting up surfaces in prismatic passes as if it were a lighthouse warning wayward ships from the rocky shores of her mood.
She stared at the puddle of urine at the bottom of the steps. Something was wrong. One does not rule a kingdom for two centuries without having a sense of things, and this felt like the gathering of some gods-begotten storm. 
The lighthouse spun its colorful beams for nearly an hour before the Queen finally spoke, in a low voice, as if to herself. “Shadesbreath, stop skulking and show yourself.”
The elf appeared at her side as if conjured by an illusionist. He made no attempt to conceal the leafy hues of his skin. The Queen was long past the need for any ruse regarding his humanity.
“There is a missing pawn on the chessboard, my loyal friend. Go see what you can find. Nicely if you can, elsewise if you can’t. But be quick about it. I’m getting a bad sense about all of this.”
The breeze of his passing rippled the piddle on the floor, the only evidence he’d ever been in the room.


Chapter 51
Several days went by before Orli could be persuaded to leave her room again. The events that had culminated in the incident with Thadius’ underground zoo had upset her to the point of lethargy. She was absently aware of the fact that she was slipping back into depression, she could feel it coming on, sense the now familiar spiral into darkness that, once begun, was nearly impossible to stop. The dreams made it worse, and each night, several times at least, she dreamt of the great blackness, the thing that seemed to hound her with anger and sorrow equally mixed. She couldn’t get a decent night’s rest.
Worse, every time she asked for information about the fleet or about the investigation into Tytamon’s murder and her abduction, she was given answers like “the falcon’s in the air, Miss Pewter” or “they continue to flip the stones and throw the bones, my dear.” So she’d taken to flipping through the Crown City Sentinel, hoping to find better information there instead. For nearly a week there was nothing of interest in it for her, but on her fifth morning in residence at Northfork Manor, she finally found a headline that stood out to her as she sat on the couch in the sitting room outside her bedchamber: 28 Die in Leekant by Wrath of Gods. 
While not what she was looking for, it was also not the kind of headline most people would pass up, so she read the article. It seemed a priestess in Leekant had lost control of a spell so badly that an entire neighborhood was destroyed, the renegade magic killing the priestess and twenty-seven other people in a display of power that should have been far outside her abilities as a G-class conjurer. According to the article, “… the lightning storm continues to rage at this time, three days after the fact.” When asked, a Church official, High Priestess Maul of the Temple of Anvilwrath, had explained the power discrepancy as “evidence that the young acolyte’s pride had angered the gods and brought the fury of Anvilwrath himself upon the city.” The high priestess was quoted as having called the event “a clear sign and portent of Anvilwrath’s return.”
Orli wasn’t so sure about all that. It was a sad story, without question, but to her it seemed more like the kind of misfortune Altin had spoken of, more the sort of accident that can come with learning new magic than some punishment being meted out by an angry pantheon of gods. Altin had told her frightening stories of what could happen to someone experimenting with Liquefying Stone. He’d told her what happened to him on his first try. His stories were a lot like the one in the newspaper. She could not help but wonder if the priestess had somehow gotten hold of Altin’s missing bit of Liquefying Stone. This was just the sort of mishap Tytamon had said would happen too: runaway lightning, unchecked fire, or possibly something worse.
For the briefest instant, she wanted to go and tell Thadius immediately. Surely he, being so well connected and all, would have access to more information. The article said nothing of a yellow stone, but perhaps Thadius could get word through his connections in Crown. She resolved to put on a smile and not refuse his company when he came to check on her today—which he did every day, each time trying to convince her to come out for a meal, a walk around the grounds or even a horseback ride.
She didn’t want any of that. Somehow the trip through his zoo had poisoned any last bit of respect she’d held for him. She’d tried to convince herself it was perfectly normal for a wealthy Prosperion lord to keep a variety of exotic things, but the disheveled unicorn had dispelled more than her belief in the false perfection of certain myths. While Thadius might try to claim his pets were no different than Altin’s dragon, the glaring truth was that Altin didn’t keep his dragon in a cage. Altin’s “pet” did whatever it wanted. Altin’s “pet” was free. Altin’s pet could probably eat him if it wanted to. As far as Orli was concerned, the two of them, mage and dragon, played on an even field, each with as much to gain or lose by the relationship—unlike Thadius and his sad, pathetic menagerie.
Nonetheless, lesser man that she was certain Thadius was, she resolved to play his game today. He clearly wanted her to like him, and he continued to go out of his way to be unyieldingly nice. So, she would use him to find out about the yellow stone. Perhaps today would be a good day to put on one of those awful dresses. Or even agree to a horseback ride. Give him something, and perhaps she might get something back. That was the sort of man he was, and she was smart enough to understand how it worked.
Sure enough, Thadius appeared shortly after breakfast, all smiles and perfect attire. “Miss Pewter,” he gushed, seeing her in a splendid gown, if less elaborate than the first he’d provided for her. “You look simply divine. May I assume, dear girl, that you have recovered from the melancholy that has so besieged you of late?”
She forced a big, happy grin and said, “Why, yes, Lord Thoroughgood, I am in great cheer today.” She had to hide the grimace that would have followed that, as she immediately thought she’d overplayed her role. That didn’t even sound like something she would say. Thadius was overweening and self-absorbed, but he was not an idiot.
“That is spectacular,” he said. “Simply spectacular. The clouds have broken some today, and there is a bit of sun about. An omen, perhaps, of my good fortune. Might you, then, be in a mood for a turn about the grounds?”
“Yes, a turn would be fantastic.” She barely kept the edge of sarcasm off the end of that.
“Henpenny, see to finding Miss Pewter something fit for a day out of doors,” he commanded the chambermaid who had become Orli’s full-time attendant. “Have her downstairs in my drawing room in an hour.” With that he left.
“Wait,” Orli said, but he was gone too fast. She rushed to the door as it clicked closed behind him, intent on asking if there was any news on the case. She opened the door and stuck her head out into the hall, looking left and right. She could see him moving off down the corridor, but her voice lost its wind suddenly. This was the first time it occurred to her that there were two men standing guard outside her door.
She’d been dimly aware of their presence, but somehow they hadn’t seemed sinister before. She thought her handmaid had simply been speaking to servants when she went out and gave orders in the hall. But these weren’t servants. At least not the regular kind. 
They looked at her peeking out as she was, and there seemed to be something more than simply protective about the way they stood, their muscles tense and knuckles whitening on the shafts of their spears. 
She frowned at them and pulled her head back inside, closing the door behind her.
“Henpenny,” she said, emulating Thadius’ authoritative tone as best she could, “why do those men standing outside my door have spears?”
“They’re to keep you safe, Miss. Given what has happened recently, of course.”
“Am I really in that much danger here in Lord Thoroughgood’s house?”
“That’s not for me to estimate, Miss. I’m just here to see to your day-to-day.”
“What would happen if I tried to leave Northfork right now, right off the grounds and out of here?” She was perfectly blunt. 
“You’re certainly free to go,” the woman replied, though she kept busy cleaning up Orli’s breakfast plate rather than look her in the eye. “Nobody’s keeping you here against your will.”
Orli’s mouth wriggled dubiously, but she let it go for the moment. “Well, let’s get me dressed for out of doors,” she said, using Thadius’ cumbersome phrase. “And make it something I can go riding in. I think I could use the exercise.” 
“Yes, Miss.” 
She was glad to be getting out of that damnable dress so soon, and she couldn’t help think it an interesting twist of fate that saw her having put it on as the way to be back in riding clothes.
An hour later, Orli was ready for her “turn” out of doors. She wore a riding dress that still seemed ridiculously complex, but it gave her legs the freedom to run if she needed to, which she couldn’t help thinking that she might.
Thadius offered his arm as he approached. “Finally, Miss Pewter, I can show you the grounds. They are truly spectacular, and I spare no expense to keep them that way. You won’t find finer anywhere outside the Palace, and in places, I think I have surpassed even that.”
“I am thrilled to see them,” she lied, taking his arm in her hand and trying not to let revulsion show upon her face. 
He led her about for a while, chatting on about this rare tree or that one, this bush from String or that one from Duador. Etc. She couldn’t be interested in anything he had to say, not even about exotic plants of Prosperion, but she did try to fake it as best she could. She tried even harder not to seem too enthusiastic for news about the murder case. She definitely didn’t quite know how to bring up the yellow stone. 
Eventually, and with no natural lead-in for it occurring in the course of his endless discourse, she couldn’t bear waiting any longer, so she simply asked about the murder investigation outright as they ducked under a low-hanging lilac limb. “What have you found out about Tytamon’s case?”
 “I’ve got my best people on it,” he assured her—as expected. “Working with the Queen’s men and even a few working independently. Everything that can be done is being done.” 
When she asked about news of the fleet, he said they were still working out the difficulties with the teleporters and that was all. He brushed off additional inquiries, seemingly hell bent on giving her the tour as the singular object of the day.
So she walked. And walked. Over the course of nearly five hours, they still hadn’t seen everything. She was fairly sure if she had to look at one more marble fountain, or one more magically wrought topiary maze, she was going to kill herself on the spot.
As she absently contemplated the melodramatic act, she wondered how she would carry it off even if she’d had any real intent. She had no weapon on her, and for the first time in her life, she actually regretted that. Life on Prosperion, hell, life everywhere, seemed to have proven that a weapon was a necessity. If she had actually wanted to kill herself, she’d have had to steal Thadius’ sword. The sight of the longsword recalled to mind the man in black armor who had helped Thadius rescue her, and she realized with considerable guilt that she hadn’t asked about him since her recovery.
“Thadius,” she said, then remembered to soften her tone. “Thad. I meant to ask, but was too … well, emotional before. But what happened to that man who helped rescue me? The other man, in the black armor. Is he all right? Did he get away with us?”
For a moment Thadius looked as if he had no idea what she was talking about, the barest movement of his eyes. His face nearly erupted with enthusiasm right after, though. “Oh, him. Yes, of course. He made it out quite fine, all intact and in tip-top form. In fact, I spoke to him only just the other day. He’s doing splendidly.”
At first, she was genuinely relieved to hear it, but somehow, all of that caused Orli to nibble at the inside of her lip. Something was up with Thadius, and whatever it was now began to wear thin.
“That’s nice,” she said, forcing yet another smile. “Do tell him I said, ‘Thank you,’ for his help.”
“I will, indeed.”
“Who is he? Is he a great lord or a famous knight? I should like to know.” She was putting on her best Lady of Prosperion show.
“Oh, no,” he said quickly. “Nothing like that. Just a manservant of mine. A commoner and a blank. Good with the sword and a horse, of course. Mandatory service to the Queen and all that rot trains them up nicely.”
She smiled obliquely. “Where is he? I would like to thank him then. That wouldn’t seem too forward, coming from just another blank like me.”
“No, of course, not. But he’s gone now. I paid him a fair sum for that bit of work, and he and his wife have bought themselves a little place of their own. Gone off happily into retirement and no longer in my employ.”
“I could write him a letter then. What is his name? I’ll get to it right away.”
“Yes, a letter of course.” Thadius sounded relieved. “And his name is … He is called Prevus Prendertook.” The name slid awkwardly off his tongue.
“That’s an interesting name,” she said.
“Yes, his family is from a small fishing village on the Gulf of Dae.”
“Oh, the Gulf of Dae! I love the gulf,” she said, clapping her hands and trying to prevent her eyes from narrowing suspiciously, thus rendering her gesture and her expression mismatched. “They have the most wonderful air, though the mosquitoes are monstrous. Is that where he’s retired to?”
“You’ve been there?” 
She couldn’t tell if he looked startled or just annoyed.
“Yes, I have. Altin takes me there all the time.”
“Indeed,” said Thadius. He straightened himself and ran four fingers through the hair at his temples. “It occurs to me, Miss Pewter, that I have some business to attend. Do you think you can find your way back all right?”
“Is everything okay?”
“Yes, but you’ve reminded me of a very important matter that I must see to straight off.”
She smiled, this one genuine. “Yes, I can find my way.”
“Wonderful. I’d like to see you tonight for dinner. At six, if you would be willing to oblige.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
With that he spun and left, his gait stiff-legged and quick. Orli watched him go, her head bobbing with the ever-so-slightest of nods. Something was going on; she just wasn’t quite sure what. She was fairly sure she’d nearly caught him at it too.
When he was out of sight, she lingered in the shade beneath a large sycamore deciding what she should do. She could go back to her rooms, but the thought of that immediately sounded like the worst idea imaginable. She’d rather go check herself into a jail, one that didn’t pretend it was something else.
In lieu of either of those options, she decided to have a look around. This time with herself as guide. She spent some time trying to unwind the track they’d been through but finally gave up. There were far too many gardens and courtyards around the place for even her trained eye to tell them apart after only one pass.
Eventually, and quite by accident, she found the stables and equestrian training grounds out behind the house. She half expected someone would stop her as she went in, and in truth, she couldn’t help feeling as if she were being watched the entire time she looked about. However, none of the numerous glances over her shoulders or through the screen of her bangs as she feigned to study this plant or that statuary revealed anyone on her tail.
So into the stables she went. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for at first but felt that she was looking just the same. Eventually, however, one stall after the next revealed nothing conspicuous, and after a time, she began to relax and even enjoy herself. Unlike those poor creatures trapped below Thadius’ house in a tiny, sunless universe, his horses were spectacular. They did not seem stressed or miserable at all, in fact quite the opposite. They were exquisite in every way, majestic and overflowing with health. Being near them cheered her considerably.
She found herself stopping at each stall, staring in wonder, marveling at the raw beauty and strength of the animals. Most of them came to her and offered a soft nose and sweet-smelling breath, including one big, beautiful bay that she thought she recognized. A few nipped at her or warned her off with bass rumbles in their chests. But all were magnificent. Especially the last.
In the last stall, near the back of the colossal stable building, was a massive white warhorse who stood at the withers several inches taller than the top of Orli’s head. His chest was broad as a bathtub and looked as if it had been chiseled from the finest ivory. It snorted at her and raised its head defiantly, one eye on her, keen as a hawk’s. She thought about trying to pet it, imagining that the gray velvet at its muzzle would be downy-soft, but the imperious look in that big dark eye suggested that she might pull back a stump.
Still, it was one of the most beautiful creatures she had ever seen. She wanted to ride it with the same sort of desire she’d had when she first met Taot, a yearning deep inside her, a primal call from an ancient heredity. She could imagine how the animal must run like light itself on those powerful legs, the length of its strides devouring distances with coursing and unimaginable grace. She wanted to take it out almost desperately. She told herself she should. Since when did she follow rules, especially ones she’d never seen or heard?
But she knew she wouldn’t have the guts to do it on her own, even as she looked around for a saddle that she might have used. There was a fine one, black leather polished to a shine, with a high cantle and even higher swell, the latter embossed with a pair of jousters about to collide and rimmed round the edge with gleaming silver studs. It was the same saddle she’d seen when Thadius had rescued her. It was beautiful in a requisite way, as if nothing less would be worthy of the back upon which it had been made to sit.
That’s when it occurred to her she hadn’t seen the other one. The third horse. Suddenly she knew why she’d recognized the bay earlier: it was the horse the magician had ridden on the night of her rescue. The huge white strider was obviously Thadius’ mount, the bay the mage’s, and yet there was no black one. The black one that the oddly named Prevus Prendertook had ridden during the rescue. She immediately went back and looked into all the stalls again. There was no black horse anywhere. Not one in the whole stable. It seemed unlikely to her that a commoner and a blank, as Thadius had been so careful to point out, would have need of a regal warhorse like that in his retirement, and it seemed even less likely that Thadius Thoroughgood, of all people, would have given such an animal away. Especially out of gratitude.
She knew something was going on. She could feel it in every ounce of her being, but she still wasn’t sure what. She felt like a detective on the trail of something but not able to piece together the clues. She wished she had a real detective she could ask. Which was a thought that struck her like a gong. 
Where were the detectives? There had not been a single one.


Chapter 52
“There it is,” said Roberto confirming what Ensign Nguyen had just pointed to on his monitor. “Captain, we got them. A Goldilocks planet, just like we thought.”
He tapped up the video feed from one of the probes they’d sent into the Hostile system before taking the ship to a safe distance, far enough away for the magicians on board to be able to cast. Just as they’d assumed, the Hostile home world was the fourth planet from the sun, a huge Earth-like planet, a “Goldilocks” world, albeit largely volcanic, with very little water and even less life, and that mainly at the poles. The visual feed showed Hostile orbs coming up out of the planet’s atmosphere toward the probe just before it was destroyed. They looked like little bubbles rising from the gray-brown landscape of a continental pot about to boil. They came up one or two at a time from various features of the still-distant geography, appearing out of craggy canyons and the shadowy parts of barren mountain ranges, where they joined together like a gathering flock called to defend their world. They rushed up at the probe as it shot through the atmosphere, one of them seeming to swell as it neared the probe’s camera eye. The video feed cut off in a blink of static and went dark. But that was enough. They had confirmed unquestionably where the Hostiles came from. The rest was planning and execution.
“Get that data sent to every ship in the fleet before something happens to us,” Captain Asad commanded immediately after they’d watched the probe’s last moments in the Hostile atmosphere. He’d seen enough misfortune to be unwilling to take any chances. Victory was in their grasp.
The course of the next few days was fraught with tension and nervous excitement as each ship in turn was teleported by the fleet’s resident magicians to the Aspect’s location. Everyone knew they were only a week and a half away from the fulfillment of their mission, from victory at last, and finally they could go home. Not just home, not home with their heads hung in shame, but a glorious return. Flags and ticker tape. The war won.
At the end of a week, all the ships were assembled and in combat formation. In addition, each had mounted to the back of the captain’s chair a small box in which lay a fist-sized gemstone—either emerald, topaz or ruby—and a short iron mallet with which to break it. Fast-cast amulets or, as these particular versions were deemed, harbor stones. Breaking the stone would put the ship in orbit above Tinpoa. Each stone had been enchanted to its specific ship and charged with enough mana to accommodate a distance estimated to be twice that separating the fleet where it sat outside the Hostile system and the Tinpoan base or, in fleet parlance, something approaching forty light years. More than a few fleet personnel were skeptical about that, but none said so where a Prosperion could hear.
With the assurances of the magicians that the stones would work and the additional revelation that mages on Kurr had been assigned to monitor the space above Tinpoa and would be prepared to send help or evacuate ships appearing there if necessary, everyone was pretty keyed up for victory. “Get in, get it done and get out.” That was the plan. And after a flurry of material activity and round-the-clock repairs, every ship was up and running well enough to fight, the fleet as close to fully operational as it could get. And so, it was go-time.
“All ships,” commanded the admiral on the fleet-wide band. “Operation Dust Cloud is a go. Commence to rendezvous positions at point Goldilocks. We don’t know if they are listening, so keep radio silence if at all possible until the attack is fully underway. And let me be clear: continue missile launch into your assigned grids until my command. We may only get one chance at this, so let’s not worry about how much it’s going to cost.”
Every ship signaled they were ready to go.
“Do it,” he commanded. And off they went, the whole fleet, full speed toward the Hostile world they’d named Goldilocks. No magician-made motion from here. Just hellfire pent up in the bowels of forty-nine ships, every last crewmember ready to do or die.


Chapter 53
Orli arrived at dinner the night of her discovery of the missing black horse with subdued rage replacing the anxiety that had marked her previous encounters with Thadius in the spacious dining room. She was positive Thadius was lying to her, and she was damn sure going to find out why. She’d tried nice, she’d tried tactful, but the artful aristocrat had managed to dodge and parry her inquiries for days. But her hackles were up now, and she was not going to feel like a prisoner any longer. Never again. She would die first, and take whoever had it coming with her if she could.
She entered the dining hall as she had before, calmly, even with a polite smile, but the moment the servants were all out of the room, she pounced.
“Why are you lying to me, Thad?” The use of the familiar name was flagrantly pejorative. He didn’t look the least bit startled by her aggressive opening, however, which immediately took some of the edge off her confidence. 
He raised his eyes to her casually, smiling even, and asked as calmly as if she’d inquired about the weather or time of day, “Why, Miss Pewter, whatever do you mean?”
“Don’t whatever-do-I-mean me,” she hissed. “You’re lying. This whole thing is some kind of game. And I want to know why you brought me here. Where are the cops to ask me questions? Where are the detectives? The … the diviners. Where are they, Thad, all of them? The greatest magician in your country’s history is dead, and nobody has come to talk to me.”
“Oh, I assure you, they have all they need. Diviners have amazing powers, especially the good ones. I’m sure they’ve already sifted through your brain.” His smile dripped with condescension to match his tone, suggesting he didn’t think that last bit had been much work for the diviners at all. 
“That’s bullshit, and we both know it. I may be from Earth, but I’m not an idiot. What’s going on Lord Thoroughgood?” This time the title came off somehow more insulting than the familiar name had.
“Miss Pewter …” he began, his voice rising, but trailing off immediately as the steward came in and handed him a packet of papers. He took them and waited for the man to go. “I think you would do well to speak more decorously in my house, and in my presence. This is not a barracks, and I’ve only got so much patience left for you.”
“So much patience?” She blinked across the table at him, filling with indignation. “Patience, with me? You and that so-called rescue of yours brought me from that slave auction to this place, to your … your personal zoo, where you keep me in the dark about what’s going on for more than a week and then you want to sit there and act like you are the one who needs patience?”
“Miss Pewter—”
“Don’t Miss Pewter me,” she shouted, leaping up so violently she actually tipped the giant chair over. It fell on its back with a thunderous crash. Servants came running in, but Orli no longer cared. 
“I want to see the Queen right now. And I want to be taken to Citadel. I need to contact my ship. This is bullshit, Thadius, and I’m done with it.”
In the presence of his servants, Thadius needed to maintain some level of control. “Miss Pewter. If you would like to see the Queen so badly, I will take you there in the morning. Please, sit down.” He waved to the servants to right her chair.
“I want to go now. Take me right now.”
“Miss Pewter, please. Sit down. It’s late. Far too late to venture a ride in the dark. The night creatures in these parts are rather nasty without a proper escort.”
“Get one. You’re rich. Make it happen. Why not get your friend Prevus Prendertook to escort us. He was quite the warrior. Where is he?”
“I already told you, he’s moved on. Bought a house. Retirement. Domesticity and all that rot.”
“Then why did you give him a warhorse?”
“A what?”
“If he’s retired, why did you give him a warhorse?”
“I never said I gave him a warhorse. I said I paid him very well. In gold.”
“Then where is it?”
“Where is what?”
“The black horse? Prendertook’s black warhorse. The one he rode when you rescued me.”
A look of dawning came upon him, but he quickly pushed past it. “I had it killed. It was wounded. A sad loss. It was a fine mount.”
“What was its name?”
He paused, as if thinking, but then stopped. His lower jaw thrust forward and anger lit in his eyes like a tinder-dry forest struck by lightning. He stood and looked to the steward who stood near her chair. “Get Sart and Maygor.” The steward ran out of the room.
Thadius approached Orli slowly, his eyes narrow, the line of his mouth tight, even as he spoke. He spoke in a measured tone, his voice low yet laden with menace. “I have tried everything I could to be hospitable to you. I have been kind to you, even courted you beyond anything your common blood deserves. You are blank, for Mercy’s sake, and yet you cannot find the slightest bit of gratitude. You speak with the tongue of a sailor and hold a view of yourself and your rights that are so far above your station it’s impossible to conceive where such delusions might have been acquired. But that time has come to an end. I have tried, Miss Pewter. I have tried, and now I have had enough. The game, as you say, is off.”
Orli wanted to fire something back at him, but the look in his eyes was something so close to evil it chilled her to silence. He moved toward her with predatory grace, though he did not so much as raise a hand.
She backed away from him, bumping into the heavy chair again, this time barely causing it to scrape across the floor. That look in his eyes terrified her. It was betrayal. It was a look so much like the one she’d seen on Black Sander’s face it stole the air from her lungs.
Two armed men came into the dining hall. Orli recognized them as the men who’d been standing guard outside her room.
“Take her down and put her with the rest of the collection.”
Once again, nobody seemed to care how loudly she screamed.


Chapter 54
Ilbei was in no mood to visit with Kettle when he rode back past Calico Castle a pair of days after leaving the Daggerspine pass. He had no good news for her, and the news he did have would do nothing but cause distress. He was, however, even more determined to find out what had really happened to Orli and Tytamon. Which is why he decided it was a good idea to make his way to the last place he knew of where anyone remembered seeing them: the camp outside the walls at Calico.
It didn’t take him any time at all to find his old friend and drinking mate, Sergeant Haft. The two exchanged greetings like long-lost brothers and within moments were as familiar with one another as if they’d never been apart. They laughed as Haft told Ilbei the story of the laser-shot dog and Orli’s upbraiding of the man who’d done it, but eventually, Ilbei got to the purpose of his visit.
“She’s a good lass, I tell ya, Haft,” Ilbei said at length. “And she’s run afoul a’ somethin’ what ain’t quite what it seems.”
“I expect yer right,” agreed the weathered old soldier. “They was lookin’ fer some yellow stone, as I recollect. And I told young missy about Black Sander was in town, what with the bounty some a’ these boys was takin’ after Sir Altin’s tower crashed.”
Ilbei knew precisely what that meant, even if he hadn’t heard the name Black Sander before.
“Ya haven’t heard a’ Black Sander?” scoffed the sergeant. “Ya been buried too long in them holes of yers, scratchin’ in the grit. Was a time a mind like yers kept up.”
“Well, I can’t lie, I have been chasin’ the shiny bits these last decades, that’s a fact, but I’m here now, and much obliged ta have ya catch me up.”
The sergeant hoisted his cup. “Any time, old friend. Know it true.”
They shared a few more pints and as much information as the sergeant had, and then Ilbei was on his way again, despite the winking disclosure regarding a wagonload of prostitutes who were being brought in that very night.
“Thank ya, but no,” Ilbei said, with a wry grin. “A month ago, I might have taken ya up on that, but I’ve got my sights on a gal.”
Sergeant Haft laughed and waggled his cup in the air, moving it around to trace the space filled so full with Ilbei’s wide shoulders and round-bellied frame. Ale sloshed everywhere. “An old sot like you? What woman would have such a heap a’ fat and gristle as all that?” 
“A right fine woman, that’s what. And ya just keep that last bit to yourself. On your word ya scabby old gaffer, or I’ll come back and stake ya ta a tree.”
“On my honor, not a word, sar. But I expect ta drink free at the weddin’ when it comes off.”
“Count on it, friend.”
They stood and gripped forearms tightly, the crow’s feet at the corners of Haft’s eyes lengthening seriously for a time. “Be careful, Spadebreaker. These is no folks fer ta trifle with light.”
“Agreed.” They parted with a hearty hug, and not much after, Ilbei was making his way toward Leekant through the rain, humming through his beard and thinking fondly of Kettle’s sharp tongue, full figure and famous culinary feats.
He rode through most of the night, stopped under a tree to sleep for a few hours and made it into town early the following day, just as commerce began to pick up.
Jasper was not fond of the huge draft horses with their tree-trunk heads and tree-stump hooves clomping heavily near him, twice as hairy and almost half as big as he. Ilbei spent a great deal of effort yanking at the donkey, who perpetually stretched the tether between them with each new display of stubbornness and fright. Ilbei realized straight away that he’d never get very far with skittish Jasper in tow, so he made his way directly to the stables adjacent to the Patient Peacock Inn.
“Still dragging that sack of bones around, eh, Ilbei?” jabbed the stable keeper as Ilbei led his animals in.
“Fertie, don’t ya start with me. I’ll skin ya right along with this broke-down beast a’watchin’.”
Fertie laughed as he took the mule by the bridle strap and the donkey by the rope. “You could probably shake most of the bones out of that thing with a good flap. I don’t expect there’s any gizzards in there at all.” He peered at the ribs sticking through the donkey’s shaggy hide and grimaced. “No place for em at all. No telling how it bears these packs. Looks half dead to me.”
“That ass will be around another hundred years after they bury you and yers,” Ilbei said with a wink. Then, serious, “See to ‘em kind, Fertie.”
“I always do.”
Ilbei went inside to break his fast and see if he could learn anything new.
“Ilbei Spadebreaker. I could have sworn someone said a mine fell in on you,” said Old Bucky Falfox, owner and barkeep of the Patient Peacock and candidate for mayor yet again this year. The glint in the innkeeper’s eyes gave the lie of the rumored report.
“Ya best hope one don’t,” said Ilbei. “I may only get here but once a year or so, but I expect I represent a right high share a’ the annual take.”
They laughed and exchanged pleasantries as Ilbei’s food was prepared. And it was only after he was properly fed that Ilbei asked about Orli and Tytamon.
“Now there’s a surprise,” said Bucky Falfox. “We’ve had a steady course of folks coming through here asking about that case, but you are the last I’d have figured would be part of it.”
“Well, I’m looking into it fer a friend.”
“What friend?”
“One a’ them Earth fellers, in particular. And Mistress Kettle from Calico has an interest as well.”
Bucky Falfox shook his balding head. “Yes, I expect she would.”
“So?”
“I’ll tell you what I told the others. I saw them in town; it’s been about six weeks ago now. That’s well before the orcs was said to have got them both. Nobody’s seen them since.”
“How do ya know that?”
“Because one of Lord Thoroughgood’s men told me as much not a week ago.”
“Lord Thoroughgood’s people was here?”
“They were. A caster and his man. Asking same as you.”
Ilbei scratched his beard, sending a rain of dust and a few bits of breakfast into his empty plate. 
“What did ya tell ‘em?”
“Same as I just told you. Nothing since the orcs got them. Unless the diviners figure out resurrection magic, I don’t imagine anyone will be seeing them again.”
Ilbei nodded. “Fair enough.” He took a long draught of ale. “All right, Bucky. Anythin’ else I ought ta know?”
“Stay out of Church Quarter for a while.”
“I ain’t much for prayin’ anyway. Least not prayin’ what requires coins to get it through.” He finished the ale and wiped the foam from his mustache with his sleeve. “But just as curiosity, why not?”
“Seems some G-class adept let one get away. Pissed off Anvilwrath himself they say, and they’ve got lightning forking through the streets still, eight days after the fact.”
“Eight days?”
“Yep. Get anywhere near there and you’ll catch god’s fire still ripping through.”
“Fer eight days? Never heard a’ such a thing. Not unless they was a Six, like comes along now and again.”
“Only a Two from what I heard. I imagine the gods will be as angry as they please for as long as they please, and without any respect for letters around the ring.”
Ilbei nodded. “You’re right about that. Damn magicians. Things been getting more and more complicated ever since they figured out them fancy words. Even a broke old miner like me knows some things is best left unearthed.”
An hour later found Ilbei in Blanks Quarter. He knew the town well enough and had frequented enough of the less-upright businesses over the years to, if not be on a first-name basis with many of the clerks, at least be recognized. His disheveled appearance prevented him from drawing too much notice from those who did not know him, and the one cutpurse that got too close backed off when Ilbei’s iron gaze nearly nailed him to a wall. The promise of danger in that stare was real, and any denizen of the street knew what it looked like when it shone. This thief quickly assessed it and silently slipped away before Ilbei’s hand had even moved toward his pickaxe.
Gevender’s Thrift Emporium was the fourth stop on Ilbei’s list, and potentially the most important given what Sergeant Haft had said about Black Sander and his dealings whenever he came to town. Ilbei had never had much cause to shop there as he knew it to be one of those places that fronted for much larger merchandise, the heaps of garbage and worthlessness that piled up in its front room were meant to discourage shoppers far more than to entice interest. If a man wanted to buy a stolen coach or even a merchant ship, this was the place. But magic items were certainly not off the list, and Ilbei was convinced that the yellow stone had to be something of that sort.
“Greetings, ma’am,” said Ilbei as he squeezed through the narrow space between the piled clutter of goods. His projecting belly knocked a few items loose and onto the floor, which caused the thick limbed woman behind the counter to shake her red curls and point at him. “You better pick those up,” she snarled. “I don’t get paid to clean this place.”
“I can see that,” Ilbei said, picking up the items and throwing them up and over the top of the pile. 
The woman scowled, but Ilbei’s casual treatment of the merchandise made her visibly relax.
“What do you want?”
“I’m lookin’ fer a rock,” he said. “A certain kinda rock that I can’t find no matter where I dig.” He turned, so she could see his well-worn miner’s pick and get the general sense of his physical aspect. “I heard a rumor that ya might have dug one up.”
She looked him up and down, rolling her thickly painted crimson lips together speculatively. She might have seen him in town before.
“Why do you want it?”
“I have a buyer fer it.”
“Who?”
“If’n I told ya that, I expect by week’s end I wouldn’t have a buyer no more.”
She laughed. “You’re right about that.” The smile died on her thickly painted lips almost immediately. “So what kind of rock you looking for? We might have lots of them.”
“Well, this one is particular. It’s a yellow thing. Not too big. Not a gemstone. Just a rock. Not all that spectacular ta see as I been told.”
“Why do you want a rock that’s not all that spectacular to see?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted, honestly. “But they told me if’n I found one, they’d pay me handsome. But I been diggin’ all my life and never seen nothing like what they said. A couple a’ soldier friends told me they found one outside a’ the dead wizard’s fort. I was kinda hoping fer a spot a’ luck.”
“How handsome?”
“Who, my soldier friends?”
“No, idiot, how handsome are they going to pay you?”
“They didn’t specify, ta be honest, ma’am. But they live real comfortable, let’s just say that.”
“Are they wizards?”
“I don’t expect that matters much to ya. I’ll be paying fer it myself.”
“It matters to me.”
He stared her straight in the face, made a show of deciding whether or not he should tell her any “truth” regarding his “clients’” identity. The fight upon his brow seemed to suggest he decided he could trust her well enough.
“Not that it makes much difference, but yes, he is.” He made a show of looking angry with himself for giving up the gender of his buyer. “Look, either ya have it or ya don’t.”
“How much you willing to pay for it?”
“Seven gold.” He said it without hesitation.
“Hah, even if I did still have it, I wouldn’t have sold it to you for that.”
“So ya don’t have it?”
“Not anymore, and I got a damn share more for it than seven gold. You better go back and tell your master to sharpen his lance. You couldn’t prick a chicken with a stick that dull.”
“How much did it go fer? In case ya get another one?”
“None of your business how much. Now, if you don’t have anything else you need, get out.”
“Listen here, ma’am, I’m just trying to make a living here, same as you.”
“Get out.”
“One last thing, then. Just, I’m wondering if’n I’m the only one my client set to finding this. Has anyone else been in here trying ta find one? In particular, ya know, anyone a’ them Earth folks? A woman maybe?”
Her eyes narrowed then, and she glared at him for a time as if reconsidering him. Finally she spoke again. “If someone did, I damn sure wouldn’t tell you. Now get out before I sic the dogs on you.”
Ilbei looked around but didn’t see any dogs. Still, he wouldn’t put it past a place like this to have some or, worse, some brutes designated as dogs. There wasn’t much room to swing a pickaxe in here. He tipped his hat and backed his way out of the mess, not bothering to throw back any of the items he knocked down as he withdrew.
Orli had been here. He knew it now sure as he knew the rain was falling from the sky. He was going to have to look up some old friends in town and see what he could dig up about that pawnshop and about Black Sander too. If he could somehow link Black Sander to the faked crime scene at Daggerspine pass, he could begin to figure out the true nature of the crime.
He sure didn’t like the possibilities that began shaping themselves in his head, and a growing tightness started to form in his chest. If she’d fallen in with these people or crossed them, either one, that naïve Earth kid was in a world of trouble. Two worlds’ worth.
He glanced back over his shoulder with a shudder as he walked away, just to see if anyone had followed him out of the shop. No one had, at least not directly, but he did see a slender figure in black leather slipping in through the front door. He recognized the figure immediately, and it made him shudder even more than if he had been followed. It was Shadesbreath, the Queen’s attack dog.


Chapter 55
The fleet approached the Hostile world ready to bring it to an end. The ships were divided into battle groups, spaced perfectly for their mutual defense, and moving into position around the planet in perfect unison. The computer simulations they had run before leaving what the magicians had called “Mana’s Edge” showed that the planned attack had such a high likelihood of destroying all life on the planet that it required thirty-seven places after the decimal point to get to the digit upon which they’d simply rounded it up and called it a hundred percent probability. If executed properly, there wouldn’t be a single seed left to germinate on the planet ever again, and that only would have mattered had there been any chance that sunlight might soon filter through the dust cloud they were about to make. Which it would not. The Hostile world they now officially called Goldilocks was about to become a radioactive wasteland on a scale never even calculated before. 
The Hostiles had sensed the danger shortly after the ships had entered the system, but the newly devised strategy of using the gravity drives as weapons worked perfectly. Swatting flies was far more difficult than destroying Hostiles now. Oh, how far they had come in such a short, short time. The tables were turned now, without question.
Still, despite the staggering losses, and perhaps sensing the imminent danger, the Hostiles kept coming anyway, more and more of them the closer the fleet got to the planet. By the time the battle groups were moving into positions above Goldilocks, Hostile orbs were flying up like waves of angry wasps. Huge groups of them came, some of the orbs very large, many times larger than the ships themselves, but it didn’t matter. There was no more worry about manual reactions, no more gut-hunches, reflexes or luck. The gravity defenses worked perfectly, and the computers did all the work. The space around the Hostile planet soon became streaked with the glowing orange ichors that served the orbs as guts, loops and arcs of it, long lines that stretched like cursive upon the night, sentences of death written in glowing lava, an old-world neon sign announcing the end of the Hostiles for all of time.
When the last ship signaled that they were in position, the planet-wide onslaught began. Without pomp or preamble, the order was given, simple and direct. “Kill them,” said the admiral. “Kill them all.”
Roberto, at his station on the Aspect, grinned at the command. Finally. Finally those bastards, after all they’d done, after killing nearly everyone he knew on his ship, after the total genocide of the Andalian race, finally they would pay. The blue lights of his console reflected off his teeth, his feral grin, as he initiated the first of the launch sequences, already laid in for alternating waves of air detonations and ground blasts. The same as the other ships. Launch. Launch. Launch. Launch. Launch. So many in a row. Twenty hundred-megaton warheads, just like that. The big ones. Any one of which could wrap an ashen blanket around the Earth for years. When the skies finally cleared down there on Goldilocks and the exposed atmosphere with all its new-made gasses caught fire—and they believed it would catch fire, literally, if only for a while, until it all burned off—that would be the definitive end to the Hostiles. Nothing would ever live on this planet again. 
All the missiles launched perfectly. He watched them in his monitor, blue thrusters trailing away into the sprawling face of the planet, viewed from above the southern pole where the Aspect orbited, charged with decimating a large portion of it and all the life living there.
He saw on another screen that the nukes were on their way from all the other ships as well. Hundreds upon hundreds of them all told. It was exhilarating. The Hostiles were finally getting what they deserved—they weren’t the only species who knew how to wipe a planet clean.
Then the missiles began to disappear. First one. Then another. And then several all at once. The monitor blipped at him each time one vanished, as the computer processed the event and gave an error notice on his screen.
“Uhhh, Captain,” he said staring into his controls. “I think we have a problem.”
“What problem, Commander?”
Roberto put his panel up on the main screen. “Look.” The last of the Aspect’s missiles vanished a moment after. “That was all of them, sir. They’re all gone.”
“What do you mean they’re all gone? How?”
“I don’t know. Pulling it up now on visual.” But there was nothing to see. Only the spray of glowing orange Hostile guts everywhere.
“Damn it,” the Captain swore. “Launch another salvo.”
“Yes, sir.” He tapped in the commands and off they went.
“Pull up the video feed on one of them.”
“Yes, sir.”
The heads-up display flickered for a moment but immediately filled itself with the round disc of the Hostile world. The disc grew larger the closer the missile got. It grew and grew, and soon the brown and green patch of the south pole with its watery blue seas expanded to fill the entire screen, blocking out the stars. Still it grew larger, and land features began to shape themselves as the missile got closer to the outer reaches of the atmosphere. 
A dot appeared in the distance. Small at first, but growing fast. It expanded like a hole opening in the ground far below, except soon enough they realized that it wasn’t a hole at all. It was a Hostile orb.
The orb shot up with incredible rapidity and swallowed up the nuke nearly as fast as it took for them to realize the dot on the video feed was getting bigger. So quickly did it grow and then, nothing. Blackness. The missile was gone.
“Son of a bitch,” said Roberto. The captain didn’t say it, but the way his knuckles tightened on the arm of his chair suggested he felt it every bit as much. Probably more.
“Fire again,” came the admiral’s orders over the general com. “Continue firing until I tell you to stop. They can’t possibly eat them all.” Clearly he’d seen what was happening as well.
Missiles streaked like brilliant blue rain from the bellies of every ship. The crews on the missile decks worked furiously to keep the tubes loaded and the warheads on their way. But after several long minutes, minutes that seemed like hours, the order finally came to stop.
“Save the rest,” said the admiral, clearly upset. “They’re not getting through.”
Roberto wanted to argue. To tell him to keep going. They only needed a few to make it, to go off. But he knew none would. They weren’t even making it through the atmosphere now. The Hostiles had figured it out somehow. So he didn’t say it.
A wave of frustration and despair washed him, over the whole fleet, and more than one chin fell to a crewmember’s chest, eyes closed, wondering what next. Too many were already on borrowed emotional energy. Failure on this scale was unthinkable. Even Roberto’s generally indomitable nature was not immune, though he did his best to hide it. 
He glanced over to see how his counterpart at the controls was holding up. Ensign Nguyen was too busy staring into his monitor. “Where are they taking them?” the younger man asked. “Look.” He pointed into his screen at a long cluster of orbs streaking away from the planet. He put the view up on the lower quarter of the main display.
They were heading for the sun.
“I don’t believe it,” Roberto muttered as he watched. “The bastards are going to drop them into the sun.”
The captain’s face was stony cold, long fissures of tempered fury cutting diagonally down each cheek. 
In the end, all the missiles were caught in the same way, captured within the Hostile’s physical form, rendered beyond radio contact and, ultimately, deposited in the sun. 
“Wow, they even suicide themselves,” Roberto observed, seeing that, after several orbs had finally reached the sun, they never came back. “They didn’t even eject them. They just plunged right in. That’s pretty hardcore.”
“You would have done the same to save the Earth,” said Captain Asad grimly. “You have to respect them for that.”
“I might respect them, but that doesn’t help much. What are we supposed to do now?”
Some brief conversations took place about sending down robots or even Marines in battle suits to hand-deliver the nukes themselves, a tit-for-tat suicide scenario. Colonel Pewter even agreed. He assured the admiral all his men would happily oblige and that he would lead the team himself—twelve years with nothing to do and a daughter still unaccounted for made him more eager for battle than ever before. But in the end that plan was cast aside. Even if they could fight off the swarm of Hostiles that would surely come to destroy the landing vessels, they didn’t have enough mech units to carry it off efficiently, not on the scale of a planet this size. They had far more missiles than they had shuttles, robots and mechanized battle armor. And even if they’d had more of each, and could get down to the surface successfully, they still had no idea what they would encounter when they got there. For all they knew, whatever served the Hostiles as ground forces could be worse than what they had in space.
In the end, Admiral Jefferies had to order yet another retreat. And it was with broken spirits that the whole fleet turned and once again headed for the sector of space where the magicians could operate. It was back to Mana’s Edge.
The Hostiles did not pursue them beyond the edge of the solar system as they left. It was fairly evident the orbs had finally figured out that they no longer had any advantage in ship-to-orb combat. But everyone in the fleet felt as if they could hear the Hostile victory shouts, or whatever passed for such a thing amongst their kind, echoing in the sighs and profanities of their crewmates. In the span of barely an hour, they’d gone from rapturous anticipation to shame and defeat.
The only one not especially bothered by the outcome was Conduit Huzzledorf, and when Admiral Jefferies called the next strategy conference—the conduit amongst those personally in attendance on the admiral’s ship—the portly Prosperion was perfectly comfortable letting everyone know that the recent outcome was no surprise to him.
“While I appreciate the frustrating nature of this setback,” he said, “you couldn’t really believe that a magical people—or whatever they are—would simply sit back and let you shoot them with those things, did you? I can assure you that were you to make such an attack on Kurr, our magicians would do just the same. Or at least, something similar. Our transmuters would turn them to cotton balls; our conjurers would smite them with fire, ice or wind; and our teleporters would send them off into our sun much like the Hostiles did. I hate to seem unimpressed with your colossal efforts back there, but to be frank, had you asked me, I could have told you that was exactly what was going to happen.” He puckered some and amended, “Or if not exactly how, still how it would turn out.”
“While your people skills are more than wanting, Conduit,” said the admiral, “I admit that it might have been prudent to consult you first regarding our attack. However, given that your people have no power in the Hostile system and little understanding of our technology, it seemed, irrelevant. You said yourself your people can’t cast spells. Your own words, as I recall, were: ‘There’s nothing we can do.’”
“Irrelevant!” He let go a whoosh of air that rippled his cheeks and the fleshy parts of his neck like gelatin. “We shall see about irrelevant moving forward, sir.”
“I meant no disrespect.”
The conduit refused to respond.
“So what are we going to do now, gentlemen,” the admiral asked the room. “I would be dishonest if I did not tell you that, at the moment, I am completely out of ideas.”
“We should just go home,” said Captain Eugene. “They’ve learned not to pursue us, so maybe that’s good enough. We left with something of an unspoken truce back there. They didn’t come after us. They know we’ve got their number, even if they have ours too.”
“We’re not running away,” snapped Captain Asad. “We’ve seen what they can do. We’re not running from this fight.”
“Then what do you suggest, Captain, if you are so hell bent on continuing this, despite our being completely powerless?” Captain Eugene looked as if she was ready to have this argument out all the way this time.
“We wait for Citadel,” Captain Asad said. He could not have jolted the room more thoroughly if he’d tossed in a stun grenade. He ignored the collection of open-mouthed stares and shaking heads and pressed on. “We get Pewter’s boyfriend out of amnio; we get Citadel out here with its two thousand magicians, and we go back.” He looked as if he’d had to swallow broken glass to make the words come out, but he’d said them.
Not as familiar with Captain Asad as the rest, the statement did not seem like a complete and total reordering of the universe to the conduit, so he was the first to speak. “You forget, Captain, that my people can’t cast anything there. The mana is … the force of it is so powerful it has thickened beyond reach. It is difficult to explain to a blank, as you have never cast a spell before. So, simply put, we cannot use it.”
“Meade did,” said Captain Asad. “Maybe he’s the only one of you who’s any good. I don’t know. But we’re not running from this thing, so have him tell you how to do it.”
“Sir Altin came back nearly dead, and he did it with a fast-cast amulet like the one you now have on your bridge. This has already been explained. He got himself there the same way we did.”
“Then transport our missiles to the surface of the Hostile world.” He stood and placed his hands on the table before him, glaring into the screen. “You’re not even trying, Conduit. If I can think of these things, you can.”
“While I admire your enthusiasm, Captain, your ignorance is volcanic.”
Captain Asad’s eyebrows raised expectantly. He was not interested in the insult, only the answer. 
“We can’t teleport anything to someplace we’ve never been or never seen. And, as you may recall, we can’t channel mana in the vicinity of the planet, so none of us could push a seeing spell to it even if we wanted to.”
“What about the big diamonds?” asked Admiral Jefferies, coming to Captain Asad’s aid.
“Even if we could guess the distance and land one on the surface rather than in the center of the planet, which is plausible, that would only serve one missile. You need hundreds as I recall. A ‘really big planet’ and all that rot, is that not what you said? Precisely placed no less. And while we can scry out a seeing stone, we can’t see from them to move around, as that requires channeling mana, which as you know we cannot do. Frankly, it’s only barely plausible, and the number of wizards required would be formidable, given how difficult blind casting is. Blind casting into Hostile opposition will only be worse, if not entirely impossible.” He stopped and, by the way his shoulders dropped an inch or two, everyone could tell he was willing to relent some. “Listen, Captains, Admiral, Colonel, if we could get your weapons there, we would. We will, if it’s possible, I assure you. My people have no more interest in being annihilated by those things than do yours. But we’re going to need a very nuanced strategy.” He turned and faced Captain Asad directly. “If it’s more magic that you seek, I suggest you seek the counsel of the Queen. I know no better tactical mind than hers.”
There were grumbles and nods, but everyone present knew they weren’t going to solve this problem right away. Frustration and impatience had everyone punchy and on edge. They spent a few more minutes kicking around ideas, though Captain Asad remained silent and barely listening. When the meeting concluded and the monitors went dark, he leaned back and stroked the stubble along his jaw. He was not going to lose this war. Even if that meant getting in bed with someone he wasn’t particularly fond of. At least this one was competent, or so it seemed when put in comparison to the rest.
He tapped the com to life. “Singh,” he barked into it. “How long until Pewter’s boyfriend gets out?”
“Another six days, Captain. Why do you ask?”
“Because I need his help. Get him out now.”


Chapter 56
Ilbei ducked behind a corner and peered back around to watch the door of Gevender’s Thrift Emporium through which the elf had gone. He wasn’t sure if the elf had seen him, but he expected he probably had—reputation had it that the assassin didn’t miss much. Ilbei was willing to take his chances out of curiosity. Why would the royal assassin be patronizing a shop like that? Surely not to buy anything. The royal assassin had access to all the wealth in the land. There was nothing he couldn’t have, and certainly nothing he needed secondhand. Nothing. Which meant the only thing that could possibly be of value to him in that shop was information. That struck Ilbei as more than curious, and he couldn’t help wanting to wait and see why the Queen’s killer was sniffing around the same tree he was. His gut told him they had to be onto the same scent.
That could be either good or bad.
One thing was sure: he didn’t want to get caught spying on the elf. That wouldn’t go well. He might have been able to take a pair of trolls easily enough—though that was many years ago—but he had no illusions that he would fare well in an altercation with that … thing. 
The more he thought about it, the more nervous he got. He pulled back around the corner and considered leaving. He could always return to the shop later and ask what the elf had inquired about. Except the woman wouldn’t tell him anything. He knew it the moment he had the thought. That was fear talking. Fear of the elf. Which meant there was no way he was leaving now. He was too stubborn. Worse than Jasper ever was. Besides, death at his age counted as a mixed blessing at the very least. He swung back around and resumed watching the door. 
The black-clad assassin emerged several minutes later and looked straight at Ilbei as he came out. Ilbei ducked back, but he already knew it was too late. He ventured another glimpse, knowing that the elf would have already vanished by then, either on his way elsewhere or on his way to stab Ilbei in the back. So he was actually more startled to see that the sinewy killer was walking calmly toward him up the wooden sidewalk as if he were some ordinary citizen.
“Ilbei Spadebreaker,” the elf said. “Why do you seek the yellow stone?”
“Nice ta meet you too, master assass—” he cut that off, thinking it might be rude to call him that. “Nice to meet ya, sir.”
“The yellow stone?”
There was nothing in the expressionless nature of the elf’s face that hinted of humor, either presently or at any other time in history. There were no wrinkles at the corners of his mouth, no lines around those almond-shaped eyes to suggest he had ever laughed or even knew what laughter was. Which was unfortunate for the old miner because Ilbei typically handled nervousness with humor. It was a great weapon for disarmament, but he knew this particular opponent had no such vulnerability.
“It’s fer a friend,” he said.
“What friend?”
Ilbei fumbled for a lie but couldn’t think of one. “By Hestra, ya sure set a feller on edge.”
“What friend?” 
Ilbei’s mind raced. What was he supposed to say to this walking pestilence that wouldn’t get him killed or at the least reveal what he knew and yet didn’t want to share.
“A girl. Someone I used ta work with.”
“Ensign Pewter.”
Tidalwrath’s fits, Ilbei thought. No wonder they signed a treaty to keep our races apart. He kept his head, however. “Yes, Ensign Pewter. How did ya know?”
“Why are you looking for her?”
Ilbei fumbled for his gambler’s poise. “Why are you lookin’ fer her?”
The elf’s forest-green eyes narrowed and the flush of his skin showed slightly green as well. Ilbei had heard the elves were green, but he’d never actually seen one before, at least not other than this one, and that only at a distance. Shadesbreath’s skin resumed its paler, human-like hues.
“If you have information about the Earth woman, Her Majesty will have it now.” The elf said it without the least sign of emotion, no reverence for the Queen, no underlying threat for Ilbei. That was actually creepier than if he’d put some intentional menace in it. At least then he would have been trying to intimidate Ilbei. That would suggest the elf had some degree of respect for him as a threat. 
He imagined the elf’s fingers twitching toward one of the many daggers that bristled from nearly everywhere on him. He hated feeling like he felt just then. He wasn’t used to it at all.
“Well, harpy spit,” he said. He wasn’t going to win this hand, and he knew it. He didn’t have to see them to know the elf had better cards. However, unlike the rest of the Queen’s people, the fat aristocracy and the greedy bureaucrats, this was the one individual in Her Majesty’s employ with which, if he had to give out what he knew, it would probably be for the best to share. This conclusion came more easily with the acceptance of the fact that he didn’t want to have the information carved out of him. “The orcs were a lie,” he said, committed to it now. “A ruse set up ta put us off the scent. There was no orcs. I don’t know whose bones ya found—maybe they was Tytamon’s, maybe they wasn’t—but I can tell ya sure, that weren’t the doin’s a’ no damned orcs.” He reached into his pouch and produced the bullet he’d found in the mud. “I found this where they found them bones. I could smell it, even in the mud. If’n I could, they could. No orc leaves somethin’ like this behind. They’d hang it from an ear if’n nothing else.”
The elf took it and turned it over in his fingertips. “It is a projectile used in Earth weapons.”
Ilbei nodded.
“We found a weapon on a merchant in Crown,” said Shadesbreath.
“Dragon’s teeth! Did ya now?” Ilbei had not been expecting reciprocal candor, and the revelation caught him off guard. “An Earth weapon like what goes with this?” He pointed at the bullet the assassin held.
The elf’s nod was barely perceptible. “I traced it through several hands in Crown back to here.”
“So now what?”
“I believe they’ve taken Miss Pewter to Murdoc Bay.”
Ilbei grimaced. He didn’t have to be told why.
“Who are you working for, Spadebreaker?”
“Bein’ truthful, sir, I’m working fer myself.” Ilbei saw no point now in trying to cover anything up. “I mean, Lieutenant Roberto, ya know the burly feller from Orli’s ship, he asked I check in on her. I followed up at Calico Castle, and after, well, when they hadn’t seen her at Citadel neither, I went back. That’s when I heard she’d gone missin’ with the orcs. So, I took it on myself ta go and fetch her personally if’n that’s what it takes.”
The elf studied him again, his contemplative gaze hovering for a moment on the preponderance of Ilbei’s gut. But he also seemed to take in with that look the wide shoulders, strong arms and powerful hands. His scrutiny lingered an extra heartbeat on Ilbei’s pickaxe. He reached a hand up and turned Ilbei with a grip on his shoulder that was firm but not quite painful, just moving him enough so that the runes on the weapon might be more easily viewed. 
“Come with me,” he said a moment after that.


Chapter 57
Orli slept now. Sleep was all she had. Anger wore off after the first few weeks of futile protestations, pleas and threats. After that went hope of escape, and after that went hope in general. Now she had only sleep remaining in her survival kit. She’d taken to talking to the creatures in the cages around her, but none responded. She was the only thinking one. The only dreaming one. So she slept and dreamt.
The great blackness that swelled in her dreams became a constant companion in the loneliness and the dark. A great looming sadness, a spherical solitude that seemed to cry out every night in desperation, sorrow and rage. 
She dreamt of it every night. It always came with the awareness of some nearby smell, some odor or stench, even remembered ones as she drifted in and out of sleep. She began to recognize the pattern of it as days went by. The connection with her sense of smell. Always some scent would occur to her, begin to become more pronounced, and then, slowly, the dream came, the big black thing with the luminous pink corona hanging, bloated, in a starless sky. She began to realize it was happening with that dim consciousness that begins to accrue in dreams that repeat with power and relevance. She began to wait for the smells, anticipate them as one expects a visitor, even tried to conjure them on purpose, though this met with no discernible success.
She lay on her dirty mattress one night—the night of the frightening and loud live birth of a large avian creature, rather like an emu but with two heads and very long teeth—and tried to sleep. The air was humid and heavy with the stench of fluids and afterbirth that came with the event, a cloying essence that might have repulsed her were it not for her experience with the sick and dying on her ship during the Hostile disease outbreak. She breathed it in as slumber took her, steeped in it as she tossed and turned, optimistic that it might bring the dark companion of her dreams. Finally, she drifted off. 
At first she dreamt of the birth itself, the tiny creature tumbling out into the straw as the mother screeched from both her heads, the flat yellow bills wide, fangs trailing saliva that dripped like silver ropes from the sound of her agony. Then came the nudging first contact as she prodded the newborn, encouraging it as it wrestled with its own spindly legs and tried to get them to work as some primal instinct told that it could.
But then Thadius and his men came in to snatch the newborn away. One man held a bag while another pinned the mother to the bars with a long glowing pole. Thadius grabbed the youngling and stuffed it into a sack. Orli could see greed glinting in his eyes like silver coins, but as she watched through the dream space, a darkness spilled out from the pupils of his eyes, sweeping over him and filling the space of Orli’s dream like seeping hate. Soon after, the dream had shifted and the great round darkness had returned. It felt to her, even in its hate and sorrow, like a lost relative, a familiar if unpleasant friend.
She was used to the emotions now. She shared its misery. The two of them communed in the agony of loss and loneliness, the fullest fathoming of betrayal. They shared a bond that began with scents and smells in the moment, and Orli’s memories filled the space between them with fragrances from her fondest past. Food, often, and even people with some frequency. Especially Altin. The scent of his hair. The skin of his neck and face. His clothes. But most often she dreamt of flowers. She knew them best, had loved them longest, and most of all, because the darkness liked them very well. So they shared them. There were not so many emotions to be had with them. At least no awful ones. So they exchanged them like stories between old friends. The scents of lilacs, roses and magnolia. Cherry blossoms, almond blossoms, and sometimes plainer trees: pines and redwoods and eucalyptus, flowerless but all whirling through Orli’s memories. The darkness traded back the most exquisite olfactory flavors of its own. Impossible scents of things too beautiful to construct images for. Scents that had no origin, no shape or form to bind them. Scents that simply were. 
The images came later.
And it was through these days and nights of dreaming, through the darkness and physical misery, that Orli began to understand.
Slowly. Scent by scent. Image by image, un-visual in the strange way that they were, concepts with earthly analogies, perhaps … slowly, Orli realized that it was trying to speak to her. The darkness. The dark thing.
It knew her. I know you, it seemed to say. I know that you are there. You are. I am. I am aware of you.
Orli was aware too. She spoke it back. Not in words. Not even in thoughts. Or perhaps the thoughts of deepest prayer, where the heart is the voice that speaks and the words of the mind are barely written as if in twisting rings of fading smoke sent heavenward. That is how she spoke to it. To her. To Blue Fire.
She knew it was Blue Fire. Blue Fire was the sense of it. A sense of the self for which it was aware. Blue Fire. The fire that was not hers, but belonged to someone else. Something else. Him. The thing of sadness. And loss. Blue Fire was love of the Blue Fire beneath the blue sun, the Blue Fire that was gone. Death. And sorrow. He was gone, his light shining without him. And so she took his name. She was Blue Fire now. Blue Fire alone beneath a golden sun. 
The agony of the memory was so powerful that Orli woke with the violence of her own sobbing. Even awake she felt the crush of a grief so vast that, for a time at least, she forgot all about her own. Blue Fire had lost the greatest love Orli could possibly conceive. A love as vast as a hundred million years. Somehow, without knowing how, Orli understood it all to be true. She understood what it was all about. Blue Fire’s mate was dead. Her lonely soul soaked in the torment of uncountable millenniums, a span of time so vast it might as well have been eternity. 
Orli could hardly bear the shame of having labeled such colossal mourning Hostile. She bore the shame of an entire race for that, and the sense of it was so powerful that now she feared going back to sleep. Feared that she, that Blue Fire, would know how Orli’s people, how humans, held such sublime and unspeakable grief in nothing but contempt. Her suffering was nothing; they wished to kill her, to snuff out a beauty of such magnitude that its sorrow filled a galaxy.
She sat up and leaned against the wall staring out of her cage, yet another cage like so many before. Vertical bars, horizontal bars, security glass or plasma field. What difference did it make? It was all a prison in the end. She realized in the context of such magnificent grief—for what else could it be called?—that only love mattered. All the rest was emptiness. She’d heard it before, knew it from books and songs, a thousand religious oratories … but Blue Fire knew it a thousand times more. A million times more. Blue Fire’s love was not a flickering thing like a candle that, while hot, will waver when someone opens a window on the other side of the room. Dim like the lights of a starship when a magician casts a spell. Snuff out like the life in the eyes of someone whose biology has failed. None of that. Blue Fire’s love was a sun. A black one. It was a lesson to be learned, a reef to be climbed upon when the tides of other emotions come in too high.
Orli found peace. For the first time in her life, all the way, from top to bottom of her body and soul, she found peace, real and exquisite peace in the experience of love and misery that Blue Fire revealed. Perspective and patience washed over her and the fear fell away. She breathed easily again. Her shoulders fell comfortably with the release of tension and torment. It was all gone.
She smiled for the first time in … she had no idea how long. There were greater sorrows and greater joys in the universe than this single moment in time, her tiny moment. Things that mattered more. So much more. And she had a new friend. A great friend. Someone to see through. Someone to see through her. Someone to see her through. 
Which is why, when Thadius appeared the following day, for the first time actually deigning to speak to her since he’d locked her away, she had no venom to spit at him. No profanity. No hate. She only pitied him. She pitied his emptiness. The loneliness he felt was far worse than hers. She knew love. He knew only his own vacancy and need, frustrated by the very act of seeking it so incongruently. A blind navigator, guiding the ship of his life through all the wrong straits. And so he, too, was alone. An object to feel sorry for, even though she knew he would be cruel.
“Drink this,” he said reaching through her cage and placing a cup of wine on the upturned barrel that served as both table and stool.
She smiled as she rose and went to it. She knew by the glint in his eyes, the narrow angles of them darting to the liquid in the cup, the urgency of his breath and the way his hand shook some when he put it down, that he had put something in it besides the wine.
“This won’t make you happy,” she said, picking up the cup. She only absently wondered if it was poison.
“I dare say it shall,” he replied, standing to his full height. “At least for a time.”
She quaffed it all and placed the cup back down on the crate. She half expected to feel whatever effect it was going to have immediately. But she didn’t feel anything.
He pushed his face forward, peering in, staring at her as one does when anticipating some reaction or remark. There was none.
He waited.
She could smell alcohol on his breath. He looked tired too. Gray circles beneath his eyes.
“You look tired,” she said.
“So do you.” He was still watching her.
“I’m sorry,” she said, genuinely.
He drew back, and his face narrowed even more. He didn’t say anything for a while, but when she added nothing else, he could not help himself. “For what?”
“I just am. I hope one day you find what you need.”
He harrumphed and glared back at her with disgust. “Let me guess, you’ve had some spiritual epiphany in your solitude. How droll. Maybe in your next life you’ll come back as a priest.”
“Maybe.” 
Silence filled the space for a long while. Orli returned to her mattress and sat down. Thadius looked momentarily hopeful, but she did not lie down.
She saw it and laughed. “Nope,” she said, guessing then at what was in the cup. “You still have to wait. I take it you’re not one for direct action in this sort of thing. I admit I would not have guessed that, given your capabilities in a fight. Or was that all a show?” The more she thought on it, the more she thought it might have been, some illusion for her benefit. A great charade.
He said nothing, only watched.
She absently toyed with a strand of her hair, pulling downward on it between forefinger and thumb. Not flirting. Not teasing. Simply habit. Something to fill the void.
After a time, he turned and stormed off with a mumbled curse. Orli watched him leave, bemused, unafraid. She wondered if whatever he’d drugged the wine with was helping her find this calm state, or at least helping her maintain it so long after the dissipation of the dream.
Thadius returned a while later—Orli had no means for telling time, and little enough use for it. He came close and once more stared through the bars. She waved and sent him another sympathetic smile across the cage. “Not yet,” she said.
He spun and stormed off again, the motion of it whipping his coattails in the air and sending a gust of wine-scented wind in at Orli. She smiled and used it to try and find Blue Fire again.
She drifted off, more daydream than dream, and, eventually, Blue Fire was there.
They were attacking her. Orli’s people were attacking her. She’d sent so many of her eggs to die.
Thadius’ voice woke her, his words thick and slurred with wine. “Look at her,” he accused, pointing through the bars. “Does that look like love to you?”
Orli recognized the man standing next to him. It was the sorcerer who’d come with Thadius to the auction in Murdoc Bay. The one who had helped Thadius rescue her, if that’s what he’d really done. 
“How much of what I gave you did you put in?” the wizard asked, gazing in at her from his place alongside Thadius.
“All of it.”
The pale fellow shrugged. “The agent said it might take time.”
“How much time?”
“I already told you, ‘time.’ And more than a single dose.”
“Of course ‘more than a single dose.’ At that price, I expect it will probably be ten or fifty doses, won’t it?”
“Lord Thoroughgood, you know as well as I that this sort of magic rarely works, if ever. Why don’t you just drug her normally or clout her on the head and be done with it. The rest of this … well … this, just seems so pointless, don’t you think? And it certainly can’t justify the cost.”
“She’s my prize, Annison. And I want everything that comes with it. And if you ever look at me like that again, I’ll have you horsewhipped. Do you understand?”
“Yes, my lord.”
Thadius swung his gaze back toward Orli, still sitting patiently on the dirty mattress, leaning against the wall. There was no fear in her, at least none that was for him or for herself. She really just wanted to get back to her dream, to find out what was happening to Blue Fire. The absence of any emotion infuriated him.
“Figure it out,” he spat at the magician. “You swore to me you could pull it off. And now the whole gods-be-damned thing is starting to come undone.”


Chapter 58
“Keep starin’ at me like that, son, and I’ll have yer teeth fer ivory chips,” said Ilbei. The steel in his words glinted in his eyes as much as it did from the bright arcs of the pickaxe he wore on his back. The bouncer, eyeing him up and down as he spoke, nodded and stepped aside, allowing him entry. 
The Harlot’s Pocket was not a tavern for cowards or fools, and even the proprietor, lawless ruffian that he was, did not want any more attention than he already got. Senseless murders only brought more investigations and more bribes to pay. Little enough of the Queen’s reach fingered its way down this far, but when bodies stacked up too high, eventually complaints drew inquiries and the local aristocracy had to make a show of discipline. Murdoc Bay might be an oasis of freedom and “unrestricted enterprise” as the pirates liked to say, but nobody who did well in the South Mark was foolish enough not to recognize the nature of the tacit agreements that underpinned this kind of environment.
Ilbei, however, was no fresh-dropped foal, and he’d been in places like this often enough that his natural ease made it clear to anyone watching him arrive that he was not a target to be chosen lightly. For the sort of folk who frequent such places, that was cover charge enough.
He moved through the crowd and slid onto a barstool, pointing at the ale keg on the back counter with a gesture of his shaggy chin. The barkeep nodded and went to work as Ilbei looked around.
He couldn’t see the Queen’s assassin anywhere in the room, but he hadn’t expected that he would. The elf was known well enough across Kurr to make his appearance counterproductive for the task at hand, though only his appearance—everything else about him was perfect for the task. Ilbei knew he was in the room. Somewhere.
Ilbei scanned the crowd with his gaze, taking in the general sense of them, sailors mainly, pirates probably to the last man of those, but a fair number of teamster types and a handful of mercenaries too. A rough crowd, and definitely the sort he was looking for.
The barkeep set a pint of frothing ale in front of him but did not take his hand off the cup. “I’ll see the color of your coin, friend,” he said, pointing with his eyes through the bar in the general direction of where he reckoned Ilbei’s purse was.
Several patrons in the bar followed that gaze as well.
Ilbei placed the copper coins he already had in hand on the counter. “Shiny as Luria’s lips,” he said, as he pulled the cup from the barkeep’s grip.
The barkeep nodded and flashed a stingy smile.
The onlookers looked away.
Ilbei drank his ale slowly, making a careful show not to look around over much. Only when shouts broke out would he turn, casually, and pretend to watch. In those moments, which were frequent enough, he hid his scrutiny of the room behind bored-seeming spectatorship. 
The approach was subtle enough, and eventually it worked, for seeing him sitting there alone, conspicuous but not, eventually drew a moth to the flame of possibility.
“Hello, friend,” said a lean young man, barely old enough to have begun the downy growth of a beard. It grew in reddish patches along his jaw and chin and seemed in its mangy sparseness intended to hide the lumpy acne that boiled upon the youngster’s carbuncular face. “Only one reason a man comes here alone.”
Ilbei made a point of turning to acknowledge the youth slowly and far more scornfully than was real. “Is there now?” He turned back to his ale and took another drink. “I got no love fer lads, so piss off.”
The young man laughed. “There’s fair enough places for that, true, but you know what I mean.” He sat down on the stool next to Ilbei, but made no move to order a drink.
Ilbei continued to work on his pint.
“I can help you find it,” said the youth. “It’s my specialty.” He broke out each syllable of the last word in a way that made it sound stretched and significant in his mouth.
Ilbei turned to him and showed him a granite gaze. “And just what is it, boy, that ya think I’m looking fer?”
“A woman.” The boy studied Ilbei hunched as he was, took in the broad shoulders and thick arms. He snorted at the pick, though. “Or maybe something only marginally female.”
Ilbei had to force himself not to look up. He stared purposefully through the dark liquid to the bottom of his pint. 
But the young man knew his job well enough, and he saw something in the tension of Ilbei’s neck and back and in the way his breathing changed. 
His voice dropped to barely audible. “A woman, then.” He laughed, but it was more a long wheeze. “I can get you any kind you like. The nastiest, the fattest, the youngest you please.”
Ilbei took another swig of ale, finishing it off. He shoved the empty mug forward so as to be sure the barkeep would see. The man acknowledged it with a nod.
“Too tame for you, eh, old man? Well, how about something more exotic? How about a centaur mare? Ever done one of them?”
Ilbei’s expression was half contempt, half curiosity and entirely genuine. He turned to the crater-faced young man with one eyebrow raised and a mouth shaped by disgust, though he said nothing.
“A centaur then?” The boy wheezed again, mistaking the look—or pretending to be dumb. Hard to say in a place like the Harlot’s Pocket. “You are a man with exotic tastes for sure. But a pricey one that is. They don’t come through but once or twice a year, and last one we seen was male, almost two months ago. A female is going to cost you.”
Ilbei shook his head, curiosity gone, leaving only disgust. The boy’s trained eye read it better then.
“A satyr, then. Or a witch? We’ve got some of the old-world types come through sometimes. No words, just animal power. The wild ones. They blind ‘em good first, no need to worry none.”
Ilbei took his refilled cup from the barkeep and pushed another of the copper coins toward the inside edge of the bar.
“How about a harpy then? That kinky enough for you? We’ll clean her up real good.”
Ilbei turned back to him and once more stared him in the eyes. “I don’t need no animals, no freaks or no maimed witches neither.”
“All right, mister,” said the young man, for the first time wondering if maybe he’d guessed this one wrong. He turned and started to go.
“I am lookin’ fer somethin’, though,” Ilbei said. “I’m just not sure if’n it’s in yer … specialty.” He carefully emulated the youth’s pronunciation of the word: spess-ee-al-i-tee.
The boy sat back squarely on the stool. He grinned. He was never wrong. They always wanted something.
“Know anythin’ about weapons?” 
The boy nodded, eyes glinting greedily. 
Ilbei looked back over his shoulder, then at the barkeep, who was at the far end of the bar. He slid his gaze around checking behind the young man making sure no one was paying them any mind. “I heard a rumor that ….” he looked around the nearby space a second time. “I heard people been gettin’ them Earth soldier weapons lately. The ones with the red lights in a line.”
Ilbei’s request melted the enthusiasm from the young man’s lumpy face like a wax candle in the summer sun. The greasy agency of his earlier confidence was replaced by a flash of youthful petulance. “Look mister, I never even seen one of them come through. Is that the only thing you come here for?”
“That’s the only thing.”
“Well, I ain’t never seen that.” He got up and started to leave, clearly irritated at having wasted so much time.
“Sit,” said Ilbei. The youth turned and gave Ilbei a dubious look.
“I never seen one,” he said. “And I got business.”
“Sit.” Ilbei reached into a pocket in his dusty vest and pulled out a silver coin. He put it on the counter. 
The boy sat down.
“So how would I get one?”
The boy looked at the coin, but Ilbei could tell by the way the left side of his mouth twisted, he really didn’t know.
“Just help me figure it out,” Ilbei said. “That’s all I want ta know. I need ta get me one a’ them, and I don’t know where ta start. I’m thinkin’ you do.”
The young man scratched at the red wisps on his chin, pursing his lips. A few of the more recently agitated mounds of acne glinted like small pink cherries in the tavern’s lamplight.
“I suppose you’d need to find someone from Earth.”
“And how would I do that?”
“I heard they got a fort near Crown.”
“Don’t none of ‘em ever come down here? Ya know, ta make some extra coin? I mean, I never heard a’ no army that didn’t have no deserters or, ya know, trade in contraband.”
“Listen, mister, I’d love to sell you something. I would. But I tell you, there ain’t never been no Earth folk down here that I seen or heard of, and I see and hear most everything.”
“Never? Not one time?”
“Never.” He stopped and thought about it. “Nope, never.”
Ilbei scrutinized the young man as he spoke. He watched for the slightest twitch of the cheeks or eyes. He watched for any color change in his face or neck. Watched for some movement of the hands or feet. But there were none. Ilbei was confident the youth was telling him the truth. Which meant either the boy didn’t have the contacts he claimed he did, or the Queen’s elf had his information wrong.
“All right,” he said, pulling back the silver coin.
“Hey,” said the young man, reaching for it.
“I’ll stake that mitt ta the bar if’n ya touch it,” Ilbei said. “Unless ya think you earned it fair?”
“I told you what you asked. Deal’s a deal.” The boy’s eyes held no fear.
Ilbei relented with the faintest smile. “I suppose ya did.” He took his hand off the coin, and the youngster snatched it up and quickly vanished through the crowd.
Ilbei left after he’d finished his second ale. Shadesbreath caught up to him several blocks away. The elf wore a heavy cloak, hood up, despite the weather being much warmer on this part of the continent than where they’d come from.
“Guildmaster Cypher Meste divined that the girl was here and not willingly,” said the elf. “A V-ranked cast, so it’s certain. No counter-spells on the query.”
“Well, that pimple-faced kid would have known if’n they’d sold her as a slave or concubine. There’s little chance a feller like that doesn’t get wind a’ that sort a’ thing.”
“Which means it was a private deal.”
“Hardly much we’re gonna find out about that.”
“Her Majesty is well aware of what happens in Murdoc Bay. She does not rely solely on diviners or the marchioness. By eliminating the small players, there is only one other place to go.”
“Where’s that?”
“Come.”
The elf led him down to the docks and along a wide frontage street bustling with activity. The cobblestones were worn with use, and the clamor of voices, surf and wagon wheels echoed up from them in a frenzy of noise. Ilbei followed the cloaked form, his bowed legs pushed for all they were worth to keep pace with the elf’s long, gliding stride. 
Passing through the crowd, they continued along the waterfront into a district of warehouses, long, high-roofed buildings made of timber cut from tropical hardwood trees. Though rough in appearance, Ilbei knew there’d be no easy cutting through those walls for a standard thief. Merchants in Murdoc Bay paid top dollar for materials and, most likely, high-quality strength enchantments as well.
The elf passed by several of these without so much as looking up to read the signs, but about halfway down the row, he stopped and entered one through its front door without so much as a cursory look back. Ilbei was certain the assassin had been here before.
The room inside was small, an office with a table serving as a desk. A frail, spinsterly looking woman sat behind it, scratching out columns of numbers on a sheet of parchment nearly as long as the table was wide. She looked up at them after finishing a calculation, carefully putting her quill in its inkpot before deigning to speak. “Coming or going?” she said in a monotone. “White, black or gray?”
“Tenderthrift,” said the elf. 
“Master Tenderthrift is not available.” The response ejected from her mouth automatically, as if it had been enchanted there and set to repeat.
The elf pulled his hood back, and the woman’s bureaucratic mask fell away. “One moment please.”
She left the room through a door behind her, which she had to unlock with a key that she wore on a chain around her neck. Before it closed, Shadesbreath was through it and holding it open for Ilbei, beckoning him with a movement of his woodland eyes.
“You can’t come back here,” she started to say, but she didn’t finish it. Saying something like that to the royal assassin was pointless, and there wasn’t a person in Murdoc Bay who would have done it differently. At least none that had the wits necessary to survive for long in this climate of moral in-between.
A ghostly-pale little man in spectacles sat in a plush leather chair, a wide, fat monstrosity of a furnishing, that seemed filled to bursting it was so well stuffed. The little man, perched upon the rounded bulge of such ponderous comfort as he was, looked gnomish by the scale of relativity. Seated across a stonework fire pit from this small man sat a broad-backed figure of indeterminate gender wearing a hard leather breastplate. This individual looked up at the new arrivals with bright violet eyes and, unlike the little man, made no effort, or had not the intellectual wherewithal, to conceal an expression of surprise. 
“The royal assassin,” said the little man in a voice so bass and resonant it caught Ilbei off guard. Such thunder out of that tiny little chest. “To what do I owe the honor?”
“Who bought the Earth woman?” the elf asked. Ilbei continued to blink his astonishment at the unfurling of events, though he did notice the figure in the leather breastplate seemed to sink back a bit deeper into his or her chair.
“You know I am honor-bound not to give that information out,” said the little man, Tenderthrift. “I would die far less mercifully at their hands than at yours.” He drew a circle in the air near his head with a movement of one small hand. The gesture seemed to invoke the entire city.
“Merchant or aristocracy?”
The gnomish fellow seemed to have to consider whether that was a matter of honor or not, at least by Ilbei’s gauge. He apparently decided it was not.
“Aristocracy.”
“Arranged or opportunity?”
Again Tenderthrift’s face moved with the motions of his mind, calculating the correct measures for navigating such a treacherous sea.
“Master assassin, you know I’ve always paid my part to the marchioness and to the Queen, and done the dance to stay between.” His tone was not plaintive, but he clearly had no intention of telling the assassin more.
The elf studied the little man closely for the barest pair of breaths before turning to Ilbei. “Let’s go.”
Ilbei blinked up at him, bewildered. Why were they leaving? Ilbei knew he could get more information than that from the little man—he could get more without even hurting him very much. He looked at the man-woman and frowned. That fellow—for fellow did seem to fit more accurately, if barely—knew something sure enough as well. He’d be even easier to get information from. 
However, the elf was already nearly through the front office door, so Ilbei turned and hustled out. Once back in the street, he couldn’t help but point out the opportunity they had lost.
“Master assassin,” he began. “Far be it fer me ta tell a man—or an elf—such as yerself how ta go about his work, but there was a great deal more we could have learned.”
“Miss Pewter is in Crown. And it is my guess that Lord Thoroughgood has her in his private zoo.”
Ilbei stopped in the street, blinking in the direction of the assassin’s back as he walked away, but the elf did not turn around.


Chapter 59
“You and I have had our differences, Meade,” Captain Asad said as Doctor Singh was still toweling the syrupy amniotic fluid from Altin’s skin. “But you’re also a man of purpose. And I believe on this we can agree.”
Altin could only blink through the fog of his vision and crawl toward consciousness. He heard the sound of Captain Asad’s voice, could vaguely recognize the man, but for the moment he was mainly focused on trying not to puke.
Doctor Singh moved around to stand between the captain and his Prosperion patient, ordering a nurse to hold Altin so he didn’t fall off the bed.
He took Altin’s newly re-grown arm gently and held it up. Thin and soft, barely any muscle tone, just what the electric shocks could shape in the last part of the re-growth. The last six days would have done him good on that front, but Captain Asad had insisted he come out. Physical therapy could do the rest, it was true, but Doctor Singh did not envy Altin the next several weeks. 
He clutched Altin’s face in his hands and peered into Altin’s eyes. They were beginning to respond normally.
“Altin,” he said slowly. “It’s Doctor Singh. You’re on the Aspect. You had an accident.” He repeated it several times until, slowly, Altin blinked his way to lucidity, or at least what was as close as he would get for another hour or two anyway.
“Accident?”
Doctor Singh relayed what had happened in the barest terms. “You used your amulet to escape the Hostile system. Something went wrong. Your tower was destroyed and you nearly died. You came here so we could re-grow an arm. You lost one in the accident. It’s now grown back. We spoke a little before you went into the tank, but you were very groggy. Try to remember.”
Altin heard the words but they only marginally made sense. He had to wade through a thickness that subdued his thoughts to pick up each word and stack it on the slowly building idea. Only bits of it made sense. The Hostile system. Something about a sun. He remembered a sun, or a pair of stars. A blue star and a golden one. And Orli. Orli had helped him find the sun. But nothing about an arm or a tank.
Memories were coming back slowly, though.
He looked past the doctor for Orli, but she was not there. He was dimly aware of Captain Asad standing near another bed. Roberto stood next to him. The ever-cheerful Spaniard flashed his teeth at him and said something that mainly mumbled in Altin’s head.
Through the haze, and with what seemed more effort than it should require, he turned his head, having to struggle to make his eyes keep up with his skull as he searched the rest of the room.
“Orli,” he said, but it came out in a garbled wetness as if his throat were full of phlegm. He coughed up a mouthful of amnio fluid. He tried to hold it in his mouth, to swallow it back, but it was slimy and tasted foul.
Doctor Singh snatched a rectangular pan of stainless steel from where it sat on the bed and held it up near Altin’s chin. “Here, spit,” he said.
Altin obliged. “Bleh, that’s awful.”
“It is,” agreed the doctor as he dabbed away the strands of thick spittle that clung to Altin’s mouth and risked running down into his lap. “I’m sorry about that part.” He wiped the last bit of fluid off and dropped the cloth into the silvery tray. “So how do you feel?”
“Like dragon dung.”
“Yes, I figured you might.”
“Listen, Altin,” began the captain again, “I’m happy you’ve got your arm back, but listen, we’re in a rush.”
“Captain,” reprimanded the doctor. “I said you could be here, not interrogate him.”
“He’s fine, look at him.”
“I don’t know about that,” said Roberto, crinkling up his face. “That arm doesn’t look … fully cooked.”
“It’s not,” said the doctor. “You can thank your captain for that.”
“Where is Orli?” Altin asked.
All three of them understood it perfectly this time. They exchanged glances. The nurse made a point of going away.
Altin, dim as he was just then, missed the undercurrents of their exchange.
“She’s on Prosperion,” said the captain with authority. “Now listen up, we are on the brink of winning the war against the Hostiles, but for some reason, your people can’t do magic properly. So we need you and your Z-thing to compensate for their incompetence. Clearly you were able to get much farther than they did, and alone. We don’t have time to wait for them to figure it out.”
Altin had to close his eyes and focus very hard on all of that. Meaning took four or five times longer to coalesce than the words did to accumulate. He pushed through the gauze of his memories trying to remember what had happened at the golden star. He knew, somehow, that he’d made it there. Orli had told him how far to go. 
He remembered the boulders of ice floating along the system’s edge. He could see Orli in his mind’s eye telling him what they were. They had made it.
He’d tried to do something. He remembered trying to cast a spell. He couldn’t catch the mana. That’s right, the mana was too thick and too fast. It had moved as if it were channeled by a million sorcerers, perhaps more, and every one using a Liquefying Stone, pulling in so much, so rapidly, the currents became something nearly solid to his mental touch. He remembered it and then realized he must have passed out trying to force his mind inside. He’d been overwhelmed. Fortunately, so furious were the currents they actually spit him out, rejected him like a stone being skipped off a river and landing on the opposite bank.
He nodded slowly as the memories came fading back. What was that the doctor had said about an amulet? He reached for his, reached into robes he did not have on. He realized he was nearly naked sitting on the bed, only a towel thrown across his waist for modesty.
He looked back at the captain and Roberto. Their expressions remained blank.
“You said I escaped the Hostiles and nearly died?”
“Yes. You and Conduit Huzzledorf theorized that your amulet, the fast-cast device, did not have quite enough of your mana inside to adequately complete the spell.”
“I theorized?”
“Yes, but you were pretty rummy. Still under the effects of a sleep spell or something like that that Doctor Leopold cast on you. But that was the consensus, a fast-cast necklace with too little juice.”
Yes. He had done that. Or no, he hadn’t. He’d gone to add more mana. That’s the spell he was trying to cast.
Then it all connected in his head.
He tried to stand, pushing himself up from the bed. His enfeebled left arm collapsed and failed him. He nearly fell. Doctor Singh caught him, as did Roberto who jumped to give support from the other side.
“Easy, young man,” said the doctor. “You won’t have your equilibrium for at least another day.”
“Where is Orli?” Altin said. His tone was urgent and his mind sobering fast. He could hear the increasingly rapid beats of the heart monitor on the wall.
“I told you, she’s on Prosperion,” said the captain again. “She was assigned to Citadel. You need to settle down.”
Altin let Doctor Singh and Roberto sit him back on the bed.
Altin saw that Roberto was making an effort not to look him in the eye.
“Is she all right?” Terror filled him as the words came out. He knew perfectly well what it meant to cast that teleport spell mana-shy, as he knew his amulet had been.
“She’s fine,” said the captain, but Doctor Singh shot him a look that prompted even the hardened officer to relent in his purposeful ambiguity. “As far as we know.” 
It wasn’t a lie.
“What do you mean ‘as far as we know’?” That response surprised no one in the room.
“Altin,” said the doctor, stopping the captain’s reply with a raised hand. If anyone was going to break this kind of news to the young man, it should be someone with a better grasp of compassion than Captain Asad. The captain relented; he knew it too. “Ensign Pewter is fine, as far as we know. She did make it back to Prosperion when your tower came back. The tower was a wreck, and Orli was hurt, but not too badly. Your friend, Doctor Leopold, fixed her up better than I could have done. She was actually sitting with you for a while when we put you in the tank.”
Altin looked visibly relieved. He tried to remember seeing her, but he could not recall anything after having tried to channel mana into the amulet. There weren’t even partial memories. Looking at the pathetic frailty that was his arm, it occurred to him that might actually have been for the best. 
“However,” went on the doctor, “we haven’t heard from her in quite some time. She was supposed to set up the communications array for Citadel over two months ago, but she has not checked in as yet.”
“Two months?” He struggled once again with a rising sense of dread. “Why not?”
“We don’t know. Without her having set up the array on her end, we have no way to ask.”
“You said you spoke to a conduit. Why didn’t his telepaths check?”
“They have. No one has seen her.”
Altin could feel the obvious tension growing in the room.
“What are you not telling me?”
Doctor Singh appeared to wilt visibly before his eyes. This was too much for him so soon. But Altin would not relent. 
“Tell me, for the curse of gods. Speak it true.” He looked to Roberto, caught him eye to eye. The demand of friendship swelled in Altin’s eyes.
Roberto looked to the doctor, then to the captain, then back to Altin. He sighed. “Altin, Tytamon is dead.”
Altin stared blankly for a moment. He felt sure the haze in his head must have reordered Roberto’s words randomly.
“He’s dead, Altin.” The truth of it was in Roberto’s face, his tone and the way his shoulders fell. “I’m sorry, but it’s true. The orcs got him. And they think they took Orli captive too.” He knew he was hedging that some.
A cold wave crept over Altin and consumed him like some icy lurking thing. It crawled inside of him and grew, a cold parasitic horror that throbbed as if it were being pumped by the giant bellows of an evil heart. His will fought against it, tried to assert the impossibility of Roberto’s utterance with the heat of his denial. He fought the truth reflecting in Roberto’s eyes.
“It’s true, Altin. It came from the Queen’s own man.” Roberto had to look away after that.
Altin wanted to cry out, to collapse in tears, to … something, but he was suddenly filled only with an agonizing numbness. Even the wave of cold seemed to have gone away as quickly as it had come. He couldn’t be gone. Not Tytamon. The man was ancient. As close to immortal as any human had ever been. 
And Orli? Roberto had said they took her. He wouldn’t lie about that, would he? He spoke her name, his voice trembling and nearly gone. “Is she …?”
Roberto shook his head, as did the doctor and even Captain Asad. No, she was not dead. At least not that they knew. Even Doctor Singh would not make that assumption, regardless of probability. Not here, not right now.
“Get me up,” Altin demanded. 
“You need to rest,” said Doctor Singh.
“Get me up.” He tried to stand again, this time using only his strong right arm. He swayed heavily and had to sit back down, his vision swimming with black dots like bits of ash in a whirlwind.
“Altin, you need a few more days.”
He looked back at the doctor in whose every feature was nothing but unbridled empathy, his concern for Orli as palpable as his sorrow for Altin’s loss. He glanced at the captain whose face was stoic and clearly forced to patient silence. Only Roberto wept. Altin saw the tears welling in the pilot’s eyes. He watched him try to blink them back. One got away, squeezed out under the pleading scrutiny of Altin’s gaze. 
“I’m sorry, Altin,” Roberto said. “I’m really sorry. Everything is just so fucked up now.”


Chapter 60
Queen Karroll threw the goblet so hard the impact knocked a large topaz out of it. The soft gold dented when it struck the marble column and ejected the gem, which shot out and rolled to a stop against the front of Ilbei’s boot. 
Ilbei, a brave man most times, had never been comfortable around royalty, and this, his fourth time in her presence, was even worse than the other three. This time she knew his name. At least her present fury was directed at the elf. For now.
“That sheep-begotten Thoroughgood is hiding that woman at Northfork?” she raged. “You better be right about this, you elven snake, or I’ll have your fangs out, do you hear me? I’ll send you back to your people with your head on a plate, treaties and prophesies be damned.”
Shadesbreath, unlike Ilbei, seemed impervious to the storm. He waited until he thought she was capable of listening. “We cannot confirm it because, as you know, the spells are blocked. Lord Thoroughgood has implemented defenses similar to those Your Majesty employs.”
If she had another cup, she would have thrown that too. Her scepter was already lying against the opposite wall. That had been the first to go.
“So who is left in the kingdom that has no counter-spells? Will my hunters come to me and say that the deer are casting counter-spells and can no longer be tracked? Will the rat catchers follow suit? Soon the city will be overrun with vermin and the rest of us will starve.” She threw herself back into her throne, fury transformed briefly to something pouty and childlike. 
Ilbei felt it appropriate to look away.
“Get her,” she said then, sitting upright and returned completely to regality. “Go get her. And do it quietly. It’s my own fault for ignoring the fact he flouts my laws with that ridiculous menagerie of his. But this time he’s done it. I’ll lose little sleep watching the noble blood he perverts pour from the headsman’s block.”
“It’s a considerable magical defense, Majesty,” said the elf.
“Do it, snake.” She nearly hissed herself, and rage flared fully for an instant, revealing something terrifying in her eyes. Ilbei saw it and in that moment understood how it was she’d brought an entire continent in line.
The assassin nodded, the slightest movement of his head, and then he was gone. One instant he was standing there, the next he was not. No muttering of magic words, no gestures. Just, gone. It made Ilbei shudder. And to think he’d been approaching cozy companions with … it.
The Queen sat back in her throne and seemed lost in the torrent inside her mind. She murmured and mumbled and made spitting noises through her teeth. She seemed to have completely forgotten Ilbei was in the room.
He stood silently for some time. Not sure if he should look away, or look at her, or perhaps slowly back out of the room. He cast a glance over his shoulder, silently querying the guards and the herald standing there. They shrugged, all three in unison. This was Ilbei’s problem, not theirs. So he stood. He was sure it must have been nearly an hour before the Queen finally saw him again.
“What are you still doing here?”
“I was not dismissed, Yer Majesty.”
She grunted. “Well now you are. Get out.”
“Yes, Yer Majesty.”
“And Spadebreaker,” she added, “go see what you can do about Citadel.”
“Yer Majesty?”
“You spent time working with the Earth machines, did you not? You were the machinery instructor for our people on the Naotatican moon as I recall, yes?”
“Yes, Majesty.”
“So go do whatever you need to do to get that thing working …” her voice trailed off for a moment before she added, “in case something happens to the girl.”
“I ain’t sure I’m takin’ yer meanin’ proper, Majesty. What thing?”
“For Mercy’s sake, you rusty old shovel. The communications machine. Were you not paying attention earlier?”
“I confess I was busy dodging yer scepter, Majesty. What with it comin’ at my face.”
She harrumphed. “Just get it done.”
“Yes, Majesty.”
“And keep your mouth shut or silence will be made permanent for you.”
“Yes, Majesty.” He made a point of appreciating his tongue, a simple cognizance of its presence in his mouth while he winced at the Queen’s words.
She flicked her fingers at him, shooing him away. He stepped on the topaz as he turned, the gem beneath his boot slick like an ice cube on the marble floor, and he nearly slipped. He managed to catch himself with one of those jolting spasms of body and arms that such an event puts upon a person. He looked back, mortified, but the Queen was back in her own head, once again muttering to herself and formulating plans.
The guards made a point of not looking at him on the way out, which he was grateful for. 
Ilbei told Aderbury exactly what he thought was allowable under the definition of silence as he understood it to be. Aderbury was familiar enough with the Queen and the nobility, being a commoner like Ilbei was, to read between the lines, so he didn’t press.
“Well, master miner, I understand you well enough, trust me,” Aderbury said. He took the time to fix Ilbei with a look that conveyed it clearly and as true. “And, whatever circumstances Orli finds herself in, I’m sure it will all work out. I’ve sent my prayers to Mercy and have faith in her and the Queen’s men. In the meantime, your timing could not be better, for we are ready to give Citadel a try.”
“Ya mean she’s all done, sir?”
“No, not quite. We had to take a few shortcuts, and some of our enchantments have fewer charges on them than we would have liked, but, truthfully it’s not anything we can’t keep working on while we are underway. She’s done enough to fly.”
“That’s great news.”
“It will be better news if you can make the machine work. I’ve tried a few of the other miners that came back from Tinpoa, but none of them had enough experience to risk tinkering with that machine. To a man they all suggested we find you.”
“I only worked with the drillin’ units and small generators,” he confessed. “The only communication machines I used was them small boxes mounted on the walls.”
“Just have a look, Ilbei. I won’t hold you to anything. I realize this was an unexpected request.”
Encouraged by Aderbury’s amiable attitude, after such an audience with the Queen, Ilbei let himself be led through Citadel and up into the highest chamber, wherein the fleet’s entanglement array sat in its various parts, disassembled as it was and packed in several hard plastic crates. There were seven of them.
Ilbei pulled off his leather hat and scratched at his bald spot skeptically. “Now, Master Aderbury, there’s figurin’ out how ta make it work, and then there’s figurin’ out how ta put it together. Them two ain’t remotely the same.”
 “You are quite right,” Aderbury agreed with a sly grin. “Good luck.” He patted Ilbei on the thick shoulder and exited the anti-magic room, flashing one last glimpse of that grin before he disappeared, his head bobbing lower and lower as he descended the stairs and finally vanished through the opening in the outer chamber’s floor.
Ilbei looked around him, surveying the stack of alien crates then peering down through the transparency of the diamond floor. He frowned at the enormous chessboard arrangement of all those redoubts far below. What had he gotten himself into?
With a sigh, he set himself to work. At least it gave him something to do, keeping his mind off of what might be happening to that poor Earth girl. He hadn’t been particularly keen spending that much time with the Queen’s elf, but he sure hoped the scary bastard could get Orli out of whatever predicament she was in. He wasn’t too sure why anyone would reckon themselves safe to snatch one of the Earth people like that, or why a nobleman like Lord Thadius would stoop to such a thing, but the elf and the Queen had agreed that Northfork Manor was most likely where Orli had to be. Ilbei still had no idea how the elf had figured it out the way he had. He chalked it up to inside information and maybe some kind of intuition that comes with creeping around in the dark.


Chapter 61
The poisoned wine, or at least that’s how Orli had come to view it, had a sweeter fragrance than it might have had without the … whatever it was Thadius’ magician had put in it. She was on her third dose now, and having shown no reluctance to drink the last two, today’s treatment went down with equal ease. To be honest, she wasn’t sure why she’d held Thadius in such contempt. He was a harsh man, when he dropped the fancy-pants façade, but she had to admit he had certain qualities. He was tall. And very brave. She remembered how dashing he’d been charging across the rocky shelf in that cove. So tall and strong on his white horse. Leading his men into battle against those giant creatures. Striking down her captors mightily, and so many of them.
She thought about him wistfully, though, in the back of her mind there still twittered some nagging doubt. There was something about the horses, but she could not recall. She had to shake her head to clear it away. She was getting sleepy.
Her friend was there to greet her in her dreams. Once Thadius was gone, she rode the subtle scent of the wine into the dark void where Blue Fire loomed magnificent and large. A fantastic black mass with a pink halo, a fringe of luminous loveliness worn like a crown.
Blue Fire felt sad, just as she always did. Her lost love the center of everything. Orli was reminded of her own loss, though, somehow, it didn’t seem so sharp today. Blue Fire sensed it too, and Orli was swept away by the torrent of Blue Fire’s concern. Hate flared again. The sense of betrayal. Hatred and anger. A galaxy filled with the knowledge of human incivility, even now inflicted upon itself, betraying Orli too. The only friend. Infuriating irony.
Orli felt the rage of it, the indignity, but Blue Fire’s emotions ran where they would.
Orli saw skyscrapers jutting like broken teeth into a turquoise sky. Huge buildings, alien structures to be sure, but buildings just the same. Engineering marvels of the sort ubiquitous on Earth. She’d seen them before. In the images from Andalia. This was a city. Persepiece. She’d even stood once on that very ground, though long after the city was destroyed.
She saw through Blue Fire the city in its dying days, its spires and wondrous curves being meticulously devoured, consumed by sheets of Hostile brown and gray. She dreamed it as it died, watched it eaten away by the force of Blue Fire’s world, of Blue Fire’s rage. A people removed for its audacity, for the ripping out of Andalia’s innards, its substances perverted for lifeless constructs.
Her dream became one of humanity, a human: faceless, nameless, genderless. A simile. Eviscerated. Entrails ripped out and thrown into space like gray and purple sausages. Flung there carelessly. She could feel the abandon of the act. Not hate. A point. The point of waste. What was the point of all those entrails floating amongst the stars? The nameless human was dead. For nothing. For emptiness.
They all were now. All of them. Every human. Condemned. The race of them for the rape of Andalia. The flinging of its metals into space. The corruption of its compounds for vacancy and lifelessness. Twisted forms and erections of nothingness. No beauty. No love. Which is why the buildings had to rot and fade to nothingness.
She watched as the vast metropolis of Persepiece dissolved as if it consumed by some great acidic cloud. It melted away, fizzled and gassed, and was gone. All of it. Its people too. Coughing up blood. Gone mad. Dying. Then dissolving with all the rest. Returned to Andalia. Put back to the way it was a hundred million years ago. The way it was supposed to be. Returned. Undone. And punished. 
Punished the rest would be. For Blue Fire. For Blue Fire that was him before her. For the Blue Fire that had died beneath the blue sun. This is what the Blue Fire beneath the golden sun understood. He was killed by men. The people who tear out the guts of worlds and fling them into space. Those are the people that must die. All of them.
Orli’s dream became blinding hate again. She filled with the blast of it, so full, yet so sorrowful, that she awoke, breathing heavily and having sweated clear through her filthy dress.
“She thinks we killed him,” she muttered breathlessly as she sat up. “She thinks we killed her mate.”
Perhaps an hour after that, the sound of shouts came echoing to her, down through the stairwell and into the cavern through the door.


Chapter 62
Altin was forced to endure another two days in sick bay before the doctor would release him to his own room. He was given quarters close to sick bay and near Doctor Singh’s so the physician could keep an eye on him.
Satisfied that Altin would be all right, and warning him not to stress the arm lest he risk breaking it or tearing the fragile tissues that were still being made, the doctor left him to his own devices.
The first thing Altin did was try to teleport himself back home.
He stood, a bit wobbly still, but strong enough not to collapse or fall, and closed his eyes, letting his mind reach out into the mana pool. He’d be damned if he was going to remain a prisoner on the ship. 
The mana was there, a familiar friend, a beloved sea upon which many a wondrous voyage had been sailed. He began the words that would guide the spell, reaching out to shape them with the gestures of his dance, the ritual to focus the mind—but his left arm wouldn’t move properly.
Lifting it, making the sinuous motions that shaped the magic, the focusing of the mind and body in the ritual of purpose, was rendered awkward and ridiculous. He might as well have had the length of the tree limb in which he’d been stuck still attached for all the grace he could muster now. His arm was nearly useless, weak as a babe’s. He couldn’t even get the damned spell started.
He tried to find the fury to cast the spell without the words. Tried to find the instinct, the emotions. He’d done far more in his last great battle with the Hostiles. The fear for Orli’s safety made it simple. Shortened the need for artifice. Clarity of purpose instantly.
But he couldn’t find it. He knew what it looked like. He’d felt it before, the raw force of will that instantly shaped magic in the manner of a beast. He’d even done it to his sister by accident so many years before. He shouldn’t need a gods-be-damned arm. Even tiny Pernie could teleport without words.
He found anger. He found frustration, grief and bitterness.
But none of it would work.
He withdrew his mind from the mana and sat back down. This was ridiculous. 
He knew enough of Earth ships to know how to operate the com. He pressed the button with the hand at the end of his one good arm. “Roberto, are you there?”
“I’m here,” came the Spaniard’s voice a moment later. Altin could not see his face, but an orange light flickered to life in the upper corner of the screen.
“Are the other teleporters here on the ship?” 
“No. They’re on the Utah. The admiral called another big conference. Everyone’s trying to figure out what to do. I can’t really talk right now. I’m on duty. I’ll come down after my shift.”
Altin was about to turn away when Roberto added, “And press the orange light if you want video.”
Altin reached up and touched the blinking orange light, bringing Roberto’s grinning face and thumbs-up gesture into view. The recently promoted commander reached forward and cut the link immediately after, unwilling to risk the captain’s wrath. But it gave Altin an idea.
He scanned about for a container, a basin or large bucket. He didn’t need gestures for a scry. He could find Orli that way, contact her through the mirror he had made. At very least, he could find out where she was.
He tore through the room, opening everything, looking under anything that he could. But there was nothing he could use.
“Surely these people have a bucket,” he said. “What rat-infested vessel doesn’t have a damned basin or bucket? Where do they do their laundry or wash their food?”
He went back to the com and this time tried to call up Doctor Singh. He got one of the nurses he vaguely recognized—now that he’d mastered the visual secrets of the orange light. This was even better.
“I need a basin,” he said. “A fairly good-sized one.”
“What for?” asked the nurse.
His first instinct was to snap at her and tell her it was none of her infernal business what it was for, but he suppressed the urge. “It’s a calming ritual of my people,” he explained. “A bucket of warm water in which to soak our feet. We believe it helps us clear our heads.”
“Oh,” said the nurse. “You want Epsom salts?”
“I have no idea what that is. I just need a bucket. Please tell me where I need to go to get one.”
“I’ll have an orderly bring one right over. Doctor Singh asked that we let you rest. A good foot soak is a great idea.”
“Thank you.” She cut the connection as soon as he’d said it, leaving him to sit back and try to rest. He was already nearly exhausted from the effort of his simple search.
A few minutes later an orderly came in with a container made of the thin but resilient material Earth people called plastic. It was filled halfway with steaming water. He could see the shadowy movements of the water through the container’s translucent sides. The orderly set it down next to Altin’s bunk. “Here you go,” he said, handing Altin a thin plastic envelope filled with some sort of powder. “Epsom salts if you want them.”
“What’s it for?”
“It reduces swelling. Makes your feet feel better.”
Altin was certain swelling feet would be the last thing he could care about just now, but he forced himself to courtesy. “Thank you,” he said. He bit back the urge to say, “Now get out.”
As soon as the orderly withdrew, Altin stared into the plastic bucket. He wasn’t sure if it would work. He hoped there was nothing about this material, this plastic, that would make scrying spells not work. He thought that perhaps an even bigger problem would be properly remembering the spell. It felt as if he hadn’t cast a spell in ages, and his mind still felt as if his thoughts were thick. Nonetheless, he was determined to find his beloved, and missing, Orli. 
He sat down on the firm bunk and calmed his breathing and his mind. Again closing his eyes, he thought about the spell he wanted to cast, one he’d cast thousands of times before. The essence of it came back to him, albeit slowly at first.
He bent forward and began the cast, willing through the mana all around him a connection between the enchanted mirror and the water in this plastic bucket. He knew immediately that he’d found the mirror, he could feel it even before he looked. At least it was safe. The orcs hadn’t destroyed it when they took her. Perhaps she’d even gotten away.
However, when he opened his eyes, he couldn’t see very well. The light coming through the sides of the bucket made the images in the water hazy and unreadable. Still, something was moving in there, which thrilled him immeasurably. Orli probably had it up and had been waiting for him to contact her since the gods-only-knew how long. 
He let the spell go long enough to snatch the blankets off the bunk and wrap them around the outside of the bucket, his left arm barely of any use and making the exercise take longer than it needed to. Finally satisfied that the bucket was adequately dark inside, he recast the spell. Sure enough, it worked.
The image in the bucket gradually came into focus, revealing a vast bedchamber of supreme elegance. A massive four-poster bed sat at the center like some great war tent, only this one all in yellow silks and white lace. Pillowed comforters tumbled from it like satin waterfalls spilling onto the floor, and in the middle of it were two figures in the act of making love.
Altin took it all in at a glance and gasped, falling back in horror, which, of course, broke the spell.
He quickly recast it, prepared to cry out through the audible functions of the mirror at the indignity! Who was it? Who could be doing such a thing? 
How could she?
The image slowly began to reform as Altin leaned upon the edge of the bucket so heavily he threatened to collapse his weak arm at the elbow and fall right in. He glared into the water as the scene became clear again. 
The man was older, balding, a wreath of reddish hair with streaks of gray. His back, gleaming some in the light of several lamps set around the room, was covered with a mat of curling hair. A pair of slender, pale-fleshed hands clawed at his ribs as he moved.
It was the Earl of Vorvington.
Beneath him was the marchioness.
Altin nearly lost the spell again in his revulsion, but he managed to hold on, relief balancing out horror just enough to prevent unraveling the magic underway. 
But why was Orli’s mirror in the marchioness’ bedroom?
He scanned the rest of the scene, so concerned for the whereabouts of his dearest Orli that he didn’t even bother to blush at the sounds and the audacious things the marchioness was calling out. 
Seek as he might, push the view as much forward as he might, there was no sign of Orli in the room. She was not under the bed. There were no booted toes visible beneath the floor-length curtains covering the windows, no crouching figure behind a dressing screen. Nothing.
It made no sense. Why would Orli have given the marchioness, of all people, the mirror he had made? The marchioness had made her contempt for Orli plain enough, and there couldn’t possibly have been any need of a peace offering so great as that between them, at least none that Altin could imagine Orli would require. But then, six weeks was an awfully long time; gods knew what might have transpired while he was in that damnable tank.
It occurred to him in increasing portions that he truly had no idea what had transpired of late. He hadn’t even thought to ask. The time since his waking from that fluid-filled machine of Doctor Singh’s had been mostly a blur.
So where was she? Where was Orli? He immediately went back to fearing the worst with the orcs. They were not the sort to keep prisoners for long. Not the sort for the sophistication required to make use of hostages.
But then, they’d never used magic so effectively either, or counter-spells. And there was the issue with the warriors in the polished plate. That was all new too. He took all of that as evidence for there being more than just a chance other things had changed. So, ironically, there was still hope. 
He let the spell go and considered his options. He needed to get in contact with someone on Prosperion. His first instinct was to try to find Tytamon telepathically. That thought nearly set him to sobs. It certainly set him back, and several long moments passed as he considered the magnitude of that loss. It was too horrible to think about. He must postpone grief until after he found Orli.
He decided to try Aderbury. He already knew he hadn’t seen her, but where else could he turn? Aderbury would do anything he asked. Aderbury would find her.
Aderbury’s mind was blocked. 
Of course it was. He was working furiously on Citadel every day, surely being rushed by the Queen given what little Altin could piece together of recent history. Which made him think of her, the Queen. But he immediately rejected the idea. Attempting direct contact with her was probably dangerous. The Palace was surely trapped now that the Orc Wars were on again. Poking one’s mind into that without an invitation might be excruciating at best. So who else? Who might have seen Orli last, or cared enough to make inquiries? Then it came to him. 
Pernie! 
The child worshiped Orli, Altin was sure of it. He immediately set himself to finding the little girl, gently, for he knew that she’d never spoken to anyone telepathically before.
The child’s mind was there, just as he expected it would be. Wild and bright and open as a prairie.
“Pernie,” he said, softly, carefully imposing the thought on her as if he were placing an infant down to sleep. “Pernie, it’s Altin. Did you know you have telepathy?”
“Yes, I know I do,” she declared with such volume it sent a shudder down Altin’s spine. “They been teaching us that at school. Did you know I can teleport as far as fifty spans and Master Grimswoller says I am a healer too but they don’t know my letters yet. I might be another one also except they can’t tell yet because it’s too soon.”
“You’re in school already?”
“Yes. And I was only afraid the first day, but then I punched Fortie Nomstacker in the throat for teasing me and now everyone is nice to me. I like it here.”
“Pernie, slow down,” said Altin. “And remember what they told you about lowering your inner voice.”
“Oh, that’s right. I’m sorry, Master Altin. Did you kill all the Hostiles yet?”
“No,” he told her. “Pernie, listen to me. I need to know if you have heard anything about Orli. Did she say anything about where she and Tytamon were going?”
“Master Tytamon got ate by orcs,” Pernie sent without transmitting any sense of grief. It was just a fact in her world, as true as a sunburn or a wet rain. “Kettle said him and Miss Orli was looking for something you lost and he got ate. Miss Orli got ate too I’m pretty sure.” This came with the slightest sense of satisfaction. 
Altin judged that Pernie was pleased with herself for having a telepathic conversation in this way, and he had to fight back the urge to surge thoughts at her conveying his certainty that Orli was not dead. He kept his calm and tried again. “Pernie, who told you that?”
“Kettle.”
“Kettle told you Orli was eaten by orcs?”
“No, but she probably was. And Fortie Nomstacker said he wished I got ate by orcs too. But he is nice to me now even though I got in trouble for what I did. Master Grimswoller says it’s in the papers too, so it must be true.”
Altin started to ask her again, but she sent then a sense of fear, an emotive thing more than the actual words, the essence indicating that the very same Master Grimswoller, clearly the new and singular source of fear in Pernie’s world, was approaching. And with that she cut off the spell. He tried to get her back, but apparently they’d already taught her how to block her mind.
Which left Altin with nothing. Or very little. He knew exactly what Tytamon and Orli had been looking for. It didn’t take him long to deduce that, but he refused to believe Orli was dead. He would know if she was. He would feel it. He just knew that somehow, he would sense her absence, even if she had no magic of her own.
His course was obvious. He had to get back to Prosperion himself. He could not wait around randomly hoping to catch Aderbury with his mind available, and clearly Pernie was going to be no help at all. Not even a homing lizard would serve his purpose, even if he had had access to one, which he did not, because his problem was too complicated to explain in a tiny note. Which meant he had to get home. And he needed one of the other teleporters to do it for him.
Except he didn’t know who the magicians were that had been sent out here with the fleet, so he couldn’t contact them directly either. Which meant he’d have to ask the Earth people for help in reaching them and, worse, probably for permission. He hated doing that. It wasn’t something he’d had to do much of these last few years. He’d have to pick whom he spoke to strategically.
“Doctor Singh,” he said when the doctor’s face appeared on the com a moment later. “I need to get home. It’s unbelievably important.”
Doctor Singh’s expression was kind, though his eyes seemed sad. He knew what was on Altin’s mind, could read it in his face. Orli’s fate was on his mind too; it was obvious to them both. “I know you want to get back,” he said. “But you have to wait. You need your arm, and that’s going to be awhile. I already told you that.”
“I don’t need my arm if the others send me back.”
“Altin, even if they do, you can’t just start using that arm when you get home to Prosperion. You have to let your muscles grow back. You have to retrain them, relearn how to use it properly. There’s a lot of therapy involved.”
“Doctor Singh, you have done me a great service with your miraculous work. You’ve done magic no healer has ever done. But I assure you, Doctor Leopold can put the muscle back and restore functionality. Growth spells are all about speeding these things along. Frankly, between the two of you, I am rapidly becoming the most advanced bit of medical research in the galaxy. But, before that can happen, I have to get back.”
“Captain Asad has other plans for you.”
“Captain Asad’s plans for me require the use of my arm. I should think I have no better ally in this particular cause than him. If he wants my help, he should insist I be sent home immediately.”
Doctor Singh started to say something but stopped, pressing his lips outward for a moment and nodding. “You have a point.”
“My point would be better made if you were to carry the message to him. He seems to hold me in considerable disregard.”
“He may be coming around on that.”
“Well, just in case, could you get him to approve it, please?”
“I’ll do what I can, Altin,” the doctor agreed, “on one condition.”
“Which is?”
“You need to rest.”
“Fine,” he said. “I’ll rest. Just get me home. I need to go right away. Orli needs my help.”
Doctor Singh clearly held back what he was going to say next and instead nodded his assent. Altin watched him reach forward and turn off the feed.
With begrudging compliance, Altin fell back into the bunk and stared up at the ceiling doing his best impression of rest. His arm trembled where it lay, like some semi-dead thing in the seizures of a wasting disease. And it hurt.
He tried to focus on the mirror and what he’d seen, Vorvington and the marchioness, tried to fathom what that could possibly portend, but the pain and the weariness took him more quickly than he might have thought. 
He wasn’t going to find Orli today.


Chapter 63
Ilbei gripped the power switch on the side of the communications array and prepared to turn it on. He leaned away from it, his arm stretched out and reaching to the switch from the farthest distance he could muster. He cringed, one eye closed in the beginnings of a wince, the other eye nearly closed, and the rest of his face already well on the way. He was fairly sure the machine was going to explode or spray him with sparks or do something horrible, and he’d already made Aderbury swear an oath on his honor that there would be no disciplinary or financial penalties for any damage that might be incurred when he turned it on and everything went wrong. 
Aderbury watched from behind him, standing just outside the closet and its anti-magic field, peering around from behind the protective barricade of the heavy wooden door. He saw Ilbei hesitate and encouraged him to go on. “It will be fine,” he promised.
“Ya got no way a’ knowin’ that,” said Ilbei, looking back at the transmuter through the sustained narrowness of his pending grimace. 
“True, but there is only one way to find out.”
Ilbei growled and looked back at the machine. The muscles on his forearms shaped themselves visibly as his fingers tightened. “Ya realize they got a great big fireball bottled up in that thing, right?” He pointed to the generator sitting in the far end of the room. 
“Yes,” said Aderbury impatiently. “I’m sure you’ve hooked it all up correctly. Just go, already.”
Ilbei growled again. “Fine. But ya need ta get in here and close that door so as some stray bit a’ magic don’t get in here and ruin it somehow.”
“It will be fine,” Aderbury tried to argue, but Ilbei wasn’t having any of it.
“Sir, with all due respect, wasn’t this here room made fer a reason?”
What could the transmuter say to that? He’d been the one that explained the purpose of the closet to Ilbei to begin. He offered a feeble smile and stepped into the room, shutting the door behind him. He did stay pressed up against it though.
Ilbei frowned at that, but reckoned he couldn’t blame him for it. He turned back to the machine, grit his teeth and flipped the switch, his eyes closing reflexively and his shoulders rising in anticipation of the explosive sound that would precede his consumption in flames.
The only thing that erupted from it was the sound of Roberto’s voice.
“… gonarf menas tohr porta may hansafor corpak.” Or something equally unintelligible is what both Ilbei and Aderbury heard. But it was definitely Roberto’s voice. They both recognized that well enough.
Ilbei went to the control panel and looked into the monitor. It was a lot different than the small com panels up in the mines, but he knew what the flashing orange light meant. He tapped it with a thick finger, and soon Roberto’s face came into view. The swarthy new-made commander was just reaching to turn his monitor off, clearly having not expected anyone to pick up the feed. His face brightened as if Ilbei had thrown the switch that activated relief.
Roberto spoke happily to them, a string of sounds that were just as incomprehensible as the first.
“I can’t understand what yer sayin’,” Ilbei said. He ran his eyes across the control panels but couldn’t see anything obvious to do. He turned to Aderbury, something approaching mild panic filling him. “I think I musta done somethin’ wrong.”
“It’s the anti-magic,” said Aderbury coming into the chamber to stand beside the miner. He leaned forward and said to Roberto, “We can’t understand you. Can you understand us?”
Roberto nodded that he could. The enchantments on his end, on his communicator, were still working properly. 
“This was one of the reasons we needed someone from Earth in here,” Aderbury said. 
Roberto said something, then turned to speak to someone behind him. Captain Asad appeared on the screen above his shoulder peering into it as if down a hole. He said something too. The only word they could recognize was “Orli.”
“We’re trying to find her, sir,” said Aderbury. He didn’t have the heart to say it was mainly a body search. But there were still many who had hope, including himself to some degree, and Master Ilbei completely of course.
Captain Asad said something else, and at two points during the conversation, he clearly spoke Altin’s name.
There wasn’t much Aderbury could say. He hadn’t heard from Altin yet.
Roberto held up a finger and then the screen went dark.
Ilbei looked at the blank screen, then back at Aderbury and shrugged. “I’m pretty sure he did that, not me.”
“Maybe.” 
They waited for several moments, until finally the screen came back to life. Again it was Roberto, and again came the single finger. The view on the screen split in half, one with Altin sitting at a table, and one with Roberto, Captain Asad once more standing at his back.
“Dragon’s teeth, Aderbury,” Altin cursed, “Why in the name of all the gods would you keep your mind perpetually blocked! I’ve been trying to reach you for two days.”
“Good to see you are up and well,” said Aderbury. “And I see they truly could re-grow your arm. That’s incredible, a miracle.”
“Where is Orli?”
Aderbury withdrew visibly from that question. He looked at Ilbei, more as a way to escape Altin’s gaze than for any help he thought he could get from the doughty man. “I don’t know, Altin. We’re looking.”
“Who is ‘we?’”
“Captain Andru is still out there looking for the orcs.”
“That’s it?”
“The sheriff’s men followed the clues at the eastern Daggerspine pass. They searched all through the area. There were no signs of her in the pass beyond the campsite. They looked, Altin, but there was no trail.”
“So there’s only Andru looking? Does he even know she’s gone?”
“I’m sorry, Altin. I don’t know what else to say.”
Altin’s jaw shifted where he clenched his teeth, and his eyes glossed with tears of frustrated impotence. Ilbei squirmed behind his beard as he watched it. He was sworn to secrecy. But Altin’s heartbreak and helplessness were evident, even across all that space.
“The orcs ain’t got her, Sir Altin,” Ilbei blurted at last. “And she’s still alive.” He just couldn’t hold it in the face of so much obvious torture. Ilbei was nothing if not an old-world romantic among Prosperions.
Aderbury looked as incredulous as Altin did. Roberto looked confused. Captain Asad looked like he was about to yell at someone.
“The Queen’s got her elf chasin’ down a—well, a rumor let’s just say. I ain’t even supposed ta say that much or Her Majesty will have my tongue, and that was her threat, not me spinnin’ yarns. There’s some nefariousness afoot, but if’n anyone can find her, that assassin is the one I’d put my wager on.”
Altin looked as if he were going to explode. “Aderbury, get me home. Get me down there right now.”
Aderbury blinked at the ferocity of the unexpected command. “I don’t think our teleporter knows where you are. She’s never seen the ship.”
“They are preventing me from talking to the other mages here,” Altin spat. “All in the convenient name of waiting for me to heal. But they don’t want me to go home. They bungled an attack on the Hostile world and think somehow I can do it differently. I’ve already told them I can’t grab mana any better than the others can. At least not … like this.” 
Neither Aderbury nor Ilbei knew what that meant, but both wanted to help.
“So what can we do?”
“Can you get here? Is it done? Is Citadel done?”
“Actually, it is. Or close enough.”
“Then the Queen will have to order these teleporters back to you since they know where we are. Surely they’ll let me aboard Citadel once you get it out here. Then you can send me home.”
Captain Asad’s voice burst in then, and though his words were lost on Aderbury and Ilbei, the tone made it clear that he had forbidden anything to do with Altin going back to Prosperion.
Altin ignored it. “It doesn’t matter what they think. We can’t do anything right now. What I need to help the fleet is on Prosperion anyway, whether they believe it or not. Just get me off this gods-be-damned ship, Aderbury.”
“I’ll try, Altin. But you have to know that the Queen is pretty hell bent on beating the Hostiles now too. And if I push too hard, well, I’m not sure I’ll be any use to you in jail.”
“Don’t you get it? We can’t grab the mana, Aderbury. You might as well try biting through an axe. Something’s wrong with it where the Hostiles are.”
“I …”
“Get me out of here, Aderbury. Just do it. Please.”
The agony on his face was so obvious, so painfully clear, even Captain Asad saw it. His command, however—lost on Aderbury and Ilbei in the particulars but not in the intent—made it perfectly clear that he was not going to allow Altin to leave until the Hostiles were destroyed.
Good luck stopping him, thought Aderbury. But aloud he said, “I’ll talk to Her Majesty. In the meantime, since we have the communications machine working, we’ll do the first flight tests immediately. I understand from Conduit Huzzledorf that they’ve figured out the distance and expect we can move the mass of Citadel to your location with something near twenty teleporters. That is far fewer than we’d even hoped.”
“Just get me home.”
Captain Asad said something, followed by a remark from Roberto, which got him yelled at by the captain.
“What did he say?” Aderbury asked.
“He said he’ll order the teleporters to Citadel right away. He wants it up here too.”
“Tell him we’ll be there soon.”
“He heard you.”
Roberto tried to look happy from his place in the video, but a bark from Captain Asad forced him to cut off the transmission from their end.
Aderbury turned to Ilbei, who let go a long, tense breath. “I reckon that could have gone better,” the grizzled old digger said.
“It could have gone worse.”
Ilbei nodded. That was technically true.
“Now, master miner, I believe there are some things you ought to tell me about Orli given that a particular basilisk is now out of the bag.”
Ilbei sighed again and flicked his tongue out, feeling it against his teeth. He’d always liked having it and thought it a shame that it would likely soon be gone.


Chapter 64
Two days after Aderbury’s first contact with the Aspect via the entanglement array, the teleporters from the fleet had been called back to Prosperion and taken their places on Citadel. Conduit Huzzledorf took them to the concert hall, and after briefing the rest of the teleporters in the circle, seated as they were around the ring and in the first several rows of seats, they were ready to take Citadel out for its first trial flight.
Given the dire situation with the Hostiles, and growing tensions between the Queen and the fleet—the word of Orli’s obscure situation had caused quite a fuss after Roberto privately got a message to Colonel Pewter—the pre-launch ceremony was brief. An ox was sacrificed in the old-fashioned ritual to the gods, and the feast prepared. The meat was still warm when the Queen ordered Citadel to take off.
Ilbei sat on a wooden chair in the anti-magic room wishing he were anywhere but there. He was furious that he’d been assigned to it, and he thought the fleet was idiotic not to bother sending someone to take his place. They’d promised to assign someone once Citadel arrived, but the admiral thought it best not to send any more of his people to Prosperion until the “officials” could figure out what happened to the last officer they had sent. Ilbei supposed he didn’t blame them for that, but still, why him? 
He already knew why. So he sat there and mumbled curses through the filter of his scraggly mustache. He looked down through the transparent floor at the gridlines of the redoubts far below. A wave of vertigo passed through. He’d gone out of his way to make a life of getting deeper into the earth, not higher off the ground. Though he knew there was a great thickness of crystal beneath his feet to hold him, he still hated thinking he might fall. Fifty paces down was a long way to even imagine he might fall, and he couldn’t help imagining himself smeared across one of those redoubt walls.
The upside of the transparency was that he could see what was going on, and so he saw the signalman wave the yellow flag that indicated the teleporters in concert were about to make the initial cast. Ilbei’s guts tightened as he watched it wave.
He could see Aderbury in the high tower just below him. In response to the yellow flag, Aderbury held up the blue flag that meant they were clear to go. Ilbei knew that flag was accompanied by a telepathic command, sent to the conduit in the concert hall somewhere far below, down in the depths of the mighty fortress, down in the heart of Citadel.
The next thing Ilbei knew he was falling.
He fell for several long seconds, tumbling through the air vaguely aware that the communications machinery was falling with him. He saw the green grass rising up at him. Heard the clank of the metal machines. Saw flashes of cloudy gray sky. Saw the colors of the Queen’s tent, even recognized in some dim way that she and the rest of the crowd were watching as he fell.
He had enough time to realize what was happening, at least to a degree. He knew he was going to die. There was a swell of fear in it. He thought briefly of his mule and that damned Jasper. He hoped someone would take care of them. He saw Kettle’s smiling face. Then he hit the ground. Dead on impact.


Chapter 65
The cheers throughout Citadel were raucous. The mages, topside amongst the redoubts and down in the concert hall, hooted and hollered, tossing caps and hats if they had them, and clapping one another on the back with resonant thuds. The handful of soldiers in the parade grounds sent out a chorus of shouts of their own, mostly profane, but backhandedly complimentary of the great magical work.
Equally pleased, if less overtly jubilant, were the assembled officers from Earth, watching on their monitors, gazing into the empty space into which Conduit Huzzledorf had assured them Citadel would appear. And then it was there.
For many, the initial surprise and appreciation of the feat was soon subdued by the appearance of Citadel itself, looking to them as it did, simply a drab gray block of stone. The diamond shell could not be seen at all, so there appeared only an uninspiring bit of architecture. Viewed through a video feed, they did not get the visual impact of it with any sense of relative scale, and so, shortly after the remarkable arrival, many in the fleet were left unimpressed.
“That’s it?” said the captain of the Creed of Ganymede. “A box of rocks?”
“It’s a big box of rocks, Captain,” assured Admiral Jefferies. “Very big.”
“Well, I’m impressed,” said Captain Hawthorne of the Lima upon observing the expressions of his comrades. “But what’s to keep them from losing atmosphere? Surely they don’t think stone will hold forever out here?”
“It’s encased in a solid crystal sphere,” said Altin, seated to the left of Captain Asad, “and infused with a spell called Polar Piton’s Perfect Parabolic Protection, which permeates the stone and maintains a constant atmosphere.”
“We should get one of those,” said one of the captains in a way that made most of them laugh.
“So now what?” asked Captain Eugene. “They’re out here. That’s great and all, but if I understand Altin right, and what the conduit said before he left, having them here doesn’t change anything.”
“They’ve brought one of their doctors,” said Captain Asad. “Altin claims they will get his arm right, and then we’ll see about whether magic ‘works’ out here or not.”
Altin just shook his head and looked to Admiral Jefferies, clearly annoyed.
For a time they all sat quietly watching the fortress, waiting to see what would happen next. 
Suddenly an aura appeared around Citadel, the whole of the crystal sphere lighting up with a golden glow that shaped its outline brilliantly.
“Whoa,” muttered more than a few voices. Someone said, “Beautiful,” as well.
A moment later long spikes erupted from all over its surface, each pulsing gently with light.
“Whoa,” again from a few.
“It looks like a virus,” someone among them observed, and many agreed with nods and murmurs of appreciation.
“It looks like a glass Hostile to me,” said Captain Asad, unable to prevent himself from reverting to historical form.
“But it’s not,” said Admiral Jefferies, also looking annoyed.
“We’re about to see, aren’t we?” Captain Asad replied. He turned to Altin. “So there they are. Your people. Your ship. Here’s your chance to prove me wrong.”
“I have no interest in proving you wrong, Captain,” Altin said, his patience gone. “I only want to find Orli, find the particular object I need and be done with this entire Hostile affair.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest impatiently.
“You insist on keeping this ‘particular object’ a secret,” pressed Captain Asad.
“Yes, I do.”
“Why?”
“Tytamon gave his life for it.”
“That seems like an argument for why you should share the information.”
“It’s not.”
Captain Asad shook his head and sent an exasperated look back at the admiral. The admiral could only shrug. What was he supposed to do? All of this was new to all of them, and he had no direct way of speaking to the Queen. At least not without the aid of her teleporters. Access to whom, now that the teleporters were on Citadel, he did not have. Only Altin remained in a position to help, and as the admiral was made to understand by Doctor Singh, Altin would be of no use for several weeks—unless they agreed to let him be taken to Prosperion, or at least to the healer on Citadel.
“Well, gentlemen,” the admiral said to divert attention from the ever-present tension that radiated from Captain Asad whenever Orli or her magician beau were in the room. “We should be hearing from them momentarily, once they are done with the light show. Let’s hold off on the other matter for now.” 
 Everyone stared at the blank quadrant of the wall monitor waiting for the link from Citadel. After a time, they began to turn one by one to the admiral who continued every few seconds to tap the control panel where, eventually, he’d be able to open the link. Finally he shrugged. He looked to Altin, who shrugged back.
 “There’s no one there,” the admiral concluded after another minute or so.
“Of course they’re there,” said Colonel Pewter. Normally the sort to keep to himself in these meetings unless asked for advice, now, in the absence of his daughter, he was nearly at his wits’ end and no longer in typical character. He tried to activate the link himself. No better luck.
“I’m not getting anything,” the admiral concluded after making yet another try.
“It’s been a while since you did any real work,” chided one of the other officers good-naturedly. “Maybe you forgot how.” 
“Unlikely.” The attempt at levity was wasted on the admiral. Something had happened.
After several more minutes, Altin felt the gentle probe in his mind from Aderbury. It came upon a wave of grief. In a matter of a few exchanges, Altin was filled in on all the sad details. He told the assembled captains what he had learned.
“There won’t be a video feed,” he said, the corners of his mouth drooping in a way that instantly conveyed something had gone terribly wrong. “There’s been an accident. Master Spadebreaker is dead, and all the communications equipment was destroyed.”
“What?” spat Captain Asad. The admiral’s echo of the question was nearly instantaneous.
Altin didn’t answer right away, his eyes were once more moving back and forth as if he were seeing something being written on the inside of his skull. It was the third repetition of Captain Asad’s question that prompted him to speak.
“They think the anti-magic spell has some unanticipated deficiencies. They’re looking into it, but it seems that when they teleported Citadel, everything went except the contents of the closet—which disastrously were Master Spadebreaker and your machine. Ilbei fell to his death the moment Citadel left Prosperion, left behind when it vacated the space.”
“We don’t need the communicator,” said Captain Asad. “We—”
“I’m very sorry for the loss of your crewman,” cut in the admiral, silencing whatever Captain Asad had been about to say with a narrow-eyed rebuke. “I did not meet him, but I was told he was a good man and extremely competent at his work.”
Altin nodded. He barely knew the miner either. It was an unfortunate loss, but all he could honestly think of was that, had Orli been in that chamber, it would be her they were talking about. She would have been the one killed. The look in Colonel Pewter’s eyes said that he was thinking much the same.
That’s when it occurred to Altin he might have an ally in helping him get off the ship.
Aderbury’s telepathic knock tapped on the surface of Altin’s mind again, which Altin opened reflexively as he welcomed the transmuter’s thoughts. “The Queen has asked that you get them to join her for a council of war,” Aderbury conveyed.
“Where?” Altin sent back.
“On Citadel. She is here now.”
“I’ll see if I can get them to agree.” He added on the heels of it, “Have your doctor waiting. I need my demon’s son of an arm finished.”
“She’s waiting for you. I already told her the nature of your condition. She’ll make a point of finding you.”
“Good. I’ll get them to come if I can. Tell the teleporters we’re all on the admiral’s ship. They’ll know which one.”
“See you soon.”
“Thank you.”
Altin stood, which immediately drew the attention of everyone in the room. “The Queen has called a council on Citadel. The teleporters are on their way.”
Several of the captains looked nervous.
“It’s no different than having it done to your ship as far as you are concerned.”
“Our ships need complete restart,” said Captain Eugene.
“Well, you won’t. I do it all the time.” Altin looked directly at Captain Asad and added, “When I have the full use of my arm.”
Captain Eugene still did not look convinced. “Yes, but perhaps there’s a difference between your bodies and ours. We’ve heard your bodies are not quite the same?” 
“How so?”
“You have a different bit of brain. There may be other things.” A few of the other captains were nodding in agreement. They’d read the reports just as the NTA II’s captain had.
“I’ve been teleporting Orli since I met her, over a year now, and she’s never had a problem.”
“She nearly died the last time,” said Colonel Pewter. “She may have yet.”
Altin could not stop the guilty reflex that diminished him. He looked suddenly weathered and bent. He returned the colonel’s cold glare with nothing but desperate hope for her safety misting in his eyes. As he did, he saw his own pain echoed on the colonel’s face, a telling moment, for the colonel was not the sort to show emotion. Altin hung his head in shame. For a moment, anger flared hot in his chest, the instinct to lash out at Captain Asad for … for something, but the impulse died. The colonel was right. Altin could barely hold back the tears. They burned as he blinked at them, trying desperately to stem the tide. He did so with marginal success. When he looked back up at Orli’s father, his eyes were red. “I’ll get her back, sir. I know she is alive.”
The colonel nodded. He believed she was still alive as well. Hope is the hardest bit of humanity to snuff out.


Chapter 66
Altin paced back and forth in the pilothouse of the landing craft. Looking out the front windows infuriated him, seeing Prosperion right there, closer than if he’d been on the moon. He could easily get there, in an instant. Aderbury’s healer had fixed his arm up perfectly, and it would be little more than a blink of the eye to be standing on the surface again. 
But he had no idea where Orli was. He wasn’t vain enough to think that his meager divination skills would find her when the Queen’s best could not. And Colonel Pewter insisted that he could find her in an instant—an instant after they restarted the ship. 
The colonel worked furiously to restart the troop carrier’s systems with the help of his Marines, all busy in the back. All Altin could do was worry and watch. He stared out the window at Prosperion and then down at the portion of the control panel where the map was supposed to be, where it would be, the map that, according to the colonel, would show a red dot beeping precisely where Orli was the moment everything was operating properly again.
Neither of them spoke aloud their fear that the tracking chip would lead them to her body or, worse, the devoured remains of it, but both clung to the belief that she was alive. Both were also ready for the fight to get her, if need be. Altin had already sent a telepathic message to Taot to let him know he was back and might need the dragon’s help. 
The dragon was unabashed in conveying that he had assumed Altin long dead. Altin rebuffed the notion and sent the dragon a feeling, the essence of himself orbiting the planet from space, a display of power and altitude that, while only on the most base level did the dragon understand, reminded the dragon of the worthiness of his long-lost friend. He would assist if called upon.
After several long hours, the lights came back on and the familiar hum and chirps of systems initializing filled the small space he and the colonel occupied. 
This was a different sort of ship than any Altin had seen before. It was bigger than the shuttles that Roberto flew and shaped rather like a brick. It was an armored personnel carrier, and in a bay on the other side of the bulkhead behind him were several Marines in amazing armored suits. Each suit stood nearly half again as tall as Altin, gleaming metal machines jointed and ambulatory like men, with long articulated arms and legs, and mechanisms the colonel had referred to with untranslatable alien words like hydraulic, gyro and fifty-cal. Much like his conversation with Taot, Altin did not quite know what he’d been told, but he was still impressed. The giant mechanisms struck him as great feats of armor craft, hissing and whirring iron golems of spectacular engineering and design. Whether it was the orcs or someone else that had Orli, he couldn’t wait to see the fear inspired by these spectacular mechanical monstrosities.
Seventeen men had offered to accompany Colonel Pewter and Altin on their quest to retrieve Orli from harm—or to retrieve her body if that’s what fate decreed. They all would have come if the colonel had asked, which is why he did not. They came of their own accord, and they came without permission of either the admiral or the Queen. In fact, Colonel Pewter’s request to come had been flatly denied. “Not until we’ve dealt with the Hostile threat,” he was told. And so here he was, in defiance of orders, fully intent on bringing his daughter to safety, to hell with consequences.
Altin had also asked if he could return home, but the Queen forbade it, insisting that he finish the mission he had started when he began working on Citadel—her response nearly a perfect echo of the admiral’s. “Defeat the Hostiles, and then we’ll go find the girl,” she said. “Besides, Captain Andru is in the mountains, and I have … I have people working on the issue as well.” And while that last had struck him as odd, her tone strange and the statement itself awkward in its way, he was glad to know the Queen really was trying to find Orli. But that was not enough. Altin had to go. And so did the colonel. They’d both realized it the moment they’d locked eyes on one another on the admiral’s ship. 
The colonel came to Altin an hour after the war council had dispersed. The two of them would have left that moment had Altin’s arm not still needed healing spells.
But, now, less than a day later, they were here and nearly ready to get it done. They just needed that infernal blinking light to appear on a map showing where the tracking chip implanted in Orli’s arm was. That’s where she would be.
Altin completed another pass across the pilothouse and once again stared down into the control panel display. Waiting.
The lights were on, but there were no blinking dots.
Colonel Pewter sat down in the pilot’s chair. He tapped in a few commands. “You boys ready?” he asked, leaning into the com as a young man’s face came into view. 
“Damn straight,” said the man who answered, his grin wide above a square and dimpled chin. “About time we blew the dust off these things.” Altin could see rows of large mechanized battle suits, mechs they called them, behind the man.
The com went blank and the colonel tapped the console and brought up a different display. Altin recognized Orli’s name in the alien type—this ship did not have an advanced translation enchantment, and so he could only understand what they had to say, and that only due to the locket he wore amongst the tangle of amulets around his neck.
The image of Prosperion suddenly shifted to one showing the continent of Kurr, which then zoomed in directly through gray clouds into the Five Forks area northeast of Crown City. A red dot began to pulse at what he gauged to be a few measures inland, on the north bank of the northernmost fork of the Sansun River.
“Well,” said the colonel. “Know where that is?”
“Can you get closer?”
The image zoomed down, shaping farms and fields and a large lake beside a small patch of forest. As it continued to expand, it showed a spectacular mansion on a gentle hill surrounded by paddocks and beyond them vast open country all of which overlooked the river to the south.
“It can’t be ….” Altin muttered, barely audible. “But why?”
“What? What is it?” the colonel asked, his impatience sounding in him like a revved engine. 
“That’s Northfork Manor. Thadius Thoroughgood’s home.”
“That’s the tall guy that looks in on the Tinpoan mines, right? With the ponytail and the feathers in his hats?”
“Yes, that’s him. He’s Baron Thoroughgood’s son, nephew of the Earl of Vorvington, and related to the Queen, though by blood that runs pretty thin. But why would she be there?”
“Well, if she’s safe, who cares? Maybe we’re too late for the rescue—the boys will be disappointed—but I’m happy to make it in time for the party. Just so long as she’s okay.”
Colonel Pewter tapped on the console and brought up the Marine with the dimpled chin. “Tell them to stand down. It looks like she’s already been found. One of the royals got her.” This news was followed by whoops of relief from the deployment bay. 
“Roger that, sir. Would have been nice to give some fifty-cal love to them green bastards, but it’s better that Orli is all good.”
The colonel nodded and let the com go blank. “Let’s go pick her up.”
They landed in a horse pasture flanking the carriage road, a gravel strewn lane that split from the main road and ran up to the front doors of the manor house. The Marines spilled out of the ship and began throwing a strangely made brown ball around, a football they called it, and commenced to tackling each other violently to the ground, which Altin found odd and pointless. Meanwhile he and Colonel Pewter made their way to the front door.
They hopped the fence and soon found themselves pounding on the massive double doors. The brass knocker fell like a battering ram against the matching plate and the sound of it thundered throughout the hall inside. 
A short, wheezing man in Northfork Manor livery opened the door. He looked startled as he took the measure of the two of them, but he recovered of an instant. “Welcome to Northfork,” he said. “Sir Altin, I’m sure Lord Thoroughgood will be delighted to see you. And …,” he left off, allowing Altin to introduce the colonel. 
“Colonel Pewter,” said Altin. “Miss Pewter’s father. We’d like to see her immediately.”
Confusion withered his brows too quickly to have been a ruse, and he asked the question naturally. “Miss Pewter? But we haven’t seen her for several weeks.”
“What do you mean you haven’t seen her? She’s here. We just saw her from the ship.”
“I’m terribly sorry, Sir Altin, but she left some time ago. Slipped out in the night, apparently. Lord Thoroughgood said she’d been taken back aboard her ship.”
Altin and Colonel Pewter exchanged glances, neither looking pleased.
“She’s here,” said the colonel, pushing past the man and drawing his side arm as he stepped into the house. “Orli,” he called. “Orli, where are you?”
The doorman made no attempt to stop them or stay their progress through the house. He simply chased after them, trying to convince them that Orli was not at the Thoroughgood home. “I assure you, I have not seen her in days and days,” he kept repeating, almost frantically, between glances at Altin and the blaster glinting menacingly in the colonel’s hands. One did not have to be from Earth to fathom the nature of that thing.
Colonel Pewter moved through the house with the efficiency of someone well trained in house-to-house and room-to-room combat. He barged into each room, checked every corner with quick, falcon-like movements of his head, and moved to the next. “Orli Pewter, where are you, girl?” he yelled. 
Altin accompanied him, calling out as well, and it wasn’t long before Thadius Thoroughgood appeared.
“Well, if it isn’t Sir Altin Meade,” he said, coming from behind them as they were leaving the grand dining room and headed for the kitchens. “To what do I owe the pleasure, old man? And why are you shouting your way through my house? Hardly good manners, I should say.”
“We’re here to get Orli. The ship’s detection machine showed us she is here. So where is she?”
Thadius’ expression didn’t change, but his Adam’s apple bobbed like a creature running up and down inside a sock. “I dare say, I can’t fathom what you mean.”
Altin knew him well enough to spot him working out a lie.
“Thadius, I swear to Mercy and everything she loves, I will melt you like pork fat if you speak one word of the deceit forming on that forked tongue of yours. So help me, I will.”
Colonel Pewter’s hand flexed visibly upon his gun, the tendons moving beneath his skin like restless souls. He wasn’t quite sure what was happening just yet, but he trusted Altin well enough to follow his lead. He took a few steps to the side, giving both himself and Altin room to fight if it came to that.
“Oh my,” said Thadius as if surprised by the tension coming off his two visitors. “Gentlemen, this has gotten off to quite a bad start, don’t you think?” He gestured to the table and some chairs. “Please, sit down. Both of you. Let’s have a glass of wine and discuss whatever it is you two are all a-fluff about.”
Altin started chanting.
“Altin Meade, I dare say if you conjure even a candle flame in this house, I’ll have you locked up for assault.”
A fist-sized ball of fire formed above Altin’s hand. He glared at Thadius. “Where is she?”
“I really don’t know what you are talking about.” His eyes slid to the fireball crackling above Altin’s palm. “And you really do need to put that out.”
Altin threw the fireball at Thadius, who barely dodged it by diving to the side and rolling nearly into the corner of the room. The flaming projectile crashed into the wall, splashing like a burst bladder and setting fire to the wainscoting, a tapestry and a polar-bear-skin rug, which immediately began to fill the room with acrid and oily yellow smoke.
“How dare you, you insolent commoner,” fumed Thadius climbing to his feet. “You will remember your place, or it will be your head.”
“Where is she, Thadius? She is here. We saw her.” He flashed a glance at the colonel, just to be sure that the detection machine really was adequate evidence for what he’d just begun. 
The colonel nodded. She was here. He leveled his weapon and trained it on Thadius. “I don’t think you can dodge this one,” he said.
Thadius had seen the weapons operate before.
“Gentlemen, please. Let’s be civilized.”
The colonel tapped his com badge. “Krakowski, go get me a fix on Orli’s position in the house.”
“Sir?”
“Just do it. We were expecting better hospitality than we’re getting in here.”
“Roger that.”
“I assure you,” began Thadius. “You are making a terrible mistake.”
“She’s below the house, sir,” came Krakowski’s voice a moment later. “Fifty-one meters northwest of your position. Thirty-one-point-oh-eight meters down. Looks like some kind of cave. She’s on the far east side of it if the soundings are right.”
“A mistake, Thadius?” said Altin having just conjured another fireball. “Are you going to take us to her, or do we burn this place down one room at a time?”
“Oh, Altin. Always the dramatic one. Of course I’ll take you to her. We’re just having a bit of fun. A surprise, that’s all. Come, let me show you to her now.” He went to the door nearest him. Opening it, he smiled and pointed out. “Come on. This way.” He stepped through it. And ran. He barked two words as he went and the door swung shut, the edges of it sealing with a smoky hiss and a pale purple light. They could hear him shouting down a hall, calling for his guards and someone named Annison.
“Don’t touch it,” Altin warned as the door seemed to settle back to its normal state, but the colonel didn’t have to be told. He’d seen it too. Instead, he went to the door that he and Altin had been about to exit through before Thadius arrived. That door was also sealed, evidenced by the wisps of smoke rising to the ceiling and the scent of sulfur and thyme. Colonel Pewter didn’t have to be a sorcerer to know better than to try opening that one either.
Altin sent a fireball at the door Thadius had just gone through. It washed the wall in brilliant flames and then snuffed out, not catching like the first one had.
“It’s all warded,” he said. “I can’t break it down without a backlash. Casting anything else might be a bad idea.”
“What’s he up to?” the colonel asked.
“I have no idea. He’s always been a chimera of the first order, but this is devilish beyond anything I’ve ever seen from him.”
Colonel Pewter tapped his com. “Krakowski. You guys suit up and break this fucker down. We’ve been captured.”
A moment’s delay was followed by, “Say what, sir? Break into the house?”
“Pull it down, Marine. Just keep an eye on me.” He turned to Altin. “Better stay close, since they can’t see you without a chip.”
“I was informed I have one.” He tapped his arm. “Captain Asad ordered it when I was asleep.”
The colonel made a face and shook his head. But there was time for that later. “Come on.”
He turned his blaster on its side and thumbed a button there, switching from laser to ballistic rounds. He aimed and fired into the door. Wood splintered and flew as three bursts hammered into it. The colonel kicked the remnants of the door down. “He didn’t ward against that,” said the colonel. “Let’s go.”
They ran down a short corridor and into a huge kitchen, startling several cooks and scullery maids. One woman, barely more than a girl, was caught by the momentum of their rush and found herself between them and a door. From the expression on her face, she thought they were going to kill her where she stood.
“How do I get down to the cavern below?” the colonel demanded.
“The what?” She stammered as she spoke and her whole body shook with fear. Altin could tell she had no idea what the fearsome Earthman was speaking of.
“Downstairs. How do we get to the lower floors?”
That she could answer, and she had no inclination of holding out. “Through here. Down the hall and left at the second intersection. Right at the end, then through the white painted door.”
They sprinted to it, exactly as she had said, and plunged down the stairs. They emerged in another hall that seemed to mirror the one above. They went back down it and, where the kitchen was above, here was a large storage room filled with covered furniture, covered shapes that could only be paintings, several large stuffed animals, including one that looked to the colonel like a dinosaur, and more than a few weapon racks. On the far end of the room was another door.
They rushed to it but slowed before opening it. Colonel Pewter motioned Altin to silence as he cracked it open and peered into the next room. Light came through and drew a line of gold across the dusty floor. Shouts could be heard from the other side.
Colonel Pewter quietly shut the door. “Four. Crossbows.” He mouthed the words and shaped the rest of the idea with his hands as he came back across the room to stand near Altin to confer.
Altin closed his eyes and chanted the words to a seeing spell. He pushed his vision through the door. His sight revealed the collection of antique weaponry on the other side. Several rows of armor, standing erect and on display. Weapon racks along each wall and tapestries, shields and battle pennants hanging above them all around the room. The men were spread around the room, clearly standing guard. But guarding what?
He released the spell. “I see them,” he told the colonel in low tones. “But they’re too spread out to take easily. I could fill the room with an ice storm, but I’d have to open the door and step inside, and the spell would take me longer than I think I have, and that assumes I can properly recall the spell. My time in that tank of Doctor Singh’s has rusted up the memories of even my old army spells.”
“You were in the army?”
“Yes. Every mage serves.”
“I like you better already,” he said. “How much time do you need?”
“A minute, perhaps?”
“Damn. Way too long. If I can’t get them myself in that much time, we’re both screwed.”
“Can you get me twenty seconds then?”
“Twenty seconds is still a long time.”
Altin agreed.
“They only have one shot each.” The colonel’s expression suggested he was calculating.
“Unless they are magicians.”
“If they shoot with the crossbows first, you should have the jump on them for magic.” They exchanged a quick look that said they both understood what hadn’t been said. “Just do your thing,” said the colonel.
“I will.”
“On three.” 
Altin nodded.
The colonel returned to his position at the door and counted down on his fingers, silently, before cracking it open again. The man across the room saw the movement this time. He gave a shout and leveled his crossbow. Colonel Pewter rushed into the room and put an explosive round into the man’s forehead as he fired his crossbow. The bolt went wide, and Colonel Pewter dove forward, rolling up behind a suit of bright red plate armor worn by an ancient barbarian king. He heard the hiss as another quarrel whizzed past his face and buried itself into the wall with a thunk. Altin could be heard chanting from the other room.
Another quarrel pierced the ancient armor with the sound of ripping metal, its tip protruding through the steel greave nearly its full length, having stopped only a quarter inch from Colonel Pewter’s temple. As he crouched for cover behind the antique suit, he leaned away from the projectile, noticing as he did that a green liquid dripped like syrup from its point. He knew enough about war to know that stuff, whatever it was, would have been the end for him. 
He feinted with a flick of his head and arms as if he were going to run back toward the door where he’d come through, and then rushed toward the opposite end of the room where the dead marksman lay. Once more, he dove for cover behind a primitive-looking suit of armor, which seemed to be made of little more than twisted wicker and woven sticks. Another quarrel sounded as it hit the wall behind him. That should be all of them. He jumped up and shot the nearest man who was just about done reloading his crossbow. The bullet took the man squarely in the chest causing him to stagger back against the wall. He painted a red stripe in blood as he slid to the floor and died. 
The colonel aimed for another man who was frantically reloading, but the crossbowman looked up and ducked just as the colonel’s shot went off. The colonel saw that the fourth man wasn’t reloading his crossbow at all. Instead, as Altin had feared, he was chanting the words to some kind of magic spell. From the direction he was facing, the colonel was fairly sure the magic was going to be coming his way.
The colonel moved to fire upon him, but suddenly felt the bite of something cold knifing into his arm. He looked down and saw a foot-long icicle, thick as a deck bolt, had somehow embedded itself through the flesh of his forearm. His gun fell to the floor as the ice burned.
Altin, visible through the door now, suddenly barked out a command. The massive tapestry on the wall behind the two crossbowmen suddenly vanished, then reappeared. It reappeared in the space where the two Northfork men were, its length spread and its heavy weave materializing through the center of their bodies as if it were a razor that had just slit them vertically in half from skull to knees. Except they weren’t severed in two. They’d been joined with the tapestry, and it with them. A teleport making one single mass. Two men and a rug. Their eyes popped out and their tongues lolled, propelling gouts of spit and blood onto the floor as if they’d become synchronized fountains, decorations at some macabre festival. They fell with sickening gasps that were muffled beneath the tapestry and then lay silent and still.
“Good God,” muttered the colonel, staring up at Altin and back to the tapestry which, from the back, showed a growing pair of stains as blood found its way through the maze of its careful weave.
“Welcome to war on Prosperion,” said Altin. 
“Remind me not to piss you off,” the colonel said as he pulled a bandage from a compartment on his belt. He wrapped up his wound with one hand, doing it as easily as if he did such things every day. The ice lance lay on the floor near his feet where he’d thrown it after pulling it out. It was melting quickly, already nearly halved at the middle by lingering heat from the colonel’s blood.
Altin glanced from that scene to the two bodies on the colonel’s side of the room, the mess of brain matter and the red stripe down the wall. “I could say the same,” he said.
The colonel shrugged and, with the barest movement of his head, motioned for them to move on. 
The first shudders of the building told them that the Marines in the mechanized battle suits were coming through the outer walls now. More shouts from inside the house told them that Thadius’ guardsmen were going to put up a fight.
Altin worried that any teleporters in Thadius’ employ might have an easy time of it, merging the machines with other objects, if such a thing occurred to them. It wouldn’t be any different than teleporting a ship and, given the size, would be relatively easy for anyone above the rank of H or I. He cursed himself for not thinking of it before. He should have told them to take off the glass covers. Without the “box” effect, those machines might not be vulnerable to that kind of attack.
“Tell them to open the windows on their battle machines,” he barked at the colonel.
“What?” 
“Just do it. If Thadius has teleporters, they can merge your men into the walls. It’s far easier to do than what I just did.”
Confusion flashed briefly, but he wasn’t about to second-guess Altin at his own game. He gave the order over his com. Krakowski questioned it only once, the severity of the order’s repetition convincing him to do as he was told. The colonel was already moving to the door at the northwest end of the room before Krakowski had even finished saying, “Yes, sir.” 
This door was locked. The colonel tried blasting it open as he had done before, but the rounds from his weapon ricocheted off of it, two of them striking the wall near where Altin stood.
“That’s new,” said the colonel as he stared into the smoking hole near Altin’s left foot where the first round had bounced back and nearly cost the mage a toe. “Another ward?”
“Definitely,” Altin said. “And a strong one.”
“Can’t you pick it, break through with some kind of spell?”
“Not without researching the lock. If I meddle with it, it will go off, and who knows what it will do. Probably a fireblast of some kind. That’s the standard stuff.”
More crashing and the sounds of rocket explosions came to them. A wall of smoke poured down the corridor. The colonel tapped his com. “You still see us?”
“Yes, Colonel,” came Krakowski’s voice. 
“Good. We need your help. Give us a second to get clear, but we need you to take out a door at this position.” He turned to Altin. “You think the magic is stronger than one of our mechs?”
“I don’t know. But I’ve seen your missiles at work,” he said. “I doubt anyone expected that much force when they designed this spell. It was designed for men and magicians, not … that.”
They backtracked, coughing through the smoke cloud into the remnants of the now-decimated museum of armor and weaponry. The gray daylight of the outdoors came through a massive hole that had been forcefully ripped through the house, and the high-pitched whine of servomotors could be heard from the other side. One of the monstrous metal machines came tromping through the debris, smoke and dust to stand before the two men, dwarfing them as they stood in proximity to it. Other battle-suited Marines could be heard making their way through the rest of the house, their progress marked by screams and the sound heavy weapons fire. Explosions could be heard throughout the front half of the house.
“Easy on the civilians,” the colonel ordered into his com. 
“We are, sir,” came the reply. 
Altin recognized the dimpled chin of the Marine called Krakowski through the open canopy of the whirring and hissing Earth machine. Smoke curled up from the end of the weapon mounted on its left arm, the thing the colonel had called a fifty-cal.
“All right, through that door there,” the colonel said, pointing with his gun. “It’s charged with something and probably rigged to explode, so watch yourself.”
“Mind if I drop the canopy then, sir?”
The colonel looked to Altin, who nodded that it was okay. “Just do it quick.”
“Roger that.”
Krakowski resealed the canopy and then guided the machine a few steps into the room as Altin and the colonel withdrew from it. The battle suit whirred noisily as the Marine took aim at the door. A moment later the fifty-caliber Gatling cannon unleashed a furious barrage into the door, sending a spray of brass casings clattering to the floor around the battle suit’s feet in a hollow metallic din as it did. Surprisingly, the door held up against the onslaught. The stone around the door, however, did not. The wood paneling was torn away around the edges, revealing the bare masonry, and the sustained barrage of bullets cut into it markedly. 
“Keep it up,” said the colonel. “We’ll go around the side of it then.”
“Roger that,” said Krakowski and once again the spray of bullets commenced. Shortly after, the magical lock went off explosively, throwing the assault machine all the way across the room where it landed on its back and slid halfway through the wall. Altin and the colonel, even a room away, where thrown out into the hall beyond that.
The colonel regained his feet first, though Altin was only a moment behind, and both of them ran back in time to see Krakowski’s battle machine thrashing about in the jumble of timbers and broken stone for a few seconds before going still.
The colonel climbed over the piled debris in the room and scrambled up the front of the battle suit, calling out, “Krakowski, you okay?”
He pressed a button on the side of the unit’s canopy and lifted heavily on a lever that wouldn’t budge. “Get up here,” he snapped at Altin. “I can’t get it off with one good arm.”
Altin climbed awkwardly up the machine, the hot metal burning the bottoms of his bare feet.
“Take hold here and lift. On three.” The colonel directed Altin to the black handle at the end of what looked like a long iron bar. “Ready? One … two … three!”
They both heaved as hard as they could, and with a rush of air, the canopy popped up.
Krakowski lay motionless inside. At first Altin thought he might be all right, but then he noticed the blood stain spreading across back of the cockpit and through the shoulders of the man’s uniform. It came from the back of his skull where the bone had been crushed by the force of the impact.
“Damn it.” The colonel tapped his com. “Sanchez, Russell, get back here and take Krakowski to the ship.”
“I can teleport him to a doctor I know in Leekant,” Altin said. “If he’s there, at least.”
“He’s got neural hookups and fluid exchanges with the machine,” the colonel said. “We’ve got to get him disconnected first.”
“Is he going to make it?” Altin asked. From the amount of blood and the strange, flattened way Krakowski’s head lay against the back of the battle suit, Altin was afraid to hold out a great deal of hope.
“He better.” The ice in the colonel’s expression suggested his assessment wasn’t much different than Altin’s was.
The stomping sounds coming from two of the huge battle machines preceded their arrival. Altin and the colonel scurried down and out of the way, allowing the new arrivals to lift the downed battle suit and carry it out, taking Krakowski with it. The whole scene in Altin’s eyes was nothing short of surreal. It was like watching two ogres made of steel working together as civilized men.
“Russell’s a hell of a medic. She’ll stabilize him if it’s possible to do,” said the colonel grimly. “Let’s get Orli. She’s got to be down that hole.”
The hole he referred to was the stairwell Krakowski had opened up. They ran down it taking the stairs three at a time. As they descended, animal sounds, growls and screeches, grew louder with every step. The door at the bottom stood open, flung wide and letting the cries through unabated. They slowed at the base of the stairs and looked out cautiously. The moment they did so, a rain of ice spikes, hundreds of them, much larger and thicker than the one that had struck the colonel earlier, began falling from the ceiling in a dense rain. They landed with a flurry of cracks like the rapid beat of an icy drum, the bits of them skittering across the floor on impact and covering it with chunks of ice and a thin film of snow.
“Snake bastard,” Altin swore as he stepped back into the stairwell. Just as he did, a long sheaf arrow clattered off the stone near where his foot had been as well. He watched it slide to a stop against the stone behind the lowest stair. He let out a low, frustrated hum.
“Now what? This kind of thing is out of my wheelhouse,” admitted the colonel from a safe distance inside the door, watching the rain of giant icicles and reflexively touching his hastily bandaged arm.
“If Thadius is casting that, he can’t hold it for more than a minute. Especially not dropping them that big. He’s only an E-ranked conjurer. Those are huge.”
“Can’t you cast a shield or something? Like that thing you put on your tower?”
“I don’t have any glass beads.”
“Well think, soldier.”
“Did you see how many of them there are?”
“No. I didn’t see anything.”
“Let me look. Cover me.” He immediately started casting a seeing spell, and it was a matter of seconds before he spotted Orli, alive, in a cell at the far end of a row of them, most filled with howling, frightened animals. His relief was so great he actually lost the spell.
“She’s alive!” he cried, taking the colonel by the arm and shaking him so hard it made him grunt. Altin realized what he was doing and released it immediately, glancing down at the bandage and grimacing. “Sorry,” he said. “But Orli is alive. I knew it. I knew she would be all right.”
Neither would ever admit what they feared they might find when they finally got to the spot of that red dot on the map, the spot that hadn’t moved the entire flight down. The colonel only nodded and grit his teeth in pain. 
Altin recast the seeing spell and once more pushed his vision into the room. He wound his way back through the cages and up the slight incline to where he’d seen Orli before. He saw that Thadius was taking her out of the cell, as if she were his prisoner like these other creatures were.
There was another man, a clean-shaven wizard, casting something. Altin recognized the gestures as those required for an illusion, not a conjuration spell. He didn’t recognize the man, and he had no idea how long he could keep it up, but he was convinced the ice storm wasn’t real. Watching the door beside the magician was another man in Northfork Manor colors with a longbow at the ready.
Thadius pulled Orli along behind him, dragging her by the wrist, rushing up toward the farthest wall. There was nothing up there, though, so Altin felt relieved that they might have Thadius cornered if they hurried. He knew Thadius couldn’t teleport, but he wasn’t sure about the other mage.
He scouted through the rest of the room, checking everywhere, but found no one else. He looked back to where Orli and Thadius were. Thadius had given her a flask and was speaking urgently to her, his gestures emphatic and with lots of pointing right at her face. She appeared to take whatever he was saying calmly enough, and after a few moments, she drank from the flask, tipping it back and emptying whatever was inside. Meanwhile the wizard continued to maintain the ice storm, or the facsimile of one, while the archer crouched behind the cover of an outcropping of rock. 
Altin let the seeing spell go.
“All right, Colonel. There’s three in there with her. Thadius, another mage, and an archer. Far back wall. I think they’re going to try to teleport out because Thadius has pulled Orli up into a dead end. My guess is that the archer will try to cover while the wizard casts. He’s on the left, behind an outcropping of stone. Thadius might try to cast something too, but he’s got a hold of Orli, so he might not be able to lest he risk her getting away or breaking up the spell. So, that means the archer is the problem. If he’s any good, he can get off several shots a minute, so we have to be very fast.”
“What if the wizard isn’t trying to get them out?”
“If that’s the case, then he has to die right away as well. The good news is I think he’s an illusionist, not a conjurer. Those icicles are way too big, and he’s using illusionist’s signs. The spells take about the same amount of energy, which I’m betting means he doesn’t have ice at all. I think we risk saving him for last and adjust if we discover I am wrong.” 
Colonel Pewter’s expression was an amalgamation of determination, trust and blind obedience.
 “Just get that archer behind the rocks,” Altin said in the way of encouragement. He nodded down toward the arrow lying at the base of the stairs. “Unless you want to add one of those to your list of puncture wounds.”
“Pass.” 
“We still need to figure out how we’re going to get inside,” said Altin. “That’s your area of expertise. I’m not too sure I want to just go charging in.”
“Why can’t you do that thing you did with the tapestry? I’ll charge, get him pinned down with laser fire, and you turn him into half a rug.”
“I can try, but if he moves, it will miss. I can’t see him once I’m in the spell, and it’s a slow cast. If he’s smart, he’s going to make a point of moving. Thadius knows what I can do.”
“Can’t you do it from here, before they see us coming at them?”
“Maybe, as long as he hasn’t moved.”
“Worth a shot. Let’s hurry.”
“I need something to teleport. A rock or a bit of wood. Something big enough to stop his heart.” He looked down at the arrow lying there, but would have to risk being in the line of fire to get it.
The colonel reached back and pulled out a small canister. “Use this.”
“What is it?”
“A flash grenade. That way if you miss, we’ll still be able to get into the room. They’ll be blind for a few seconds. That or the archer will be dead. Either is good for us.”
“Give it to me.”
Once inside the mana stream, Altin could see the curve of current sliding toward the wizard casting it. He noticed it begin to fade, and knew unconsciously that the magic had stopped, which meant he needed to hurry before the magician got off a teleport and took Orli away.
He cast the spell. The flash grenade appeared right where Altin wanted it to, the space where he’d seen the liveried crossbowman ducking down, specifically sent to the place where his head had been. But, as expected, the archer had moved. Fortunately, the colonel’s fallback plan worked, and the grenade went off with a loud poof and a blinding white flash of light. The colonel rushed in and ran straight down the nearest row of caged animals, with Altin only a few steps behind.
The creatures began to shriek and growl even more excitedly as the sound of the grenade and the bright flash it had made agitated them further than they already were. The rush of even more people added to that.
The colonel could see as he ran that the man in the robes was standing still, stooped and facing off toward the wall rather dumbly, clearly having taken the worst of the flash grenade. He took the time to aim and fire a shot. A mist of blood erupted from the wizard’s thigh where the laser beam hit him, and he fell, rolling down the gentle slope into a stand of decorative bushes at the base of an empty cage. 
He searched for the archer but couldn’t find him. He didn’t dare fire at Thadius because Orli was too close and the distance was still great.
Altin paused long enough to chant up a fireball, spending only the time it took to make it roughly the size of a cantaloupe, and then continued charging toward the back of the room. The colonel fell in beside him and both ran on.
Thadius recovered first from the flash grenade and began casting a spell.
The archer appeared from around the side of the cage where Orli had been, having moved down while they’d spent time discussing strategy. He let loose a shot that nicked the back of Altin’s hand as he threw his fireball. Colonel Pewter fired almost simultaneously, the streak of his laser lighting up the dimness between him and the liveried man for an instant like a glowing rope. The man’s left arm was severed by the beam a heartbeat before his leather armor burst into flames, Altin’s fireball having found its mark as well. He screamed and thrashed in agony, the metal rivets in his armor clinking so loudly against the bars of Orli’s vacated cage that they could hear it over the other noises of his death.
A fireball appeared above Thadius’ outstretched hands, not much larger than a frostberry, but still plenty big enough to kill if it hit its target in the right place. 
“Cover,” cried Altin as Thadius let it loose. He realized as he dove that there was now an open passageway behind the nobleman. 
The fireball flew over his head, and Colonel Pewter was up, quick as a cat, and charging up the slope before it hit the ground. Thadius pushed Orli through the small black space in the wall and followed right behind. The space quickly began to narrow as the door closed.
Altin ran for all he was worth. 
Colonel Pewter threw himself forward, feet first, and slid into the opening, the door just clamping down on his booted foot, where it stopped.
Altin caught up a moment later and, to his relief, was able to push the door back, if barely, despite its being a full span thick and cut from solid stone. From the look of the deep deadbolt holes bored into the rock around its frame, Altin judged that they would not have gotten through it easily had the colonel not acted so decisively. However, had the door possessed a more powerful mechanism closing it, the colonel might also now be missing a foot. The arch of the colonel’s eyebrow and the low whistle he let out as Altin pushed the heavy door open suggested the colonel had reached the same conclusion.
“Let’s go,” said Altin as he reached down and helped pull the colonel to his feet.
They ran up the long corridor, the incline steady and not quite steep. They weren’t ten paces up it when the dim light behind them vanished to nothing as the door swung shut. Even in total darkness, there was no sign of Orli or Thadius, no sound, and no light up ahead to suggest that they were still in the tunnel or that the tunnel had an open end. The colonel pulled a flashlight from his utility belt and flicked it on, reaching out with it then, putting his arm across Altin’s chest to prevent him running off in pursuit the instant the light appeared.
“Easy, son. Let’s not rush into another fireball. We won’t help her that way.”
“He’s going to get away.”
“They’re headed up,” he said. “That’s where our help is.” He tapped his com badge. “Chang, what’s your status?”
“Rounding up personnel, sir. The house is locked down. What’s left of it.”
“Orli should be somewhere near my location. Get her beacon on everybody’s grid. Look for her and another man. Do not hurt my daughter, Chang. And I want that man with her alive if at all possible. And I repeat, do not hurt my daughter.”
“Roger, sir.”
He turned back to Altin. “Now let’s do this smart.” 
Altin nodded that he agreed. He took a few deep breaths to calm himself and then chanted up another fireball, which he pushed out twenty paces in front of them to light their way. He could throw it just as easily from there. He followed the colonel upwards cautiously.
They wound their way through the darkness until, around one last bend, they saw a square of light in the ceiling up ahead. An open trapdoor. The light from above showed a short ladder leaning against the earthen walls. They’d found the tunnel’s end. They paused for a moment, the colonel crouching and trying to get at least an angular view.
“I can see it,” Altin offered in low tones, preparing to cast the spell. But the colonel waved him off.
“Takes too long. Just be careful,” whispered the colonel, flicking the switch on his blaster back to conventional rounds. He turned off the flashlight and returned it to his belt, then motioned for Altin to follow. Altin brought the fireball back to just above his hand.
The colonel got to the ladder first and climbed up cautiously, peeking out. Altin noticed bits of straw on the floor and figured the tunnel must emerge near the stables or in a barn, so he snuffed the fireball.
That’s when the colonel heard Corporal Chang’s voice on the com. “We’ve got them, sir. Except there are three of them.”
“Three?”
The colonel jumped out of the hole and looked around. He spotted the corporal’s mech unit just outside the stable doors. Sure enough, there were three figures standing there.
Altin climbed out and saw them too, which caused him to stammer, “What in the name of Mercy’s grace is he doing here?”
“Who’s he?”
“The royal assassin.” 
“Ah.” The colonel put his gun away.


Chapter 67
Altin rushed to embrace Orli, but Thadius stepped in front of her protectively. The royal assassin pulled him back and looked as if he were going to tolerate no foolishness.
“Orli, are you okay?” Altin asked, looking over every inch of her for signs of what she had been through. Her clothes were filthy, though of good quality, a riding dress in keeping with current fashion in Crown but coated with grime and bits of straw. Her hair hung lank and oily, dark against her pale skin and looking as if it had been a long time since she’d last had a chance to bathe properly. She appeared healthy enough, despite all that, but with an odd giddy quality about her, an air of abstraction and a strange emotional dissonance given the circumstance.
“I’m fine, Altin,” she said. “Hello, Daddy.”
The colonel frowned. “Hello, Orli girl.” He glanced at Altin. They both knew something was different about her. Altin thought there was no music in her voice.
“Orli?” The question was obvious in the upward lilt of Altin’s tone.
“Altin, I know who the Hostiles are,” she replied excitedly. “I know who she is. I’ve been speaking with her.”
“Her?” Altin asked the question, but even the elf looked curious.
Thadius had no time for that sort of thing. “Listen here, the lot of you. I won’t be manhandled in my own house. This is an outrage. I am Baron Thoroughgood’s son, nephew of the Earl of Vorvington, and second cousin once removed of the Queen. I will have you all drawn and quartered for this.”
“Not if I shoot you first,” said the colonel. “I don’t know what you’ve done to my daughter, but you better hope it’s not permanent.”
“She’s wonderful,” Orli went on, her expression vacant as she watched the images inside her head, the memories she shared with Blue Fire. “It’s all been a terrible misunderstanding.”
“Orli, what are you talking about?” Altin stepped toward her once more, but Thadius thrust himself in the way again. The elf yanked him back by the collar.
“Blue Fire. Her name is Blue Fire. She thought we were a disease. The Andalians. All of us, all of humanity. She thought we were infecting worlds. She was saving them. The planets. She had no idea we were sentient and intelligent. That we have souls. She didn’t know. She was in mourning for her mate. She is in mourning. She thinks we killed him too. Or that the Andalians did. That humans did. I told her we didn’t. I told her I didn’t think it was possible. She’s trying to understand. She says I have a beautiful soul.”
“You do,” said Altin. It came out reflexively, but he looked back at the colonel whose frown had not gone away. “You do have a beautiful soul.” What else could he say? 
A sudden rush of air behind them delayed her answer, followed immediately by the appearance of the Queen some twenty paces off. She was accompanied by Envette and four armed men wearing the crimson tabards of the Palace Guard.
 “Thadius Plagarth Farion Thoroughgood,” pronounced the Queen when she had her bearings, “what in the name of all my kingdom have you done?”
 “Your Majesty,” he said. “I must say that your pet has overstepped his authority.”
“My assassin has absolute authority, and if he chose to split you from arse to eyeballs, I would no more question it than I would if he’d helped himself to a cup of tea.”
“Your Majesty,” Thadius protested, “this is intolerable.”
“Colonel Pewter,” the Queen went on, ignoring Thadius’ complaints. “Your people are very upset with you. I just left them, and as you can imagine, Captain Asad is beside himself with indignation, and even the mild-mannered Admiral Jefferies was imbibing at the fount of apoplexy.” She turned to Orli. “And you, child. I am so very happy to see that you are all right. I understand our good Lord Thadius rescued you from your captivity.” Her voice had a strange flatness to it at the end of the statement, quite despite the good tidings of which she spoke, and she followed that up with a glare at Thadius that, had it come from the colonel’s side arm, would have burned a hole straight through the young lord’s head.
Thadius’ gaze darted from the Queen to Orli and back. He looked half expectant, half in pain.
Orli only smiled. She gripped Thadius by the upper arm, moving closer to him, and laid her head on his shoulder.
Altin gaped. Only that. He could muster nothing else, so great was the shock of it.
The colonel did better, but not by much. “What was she doing in that cell?” he asked.
Thadius, sensing he may have found some ground to stand on, responded, saying, “We had to hide her from slaver spies.”
“In a cage?” The colonel did not look even marginally convinced. Nor did Altin. The Queen and the assassin remained expressionless. 
“There are forces at work right now, Colonel,” pressed Thadius, “that you simply cannot appreciate. The orcs have allies in the cities, and those agents have agents of their own. The kingdom is under siege, and those of us in the nobility are the most likely targets. Who knows how long these people have been working to infiltrate my house. Even the Palace.”
Altin scoffed, a rattling sound in his throat. “There are no secrets at Northfork Manor worth stealing, and everyone standing here knows it.” He looked to Orli, pleading with her with his eyes to tell the truth. 
She looked so happy leaning on Thadius like she was. A winsome sigh as her response. She seemed to be getting happier as minutes went by.
It nearly broke Altin’s heart. The only thing holding it together was the rising wave of rage. “Orli. Tell me it isn’t true.” He pointed at the filthy dress with a turn of his hand. “Look at you. Nothing he’s said is true.” 
“What’s true is we have to help Blue Fire now,” she said, standing up straight again. Her thoughts seemed intent on a singular course that would not be redirected by any of them, though she seemed to struggle even for that. She shook herself and found it, and the urgency in her voice, in her eyes, the way she stood, was palpable. “All of us. We have to stop it. We can’t let the fleet destroy her. Not now. Don’t you see it was all a huge mistake?”
Altin tried to respond, but he choked on whatever he’d been about to say. He looked to the Queen, dismissing Orli’s addled remarks for now. “Your Majesty, surely you don’t buy this ridiculous lie he’s telling us. Spies? Infiltrating Northfork? Please. They’d find deeper secrets if they broke into a latrine. And none of it has to do with Orli’s absence at all.”
“I will ask the questions in my own good time, Sir Altin, and you’d do well to remember your place.” 
That was an unexpected bit of rebuke, and Altin recoiled from it as if he’d just been slapped.
The War Queen turned to Envette. “Take us to the Palace.”
“Wait,” cried Altin, stepping forward. He reached out to grab Orli by the arm, but the elf shoved him back so hard he staggered and fell, landing on his backside and sliding half a span in the dirt. And then they were gone, all of the Queen’s retinue, the elf, Thadius and the clearly distracted Orli. Altin stared into the empty space where she’d been, where his beloved had stood only an instant before. How could she have gone? And willingly. She could have resisted the teleport if she’d wanted to, if she’d been coerced or was significantly afraid. But she hadn’t. And now she was gone again. Gone for so long and, just when he’d found her, gone again. And leaning on Thadius as if he really were her savior … as if she … as if she loved him.
It was impossible. She disliked Thadius. She knew him well enough. Granted she liked how he danced. She’d commented once that he was a very attractive man. He was taller than Altin, and better dressed and groomed. Noble. And incredible with a sword. And on horseback. He was a decent mage too, although hardly more than mediocre—only four schools and nothing approaching Altin’s high ranks. Altin was a Z for Mercy’s sake. Thadius’ highest ranked school was a G.
It couldn’t be. And what was all that about the Hostiles? About some her. What did she mean it had all been a mistake? If he could have gotten her alone, he could have asked. He could have paid better attention to her.
Gods how he hated Thadius. In his whole life he had never been so consumed with hatred as he now was. It filled him with a heat that reddened his ears and made them ring. His pulse pounded in them too, he could feel it, hear the marching sound of it like a thousand angry boots.
The whir of the servomotors and the thump of huge metal feet sounded as Corporal Chang moved off in his mechanized battle armor, the vibrations in the ground upon which he sat breaking Altin’s reverie.
Colonel Pewter stared, as Altin had, at something in the distance he did not actually see. He was chewing on the inside of his cheek. Altin knew he was considering what he’d just witnessed as well.
At length the colonel blinked a few times and shook his head. He moved to Altin and reached down to pull him up with his good arm. The two exchanged bewildered looks. 
“I’m not sure how deep the shit in this cesspool is,” the colonel said, scrunching up his face, “but I’m guessing it’s somewhere up near here.” He lifted his hand, flat and straight as a knife, and pressed it just beneath his nose.
Altin nodded. As he studied his companion of the day’s battle, he thought about what the Queen had said regarding the admiral and Captain Asad. “How serious do you think the penalty will be for your leaving the ship like that?”
“I got my daughter back,” the colonel said. “I’m sure Asad will call it treason and dereliction of duty and any other charge he can come up with. He’ll call for execution since this is a time of war, but Jefferies will figure it out eventually. Asad doesn’t quite lead him around by the nose. At least not yet. I’ll be fine.”
“Do you want me to send you back?”
“Yep. But first let’s see about Krakowski. He might still need one of your wizard doctors—if there’s still time.”
“You’re right. And there is the wizard we left down below. The one you shot. We should probably see to his wounds and turn him over to Her Majesty as well. Along with the folks your men have captured from the house. I’m sure her inquisitors will have questions for them all.” At least he hoped they would. The Queen had acted strangely, he thought. But he wasn’t sure enough to say anything aloud just yet.
With a nod from the colonel, the two of them set to work, comforted in the knowledge that at least Orli was alive.


Chapter 68
In her private audience chamber, and in what was becoming a familiar scene, Queen Karroll erupted, this time at Thadius, her face red and her words molten as she loosed the fury boiling inside. “You idiot. You pathetic, selfish, spoiled little pervert. How dare you let petty jealousy and sad depravity jeopardize everything I have been working for all this time. The entire relationship between my kingdom and planet Earth is at stake, and you want to play hide the weasel games with Sir Altin’s sweetheart? What kind of tiny-minded, unthinking, selfish little sand tick are you?” She glared at him, panting, and it looked as if she might have let it all out, but then came another wave. “You’re a tapeworm, that’s what. A knavish one. An idiot. A warm bucket of harpy piss that the gods have seen fit to pour upon my kingdom.
 “Can you even comprehend the position you have put me in? What am I to tell those people? ‘Oh, yes, one of the royal family has taken it upon himself to abduct one of your women for his personal sport. It seems he fancies a slap and tickle with the girl, and you know how young people are these days.’” A bit of foam had begun to form upon her lips with the rabidity of her rage, and fury drove bits of spit flying from her mouth like bats fleeing from a flaming cave. “Do you not have enough prizes in that petting zoo of yours already? Have I not indulged you in allowing it all these years? You flout the laws of this kingdom, you flout my authority with every protected species that you snatch, and yet, have I not looked the other way? Have I not indulged you, in hopes that you’d grow out of your infancy some day, that you might manifest some semblance of your proud heritage? Of course I have. The soft spot I hold for your father bought you patience and privilege you obviously do not deserve. And look what it’s got me. You. The sad last remnant of what used to be a line of great men. All that’s left of those valiant men are idiots like you and cravens like your uncle.”
“But, Your Majesty, she loves me. I think you are mistaking things here.”
“She doesn’t love you, you skulking cur. How stupid do you think I am? I don’t know how you’ve managed it—whether by some magic you’ve dug up or by that odd affection hostages have for their captors sometimes—but whatever it is, you and I both know it’s harpy spit. Don’t you dare stand there and speak one more word of that offal or I’ll cut you down myself, blood or not.”
Disdain was a wildfire scorching the landscape of her face, and he finally withered before the heat of it, if only in his proud way.
She spun and paced back and forth for a time. Thadius tried to muster as much dignity as he could. He straightened himself, and attempted to smooth out the wrinkles in his velvet doublet, flicking away bits of dirt that had gotten into the nap during his retreat.
“I’m going to have to banish you,” she said at last. “I can think of nothing else to do. I cannot kill you, out of respect for the two drops of king’s blood that have lost themselves in that brackish water running through your veins. You would be killed in prison. So it must be banishment.”
“But, Your Majesty. Surely this will all work out. The girl really does love me now. There is no need to confess anything … untoward.”
“Those people up there aren’t stupid, you fool. And I have no intention of allowing you back into my court. You are a rat, a serpent, vermin of the lowest sort, and frankly, if there weren’t royal blood in you, old and ruined as it is, I would have you taken out behind the palace and, with no more ceremony than that, had you hung from a tree. I still may.”
“Your Majesty—”
“Shut up. You no longer have permission to speak in my presence.” She turned and spoke as if to the wall. “If he says another word, kill him. That is an order.” She did not need to see the elf nod to know he would comply.
She looked back at Thadius who knew it was true as well. “I hereby banish you from my kingdom for the period of one thousand years. If you can manage that long, you may return. You have three days to be off of Kurr. And take your illusionist friend with you when you go.”
Thadius’ eyes went wide, for where else could he go? He looked as if he might speak, might try one last protest, but the Queen’s glance over her shoulder toward an empty place near the wall stopped him.
“Get out,” she commanded.
He turned and stormed off, indignant, his mind awhirl. Three days was not much time to plan a strategy. And he only had four choices, three of which were more than unsavory. The first, he could try to hide on Kurr and spend a lifetime waiting for the bounty hunter’s blow. The second, he could try to get to String and fall upon the mercy of the elves—who would most likely kill him before he finished making the argument. And the third, he could try to live as a hermit on Duador, use his four schools of magic to hide him, a life spent waiting for the demon hordes to sniff him out, which they would eventually. Which left only the fourth option: planet Earth. Which in turn meant that all his hopes lay with Orli and the strength of the siren’s blood potion Annison had wrought.
He would need to get word to her right away.


Chapter 69
Altin got to be alone with Orli the following day. The Queen’s people would not allow him to see her the evening after she’d been found, and the Palace was an impossible place to teleport into—and a dangerous one—or he would have tried. So meticulously enchanted and well devised were the illusions and orientation shifts the Palace had in place, he couldn’t even get a seeing spell through the walls. So he’d had to wait. But, finally, they let him in.
He sat across from her at a small table. He leaned forward, pushing his hands out into the middle of the polished bloodwood surface, expecting her to take them into her own. She did not. She might have done less damage had she cast an ice lance through his heart.
“What’s happened to you?” he asked. “Orli, there’s something wrong. You’re not acting yourself. Please, tell me what it is.”
“I already told you, Altin. We have to help Blue Fire. We have to stop the fleet. They don’t realize what they are doing.” She looked straight into his eyes this time. She was completely sober. Completely sane. She really meant it.
“I know. I heard all of that yesterday. What I mean is, what’s happened to you? To you and me. Do you truly have feelings for Thadius now?”
She straightened and shook her short hair out, running one hand through the once-again glistening platinum strands that tumbled near her temple and so often fell into her eyes, tucking a length of it behind her ear. “None of that matters right now, Altin.” Her expression was the very essence of seriousness. “Altin, if you aren’t going to help me save her, then how can I be sure you care about anything at all?”
This caused him to pull back across the table, his hands retreating into his lap. Everything felt empty inside, as if he were a sack of flour with a rent seam. Everything of value that had been in him had spilled out now.
“I’m trying to tell you what has changed, Altin, and yet you sit there gaping at me like I’m the one who is different. You would have listened to me before.”
He tried to breathe through the bewilderment.
“Altin, right now we stand on the brink of exterminating an entire race. Blue Fire has lost her mate. She says she has never seen another of her kind. Ever. She’s been alive for over a hundred million years. For almost all of those she has been alone. But then she found him, Blue Fire, her mate, it’s where she got her name. His name. They found each other and meant to make another like them. But then he died, and he couldn’t fertilize the egg, the child they tried to make a hundred thousand years ago. Maybe more. I don’t know. But I do know now it is only her. She is all alone. And my people want to kill her. And your people are helping them. And then she will be gone too. They will all be gone. Don’t you see?” 
Orli began to cry, and Altin realized that she meant every word. He softened, let go of his anger and his own selfish need, recognized that he hadn’t really been listening to her. Just like she’d said. Whatever this was she was on about, she felt it dearly. It mattered. Even if it was lunacy.
He reached out to her again, his hand across the table. “Orli, I’m sorry. I’m always thinking of myself. Please, forgive me. It’s all been so crazy. Surely you understand. But I’m listening now. Tell me about her. Maybe we can do something.”
She sniffled and nodded. She looked up and wiped away her tears on the sleeve of the new dress she’d been given by the Queen. Something simple, just as she’d asked.
“Altin, we have to stop it. We have to tell them the truth. And I know they aren’t going to want to believe. I’m just so full of her dreams and hopes and sorrow now. You can’t imagine it. A hundred thousand years of solitude. And a love so great it spanned hundreds of thousands more. It was so beautiful. And then it was gone. We have to convince them not to hurt her. And we have to somehow prove to her it wasn’t us. She wants to understand, Altin, she does. She’s even promised not to hurt us anymore. No more fighting. She told me last night. She wants to know us. She doesn’t want to be alone.”
“How are you speaking to her? How can that be? Your people have no telepathy.”
“The Liquefying Stone,” she explained. “The stone and smell. Somehow she found me through it. At least that’s what she seems to say. She doesn’t say anything really. It’s all images and feelings. But she found me that day I held the Liquefying Stone.”
“What day? When did you use the Liquefying Stone? Are you saying you did magic?”
“No, no. Nothing like that. It’s just, somehow, while you were downstairs trying to add more magic to your amulet, I fell asleep. Or mostly did. And I was holding the Liquefying Stone. I’d picked it up to look at it, and somehow, I guess holding it and dreaming—the scent in the dream, I was dreaming about the smell of grass—is how she found me. I honestly don’t know how it works. I really don’t. She said she found me and, well, now she speaks to me in dreams. She shows me things and makes me feel. It’s all so much bigger than the feelings that we have. All except for love. Love and hate. Those we share just the same.”
Altin didn’t know what to say. He simply watched her, watched the shape of her mouth as she spoke, the soft lines that he longed to kiss again but now feared he never would. He watched the glitter of her eyes as she spoke adoringly of this Blue Fire. Blue Fire the Hostile. It was all so seemingly insane. But Orli clearly loved her. Her eyes got such a distant glaze when she talked about the dreams, about the way Blue Fire made her feel. It made Altin want to cry.
But he bit it back. If Orli cared about Blue Fire this much, then Altin would care too. He would find a way to understand. Down deep he knew it might be the only way to win her back. He knew he’d lost her. He could feel the distance between them in the pit of his stomach, like the sense of falling that came with a sudden downdraft as he flew on Taot’s back, the unexpected drop of as much as forty spans, raising his gorge as he plummeted towards the ground. It was an unseen depression, an absence, and yet it was as tangible as any thing. More tangible even. And terrible. It was the absence of her love. She did not love him anymore. He felt it in every fiber of his being, felt it in his guts as a terrible wound, but he did not dare to ask about it now. He did not dare to speak such a thing aloud. Doing so would give substance to the truth he knew.
Something had happened to her. Blue Fire had changed her. And if it had changed her, then it must change him too. That was the answer. He must become that, whatever it was, as well. He would become anything for her. And then she would love him again.
“So what do I do, Orli? How can I help her? Can I speak to her? Will she speak to me?”
“I don’t know,” she replied. “She has to find you.”
“So how do I get her to find me?”
“You’ll have to find her in your dreams.”
Altin shook his head, frustrated. “How am I supposed to do that?”
“I really don’t know,” she said. “But she is wonderful. You must hurry.”
Orli’s hand went up reflexively to her ear, as if she’d been bitten there. She had. A narrow little lizard had appeared on her shoulder, hidden by the fall of her hair, with a note tied to its back. She took the creature down and placed it gently on the table, smiling at it as she did. “Hello, sweet creature,” she said as she untied the note. “What have you got there?”
She unfurled the note and began to read as Altin watched impatiently. He watched at first as delight played across her features then suddenly filled with concern. “Oh, no,” she gasped, as she kept reading. “Banishment?” she whispered as she read on. Finally she came to the end of the note and looked up at him. “The Queen has banished Thadius. She says he can’t come back for a thousand years.”
“Good.” 
She gave him a punitive look.
He harrumphed, a low growl in his chest, but relented some. “Does he say why?”
“No. Only that he has three days to be off of Kurr.”
Altin suppressed his remark. But he was glad inside. Let the elves have him. They’d fill him full of arrows the moment his duplicitous foot hit the beach. Or perhaps they’d peel back his skin in tiny strips and sprinkle salt into the wounds until he told them everything he knew of Queen Karroll’s strengths and weaknesses. Altin silently considered making a point of casting a seeing spell to watch, if he could determine when the fallen lordling would arrive. He spoke none of that aloud, however. Instead he said, “Well, that’s going to be rough on him, but he’s a grown man. He’ll figure something out.”
“He has.”
“He has?”
“Yes. I’m going to help him get to Earth.”
He didn’t say it because it was obvious on his open-mouthed face. Orli saw the question clear enough. “Look, Altin, there is something you need to know.”
He felt the bottom start to drop out of his world, the very stones of its foundations turning to sand, draining away as if from a broken hourglass. He closed his eyes and wished what was about to come would not. It came anyway.
“I love Thadius,” she said. “I know that you and I had something really incredible for a while. But things have changed. I love him. And he needs me now. They both need me. Blue Fire and Thadius.” She leaned forward, this time extending her hand. “Please tell me we can still be friends, Altin. I know in my heart I could never be happy if you were mad at me. It seems cruel, I know, but, well, I can’t explain it any more than that. My feelings have changed. Please, try to understand.”
He looked deeply into her eyes, the amazing, perfect irises of blue. They were places to be lost in. Universes to explore. He had looked into them and seen love before. Love for him. Deep, true love that spilled out from her in waves that washed across his heart in warmth and honesty. And it was not there anymore. He could see it gone. A vast emptiness. 
But it was not there for Thadius either. He could see that too. Or at least that’s what he convinced himself he saw. Nothing.
He took her hand. The skin so soft and smooth, cool but warming with his touch.
“I’ll never abandon you,” he said.
 “Good. I knew you would understand.” She smiled, looking genuinely relieved. She withdrew her hand.
She might as well have pulled out his lungs. Taot could hardly have breathed more bitter acid into his eyes than the tears that burned in them just then. But he blinked as rapidly as he could and managed to keep most of them at bay. He forced himself to keep his head up and look at her.
“I’ve got to go to the Queen,” she said, oblivious to his agony. “I’ve got to go speak on his behalf. And I need to call my father. He can help.”
Altin’s lips quivered as he tried to force a smile, a wry one. The colonel would share his opinion of Thadius on the matter. He was confident of that.
Orli got up. “Will you come with me and help me speak for Thad?”
He laughed, nearly a retch. Bitter. “Orli, I will do anything you ask. But I think I am the last person on Prosperion you’d want to speak for Thadius Thoroughgood just now. I imagine you must be able to understand that at least.”
She sighed and nodded, looking down at the floor. “I am sorry,” she said. “But it will all work itself out in time.”
He nodded back. “Yes. I’ll be seeing to that.”
 “So what will you do?”
He thought about it for a moment, running a tired hand through the mop of his ever-tousled hair. He pushed disconsolate feelings from himself on a long, low breath, a determined wind before which everything that mattered now must sail. 
“I suppose I will have to begin by figuring out how to speak to your new friend.” 
Her face brightened, happy at the news. She began to say as much, but he’d already begun casting his teleportation spell.


Chapter 70
Kettle wept and held on to him for so long he was nearly dozing by the time she pushed him away and started dabbing at her puffy florid cheeks. They both had little clumps of flour on their faces where dough had begun to form in pasty trails marking the path of tears. She pulled strands of gray hair off of her forehead and tucked them up into a comb made of woolly rhino bone.
“They waited the proper honors fer him in Crown,” she told him, speaking of Tytamon’s national funeral honors. “They’s expectin’ ya ta speak.”
He hated that sort of thing, but he would do it for Tytamon. “When is it?” he asked.
“That was all dependin’ on when ya’ come home.”
“Well, I’ve got something I have to do first,” he said. “Tytamon would want me to attend to the living before all that.”
“Aye, that he would, lad. But don’t ya go runnin’ off like’n ya always do neither. We folks here is all alone now. We got no one ta look out fer us no more.”
“There are twenty thousand troops right outside the walls.”
“And nearly forty now inside as well,” she countered. “I got me a full house, again. It’s all back the way it was when the world was all at war last. Exceptin’ we ha’na got nobody in charge. We need ya ta start thinkin’ about us here at home, Altin. I know ya gots yer destiny ta fulfill, but don’t ferget the rest of us is all. We need ya, now. We truly do.”
He looked down into her flour-dusted face, the thin purple veins visible upon her blotchy cheeks, and saw her, really saw her, perhaps for the first time. He never realized how small she was, short, barely halfway up his chest. Stout, to be sure, ample at the shoulders, bust and hips, and yet, for all the size and strength in her, she was so very small in reality. Or so it suddenly seemed. Kettle—the mighty kitchen matron—was vulnerable. The thought struck him like a physical blow, seeing it, seeing that Kettle could be afraid. Genuinely afraid. And Tytamon was gone too. Permanently. The pillars of his world were weathering and growing weak, some had already fallen, turned mortal and begun to abandon him.
And where did that leave him? What was Altin supposed to do? How could he watch out for everyone? How could he have Orli back, save “Blue Fire” and protect Calico Castle as well? How could he fight in the wars that were suddenly being waged seemingly everywhere. The very skies held enemies that would wipe them out, much less the mountains just beyond the northern walls, the granite peaks vomiting out orcs in numbers unheard of in centuries.
Who was going to be strong for Altin if everyone was looking at him to be the one to keep them safe?
Maybe no one. Maybe nobody would be strong for him anymore. Perhaps this was what it meant to grow up. To be a man. To be alone. Everyone leaning on him—more than leaning: assuming on him. Assuming he’d keep them safe. Assuming it just as they assume there will be oxygen in their next breath or that the ground won’t swallow them up somehow. He could keep them safe, and they wouldn’t even notice it. They’d go on with their work, their meals, their magical experiments. Little girls climbing trees and hunting birds. Old men pushing goats about from pen to pen. Everyone just assuming he would get it done. Just as he had always assumed someone else would. 
That’s certainly how he’d been with Tytamon. He saw it now. It’s something he always knew but never realized. Never thought about. He just took. Always took. 
He grabbed Kettle by the shoulders and held her firmly, looked her squarely in the face. “It’s going to be all right,” he said. “I promise. I will take care of the castle, just as Tytamon always has. I’ll go to the Queen and demand it be given to me as it was given to Tytamon. She cannot deny my claim.”
“But Altin …,” She didn’t want to say it, whatever it was, so she looked down, seemed ashamed.
“What?”
She twisted out of his grip and started washing dishes in a basin nearby. Altin saw that she was taking them from a wooden drying rack. He also knew she didn’t wash dishes here, especially now that, with the re-garrisoning, she had been forced to bring on several new scullery maids.
“Kettle. Say it. You can’t expect me to act one way while you treat me another.”
She knew what he meant.
“Fine. I’ll say it.” She turned to face him. “How are ya gonna do it? Being lord a’ Calico Castle by title in’na the same as bein’ one in the house.”
He nodded.“Yes, but all men, landholders and commoners, are expected to fight when the kingdom is at war. All may be called up, and all must go. It would have been exactly the same for Tytamon as it is for me. We have two wars going, Kettle. What do you think Tytamon was doing when he died? Sometimes to protect the den, the dragon must leave it.”
She looked away, hiding her expression in the act of wiping her hands on a clutched bit of her apron.
“Tytamon was fighting the war, Kettle. He was doing his duty as lord of Calico Castle. None of us are immune to danger now. If there’s any lesson to be learned from Tytamon’s death it’s that. But I will do everything in my power to keep us safe, and for me, that starts with dealing with the Hostile threat. Orli believes they are friendly now. I think she is under some kind of spell, but I am going to find out. If Orli is right, then I can focus all my attention on the orcs. If she is wrong, then the orcs are a far lesser problem in the greater scheme of things.”
“How can ya say that when ya’ve seen what they done? Ya seen it yerself. As we all have. What they nearly did here. What they almost did ta ma poor Pernie before that.”
A low moan came unbidden from his throat. Yes, that. Horrifying. And yet, that wasn’t the worst the orcs could do now that they had the Liquefying Stones. Kettle didn’t even know that part of it. She also didn’t know that the orcs were not the only factions willing to resort to kidnapping. There was another set of details he hadn’t mentioned yet. Her grief upon seeing him for the first time since Tytamon’s death, and her surprising added grief at learning the fate of Ilbei Spadebreaker when he’d mentioned it, had prevented him from relating the story of Orli’s misfortunes and present plight. 
“Kettle,” he began. “There’s more afoot than whatever the orcs have in mind.”
She could see the seriousness in his eyes. She forced herself to calm and nodded that he should go on, braced for whatever ill news he had next to convey.
He told Kettle everything he knew about Orli’s capture, everything but the bit about the Liquefying Stone. He would keep his pledge to Tytamon on that as long as he could. If the ancient wizard thought it important enough to die for, then Altin had no desire to betray that sacrifice. He would make it right.
Kettle was indignant by the end of the account. She spit and sputtered in outrage as she leapt from the seat she’d taken upon a stool and paced about the kitchen waving her arms in the air. “Lord Thoroughgood a slaver and a kidnapper?” she fumed. “And him with noble blood and all. Oh, lords a’ hearth and home, but the whole thing is a comin’ undone, just as poor Master Spadebreaker declared. We ha’na got no one ta trust but ourselves if’n the Queen can’t keep her own in line.”
Altin agreed, but he let her vent before he finally went on. “Which is why I have to go find out if what Orli says is true, no matter how far-fetched it sounds. But to accomplish that, I have a few things I must do first. So I need you to be strong for me, Kettle. Like you always have. You and Nipper and Gimmel hold it together, all right? It will all work out if we keep our heads and stay smart.”
She tried to smile up at him, but it was weak.
“It will work out,” he promised again. “Soon I’ll be back, and we’ll clean everything up and put it right. I’ll even take Pernie on as an apprentice when she gets out of school, just like she always knew I would.” 
He looked almost as surprised that he’d said it as Kettle was to hear it coming out of his mouth. He had to grin at the machinations of fate.
Tears filled Kettle’s eyes to full again, but this time with unabated joy. “Oh Altin, that will make her so happy. Ya just have no idea.”
He laughed and let her wrap him up in a hug again. “Yes, Kettle. I think I probably do. It will be good for us both.”
Kettle pulled away and once more set to the work of wiping at her eyes.
“I’ll see you soon,” he said. “And keep everyone out of Tytamon’s tower. I’m going to have to use that one for now.” He intended to add, “until mine is fixed,” as well, but knew as soon as the thought formed that this was no longer true. Or at least it wouldn’t necessarily be once he was the legal holder of Calico Castle. Which meant his first stop, before going up there and searching for Orli’s Blue Fire, should be to go and see the Queen.
Given the nature of recent events, gaining audience with the Queen was not difficult for Sir Altin, and for the first time since being so dubbed, he was actually grateful for the title. 
He was admitted into the throne room which fairly buzzed today as the Queen held open court. The walls along the full length of the gallery, some hundred paces end to end, were populated by knots of nobles, dignitaries and important members of the magical elite. In conspicuous absence were members of the military command, and Altin noticed it right away. There was not a general, major or captain to be seen that was not a member of the Palace Guard. 
The Queen, who had so often before brightened at his arrival, did not deign to rise joyfully this time, nor did she greet him with even the warm familiarity of the past. Instead she waited for his proper bow and greeted him formally. “Sir Altin Meade, it is always a pleasure to see you in my court.”
At least he got that.
“What business brings you?” 
“One thing only, Your Majesty. I have come to request that Calico Castle be given to me.”
“You’re awfully young.” She said it without the least delay between his words and hers. She was testing him. Altin knew it by the way she narrowed her eyes. Her response had come too quick, as if it had been planned and waiting for him. 
“If there is someone better suited to keep it safe than I am, let them take it from me if they can.”
She watched him for several long heartbeats but did not say a word. She looked around the crowded room, all of them watching with interest now. She frowned out over the mosaic of faces mooning up at her and shook her head. She looked back at him. “So much incompetence,” she said. “So much cowardice and greed. The kingdom overflows with it as if it were the foam of a hastily poured pair of centuries. But there are some good men, Sir Altin. And you among them. But you are young.”
“I cannot argue with the fact that I am young, Your Majesty.” His gaze was level, his jaw set. He waited for her reply.
She watched him for another long set of moments. “Very well,” she said at length. “You may have it. It was Tytamon’s wish as well. But I will be leaving the entire Eleventh Regiment there, and you will keep General Cavendore’s counsel. He will speak with my authority in decisions of war. Do you understand? At least so long as there is a threat from the orcs.”
Altin turned, expecting to see the general step out from the crowd, but remembered even as he looked that there were no generals there.
“Yes, My Queen. I welcome the general, and I shall be grateful for his guidance. And thank you, Your Majesty.”
“I’d like to speak to you about a private matter also, Sir Altin,” she began, then loudly to the room, “Get out. All of you.” She waved the lot of them away as if they were a pack of back-alley dogs.
The noise of the crowd increased as people voiced indignation and curiosity to one another while slowly herding themselves out of the room. Most had nearly gone when, like a salmon swimming upstream, a woman came pushing through, only visible by the hand she had hoisted in the air above the throng and in which she held a bit of parchment that she waved like a flag in a show of enthusiasm that perfectly matched the rapturous nature of her shouts. 
“Your Majesty, I’ve got it. I’ve got it!” the young woman cried as she squeezed and twisted her way through the ebbing sea of courtiers. 
Altin couldn’t tell who it was, but he recognized the voice. 
The herald and both door guards were pulling people aside trying to get to the mysterious intruder who was so grossly bypassing all edicts of decorum.
Finally the woman burst through the back of the deflating crowd. Altin recognized her then as Citadel’s top enchanter, Peppercorn. She once again waggled the parchment triumphantly. “I’ve got it!” she proclaimed, just as one of the guards caught her and grabbed her by the back of her long leather jerkin. He jerked her back and threw her to the floor, his spear lifted for a killing thrust if she so much as moved. 
“Tidalwrath’s fits, man. Let her up,” demanded the Queen. “By the gods, you fool, you were standing back there when I told her to come to me immediately when she figured it out.”
The guard blanched and made a point of setting Peppercorn properly on her feet. The woman seemed not to care and simply continued rushing into the room. She forgot to bow or make any other proper obeisance as she came to stand beside the marginally bewildered Altin at the foot of Her Majesty’s throne.
“The anti-magic was not a waste of time, Your Majesty. It wasn’t. I figured out how we can make it work. It solves everything. For us and the Earth fleet. We can easily defeat the Hostiles now. The problems with their weapons, the mana issues of which Conduit Huzzledorf explained, it’s all fixed, just like that.”
“Slow down, woman,” demanded the Queen. “You are talking nonsense. Take a breath and start over.”
Peppercorn was breathing very heavily, and Altin gauged that she must have run a long distance to get there. Given that she was dedicated and full-time crew on Citadel, his guess was that she’d come all the way from the TGS building in downtown Crown, a run of well over a measure from the Palace.
The tiny woman bent and took several long breaths, leaning on her knees. Spirals of dark hair tumbled down her cheeks, and her face and throat were pink and glistened with sweat. After a moment, though, she caught her wind.
“Your Majesty. The anti-magic didn’t work as planned, as we all know—Mercy bless Master Ilbei’s soul.” She paused and pressed the back of her hand to her cheek. She kissed it and then placed it to her heart, briefly bowing her head. Then she looked up and grinned. “But it has an even better use.”
The Queen nodded expectantly and gestured for her to carry on.
“The problem we had—the problem Master Spadebreaker had—wasn’t that the anti-magic failed, but that it worked too well. It couldn’t be teleported. The anti-magic bubble itself. It can’t be done. Not even in a box. It’s inside of itself, but outside of mana. It’s hard to explain, but it works far more effectively at repelling magic than we even considered it might.”
“Yes, I understand all that,” said the Queen. “How does this ‘solve everything?’”
“Don’t you see? We can enchant the fleet weapons with it. Make them invisible to the Hostile seers. I’ve already tested it myself. I enchanted several items just to see.” She pulled a bit of tree bark roughly the size of her hand out of a satchel that she wore and placed it on the ground. “Try for yourself. Try to do anything to it. Anything magical at all.”
The Queen frowned. She did not like to look ridiculous. Altin knew immediately what the expression meant.
“Allow me, Your Majesty?” he said.
The Queen pointed at the bit of bark and waited.
Altin summoned a small fireball, barely bigger than a grape, and tossed it down onto the bit of bark. It hit, splashed across the floor like a broken egg and then went out with a huff of hot air.
The bark was fine. Not the least bit of black or the slightest curl of red ember glowing in a fiber of its length.
“Try something else,” said the giddy young enchanter. “Go on. Try. See if you can teleport it. Even just over to there.” She pointed to a marble column not far from where she stood.
Altin closed his eyes and began to chant the long-familiar spell. But he couldn’t find the bark to attach a thread of mana to. He knew where it was. And he’d seen it. And yet it wasn’t there. No sense of it. No absence of it either. He released the spell.
“Interesting,” he said. He walked over to the scruffy bit of bark and picked it up. “This will make it easier.”
He started again. This time he plucked a wisp of mana up and moved it toward his hand. But even as he did, he realized it was not there. It was there, he could feel it physically, but it was not there. There was nothing around which he could wrap the mana, nothing to which it could be bound. 
He tried to wrap the mana around it anyway. He spun a coil around the area where the bark should be, fashioned something of a noose around where it ought to exist in space. He then ran the strand of mana across the room to the floor at the base of the column and triggered the spell.
There was a hiss in the space above his hand, followed by a crackling static snap over by the column, but the bit of bark remained in his hand.
“That’s very interesting,” he concluded. 
“Give it here,” said the Queen, rising and coming down the dais steps.
He handed it to her. She mumbled a few words at it, which Altin recognized as a simple illusionary enchantment. Nothing happened. She laughed.
She climbed back up to the level of her throne and went to a brazier burning brightly near the back wall. She tossed the bark into it. It caught fire almost immediately and burst into bright flickering flame. She laughed again. “Peppercorn, my dear, you have just made two races exceptionally proud.”
A bit of praise for the brilliant innovation and a few cursory plans regarding when, precisely, to tell the fleet about the good news followed, after which Peppercorn was dismissed, carrying with her the added enthusiasm of a hundred-gold-piece-per-annum increase in salary.
When the giddy enchanter was gone, the Queen ordered the two guards to leave and shut the doors behind them, which they did immediately.
“Now, Sir Altin, we have one more matter to discuss.”
Altin was fairly sure he was about to hear some bad news about Orli and Thadius, so he braced himself.
“What can you tell me about the priests in Leekant and the rumors of some elusive yellow stone?”


Chapter 71
On the day the anti-magic enchantment was tested on a missile, if the fleet were to have held a contest to see which Prosperion was the most popular of them all, Peppercorn would have won by a landslide, without one vote going to anyone else, not even to Altin or the Queen. Such was the joy and optimism that came with that successful test.
Many of the ship captains had shuttled to the Aspect to watch the test in person, and the rest watched anxiously from their ships as preparations were being made for the test, though there was little enough to watch: one tiny woman in a baggy leather jerkin and loose-fitting pantaloons, swaying rhythmically to a song nobody else could hear, speaking a language that nobody understood. The translation enchantments didn’t make any difference for the words of magic, so, to the observers, it was simply alien.
For several hours, the process was anticlimactic in the extreme; in fact that was the joke that ran through the assembled crowd, that “anti-matter was anticlimactic.” They’d all been told the spell was a monster to cast, so they understood, at least as well as anyone from Earth could, but with nothing else to do, and enchanting a poor form of spectator sport, they joked to kill the time. None of the magicians in attendance were offended by it, for they all understood that the Earth folks were blank. They tolerated the jibes and complaints as they might have a child whining about how long the waiting line was prior to a vacation teleport at a TGS depot.
Oblivious to all of that, Citadel’s top enchanter was hard at work carefully weaving the shell of anti-magic around the missile as if she were knitting a shroud around the body of a loved one. The missile bay’s bright lights, dimming occasionally, glistened off the sheen of sweat that had formed hours ago on her brow, but still she worked, meticulously shaping mobius loops out of tiny mana threads like a thousand chainmail links and stitching them together so closely they’d have been watertight were they made of steel. When done, the sheet of it would be turned in on itself, sealed around the missile and locked in place. This was the genius of Peppercorn. And eventually, hours after she began, she did it. She completed the spell, “tied it off” in a manner of speaking, and extracted herself from the mana stream. She staggered a little as she came out of it but caught herself and proudly proclaimed, “It is done.”
Eyebrows drooped or raised depending on personalities around the crowd, and more than a few refrains of “anticlimactic anti-magic” echoed once more across the room, although this time with an obvious air of optimism.
An Aspect engineer approached the missile and gingerly touched it with an outstretched finger, not sure what to expect, but expecting there must be something dangerous about it given that this was supposed to be the secret to defeating the entire Hostile world—not to mention that they’d all heard what had happened to the man from Prosperion who’d been killed in the first test of this particular spell. Few in the fleet understood what had really happened, so, as misinformation tends to do, several incorrect theories proliferated throughout the ships, growing and changing as they went, so that by the time of the test, there were more than a few who believed a person could be killed by any contact with anti-magic at all. 
When no vaporization ensued, no electrical shocks, no flash of fire, no anything untoward, the engineer became visibly relieved and was able to stand close to the missile and go to work. She checked the missile’s electronics and had to restart the onboard computers, which Peppercorn and Conduit Huzzledorf had expected might be the case. 
When it was ready, she snapped the panel shut and stood to face the admiral and the crowd that had grown to nearly a hundred in the now very crowded missile bay. “All good on our end, Admiral. The weapon is ready.”
The admiral wore his eagerness like a billboard, and he wasted no time in ordering the test firing to commence. A missile team immediately carted the missile to a tube and made it ready for launch. 
The admiral turned to Captain Asad. “Well, Asad, nobody deserves this shot more than you and your crew. Just get in there, pull the trigger, and get out, all right?” He turned to Captain Metumbe of the Socrates and Captain Hawthorne of the Lima and added, “And you two don’t let him go all cowboy out there if it works.”
All three nodded, affirming their understanding of their respective roles. Two for defense, one to fire, then everyone comes back. Short and sweet. So confirmed, Captain Asad immediately ordered everyone who didn’t belong on his ship off of it. He even smiled a little with one side of his mouth as he added, “You, too, Admiral.”
Unaccustomed to such levity from the stoic Asad, scant as it was, the admiral clapped him on the shoulder and wished him luck. 
Eleven days later, all three ships were in orbit above the Hostile world. 
“Everyone is in position, Captain,” reported Ensign Nguyen after a thorough sensor sweep. “No sign of inbound Hostiles.” He tapped another control and amended, “No sign of outbound or any other Hostiles, for that matter.”
“Set target for ninety degrees north, Commander.”
“Set and locked,” Roberto reported. “This bitch is going down!”
“Launch.”
Roberto tapped the launch key with an exaggerated press of his finger, and everyone on the ship, as well as those back with the rest of the fleet, watched breathlessly as it streaked away. 
“Video,” ordered the captain.
Roberto brought it up on the lower left quadrant of the main view screen.
The planet loomed larger in the eye of the speeding warhead. Larger, and larger, a great expanse of brown and gray. 
The nearer it got, the nearer to their monitors everyone leaned, each pair of eyes scouring the view for some sign of Hostile orbs, the telltale “opening hole” appearance of their approach as they flew up to snatch the missile out of the sky and drag it off into the sun. But none came. No dark patches spread like mouths yawning against the ground below, no black spots appeared. No swarms. Nothing at all.
Soon the missile entered the atmosphere, and for a time, the view was lost in the heat and fire of its entry. Everyone grew tense, feeling vulnerable in the blindness of it. Roberto tapped up the missile’s onboard radar. No incoming blips.
Soon the view cleared and there came the long flight down and over what seemed endless and enormous mountain ranges. Lifeless. No cities or towns. No forests or flora of any kind. Not even any lakes or seas. Just empty, undulating masses of rock and sand, the product of an average equatorial temperature approaching ninety-eight degrees Celsius. And the planet was huge. Much larger than Earth. The wait seemed interminable.
Only as the missile neared its target at the northern pole did vegetation begin to appear on screen, the familiar greens and yellows of open plains. Still sparse, but at least alive. There were trees and small forests here and there, and the missile even flew over a herd of some kind of animal, quadruped, gray, but too far off to make out with better clarity, particularly given the missile’s speed. Whatever they were, they must have been enormous, dwarfing anything that had ever roamed the Earth, even in its earliest days.
Onward the missile flew.
The missile’s course had been intentionally plotted so that it would travel across the largest swath of livable space possible. The purpose was to test the anti-magic out. If there were magical counter-measures down there, they wanted to know. This missile was being given the best possible chance to fail. If the Hostiles could muster a defense, they wanted to know.
There appeared to be none.
The missile approached the coordinates Roberto had laid in, the very northern pole. Everyone sat breathless, watching the counter on the bottom of the screen approaching the zero mark.
“In three … two … one …,” Roberto announced needlessly.
The video went blank. The main viewer showed the area well enough, though. The bright flash of the missile marked where it had gone off, and Ensign Nguyen zoomed in the ship’s sensors quickly enough to catch the outbound ring of the shockwave, trees folding and snapping, a great cloud of dust and debris pushing out in a perfectly symmetrical wave. Total destruction of an area nearly fifty miles in diameter. And that’s just the part they stayed long enough to watch.
A collective cry of victory went out across every ship in the fleet, and, once they had gotten word of it, throughout Citadel as well.
They’d done it. They’d finally got a missile through. And better, the Hostiles seemed not to have even detected the ships coming in. Or else they realized it was pointless to come out and tangle with the fleet, given that the ships now had the advantage of Roberto’s crushing gravity technique. There was no way of knowing, but either way, there was finally jubilation throughout the fleet. Throughout the alliance. 
This time, the Hostile home world really could be destroyed.


Chapter 72
Orli’s pleas to Queen Karroll availed her nothing. The monarch sympathized with her ardor, appreciated the passionate nature of the appeals, but Her Majesty was implacable. Victory over the Hostiles was at hand, and if the War Queen had one vanity, it was her ability to win. She always won. And she was not about to stop now based upon the addled, post-traumatic dreams of a blank woman from Earth who had suddenly begun assigning sentience to an entire world.
What galled Orli even more than the dismissal of all claims involving Blue Fire was Her Majesty’s staunch unwillingness to take her back to her ship. “You don’t have a ship, young lady,” said the Queen. “You’ve been assigned to Citadel, which, as you will recall, is mine.”
Orli recoiled from that, so unexpectedly had it come. This was certainly not the Queen she’d come to know during her first days on Prosperion. The woman was changed, armored, putting up a battle face that was hard and unfeeling. Orli was scared of her now. There was something different about her in her every attitude. A distance that seemed a façade, but a familiar one, a fortress impermeably royal. 
“What about my father?”
“We are seeing to his wounds, and the wounds of his men. There is a matter of his assault on a member of the royal family to be attended to, but …,” she sucked on the roof of her mouth, choosing her words carefully, “but I am sure the solicitor that has been provided for your father will find the proper loopholes to get him off with leniency, given the … nature of the case.”
Orli knew little enough of Kurr culture and law, but she did know with absolute certainty that the Queen could order anything she liked. There was no parliament at work in this place, no congress or other governing body. There was a bureaucracy that did the complex bidding of the Queen, and a court system that adjudicated things beneath her, but that was it. Not one letter on one legal parchment page held the tiniest ounce of power above the Queen, and every subject in the kingdom knew it well. So did every member of the fleet. Her father’s case was not beneath the Queen.
However, Orli was wise enough not to say more. Doing so might only make it go worse for her father. 
“What of Thadius,” she asked then. “Can’t he be spared? If my father, and your very own Sir Altin, attacked him in some criminal way, surely he should be given leniency. Why have you sent him away?”
“You and I both know why I sent him away.” She grew impatient, and Orli could tell she was about to be done with this gracious audience.
“But I love him,” Orli said. The truth of it was painted plainly on her face. “What he did was done for me. I have no charges to press. I swear it. Please let him stay.”
“Miss Pewter, please. You have suffered a trauma. You’ve also made a great show of affection for Sir Altin, which I am troubled to see you cast off so easily, particularly given the scandal it caused you early on. But you have cast it off, so clearly, your love is at best a fickle thing, and hardly something I’m going to continue to let operate as a principle of governance. I indulged you once, and that was all you will get. I confess that I may have been too soon in pulling my assassin off of looking after you after the … issues following the ball, but we all thought the foreseen danger had passed. The diviner responsible for the mistake has been released from my service and counts himself lucky that’s the worst he received.”
“But surely Thad can be given asylum on one of our ships. You know there is no place for him to go. If he truly is a blood relative of yours, you can’t possibly really want him to die.”
“You have no idea what I really want, insolent child.”
“I beg of you, Your Majesty. At least let me plead his case before the fleet. His magic could be incredibly useful on our ships. And you could have one less magician on your payroll as well. He’d work for Earth, toward your common goals, but not one ounce of your gold.”
The Queen nodded that this last part would be true, but it was such a trifle it hardly made a difference. However, she was not without mercy either. Orli was presenting her with an option she hadn’t considered before. And Thadius, idiot that he was, did have a touch of royal blood. The gods did not take lightly to the spilling of it, no matter how thin it might run, or how she might equivocate about how she herself would not technically be the one spilling it when Thadius landed on Duador or String. It was not a precedent she liked setting either.
“You may make your case to the fleet,” she said at length. “I’ll have Thadius taken to the dungeons on Citadel and arrange for you to accompany me when I go. I’ve been advised recently that your old ship, the Aspect, has just completed a successful attack on the Hostile home world. I intend to be there to congratulate Peppercorn and Captain Asad when they get back.”
Orli, at first relieved that she had a chance to save Thadius, became suddenly horrified. “An attack?”
“Yes. One of your exploding devices has been enchanted with my new anti-magic. It worked famously, according to reports. We intend to enchant as many of them as your people need, and both our worlds will be done with the Hostile problem for good.”
Orli staggered back, her jaw dropping. She clutched at her chest where her heart seemed to have stopped beating. “You can’t have. Please tell me it isn’t so.”
“My dear, it is so. This war will be over in less than a score of days.”
Orli’s pale flesh became even more so as blood drained from her face. Blue Fire would think that Orli had lied. She’d think she’d betrayed her.
“Did she even fight back?” Orli asked. “Did she even try to defend herself?”
“Who, child?”
“Blue Fir—the Hostile world. Did she do anything at all to prevent the attack?”
“Why no, Miss Pewter. That was the entire point. The Hostiles rely on magic to see everything, it seems. So, they mustered not one bit of defense. They never saw it coming. Which is why this victory will be swift and effortless. All the sacrifice is behind us now.”
“What sacrifice? You haven’t lost a thing. You haven’t lost a single soldier in this war. How can you not see?”
“They attacked our allies, your people, and have killed thousands of them already. And there is the small matter of them having eradicated the population of an entire world.” She smiled sarcastically. “What else do I need to see?”
“She didn’t defend herself because I told her we would stop.”
“Well, if we entertain your delusion for a moment, that was foolish on your part, wasn’t it? What could possibly have made you think you had that kind of authority? Did it not occur to you that was the sort of thing to bring to me?”
Orli started to speak again, to point out the Queen wouldn’t have believed her, but the Queen waved her off. 
“Miss Pewter, I’ve indulged you long enough. You need medical care. My doctors or those in your fleet, whichever you prefer, but someone. On that, I will relent, for now, but I have not got time for this foolishness any longer. I will send for you in two days when the Aspect has returned. Perhaps you’d best consider what you are going to say on behalf of your most recent lover, and make a better case of it than this one you have made for the Hostile world. If you can’t pull it off, your dear Lord Thadius will likely be the uninvited guest of String. I should like to see him try to win his way into elven hearts as easily as it was for him to win his way into yours.”
Orli bristled, but she knew it was pointless to argue. She bowed, forcing herself to be happy with the ground she’d won, then remembered she was supposed to curtsy, so she did that too before she silently withdrew.
Back in the rooms she’d been given upon being brought to the Palace, she threw herself into a massive loveseat and curled up in a ball. She clutched her knees to her chest and tried to calm the storm of frustration churning there. 
Everything was going wrong. Altin was against her. The Queen was against her. The whole world, the whole universe, was turning upside down, and it hadn’t been so long ago that she’d thought things might finally be going her way. But not now. Everything had changed. In the span of one day, one terrible day, one that seemed so long ago now, so much emerging happiness had been instantly undone. And not just for her. Now her father was in it. For some reason, he was being given the legal runaround. He might end up in jail, or worse, given the temperament of the Queen, beheaded or some other antiquated form of punishment. And that was her fault. The price of her having sought happiness.
And, making it all even worse, she’d somehow managed to break Altin’s heart. She hadn’t intended to. She hadn’t even known it was happening. That was still a strange jumble in her head. She could clearly remember the torrential emotions she felt for him before, could still feel them in a way, but they were like an ocean trapped in a vast glass box, the surf beautiful and magnificent, great shimmering waves of it crashing and foaming wonderfully inside the panes, but merely something to look at. She could feel the waves thump against that impossible barrier, feel the pulse and the physicality of it, knew it was real, and yet, it did not wash over her any anymore, did not fill her as it once had. Somehow that was simply boxed up and put away. Gone. The place where it had been was filled with thoughts of Thadius. 
She closed her eyes and let herself drift into the images of him, the memories of her rescue. She could see him riding across that rocky shelf, the gleam of his armor, the sound of his warhorse’s iron shoes sparking across the stone. The flash of his sword and the dull, meaty thump of falling ogres and crunching bones. She could hear the fire crackle, see him silhouetted against its brilliance as he darted in and out of the fray. So many enemies to kill. And yet, there he’d been. For her. Brave and heroic against them all. Her rescuer. 
How could she not love him? And his beautiful house. And his horses in the stable. It was everything she’d ever wanted. He’d even promised her a pegasus someday. She smiled as she thought it. Imagined herself flying on one, like the Royal Sky Knights on their gryphons, high above the ground, in the cold air thousands of feet high, cutting through the icy wind, higher than the birds. She saw herself diving down, hurtling so fast the tears coursed straight back along her temples into her hair. Flying through canyons, feet dipping into snow-cold melt waters, skimming the tops of forest trees. 
A gray shadow passed over as she flew, as if the sun had blinked. She looked up and behind her. A great green dragon was swooping down at her out of the blinding glare. It roared at her as it dove. A silhouette of man upon its back had his hand up in the air, but she couldn’t see who it was so bright was the sun’s radiance.
The dragon’s mouth opened, and she saw the orange light of the oncoming fire. The gasses reached her first, heavy and acidic, the smell of them strong and suffocating, tinted with the stench of bile and digesting flesh.
She screamed and then Blue Fire was there.
The great black orb filled her vision even as she realized she was dreaming again. Blue Fire, once more, had found her in the heart of the dream. She saw the shape of darkness, the pinkish glow, and with it all came the sense of betrayal and lies. The sense of pain. A burning pain of body and the searing of a soul. Agony wrought by truth that was not truth. A thing that was but was not. There was accusation there.
Blue Fire had no image for a lie. No context to understand.
Orli had to plead with Blue Fire through dream images to explain. She had to try not to wake in her sense of urgency. The awareness of the dream, in her frustration, and despite weeks of practice now, nearly made the contact disappear.
She carefully reined herself in. She recalled the desperate emotions of her conversation with the Queen, tried to shape the image of the Queen denying her request, the sense of helplessness, her ignorance of the attack and, in that, the inability to stop it. She couldn’t have stopped it anyway. She tried to shape Altin’s face for her, to show her she’d tried to let Altin know. She tried to feel the frustration outwardly, to project it across the space between her dream and Blue Fire’s reality. But the vision of the dragon, of Taot, swooping down on her, of the shadow flitting across the sun, somehow came back into it, overbearing the things she wanted to convey. The dragon came at her again. That was Altin on his back. She knew it had to be him. It was Altin, and it was Blue Fire putting him there.
Betrayal, swelled the black mass of Blue Fire. Betrayal of Blue Fire. Betrayal of Orli Love. 
She knew immediately what it meant. Definitely an accusation. A condemnation. And such a brutal absolute in it. Orli’s mind staggered beneath the weight of it, the spite of it.
Betrayal of Orli Love. It came again, and there could be no doubt. Blue Fire knew about Altin. About their love. Altin was “Orli Love” and Blue Fire knew about them somehow. Orli felt her awareness of it like an electric shock. A black dumping of scorn and hatred. 
No, no, it wasn’t me, she tried to send back. It wasn’t me. She woke shouting it. “It wasn’t me.” But it was too late. Blue Fire had let her go. Set her adrift back into the cold spaces where she’d found her. Betrayed.
For the next two days Orli tried desperately to get Blue Fire to come back into her dreams. She tried every trick she’d learned, everything she thought she’d figured out. She asked her maid to bring her scented candles. She tried napping next to plates of food and, near the end of the second day, even asked for the room to be filled with flowers of every kind, heaped with them even, every table, every surface that might hold a basket or a vase. She crushed petals, steeped them, even chewed on them. But none of it worked.
Making circumstances worse, the point and origin of the flowers were not reported to the Queen, only that they were there, and in quantity. And so it was that, when the day came to leave for Citadel and the rendezvous with the fleet, the Queen had only disparaging things to say.
“I see you wasted little time in finding replacement suitors, Miss Pewter, now that Lord Thoroughgood’s fate teeters at the brink of doom. A contingency plan, eh? I confess I am seldom so completely wrong about people as I have been about you.”
Orli’s face contracted in confusion at first.
“Oh, don’t play coy,” said the Queen. “I know all about the gardens heaping up in your rooms. If you’re going to be a tart, at least have the dignity to be a proud one.” That’s when Colonel Pewter was brought in.
“Ah, well, there we are,” said the Queen, her voice strained and her faced pinched as if there were a foul odor in the room. “The whole lovely family together again.” She turned to the teleporter standing near the waiting Shadesbreath and lifted her chin. “Let’s be off, shall we?”
Soon the five of them were standing in the concert hall on Citadel. Admiral Jefferies and most of the ships’ captains were already there.


Chapter 73
An unfortunate outcome of Altin’s nearly fatal return from the Hostile solar system was the loss of many of his magic books. In the end, he’d gotten a little over half of them back, but the rest were either lost in Great Forest or gone: kept for personal use, given to magician relatives or sold on the black market. One of the missing books was his book of basic divination spells. This loss in particular was unfortunate because, if he needed familiarity with any books of magic, that one was the most important to him. He was too new to the school to want to start with a book he never studied before. Having a book whose spells he had been through several times helped shape his understanding of what it was that he was working toward. Most spell collections were made with some theme, or at least one suggested itself through the reading. He would have a better understanding of what came next if he could master the spell before, so learning spells had the advantage of having a sense of direction, a heuristic, making it all easier to understand. But his was gone. So, nice as all that might have been, he was forced to find a new book and a new set of divining spells to use. 
He began in Tytamon’s library. Being there, amongst all those ancient texts, floor after floor of them, made Altin melancholy. These were Tytamon’s books. Despite having done so many times before, this time Altin felt like a thief rifling through them as he was. Like a jackal or a vulture picking at the bones of a fallen friend, profiting from the loss of someone he’d once been beholden to. He knew it was foolish to feel that way. He knew that Tytamon would have wanted nothing more than for Altin to have them all, had said as much many times. But that didn’t change the fact that Altin felt like a grave robber as he sifted through the ancient shelves. 
The work of finding the right book gradually took over and pushed aside the mourning and the mood. It was the toil of magic that had always kept Altin safe, and the labor filled him with purpose and distracted him from dwelling on miserable things. Altin’s strength was in his work, and so to it he went with focus that grew with each turn of a page.
However, Tytamon’s seemingly random system of storing his books vexed Altin to no end, and by the end of the fourth day of research, he had determined to make a point of reordering the library when the wars were done. It would be a start to making the place his own. But first, the wars must be won. And to do that, at least to try to end the Hostile war, he had to find out what Orli was talking about. He had to find out how to speak to Blue Fire—if there really were such a thing, such a “she” out there to be spoken to. Which meant he had to determine what Orli really meant when she said Blue Fire had “found” her.
He decided it most likely meant that Blue Fire had seen her in the magical sense, and that she’d then somehow gotten access to Orli’s thoughts, much like telepathy worked between magicians. However, Orli had no mythothalamus, so that meant whatever Blue Fire was doing had to be different in some kind of way. That, or Blue Fire had to be vastly more powerful than any mage on Kurr. Which was certainly possible given how much mana he’d seen moving into the solar system when he was at its edge—and how oddly it had been channeled. 
Despite the accident, he could still clearly remember the tarry, taffy-like effect. How the mana had been moving so quickly yet, in its own impossible way, thickened so that it seemed slow. Fast and slow simultaneously. Paradox. And yet he’d seen it, defying everything he knew of mana and how it worked. 
But given that he’d discovered a race of people traveling in the stars using nothing but what they could build with their hands and their creativity, and given that he’d also found a race of people that weren’t even people at all, instead some kind of … rock things, well, it no longer seemed like a stretch to assume he knew almost nothing about how anything worked anymore. On one hand, the wonderment of that for a mind as curious as his was vast. Such a revelation was exhilarating and humbling all at once. Unfortunately, on the other hand, the press of the circumstance, the overwhelming sense that he might lose Orli’s love forever, the loss of Tytamon and the fear he had for the safety of Kettle and everyone else at Calico Castle all stole the joy from this particular mission of discovery.
And so he had only the work.
On the sixth day tunneling through the textual mountain, the work paid off. He finally uncovered a divination spell he thought might suffice. It was a spell called “Lover’s Dream.” He couldn’t decide if the name was appropriate or ironic, but it seemed to be just what he needed, or at least close enough to start. 
Lover’s Dream
Find the dreams of your lost love. See them as your lover does. Cast into the wind of souls, and seek where lover’s spirit goes. Don’t be proud. Get off your feet—love is humble in the lotus seat. Chant yourself into this trance; cast it slow to have a chance: 
En ez mertimon cal’sombea ee, enez tosee semble seep
Kover mo’ver mendle lei, parsin larsin ekle wepe
Sengle mengle mor du tuk, fendle kodum hade
Forgar morgar hay’dee eg, fendle koduck fayde.
You must sing this sixty times and not a single more, and you must sing it sleepily but well before you snore. Focus on the mind of one whom most you wish to find, and you will see that lover’s dreams come silently to mind.
Which sounded great, except that Orli was not really the one he was looking for. But, since this was the closest thing he’d found to usefulness, he hoped that somehow he could find one of Orli’s dreams and trace it back to the mind of Blue Fire, if such a thing were possible. Frankly, anything was worth a try given how much time he’d spent in research. And it seemed a simple enough spell to do, though written in a somewhat childish hand. He hoped it wasn’t the ridiculous notion of some love-struck adolescent who fancied himself a magician far greater than he actually was. Altin had no way of knowing because the spell was in a tattered book he found in a stack on a bottom shelf of the second floor of Tytamon’s vast library. It seemed almost cast aside, shoved off amongst others like it, thin volumes, written less than three hundred years ago, and absent much of the formality of the epic works. Still, it was a start.
Except he wasn’t tired. He expected that was going to make things difficult. “Sing it sleepily, but well before you snore.” He figured he’d have no problem with the “well before you snore” part, but the “sleepily” thing was going to be tough.
He glanced out a window that looked back upon the shadowy gray wall of Mt. Pernolde rising out of site high above. He could see the scraggly arms of the stunted pines growing from the cracks and narrow ledges in its sheer face. They reached out into the coming night like slow brown lightning, defying the convention of their forest brethren with the same single-mindedness that made them ridicule gravity. Though night approached, there was quite enough light to reveal them and, with them, the fact that sunset was still a long way off, as was Altin’s inclination for sleep.
Still, he would try. He figured it would probably take some time to get the spell’s particular cadences down anyway.
He climbed off the rough wooden chair he was seated on and sat on the floor. He crossed his legs as the spell directed, spreading the book out in his lap, and went to work memorizing the chant. With an investment of time, it was simple enough to do, its rhythms easy enough to find. When he was comfortable that he had it, he set the book aside, leaned back against the chair and went to work chanting it the sixty times through.
He lost count somewhere around thirty-three.
“Ox horns,” he swore. “How am I supposed to go nearly to sleep and count exactly sixty refrains at the same time?”
He remembered why he hated divining more than any other magic school.
He started again.
Twenty-six or so was where he lost count that time. The next try he got to forty-eight before he realized he’d skipped forty-seven. Or else he’d done forty-eight twice. There was no way to know. He botched it at only fifteen on the next attempt and, after another twenty or so tries with similar results, realized he was too frustrated to find anything resembling semi-sleep now, even had it been the middle of the night.
He needed wine.
He jogged down to the kitchens and arrived out of breath, his body made whole by the Citadel healer but his endurance still largely lacking after his time in the amniotic tank. He glanced about, almost dreading to find Kettle or Nipper there, which would cost him time in conversation he didn’t want to have. He immediately cursed himself for the selfish thought. Nonetheless, neither was about, so he went quickly and opened one of the large cold-stone boxes near the far wall and pulled out the first jug he found. He was not concerned with vintage or taste. He simply needed to get himself closer to slumber than he was. 
He heard Kettle’s voice coming as he closed the lid on the cold-stone box. Nipper was with her, the two of them arguing about how much honey to order now that the keep’s occupancy had grown so precipitously. Nipper didn’t want to pay what the apiarists were charging this late in the season. Kettle argued that the price didn’t matter at all. Hearing that and fearing the tedious quagmire such a mundane topic might become, Altin had an urge to bolt, to sprint the few steps that would get him through the door before they saw him and mired him down in the sticky subject of Calico Castle’s honey stores. But he stopped himself. He owed them a greeting. They needed him, if not really for the honey issue, for the familiarity of his presence, and for the sense of security that came with knowing there was a Seven on the grounds, a powerful master, if not so much so as the last had been. Besides, he was not in so much a hurry as all of that, he supposed, given how far off sleepiness would likely be.
In came Kettle and Nipper, as anticipated, but with an unanticipated third, a short, freckle-faced woman covered in mud. The bright yellow jacket and the strips of green ribbon tied around her upper arms identified her as a post rider from Leekant. Nipper carried a wide, flat box in his arms that was as mud-speckled as the rider was, suggesting to Altin’s eye that this was what the woman had brought. He set it on a cutting board near the door and wiped the label clean enough to read.
“Who’d be sendin’ anythin’ ta young Pernie?” the old man asked even as he began prying up the lid with a heavy knife taken from a wooden block nearby.
Kettle, getting the post rider something to restore her strength for the ride back to Leekant, heard the creak of the nails and turned in time to scold him. “Nipper, ya gnarly old stump, if’n ya bend that knife I’ll be skinnin’ ya with the bent end, ya hear me? An’ such a mess it’ll make.”
The lid was off, however, so Nipper was able to accomplish his task and do as instructed all at once. He shot Altin a look of triumph, smiling wide but showing no teeth, given that he had forgotten to put them in again.
He reached into the box and pulled out an item Altin had no explanation for. It was a miner’s pick. A well-made one by Altin’s guess, for the metal was bright and polished as if it were brand new, though the haft was dark and smooth, worn in a way that could only have come over the course of years of use.
Kettle saw Nipper pull it from the box and immediately burst into tears, burying her face in her apron.
Nipper looked from her to Altin, who returned the glance with a shrug, and then looked to the messenger as if she might have something to add.
The freckled rider shrugged as well. “All I know is it came from the old diviner out at Leekant Cemetery.”
“There’s a note,” Nipper said. He pulled it out and walked it to Altin.
“It’s for Pernie, all right,” Altin said as he scanned it, “Care of Calico Castle. And me.” 
“Go on,” urged Nipper. “What’s it say?”
“Attention, Sir Altin Meade,” Altin read aloud. “This is to inform you of the last wishes of Master Ilbei Spadebreaker who, having died without proper will and testament, has had his assets distributed as best accorded by the diviners on behalf of the Gravediggers Guild. By province of said wizardly inquisition, it has been determined that Master Spadebreaker’s last intent for this item was that it be made the property of one Pernie Grayborn known by Master Spadebreaker to reside at Calico Castle.” He looked up and saw that everyone was rapt and listening. He’d never known Pernie’s last name before. He’d honestly thought she didn’t have one. Perhaps a testament to the power of the diviner who had done the work. Or perhaps testament to something else. Definitely so. Fleeing from guilty introspection, he read on. “Master Spadebreaker also leaves behind a mule and a donkey, the latter in questionable condition. It seems that a Mistress Kettle, also of Calico Castle, was the person highest in Master Spadebreaker’s esteem upon his passing, and so it seems fitting that we at least offer these creatures into her keeping if she has any use for them. He was particularly fond of them.” He looked up and, of course, Kettle nodded that she would take them. Altin finished looking over the note. “That’s all of it,” he said. “It’s signed by Godfrey Mortumont, Head Gravedigger at Leekant Cemetery.” 
He set the note down and went to Nipper who still held the pickaxe. “Do you mind?” he asked, reaching for it. The old steward handed it over readily enough.
“What is it?” Nipper asked, and quite obviously aware that it was a pickaxe.
Altin looked it over carefully, reading the runes traced along its curved blades. “Interesting,” he said. “A very powerful enchantment for such a strange thing. A weapon enchantment worthy of a king. You could dig through anything with this, I suspect, if you had the time and inclination.”
Kettle dabbed at her red cheeks and nodded. “Pernie was playin’ with it when Master Ilbei was here. He promised she could have it when he was done with it someday.”
“Well, he’s done with it now,” said Nipper, a bit too matter-of-factly for Kettle’s taste. She sent him a frown to let him know what she thought of that sort of disrespect.
“What could Pernie possibly want with such a thing?” Altin asked. 
Nipper and Kettle both looked back at him with expressions that suggested he hadn’t thought the question out very thoroughly. 
“Right,” he said, realizing what they already had, if belatedly. He handed the pick back to Nipper. “Well, it says ‘care of’ me on it, but she can have it if she wants it. I won’t stand in the way of the man’s last wish. And Pernie can handle herself around a blade. We’ve all seen it well enough now. Give it to her when she gets back. I imagine she’ll be thrilled. Just make sure she understands that it’s sharper than any knife she’s ever seen before—or likely ever will.”
Kettle frowned again, but it went away fast enough. She knew Altin was right on every point. Still she sighed.
Kettle offered to make them all lunch, including the messenger if she cared to stay. Altin’s first instinct was to go, but on second thought, he realized a full belly might be just the thing he needed to help the wine bring about the perfect degree of weariness. So he stayed. Besides, it was good to be around people that he cared so much about, people that he loved. Especially when it seemed like all the rest of the world, even the galaxy, was trying to tear itself apart.


Chapter 74
Back on the second level of Tytamon’s library, Altin resumed his position on the floor, putting the book once more in his lap so he could refresh his memory on the spell, despite his certainty that he would probably never, ever forget that infernal chant by now. He’d brought the jug of wine with him, which he uncorked, intent on setting straight to work drinking it. The fruity fragrance of its contents perfumed the air, deliciously sweet. He took several long pulls directly from it and discovered it was as delightful on his pallet as it was in the air. Finally a bit of luck, even if a minor bit.
He read through the spell again, realized he had it perfectly, and pushed the book aside. Two more long draughts of the fragrant wine followed, and then a sigh. Then he went back into the trance and tried to cast the spell.
On the twenty-third attempt (and half the jug of wine), he finally got it right, although if anyone had asked him later about the counting, he would not have been able to tell them if he’d done it on purpose or purely by accident. 
In the teeming sea of mana, riding upon the churning whorls of its substance, Altin felt himself being slowly lifted from the conscious use of it to something outside himself. The rhythms, repeated so often, became, for the moment, permanent, like the tune one is still humming the morning after the dance. It became a normalcy, a thing that simply was, and it buoyed him up out of the mana into a new place. A place he’d never been. A place where wisps of thoughts scurried like sheet lightning across a flickering sky. Images flew by on silky threads, stretched thin beyond recognition, dark and frightening, whimsical, sexual, mundane. He couldn’t see any of them beyond the flash of light, a mosaic of shifting colors like fabric being instantly and forever woven at impossible speeds. The great tapestry of some collective dream. It was beautiful and terrifying.
He tried to find Orli’s dream. Somewhere in the dim remnant consciousness of his mind, he knew why he was here. He felt for it, for a sense of her dream. Dreams she had. Dreams of an alien world filled with love and hate.
No sooner had he finished the thought, he found himself staring at a giant black orb of impossible size. He recognized it immediately, from what he’d gleaned from Orli, perhaps, but mainly by that peculiar certainty of dreams, the concrete acceptance of remade realities that have no heritage, truths that simply are, no matter how absurd, knowledge without precedent functioning as law. He saw it, and he knew. It was Blue Fire. 
He tried to speak to it. To send it a telepathic thought, and emotion, the same way he might have done were it Taot’s mind filling all that space. But there was nothing there. It wasn’t real. A dream. And not his. It was hers. It was Orli’s dream, and one she’d already had. He wasn’t sure how, wasn’t sure if it had imprinted itself on the mana or if the mana had brought him into her memories. Was he reading her mind? Was any of what he saw even real, real in the way of remembered dreams?
All he could do was watch. Feel. Try to understand.
He felt the whole of their exchange, Orli and Blue Fire. Felt Blue Fire’s incredulity and outrage. The immensity of her love, long gone. The sense of betrayal. Orli was trying to explain the concept of a lie. Altin watched it all, felt it all play out. Felt Orli’s frustration, felt Blue Fire struggling with the paradox of things that are and are not simultaneously. Truth that is not truth. He knew what it was to lie, just as Orli had. For Blue Fire it was paradox. For him, for Orli, it was guilt. He felt ashamed of being human, just as Orli had. He wanted to apologize.
But she could not hear him. Neither of them could. Not Orli. Not Blue Fire. He could only participate in the echo of the dream. And so he did. He rode the tide of the exchange until it faded away and was gone. Replaced by his own dreams. Dreams of Orli and Thadius. Dreams of anger and sadness of his own. Dreams of his arm in agony. Real dreams. Dreams that haunted him until the next day.
He woke with the sun shining through a window on the opposite side of the room, a bright swath of it beaming across the intervening space, consumed to nothingness in places by dark rugs and clutter, but set to nearly blinding brilliance in other places where it fell upon the open pages of tomes that lay still scattered in the wake of his research. His head throbbed from too much wine, and the sunburst of the reflective pages made thunder in his brain. His back was stiff and his shoulder sore from the awkward angle his arm had taken when he’d tipped over and gone to sleep. That explained the last dream, the waking dream where his arm had been caught in the vice-like grip of a tree.
His face was wet where the wine had pooled, the jug knocked over when he fell, and the smell of it was all over him. It reminded him of the mouse so long ago now, the first victim in a long and deadly sequence of events.
He got up groggily and went down to the guest room he’d been using as his bedchamber. He washed up and changed into a clean set of robes. After a quick meal and some of Kettle’s wonderful willow powder, he was ready to get back to work. Now he knew what he had to do.
Blue Fire was real. That was a certainty now that he hadn’t had before. Orli could not have dreamed that up. He knew the difference between dream and reality, and what he’d seen, though a dream on Orli’s part, even a dream on his, dream of a dream, was not a dream without a corresponding reality. Blue Fire was real, and Blue Fire was alive.
He didn’t know what that meant, precisely, but he knew. And Orli had been right. Blue Fire was innocent. Innocent of the crime, even if guilty of the act. He had to help her. Which meant he had to find a way to speak to her. He wasn’t sure how he could make her “find” him in the same way Orli had, but he did know that if he was going to try communicating telepathically, he was going to need a Liquefying Stone. He couldn’t touch the mana near that distant sun without it, wasn’t even sure he could with it. But it was hope. Which left him with three options. The first, he could try to find the stones taken by the orcs, despite the Queen’s diviners and seers being unable to do so as of yet, not to mention Captain Andru and his men. The second, he could follow up on the conversation he’d had with the Queen—the one in which he’d had to put on the most flagrant and difficult display of evasion and dishonesty of his entire life—and go investigate the source of the two-week-long lightning storm that had raged in the Church Quarter of Leekant, which was a proposition he liked even less than facing off with the orcs. And the third option, he could go to Kolat and see if he could find another one for himself. That’s where Tytamon got the original three. He’d said the place was littered with them, so much Liquefying Stone that it was nearly impossible not to touch a piece of it even when he’d tried.
Altin was partial to the third idea. Unlike Tytamon upon his accidental discovery of Liquefying Stone all those years ago, Altin knew how to cast with the Liquefying Stone, so it shouldn’t be as dangerous for him on that front. Unless it was possible to be in contact with too much of it. Tytamon had never said anything about the amount of Liquefying Stone being used. And Altin had never tried casting with more than the one small piece he had. He suddenly wished he had at least tried with two, just to see. Tytamon would have never allowed it, though.
On the other hand, or foot, technically, he didn’t need to touch any of it. What if Tytamon and his wife hadn’t been wearing shoes? What if they’d been barefoot and therefore the stone had touched their skin? Tytamon had told him the tragic story of that trip to Kolat so long ago, he wouldn’t have remembered that detail now even if it had been included in the telling. But if that was the case, the answer was simple: Altin could go wearing boots. Or he could bring a wooden plank to stand upon. Or both. That would surely work.
Unless there was dust in the air. There might be dust. He’d have to arrive upwind. And hope the winds didn’t swirl. 
He knew it was dangerous, but he didn’t think he had any other choice. He could take Taot. They could fly in. He could dismount, grab a stone at the edge of the surf and jump back on Taot’s back. 
It seemed perfect until he considered that the dragon had his own animal magic. It was often remarked that dragons should not be able to fly. What would happen if the great beast used mana in some animal way while there? 
Altin cursed. He would not put Taot at risk that way. 
He’d have to go himself. Which meant he’d first have to find Kolat via seeing spells. That could take considerable time. And it still didn’t change the risk of dust on the wind, or some other unforeseeable accident when he tried to get back. He’d already nearly killed himself twice in as many years. 
He needed a stone, but he realized the longer he thought on it that he couldn’t just teleport himself. Which meant he’d have to take a ship. Anchor off shore, take a small boat, or even swim ashore. But that would put him just as much at risk, if not more. How long had it taken for the beasts of Kolat to find Tytamon and his wife? Only moments, as Altin could recall. He could eliminate the magical dangers going by boat, but increase the danger of physical harm, both to himself and to the crew. Not to mention a crew would want to know why they were going there. And it would take a tremendous amount of time. 
Perhaps, Kolat was not his best choice. Which meant he needed another way to get a Liquefying Stone.
So how?
The thought of dealing with the priests made him roll his eyes and moan. He hated dealing with those people. They made everything so awkward. They made him self-conscious. They made him mark his words. At least the smart ones did. They had a way of looking at him and listening, and turning his words back on him. They had a way of reshaping reality, turning what he knew into the evidence of some metaphor or the fulfillment of some prophesy. It was irksome. More irksome were the foolish ones, the blind ones and unthinking followers, reciting their dogma like automatons, with less understanding of what it meant with each new recitation of the words, each repetition bending the sermon they’d once heard off its original course. These were the seeds of judgment and hate, condemnation for others in the names of some deities’ eternal love. More than one had glared at him when he was in town, the title of Galactic Mage for many of the latter type might just as easily have been Nose-Tweaker of the Gods or perhaps Flouter of Holy Truth. He knew there were more than a few of the powerful Church thinkers who felt the same. And yet, it was into that tempest that he knew he had to go to find his missing Liquefying Stone. If it hadn’t been for his mistakes, they wouldn’t have it anyway, so, in the end, and with Kolat and the orcs ruled out, this course seemed the only one left.
“Ugh,” he uttered aloud as he thought about heading into that religious tempest. He spent a few more moments trying to think of some other way, trying to concoct an excuse that he could convince himself to believe, but he could not. In the end, he knew avoiding the unpleasant was no better way of accomplishing his aims than the obfuscation and fantasy he was about to face was a way of fixing anything. So he set himself to the task.
Several hours later, he jumped down from Taot’s back, just outside of the city, in his usual place, choosing the dragon as conveyance over teleporting directly given the added security across the land. Her Majesty’s mages watched everything now and all laws were enforced, sometimes harshly. He offered to send the creature back to his lair with a teleportation spell, but Taot had seen a herd of wild horses forty measures back and was intent on having a meal of one or two of them. Altin cringed a little at the image the dragon sent him in describing that, but he wished his reptilian friend the best and then set off on his way to the city gates. 
He was still unhappy about the task that brought him there, but his spirits had lifted some by the fact that at least Kettle’s willow powder had done its work. At least his headache was gone. And who knew, maybe the priests would be happy that the stone’s rightful owner had come to claim it and they’d hand it right over, easy as spitting in the street. Perhaps he’d be ridding them of a headache of their own. One just never knew how a thing was going to turn out until it was done, and rarely was anything as good or bad as expected.
He made his way through town, dodging oxcarts and the trample of guardsmen’s feet—and there were many now, the patrols increased with the return of the orcish threat. He ignored the occasional stares and gapes sent his way by star-struck passersby, and eventually found himself in the Church Quarter and the religious center of the community. The first thing he noticed were the black pits and streaks of ash everywhere. Literally everywhere. No matter where he looked, on every building, every statue, every tree, there were burn marks and holes dug out by lightning strikes that had raged there for two full weeks and a day. 
Several temples were completely destroyed, but all had damage to a greater or lesser degree. Workmen crawled over them all now like termites upon so many jumbled logs, patching and repairing what could be patched and repaired, rebuilding what was beyond that. He saw a huge scaffold built across the front of the Temple of Hestra, which had been completely decimated by the storm. Men worked steadily rebuilding the marble columns, raising them like soldiers being resurrected and put back in a line. The creak of the workmen’s’ ropes and the bending strain upon their cranes and scaffolds made Altin realize how much harder things could be when there weren’t enough magicians around. The incredible number of transmuters conscripted to work on Citadel had not come without some consequence to the cities and towns around Kurr. Still, by the look of it, the blank laborers were making a good job of it, and they seemed happy to have the work, most of them singing as they set about their tasks. The rebuilding would take longer, but it would get done, and perhaps a few blank families would be better fed through the remainder of the winter months.
He followed the damage and the flow of laborers into the heart of the quarter until he came to the Temple of Anvilwrath, god of the forge, maker of lightning and keeper of the keen edge, the crushing blow and the piercing point. This temple, and the temple dedicated to the goddess Mercy across the way, were the only two that had already been completely repaired. He knew why Mercy’s shrine had been fixed, or perhaps even spared, but the newness of the entire façade fronting the temple to the five-armed god, Anvilwrath, suggested a form of evidence that this one had not been spared at all. It looked a lot like guilt to Altin’s eyes. And though he was not a religious man, he knew well enough that the type of spell that had done this much and this kind of damage was just the sort of thing most likely to have been cast by a devotee of Anvilwrath. Who else would try to control that much lightning, that much power?
He stopped at the bottom of the temple steps and stared up at it. Whatever damage it had sustained was already completely rebuilt, and there were no workmen about. It was pristine, newly so. He looked through the gapped teeth of the temple’s massive fluted columns, three of which were completely new, their sandy color not quite a perfect match to the rest, lacking exposure to time and the elements. Altin could see the massive marble figure of Anvilwrath inside, his five huge arms, his massive chest, his shoulders so wide a team of horses four abreast could pull a war wagon across without fear of falling off the edge.
Altin sucked in a long breath and resigned himself to what was to come, beginning with the supplicant ritual, required for respectful approach to the temple. He bent at the first step and, making a fist, made the ceremonial hammer gesture, striking the bottom stair. He might not believe in the power of the gods much anymore, but he wasn’t so certain of himself that he would flout them in this place and, at the very least, not where the priests could see and call him a blasphemer or worse.
He repeated the gesture up each of the first five steps, once for each of Anvilwrath’s charges: forge, lightning, edge, blow and point. Then he ran up the rest and went inside. It was dark, only half of the braziers burning, which made the back of the temple seem lost and impenetrable.
At the far end of an arcade near the west wall was a door that would lead to the clerics’ offices. He made his way straight to it. Inside, he was greeted by a young woman, barely past her teens, in rust-colored vestments of fine-spun wool and wearing a long copper chain around her neck from which hung a spearhead medallion made of copper too. She stood as if waiting for him in the center of the marble corridor.
“Sir Altin Meade,” she said as he came in, though he’d never met the woman in his life. “I’m surprised it took you so long to arrive.”
He inclined his head politely, if barely. “I see my visit was anticipated.”
“It has been for quite some time,” she said, giving him a long look that made him feel uncomfortable. “I am Klovis, priestess of the Spear. High Priestess Maul has been waiting for you.” She turned abruptly and walked toward the end of the corridor.
Altin followed, swallowing hard as he went. This was not what he’d been hoping for, though a lot like what he’d been dreading.
The priestess led him down a flight of stairs and through several more corridors until he was certain he would never find his way out again. They passed endless busts and statuary emplaced in niches along the walls. They passed paintings and small, delicately woven tapestries, all of which showed Anvilwrath at work or at war. At first they were impressive, but as they continued on, Altin stopped noticing them and began to wonder if he were being led into a trap. He had less faith in the priesthood than he did in the military. At least the military had rules about imprisonment and torture, albeit often enforced with extreme leniency. But the Church was an organization of utmost secrecy. And it was, in some ways, beyond the reach of the Queen and her laws. It wasn’t that the War Queen didn’t have the force to fight the Church or any of its component devotees, but doing so would rend the nation she had finally solidified, breaking it back into a thousand warring factions—again. So she had to let them mainly alone, though they represented an ever-present thorn in her side, if not quite an outright threat to power. Even they recognized the good that had come of the Queen’s lasting peace. At least most of them.
Klovis brought him down one last flight of stairs and, after only a few twists and turns, they came to a plain wooden door. Frankly, Altin had expected something far more extravagant. Something regal and immense. This door might as easily have opened onto a wine cellar as the rooms of a high priestess of Anvilwrath.
The door swung open before Klovis had time to raise her hand to it, and the command “leave us” came through the opening before the young priestess had time to say a word. She turned without the slightest air of having been offended at such summary dismissal, perfectly aware of her place.
“Come in, Sir Altin. And, please, have a seat.” 
High Priestess Maul was not as old as Altin expected her to be. Wings of gray swept up from her temples into a raven mass of shimmering hair held together atop her head by iron combs that were as conspicuous in their size as they were in the raw black of the iron itself, but the flesh around her eyes and lips remained youthful, neither lined by the parching winds of time. It was the same for her sinuous hands, and as Altin sat in the chair she indicated for him, he noted the flash of steel rings on each of her fingers as well. Runes cut into the polished metal, which he read reflexively, revealed that each ring could transform into a razor-sharp war claw. He had no doubt the woman, whose shoulders were toned and visible through the teardrop openings in her rust-colored robes, was more than capable of using such weapons well.
“Would you like some tea?” she asked. “Some wine, or perhaps a pint of stout? If there is any advantage to being High Priestess, it is that I have the best ale on Prosperion brought to me as befits the first among the Nails of Anvilwrath in Leekant.”
“No, thank you, High Priestess. I’m fine.” He shifted in the chair, though it was comfortable enough. “I’d like to get on with this, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course.” She steepled her fingers and stared at him for a time. 
He made a point of not shifting in the chair again.
“You’ve come looking for the stone,” she said. It wasn’t a question. She already knew. Nobody did divination better than the Church.
“It is mine,” he said. “If you’ve found it, I am grateful, and I welcome its rightful return.”
She smiled, a patient one, the sort one saves for a well-played move in a game of chess. “I’m afraid Anvilwrath has other plans for it.”
Altin nodded, his mouth tight. Her move was equally well played. He knew better than to get into an argument of faith. She claimed to speak for a god. Nothing he could say would sway her from that automated position of that sort of authority. He was only a man.
“It is mine by rights. Anvilwrath is the god of justice. Is his hammer not the singular icon of it across Kurr?”
“It is,” she agreed, smiling again. “Although not singular. Many see the royal scepter in similar light. I expect you do that more than the other.”
He had to focus to prevent his lips from twitching. 
She watched him for a while, her smile fading as she studied him. Eventually the smile came back. “You’re not what I thought you’d be,” she said at last. “I think I might come to like you very well in time. They told me you were impulsive and rash.”
“I am.”
“But you are not uncontrollable.”
“I am not out of control, if that’s what you mean.”
She watched him some more.
He wanted to stand up and bark at her to get on with it, but he knew that’s just what she was waiting for. He had to force himself not to glance about the room impatiently.
They stared at each other unblinking for what seemed an eternity. The woman might be a High Priestess, and Altin didn’t doubt it had taken determination rivaling his own to achieve such a lofty post, perhaps more, but he damned sure wasn’t going to give her what she wanted, whatever it was. So he waited. The longer she sat there, the greater the risk of her looking like the foolish one. What benefit to bring him down here only to sit in silence? At some point she would have to act. She’d forced her own hand by having Klovis standing there waiting for him with a cryptic greeting when he arrived. 
Altin could wait.
Finally his patience paid off, and she leaned forward, putting her arms upon her neatly cluttered desk. “Very well,” she said, moving a sheet of parchment from one stack to another as if she’d needed to. Altin could tell she was irritated and buying time. She made a show of studying another sheet before moving that one to the other stack as well. “What is it and how does it work? I won’t bother you with bribes because I’ve been told you have recently succeeded to all of the late Master Tytamon’s holdings and wealth. And I do, with all my heart, extend my deepest sympathies for your loss. It must have been … it must be, crushing. I am sorry.”
“It is. And I have no idea how it works,” he said. 
“But what does it do?”
“Surely you have guessed at it by now. The whole quarter is a wreck.”
“Yes, it amplifies power in some way. But how?”
“I don’t know how.”
“You are lying.”
“Not really,” he said, holding her gaze steadily. “I know that it amplifies power, just as you do. But I honestly cannot tell you how it works. You can divine yourself until you are blue in the face, scour my dreams, try to read my thoughts as you will, but you won’t find an answer because I don’t have one. It just works.”
She squinted at him as if he were something written on the head of a pin. “You’re hiding something.”
“Do what you have to do to verify the truth of it then. Get on with it. I genuinely do not know how it works.” He was bluffing, but only to a degree. He could tell her that it softened the mana, but in truth, he didn’t know how or why. It was a technicality, but one that he could live with, given the circumstance. He knew there were probably diviners somewhere beyond these four walls already watching him anyway. Looking into him for truth. He had it. He focused on it, was comfortable in it.
She continued to watch him, and he assumed she was probably communicating with her cohorts telepathically. He stood up.
“If you have decided to steal my stone in the name of Anvilwrath,” he said, “then there is nothing I can do. You reinforce all the negative stereotypes of the Church, but I suppose you care little enough for that. I’ll be going now.”
He turned and moved toward the door. His spine tingled, and he waited for the command for guards to come. No such command was made. 
“We can help you find her,” she said as he put his hand on the door.
“Find whom?” He spoke without looking, without removing his hand from where it was.
“The blue sun.”
He turned back to face her.
“We will help you find her. And we will help you win the Earth woman back.”
“How can you do that?”
“How do you think?”
It was Altin’s turn to feel vulnerable. He hadn’t thought about them figuring out all that. He’d been too focused on the Liquefying Stone.
“There are enough forces meddling with Orli’s heart and mind as it is,” he said, but more than a spark of hope flared to life in him. 
“Do you want our help or not?” She said it in a way that made it clear she wasn’t going to ask again.
He glanced back over his shoulder at the door, considering it. He knew he should leave. Knew he was about to make the proverbial deal with the demon. But how could he say no? Without the Liquefying Stone, there was nothing he could do. His only other options were almost certain death on Kolat or to go float around at the edge of the Hostile system and hope Blue Fire would simply “find” him somehow.
And he wanted Orli back. More than anything. More than everything.
He let go a long, tired breath. Everything was always so complicated. He felt as if it always would be now. Like a life sentence. Nothing ever according to plan. Endless compromise. Caveats like thorns on the rose of life. He supposed that was how life really was. He wondered how he could ever have imagined it any differently. How he could ever have been so naïve.
 “Yes,” he said. “I do.”


Chapter 75
Working from images remembered from her dreams, Orli scrolled through the Aspect’s computer logs looking for answers to the question of Blue Fire’s dead—or missing, she kept telling herself—mate. She was convinced it was the blue star Altin had called the falling fruit in the constellation he’d drawn and shown to her when they first went searching for the Hostile world. There were scant details in the records on the solar system of the star in question, which she’d taken to calling “Fruitfall” given that the only article on it listed it as PsA 8317, which seemed not only an unwieldy designation but also far too impersonal given what she now knew. 
Fruitfall was fairly new as stars went, only two billion years old, and none of the planets swinging round it in wide orbits likely held any life. However, one planet, a massive gas giant with several potential super-Earth moons, orbited the blue star in its habitable zone. Unfortunately, Fruitfall had a tendency to flare, according to the information she had, which made the habitable zone less habitable during certain theoretical periods of time. The Fruitfall article postulated that every few hundred million years, the sun would blast out waves of radiation that would have burnt off any atmospheres and boiled off any water the big planet’s moons might have had. However, if there had been life on one of them, as Blue Fire suggested in her dreams, then it had to have had time to come about. 
Blue Fire’s concern for the planet Andalia, coupled with the fact that the Hostile orbs carried biological life in the form of bacteria, fungi and even viruses, told Orli that the Hostiles, whatever form of life they were, needed a planet capable of supporting life of the kind Orli was more familiar with, organic life, even if only as an ancillary part of what they were. If Blue Fire’s mate was from the Fruitfall system, then somehow biological, water-based life had gotten the time it needed to evolve. Orli decided that, for that to happen, one of those super-Earth moons must have been shielded from one or more of the solar blasts by the massive planet it was orbiting. 
She brought up one of the ship’s long-range telescopes and took some readings, then had the computer model the planetary rotations around Fruitfall going back in time for the last two billion years. She did find a sequence of orbits that provided a window of nearly six hundred million years, a period in which one of its moons could have survived several scenarios of hypothetically-timed flares hidden safely in the shadow of the planet. It was a guess, she knew, but there was no other answer that she could think of. If there had ever been life in that system, it would have required that kind of luck. While seemingly a long shot, she couldn’t help recognize that the existence of any life on any planet was statistically unlikely anyway, which made the fact of her own existence proof that life got lucky sometimes, even if only for a speck of time amongst a string of six hundred million years.
Based on her inquiries and the computer model, she thought she should at least communicate her hypothesis to Altin. She wished she still had her mirror. She cursed the thought of Black Sander and hoped that the Queen’s assassin had tracked him down and cut him into tiny bits by now. That idea was followed by the realization that, given her current standing with Her Majesty, the elf probably wasn’t even looking anymore. Regardless, she needed to speak to Altin, and the loss of the mirror made doing so a great deal more difficult. 
Thinking of Altin made her melancholy. She knew she didn’t deserve a gift as spectacular as the mirror now, not after what she’d done. She knew she’d broken his heart, but what could she do? She could not control her feelings from being what they were. Perhaps losing the mirror was token of it, the price fate exacted for what she’d done to him, to them. She wondered in that semi-superstitious moment if, somehow, the universe had known she would betray his faith in her. Blue Fire certainly thought of it that way. But what was she to do? She only knew what was in her heart. She couldn’t pretend her feelings weren’t as they were. She loved Thadius.
And it was to Thadius that she must go for help. He would contact Altin telepathically. He must. He must tell Altin what she had learned. Even though it wasn’t certain, she knew that a solar flare was a more likely explanation for the death of Blue Fire’s mate than its having been the Andalians who killed him. The Andalians hadn’t fully mastered space warp techniques before they were killed. They couldn’t have gotten that far. Which meant the solar flares made far better sense. If she could get the information to Altin, and if he could find a way to contact Blue Fire, it might be enough to get her to believe that Orli had not lied, that humanity did not want to kill her—even though it did. 
The attacks could still be stopped. If they acted fast enough.
When she arrived in the weapons bay, Thadius and Annison were standing six feet apart, with the stooped and weary-looking Conduit Galefrey between them and a few feet in front. The conduit’s gnarled old hands were placed upon yet another of the Aspect’s missiles, in the process of carefully enchanting the anti-magic spell around it. Even with the new modifications Peppercorn had devised to simplify the spell, the combined strength of Thadius’ G-class enchanting powers and Annison’s E only barely enabled the conduit to carry off the spell, and each missile took over two hours to enchant. Orli sat on a crate nearby and watched them, waiting for the spell to be complete. She knew better than to interrupt. She resisted the urge to do it anyway, just to break the spell. She wanted them to fail. Every moment spent as they were was a moment that brought Blue Fire closer to death. 
Orli had interrupted them on purpose several times in recent days, drawing curses from Thadius and Annison. The old conduit only smiled. He seemed to understand, perhaps even shared her point of view, but he simply shrugged, resigned to it. He had a job to do, and on orders from the Queen.
But Orli wanted something important this time, so she elected not to interrupt on this occasion, though it would not prevent her from once again pleading for him to stop enchanting them at all when he was done. There could never be enough attempts at preventing this insanity.
“Thadius, please,” she pressed him as he came out of the spell. He looked tired. This was the eighth missile of the day. “Won’t you stop, just for a while? I’ve got new information now. I think I know what happened to Blue Fire’s mate. There’s still time to stop and be reasonable. Please. I beg you, for my sake, don’t enchant anymore. I need you to help me get a message to her. I need you to send a message to Altin for me.”
He turned a look of derision upon her, his eyes narrowed as if she’d just spoken to him of the devil, but he did not speak.
“Thadius, please,” she begged. “Just one simple message. Or at least let me use your homing lizard. Just that will be enough.”
He ignored her, directing his companions to the next missile in the line. Bitterness draped over him like a cloak of concrete.
“Thadius, what is wrong with you? Why are you treating me like this?”
The exiled lord prepared to go into the trance required for the next spell, as did Annison, but the desperation in her voice moved the elderly conduit enough to glance back at her. He gave her a grandfatherly look, glanced over at the mages and, seeing that they were already beginning to channel mana, reached into his pocket and pulled out a homing lizard of his own. He whispered her name and tossed it to the floor, then turned and went back to work.
Orli took the creature from her shoulder and held it in her hands fighting back the tears Thadius’ cruelty exacted from her. She watched through the blur in her eyes as the trio began the enchantment on the next missile, the next swipe of the blade upon the whetstone, the sharpening of the assassin’s knife. Their chanting sung the song of Blue Fire’s demise. One note at a time, one enchantment at a time, one hour at a time, at an exhausting pace for the mages, but a sure one. The same surety that could be found on every ship in the fleet as the Citadel enchanters had spread themselves like the carriers of a plague, distributing their power as evenly as possible, and begun their work of death enchanting every missile in the fleet. 
Nearly a week had passed, and there were only a handful of missiles left in need of the enchantments. The higher ranked mages were being shuffled from ship to ship to catch the lower ones up. An O-ranked mage was on the other side of the hangar bay even now, helping to finish the last of the Aspect’s arsenal. They would all be done today. Then the trip back to the Hostile system would begin and the war could finally be won.
Orli watched the three of them work, and while she felt the need to cry, to cry for herself and Thadius’ fickle love, to cry for Blue Fire, for loneliness, for misery, she just couldn’t find the tears. They were gone. She felt like she’d been crying for years now. Crying her way to Prosperion; crying her way through capture; crying her way through dreams; crying for the friend she’d found and lost in them; and last, crying for Thadius who looked at her with such contempt now, as if he hated her, ever since they’d come aboard the ship. It was certainly enough to cry about. She knew she should, even wanted to, but she felt all dried up inside. 
And besides, Thadius loved her, she knew. He was so strong and handsome standing there casting the spells as he was. He was trying to do what he thought was right. Trying to earn Captain Asad’s trust. She couldn’t blame him. Poor, brave man without a home, without a world. Of course he had to fit in, and he had to do it fast, for Captain Asad was none too happy about having him on board.
“Why should I take him?” the captain had asked that day back on Citadel.
“Because your ship needs the crew,” came the answer from Admiral Jefferies. 
“You already know I don’t trust them.” He said it right in front of the Queen and her entourage. She did not dignify the remark with one of her own, but she held her head in a manner that made her opinion of Captain Asad obvious.
“Your ship gave up an officer to Her Majesty’s service. You are getting one in return. It’s already been decided.”
“Then I’ll take my officer back,” Captain Asad said. That had shocked everyone. “They can keep the magician. I’d rather have Pewter.”
Colonel Pewter, present at the time, had looked as if he wanted to punch Captain Asad for that, but he did not.
“You may have her,” said the Queen, adding to the pile of mounting surprises that day. “I am done with her.” She looked as if she’d given him little more than the charity of a copper piece in saying it.
“You see, Captain,” said Admiral Jefferies, “you’ve just increased your depleted crew by two.”
“Three,” said the Queen. “He’s bringing his man with him as well. Another mage. So you see, quite a windfall, Captain.”
Captain Asad did need people, but the way he saw it, Orli was incompetent, and he had no use for a mage, certainly not two. He didn’t like being manipulated either. He said as much aloud, which ended with Admiral Jefferies having made an order of it. 
Orli had thought Captain Asad was going to have a fit, but he didn’t. He controlled himself with obvious effort. Captain Asad was nothing if not a believer in the chain of command, but the way his jaw worked suggested he was already devising a way to fix it in time. He did not care for the way the admiral seemed so ready to uphold every last suggestion of the Queen. Rather than argue, however, he turned to Thadius and said, “I’ll burn you down the first time you look like you’re up to something. You or your ‘man.’” He leaned so close to Thadius their noses nearly touched. “Ask your buddy Altin if I won’t.” He’d then looked to Orli, glared at her with such loathing in his dark eyes, the memories of her insubordination burning behind them. To the admiral he said simply, “Yes, sir.” 
So now Orli was back aboard her old ship, working third shift on the bridge, as far from Captain Asad as he could get her. She hardly ever got to see Roberto anymore. Which was just as well. He’d been standoffish since she came back. She’d asked him about it, and he told her bluntly why: she was different now, and he didn’t like Thad at all.
Nobody liked him. Which made her sad. Like everything else seemed to do these days. Her whole world was sad, and it seemed as if it had been forever, ever since leaving Earth, nothing but endless misery. The few bits of happiness she’d had had all been fleeting. She’d been happy with Altin. She remembered it with crystal clarity. She could feel the essence of those moments with him, the times on Taot’s back, soaring in the wind, sensing the young man’s arousal, his discomfiture and propriety at odds with his desire in such a quaint and wonderful way. She remembered how happy she was chasing sunsets with him. Sitting with him under the stars. But it was gone now. The feelings. The time of it. She was back here. On the ship. In this now. But at least she had Thadius. Her Thad. Her savior. 
She could understand why Roberto didn’t like him. It had been sudden. She couldn’t explain it either. She’d tried. But she could not deny her heart. She looked at the tall, handsome young lord and could feel nothing but affection for him.
“Why?” Roberto had asked. “What do you see in him? The guy is an asshole.”
“He’s not,” she argued. “He’s just got noble blood. They don’t act like everyone else.”
“Yeah. They act like assholes.”
That irritated her, and she looked down into the meal she’d agreed to have with her longtime friend, silent and pensive. What else could she say?
He relented after a while, though. He’d never been one to let her pout for long. “Orli, I’m sorry. If you love him—I mean, what can I do, right? You’re my friend. I’ll try to get along. I just, you know … I like Altin better. A lot better. I know that’s probably not the right thing to say, but it’s honest.”
“He’ll grow on you,” she said, looking up and feeling better by that. “He did for me. I didn’t care for him much at first either. I remember being in his house and really almost hating him. It’s funny now. Almost like another me, in another time. It’s almost cloudy now. I feel stupid for thinking it.”
“It’s your life,” Roberto said. “I’ll always be your friend.” He finished his dinner, and that was the last time they’d eaten together. He checked in on her during her shifts sometimes, but the conversations were usually short. She’d either bring up Blue Fire or Thadius, and both topics seemed to remind Roberto that he had to be up early for his shift or that he’d forgotten to do something or another somewhere else.
So, they drifted apart. And Orli found herself constantly alone. Thadius never came to see her. Not once since he’d been on the ship had he initiated contact. He spent his time in the company of the conduit and the other mage, and they’d even made some friends amongst the crew, the Prosperion blanks mainly, but a few fleet folks too, fleet blanks, something Thadius would never have done before. Exile had a way of changing one’s attitudes apparently. They played cards and drank in the brief moments between their shifts. Orli had heard a rumor that Thadius had slept with a petty officer his second night on the ship, but of course she dismissed that as jealousy on the part of whoever had started it. He would never do that to her, of that she was sure. He was of noble blood, a gentleman. And, of course, he loved her.
But he definitely wouldn’t listen to her about enchanting the missiles, and it was her futile hope that if she kept appealing to him, at some point his love for her would win out. If she couldn’t stop him from enchanting them, perhaps she could stop him from maintaining the enchantment on the trip to Blue Fire’s world, to Goldilocks. She still had nearly a week and a half to convince him—to convince them all—before they destroyed that helpless world. It didn’t take much to keep the anti-magic enchantment “charged” with mana, the conduit had said, but if neglected for long, the magic would dissipate. She could get Thadius to let that happen when he was on watch. 
Once the conduit was gone, and the O-class mage they’d brought in to help, Thadius could let down the cool façade he’d put on since coming aboard. She was sure that’s all it was. An act. Augmented by homesickness, perhaps, and anger. A sense of betrayal that the Queen had accused him of such heinous acts. Some said he’d kidnapped her. Or at least the elf had told the Queen as much. Orli was convinced the Queen privately believed it too, though she hadn’t said so to the admiral or Captain Asad. Orli knew her father believed that it was true. And Altin. None of them had listened to her, no one had believed. Everyone had changed. It was as if she were living in some twisted, alternate reality, and everyone had turned, or was turning, their backs on her. 
The loss of Blue Fire made it so much worse. The most incredible being, the most massive presence she’d ever experienced in her life, a presence almost divine, and now she, too, was gone. Leaving Orli feeling so completely alone. 
But at least she had Thadius.
And she still had eleven days. Eleven days to stop an unmitigated travesty.


Chapter 76
Altin lay on a small cot near the window of Tytamon’s study. He still couldn’t bring himself to go up to Tytamon’s sitting room, much less his bedchamber on the top floor, not even way out here amongst the stars, and despite the fact the guest room he’d been using for himself at Calico Castle was now many of the fleet’s light years away. He couldn’t bring himself to do it. It wasn’t right. It felt too intimate. A violation. It wasn’t his to take. 
It was his, of course. He knew it was. Legally. But somehow legally really didn’t mean anything that mattered. What mattered was what was in his heart, what his mind believed. And he still didn’t want to believe that these things were “his.” They were not. They belonged to Tytamon and represented almost a thousand years of accumulated effort. Time and passion and curiosity. Genius. Genius that Altin knew he would never be capable of. He felt far too small in comparison. Unworthy. And it wasn’t that he was only a Seven to Tytamon’s Eight. That was none of it, or at least only the tiniest fraction. 
He felt like his presence might somehow pollute the memory of the great man. Dilute something that he had done, some great work of genius absently tidied up or organized out of existence, knocked off the brink of discovery as Altin packed things up to make room for himself. Altin could not guess what great bits of learning might be buried in all these things around him. He feared to lose them, whatever they were. Feared to not recognize them at all. The upper rooms emotional, the lower, purely mind. Both felt taboo.
He rose and strode to the window, looking out into the empty space beyond. He wondered what Tytamon would want him to do. Perhaps an inventory at least. Someday, when he could bear to do it. At least a chronicle of it all before storing it away. Burying it beneath Calico Castle until one day, maybe hundreds of years from now, Altin came across the need for some bit of it, the day when, in some tiny way, he began to live up to the least measure of his mentor, the day he finally caught up to but one question of the many Tytamon had asked.
He turned back into the room. He would write a history, too, he thought. A fitting biography. Altin knew that he should be the one to do it, not some random historian looking to make a name. It should be written by someone who cared, someone who knew the man firsthand, someone who had seen into his heart. When the time was right, he would set down the record of Tytamon’s deeds. Go through his private papers in quest of his story, an adventure into the past that would surely yield much that Altin didn’t know. He’d barely known the man, barely been an adult long enough to glimpse who his mentor was. But he would learn. Eventually.
He gazed wistfully into the clutter for a time, then returned to the view of the endless night beyond the narrow window. The firmament. The vast emptiness like his heart. If he went to the window opposite this one, he would see something else. A sun and a band of icy rocks. A solar system. The place where Orli’s Blue Fire was supposed to be. The Hostile system.
It was his fifth night out here, the exact spot where he and Orli had been—in what now seemed centuries ago. He spent his days lying on the cot dreaming in any way he could, trying to dream in every way and with every bit of what he’d gathered from Orli’s dreams and from Orli herself. He’d burned candles, cooked food, sprayed perfume, opened wine, brought fresh-cut grass. He’d even brought a bucket of manure from Calico Castle’s stables hoping that smell might do the trick. He’d been back and forth between the tower and Calico Castle twenty times in the course of the week trying every possible scent, stench and aroma he could think of but, still, nothing. Not the least peep from Orli’s Blue Fire. Not even a vision of it in a dream.
He knew that Orli had used the Liquefying Stone, or at least that she’d held it in her hands, and now, five days later, he was certain it was the key. Because if it wasn’t, then there was no key. Or at least there was no key he had access to. He certainly couldn’t find anything else in any of the divination books. And the note he’d gotten from Orli yesterday, tied to the back of a homing lizard, had given him a description of the death of Blue Fire’s mate that didn’t help him in any way. He’d hoped somehow holding that answer in his head would make a difference, that it would work like bait to draw Blue Fire to him somehow, reach out to her sense of loss and need. But it hadn’t. The simple truth was, he had completely failed. Not even the type of failure from which one hopes to learn something, anything, a scrap of insight to help him move forward. He had nothing.
Which is why, despite how much he dreaded what it was ultimately going to cost, he was genuinely happy when he finally got the message from Klovis that he should return to the temple of Anvilwrath. It was a simple note, appearing above his head written in a whiff of smoke. “The ceremony is ready.” He wasted no time in smashing the fast-cast amulet he had made.
Upon his return to the temple, he was escorted to a chamber far below—he counted twenty-five flights of stairs, always in increments of five when it came to Anvilwrath—and stepped out into a vast chamber that appeared as if it had been hewn inside a great block of black marble. Gold veins snaked through it like threads, picking up the flicker of firelight from torches in iron sconces fixed to the walls and from tall brass braziers that burned around the outer edge of a large circular pit at the center of the massive space. The flickers seemed to chase each other like sparks, running up the veins of the walls and into the ceiling where they joined others or simply faded away. Altin felt as if he were in some great golden net floating in a starless night, the shimmering strands the only thing preventing him from falling through into the black forever of an abyss. 
The pit was five steps deep, concentric rings, and standing on the center of these, no more than a pace apart, were twenty-four priests, all wearing the rust-hued robes of Anvilwrath. Rust is the shade of tarnished iron, which is metal in need of care, of absolution and the purification of work.
Shortly after Altin came into the chamber, High Priestess Maul met him, sending Klovis to take her place in the circle of priests around the pit, making her the twenty-fifth.
“Sir Altin,” said Maul, eschewing any sort of pleasantries, “you must disrobe and go lay yourself in the center of the pool.”
“I what?”
“Disrobe and go lie in the center of the pool, there.” The high priestess pointed to make it completely clear.
“That’s what I thought you said.”
He looked past the circled priests into the pit. “What is in there that makes you call it a pool?”
“You will be floated in hkalamate, and we will deliver your spirit to the blue sun.”
Altin took a step back as he considered making a run for it. He’d never heard of hkalamate before, but he was fairly certain he had no interest in having his spirit delivered anywhere.
Two huge warrior-priests emerged in the opening behind him, each with a massive two-handed maul large enough to bash in the sturdiest bascinet. Altin was helmetless and found himself acutely aware, just then, of the flimsy nature of his skull.
“Maybe you could start by explaining this to me first,” he said, fear rising and goose-prickling his flesh.
“It has already begun,” the high priestess said. 
He followed her eyes back to the stairs where the priests had gone to their knees. Each had taken the hands of the priests to either side, and they’d all begun to hum.
“Listen, I know we agreed to do this, but you were fairly stingy with the details. What do you mean you’re going to deliver my spirit? You’re not going to … to disconnect my soul or something, are you?”
“You don’t believe you have a soul. You have said as much a thousand times before. Surely you have no fear for such a thing.”
“I never said that. I said I don’t believe in the gods.” He blanched as soon as he said it and tried to save it by adding, “Or at least not that much.”
“This prayer does not require that you be awake.” Her expression became one of stone. “You can disrobe and lay yourself there, in the center of the pool, or I can have it done for you. The choice is yours.”
Altin glanced over his shoulder at the two behemoths with the war hammers. He thought he could probably take them if he had to but not with the high priestess there. Gods only knew what she was capable of. Literally.
“Fine,” he said.
He was glad for the partial concealment of the flickering darkness as he stepped out of the puddle of his discarded robes. He was self-conscious beyond anything he’d ever felt with Doctor Leopold or Doctor Singh, and his hands went reflexively to cover his most private parts.
The high priestess, oblivious to his discomfiture, prodded him in the back, directing him toward the pit with the long iron rod she’d pulled from her belt.
He had to step over the outstretched arms of two priests, which made him even more self-aware as he swung his backside near to one of them while passing in between. He could feel the heat of a blush wash over his entire body as he stepped down into the pit.
The floor of the pit was dry and dark, made of the same black marble as all the rest. There was no residue or any textural difference to give him some hint of what hkalamate was or what it was going to do.
“Lie down,” ordered the high priestess.
Altin complied. The stone was surprisingly warm. He had that to be grateful for.
He stretched out, supine, hands still cupping his privates, and trembled despite the comfortable temperature of the stone.
“Fan yourself,” the Maul demanded. At first he thought she meant that he should wave a hand at himself to create a cooling wind, but somehow he knew immediately that’s not what she meant. She followed with, “This is no place for modesty, Sir Altin. You must make yourself as open as you can be. You must be vulnerable.”
Oh, I’m vulnerable, he thought, but he kept it to himself. He spread his feet out some and put one arm out to his side.
“Sir Altin, please. Make yourself as wide as possible, a target. You are wasting precious time.”
He lifted his head and tried to find her from the direction of her voice. She’d climbed atop a large stone block, an altar perhaps, several paces back from the edge of the hkalamate pool. It was made of the same stone from which the chamber had been cut, which is why he hadn’t noticed it before. It blended perfectly with the rest of the space and made it look as if the high priestess floated in the air. 
“What do you mean target?” he asked. He wasn’t fond of that choice of words.
Altin could hear the elevated pitch of his voice and suddenly realized how he must sound. The Galactic Mage, terrified of a priests’ ceremony, terrified of the very sort of thing he’d always cast aspersions on. His fear gave testament to some betrayal of personal belief. What did he have to fear if there was nothing to fear?
It was still magic, he tried to tell himself. Just magic. 
He lay his head back down. She hadn’t answered him anyway.
It was just magic. He’d done enough things to himself magically. He’d been teleported by others too. Healed. Many things. It was just magic. Nothing more. He spread himself out as High Priestess Maul had asked. He tried not to think about how many others were in the room with him.
The hkalamate came from small holes at the base of the lowest stair. It hissed out in a black fog that curled like smoke and blotted out the golden veins. It came like a breath upon him, cool, odorless, and covered him completely until the blackness of it blocked out the rest of the room. Darkness shrouded in darkness.
All he could hear was the humming of the priests around him. He forgot about his nakedness.
“Open your mind, Sir Altin Meade. Open yourself to her, to the spirit of the blue sun you seek.” The high priestess’ voice came through the hkalamate cloud as if she were everywhere. He could no longer determine where she was. 
He could no longer feel the floor beneath his back, the hard press of it now absent against his shoulders, buttocks and legs. 
He felt as if he were floating.
“Open up, Altin Meade,” she said again. She was impatient.
He felt himself stiffening instead. Tightening up. Thinking thoughts too rapidly, caught up in a whirlwind of his own internal voice. 
“Breathe, Sir Altin,” commanded the Maul from beyond the death-black fog. “You have to breathe.”
He hadn’t even realized he’d stopped. No wonder the cloud had seemed odorless.
He pulled in a lungful of the fog and found it smelled like … everything. In his expectation of smoke, he smelled that first. Then cut grass. Then Kettle’s bread. Every thought he had of smell immediately came true.
He hadn’t told them about the smells.
They must have pulled it from his mind, found it with their wicked divination spells.
He began to feel drowsy, and soon after, he was asleep. Or at least he thought he was asleep, for surely he was dreaming. Or else he was dreaming still, had been dreaming all along. Perhaps he was still in Tytamon’s tower. 
Of course. That was it. He was still in Tytamon’s tower dreaming. Except Tytamon’s tower now had its own set of battlements. He was up on them. Dreaming. He held the Liquefying Stone too. He was playing with a ball, a strange one with black and white spots. Kicking it. With other children. Tytamon was yelling for him to chase down another boy who had knocked him down. He could smell the cut grass again. He got up to chase the boy, but there was a great hole opening across the field. It grew and grew until it took up all of space, as if the whole universe were yawning. But the hole shaped itself with the pink aura of Blue Fire, the planet Orli loved.
Orli Love.
It was a thought. Or so he thought. It was so hard to think in this dream. 
Orli Love. It came again. Just that. 
He could see his own face somehow. He saw his face and felt love for it. It was love. For him. It was love of him.
Orli Love.
She was naming him. Greeting him. Slowly it began to dawn on him as he watched, as he gazed into the black circle. Blue Fire knew him. He was Orli Love.
Orli Love, he repeated back. He sent it back. Reflected it, as he might with Taot, returning it with a sense of acknowledgement. I am Orli Love. He couldn’t help that the next thought came too. I used to be.
Sorrow filled him then, and he was consumed by it with such violence that for a moment he could only wish for death. So much agony. Such a great loss. 
Orli Love. Betrayed. 
He was betrayed, yes. He knew he was. He felt the loss. Let her know he felt it.
He felt his lungs begin to burn. A dim sense somewhere in him thought that the hkalamate was damaging him. It was not. This was sulfur gas. It was acidity. It was a thousand gasses he could not name. 
Then he knew. Poison, he thought. It was poison.
He knew that he was right.
Orli Love. Poison. It was followed by the image of Thadius.
He responded to that image exactly as Blue Fire did, and the rage and hatred that filled them revealed that the two of them were in perfect harmony. A bond. A bond of hate.
He saw her then, Orli, his beautiful Orli’s face, smiling at him as she so often had before. He saw the shine of her adoration bright and radiant, heard the breathy quality of her voice. The giggle like a sweet mountain brook.
Altin Love.
Yes, she was Altin Love. She would always be Altin Love. He would die and she would still be Altin Love, the one he loved.
More hate filled him, and he received it back unexpectedly. Hate for Altin Love. And betrayal.
He fought against it. Tried to convey the sense of “No.” There could never be hate for Altin Love. Never. Orli Love hates hate for Altin Love.
Betrayal. Truth that is not truth.
How could he convince her that Orli had never lied?
He conjured an image of himself. Then of others. Of Tytamon. Of Orli and Kettle and Captain Asad. He conjured them all, every human he could think of assembled in his mind. Aderbury, Roberto, Pernie, Peppercorn and the Queen. Doctor Leopold and Doctor Singh. Captains and generals and students from the university. Anyone he could think of by face or by name. Humans, he tried to convey. Us. All of us.
But she already seemed to know.
He tried to focus on only one human then. The image of Thadius. Hate and betrayal, he tried to say with the feelings in his heart. He conjured Tytamon next: love and respect, wisdom. Kettle: love and trust and generosity. Captain Asad: anger and duty, strength. He kept at it. Cycling through everyone he knew. Attributing what he could to convey the differences. He brought Orli back every so often, thought of her the most. Thought of beauty and love. Never truth that was not truth. Never.
And then the dream was gone.
He woke, still naked, standing in a cave. The priests were gone. The humming was gone. The floor beneath him was spongy and glowing with a pale green phosphorescence not unlike what he’d seen in caves gathering spell materials. An earthy smell filled the air, mildly pungent but not unpleasant, but he was very hot, brutally so, but only for a second. Then he felt fine.
The cave ceiling was low, barely above his head, and it appeared to be made of the same stuff upon which he stood. The whole of the passage was covered in it, and a passage it had to be for it curved around gentle bends both left and right. 
He thought he must still be dreaming, but he had no sense of Blue Fire now. He bit down on his lower lip hard enough to be convinced this was reality. Or, if it was a dream, it was a much more tangible one than the one he’d just been in. He could taste the blood. He was sure he couldn’t have done that in the dream of a moment ago.
After prodding at the walls for a few moments, sniffing at the phosphorescent substance covering them, he decided to investigate. He started off down the direction he’d been facing when he appeared. 
The corridor wound lazily from side to side, like some hopelessly lost creature had tunneled about in search of something, but it was otherwise featureless. He followed it where it chose to go until, at length—how much length Altin had no way to tell—he emerged into a wide chamber roughly twenty paces across, though not shaped with anything resembling symmetry. Several passages exited from it. The ceiling was lower in places moving across the space, so low that he would have to duck if he tried to cross certain parts of it.
He noticed a few patches in the wall to one side where the green glowing substance disappeared. He went to the nearest one and, stooping, reached out and touched it tentatively. It was cool to the touch, at least cooler than the glowing sponge material. It was stone as near as he could tell. Hard, marginally rough. It didn’t glow. 
A sound from behind him spun him on his heels, a sticky sound, like something rolling wetly down the corridor on the opposite side of the chamber.
A moment later a cylindrical object rolled into the room, like a log that’s been sent down a gentle slope, or perhaps a rolling pin over tacky dough. It was roughly as half as wide as Altin was tall and no higher off the ground than Altin’s knees. It looked as if it were made from the same glowing greenish stuff that the rest of the cave was made of. Or perhaps, given the patches of stone, it would have been more accurate to think of it as what was lining the surface of the cave. Altin could not be sure.
The spongy cylinder rolled right up to where Altin stood and bloated some at the center, a medial swelling as if blown by a glassblower’s pipe. A tendril grew from the bulge, twisting up toward Altin’s hand like a growth of vine, then gently wrapped around Altin’s wrist. The cylinder then rolled back out in the direction from which it had come. The tendril tugged lightly at him a few times, and then it began to stretch as the cylinder moved farther away. 
It obviously wanted Altin to follow. 
So he did.
He quickly caught up to the cylinder and let it guide him through a long maze of corridors. Most were lined with the glowing substance, but some were entirely of rock, the pale green stuff giving way completely in places, especially when the caves opened up into vast caverns. Twice the squishy rolling oddity led him along ledges that ran the length of sheer rock faces, the walls of caverns too vast to venture guessing at depth or breadth. The ledges were narrow, and small rocks gave way beneath his feet, falling away into vacuous blackness, never making another sound beyond that first crumbling release. He made a point of not looking down. Looking up was little better. So he followed, kept his eyes locked on the little cylinder which had shortened up its length and grown in height proportionately, making more of a tall, flat wheel of itself to accommodate those most narrow portions of the trail. Altin used the contemplation of these shifting feats as a distraction, an exercise to keep his mind occupied on something other than the precipitous fall that awaited his first misstep. He wondered if the cylinder and the tendril would be capable of catching him if he did fall.
The whole while, the tendril itself was a curiosity of its own. It never became too tight nor tried to tether him too close, and somehow the cylinder managed to keep itself at exactly the same distance from him at all times. No matter how many revolutions the cylinder made, no matter how tall and narrow or short and wide it got, the tendril itself never seemed as if it were going to wind up or wind out. It was as if it were floating on the surface of the cylinder, outside of or beyond the rotations that moved the main body along. A disembodied bit of glowing yarn attached to the whole of it in the way of a leaf upon a pond.
Such were the things Altin thought as he moved along. That and an endless sense of wonderment. And eventually fatigue. He had no way to tell time, so all he had was the gauge of his feet growing tired and the fact that he had to keep moving his jaw back and forth to release the pressure in his ears. Wherever they were going, they were definitely going down. It wasn’t that he couldn’t detect the down-slopes, but it certainly seemed as if they did a fair amount of climbing, too, which confused him. He gave up trying to keep track.
The air grew warmer as they descended, and Altin often caught whiffs of sulfur and other foul gasses, felt blasts of heat, but every time he did, every time he coughed or any time the least drop of sweat appeared upon his brow, he was instantly cool again, and the air became perfectly clean.
He slowly realized that someone was doing it for him. And he was pretty sure he knew who.
It was just as he was coming to this opinion that the little cylinder rounded a bend and rolled into a very low opening that required it to lengthen itself like some long, fat worm. It pulsed and wriggled its way through. Altin had to get down on his hands and knees and crawl in after it.
The spongy material beneath him ended halfway through the small crawlspace, and he scraped his knees wickedly against the rough stone as he crawled through the second half. But finally he came out the other end, which is where he found Blue Fire waiting for him.


Chapter 77
He was in a vast cavern, bigger than any he’d yet seen, or at least bigger than those in which his imagination had had to shape and fathom scale by the potential looming beyond landscapes of unknowable depth and darkness. This place was the opposite in that. Dark depths became light depths, with the cavern’s every surface alight with a golden glow, bright but not overwhelming, like a piece of amber held up to a torch or candles seen through beer. The glow was everywhere, above him, below him, on every surface he could see. He stood on a ledge that would afford him five steps in any direction but no more; the sixth would send him falling into the golden void beneath, a depth that fell away for as far as he could discern, the depth of that glow as unknowable as darkness had been in other places along the way. Above him the distance was the same. Unassailable. Beautiful.
He went to the nearest wall to investigate the light, for there was something familiar about its source. Yellow crystals studded it completely, and it was from these that the glow came. They covered every bit of it, every surface Altin could see, poking out in little clumps and clusters like tiny pyramids, flowering islands of luminous citrine. It took him no longer to realize what it was than it would have taken him to recognize a dearest friend. 
The whole cavern was filled with Liquefying Stone. All of it. And it was not ugly anymore.
This was Blue Fire.
Happiness filled him as he realized where he was. And who she was. What she was. A simple joy poured into him as if he were a vessel that could contain an ocean of happiness. He realized right away that it was happiness from outside of him. It was her happiness. Her joy. The joy of Blue Fire. Joy for the presence of Orli Love. 
He hadn’t felt joy from her in the hkalamate dream. He hadn’t felt joy in the dream he’d caught in his divination spell. He was glad to know she knew joy sometimes. 
Afraid of doing too much, even thinking, while standing within such a massive quantity of Liquefying Stone, he simply spoke. “I’m glad to know you have happiness.”
He felt the gladness in him swell.
He saw, whether before his eyes or in his mind he was not sure, a long, flat expanse of brown stone, and he knew, as if in a dream, that it was hot. Then rain came and fell upon it. He could smell the dust stirred up as the drops pattered down. He knew the water cooled the heat. The brown stone was contented by the rain. Content. For now. But the heat would return when the rain went away. 
Orli Love. Rain.
He smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “I am glad to be here with you too.”
He looked around the space, awed by its scale and bright magnificence. It seemed to drip with liquid gold, like crystallized honey backlit by a hundred million oil lamps.
“You are beautiful,” he said, still unwilling to try pushing thoughts. He wanted to see if she could understand his words. Or pick their meaning from his mind.
He felt contentment again.
“So where are you?” he asked. 
He saw the chamber of golden stones in his mind. It was like an echo of what his eyes were already putting into his head. He was made to understand that she was there. 
“But where?” He tried to think of the space in a way that was aware of its great size.
He saw the chamber again. Size of Blue Fire. Blue Fire.
Frowning, he confirmed what he thought he understood. “You are the room?”
Truth.
“But you aren’t blue.” At first it was a thought, but he spoke it aloud. He clarified. “You are … golden fire. Yellow fire.”
Yellow Fire, Blue Fire Love. His mind filled with the vision of a distant star. A blue star. And then it was gone. The sky black, the image filled by a torrential sense of absence. Of nothing. An awesome, brutal cessation. Yellow Fire, Blue Fire.
Orli had mentioned something about that. Something about the nearest star, the blue one having had a planet in its system that had once been able to support life but had somehow moved too close to the sun and been destroyed in a flare. Something else, too, something about hiding behind a planet for several hundred million years. Altin tried to remember it all, but he was still baffled by most of the Earth people’s astronomical learning.
“I’m sorry about your mate,” he said. That much he understood. “Orli—. Altin Love told me what happened.”
Anger. Hate. Images of humans ripping up a world. Andalians, Altin thought, for he’d never seen such imagery, though some of it reminded him of the pictures Orli had shown him of her home world, the massive buildings reaching up into the sky. Machines moving about everywhere.
“No,” he said. He tried to fill the space of his mind with as much sense of honesty as he could, daring to feel, though not daring to reach for mana to do it. An internal appeal. “No. They did not destroy Blue Fire. It was an accident. His world moved too close to the sun when it came out of hiding. The moon, I mean. It burned up.” His own lack of understanding undermined his ability to properly convey what he meant, but he knew it had to be true. Orli would not lie to him.
He saw then an image of Thadius. Poison. Altin Love. Truth that is not truth. Love that dies. Poison. The image changed to Orli, but it was as if she stood in a cloud of sickly brown gas.
Grief and mourning. And hate. Hatred of humans. Betrayal. 
He saw an explosion, a huge white flash that made him stagger back, and the shape of a smoky plume rising into the air that formed a bulbous top like some great tree or a mushroom of enormous size. An excruciating pain lanced through his temple as if he’d been stabbed. He dropped to a knee, which added the bite of several sharp crystals of Liquefying Stones to his list of minor medical complaints.
“Please, stop,” he gasped, clutching at his head.
Humans. He saw them all. The same ones he’d conjured for her in the black fog of the hkalamate dream. The representation of all humanity, made up of faces that he knew. Betrayal, she sent to him. Death.
“No. Not all of us. Only some. They don’t understand. They don’t believe.” He was frustrated by how difficult it was to communicate. “Many think that Blue Fire is truth that is not truth. They think that Blue Fire is not.” He tried to think of living things; he thought of mice and grass and birds. He thought of Taot. Life, he thought. “They don’t think you are … that.” Alive. 
She sent him an image of a stone. A bit of the dark rock from which the caves he’d come through were cut. It was a question.
“Yes. They think you are stone.” He tried to convey a sense of truth to that, but then he realized it wasn’t quite true either. They thought of the Hostiles as people somehow. Not humans, but enemies. He tried to add a sense of enmity to how he thought about the image of the rock. “A rock that hates humans,” he said. “They think you hate humans.”
Hate. She sent back hate. She did hate humans. That was truth.
“But we didn’t kill your mate.”
Images of Andalians carving out great mines, clearing jungles and molding molten metals into things. Huge things that were used to rip up more earth. It never ended. Pain and death.
“Our planets aren’t alive.”
He saw the Great Sandfalls in the Sandsea Desert.
“I don’t know what that means.”
Hope. Then came great sorrow.
He was growing increasingly frustrated. Anger seeded itself in the pit of his stomach.
“We didn’t kill your mate. You need to stop killing our people. We are like you. We are alive. We feel sorrow. We feel love. We also feel hate. You must stop killing us. My people are going to come. They are coming. Right now, they come to kill you with their hate. You must stop. We must make peace before it is too late.” How could he possibly convey all of that in images?
He thought about the meadows outside of Calico Castle, the green grass shimmering, swaying in a gentle breeze made warm by a noontime sun. The scent of the forest blew along with it. He imagined himself lying in the grass, watching clouds blow by, their shadows scuttling along the ground, washing him with their cool gray passing. He imagined Blue Fire there with him. Just the sense of her. Lying there next to him in the grass. He took a deep breath and let the contented essence of that moment fill him. Peace, he thought at her. “Peace,” he said aloud. “No hate. No betrayal.”
For a moment he felt the sense of that peace reflected back at him. She understood. But then came the searing pain in his head again. The image of the mushroom cloud and the blinding light. He also saw a line of Hostiles snapping up the missiles that came from Earth ships and then carrying them off into the sun. Sadness and mourning.
He saw the fleet. All of them. Streaking through space. He knew instinctively that they were coming here, coming now. Right now. Coming to kill her. And he knew they could do it this time. They would send a thousand of their missiles at her, all enchanted with anti-magic by his people, and, as they had so proudly proclaimed, they would fill her skies with dust so thick it would blot out the sun, killing everything. They’d even said that someday, once life was gone, the clouds of ash and dust would go away and then the very air would burn. It would burn until there was nothing left but dead rock. Forever.
He tried to convey that threat to her. He questioned it, really. Unwilling in the deepest parts of himself to believe it was even possible, even knowing that it was. Could that kill her? Would she die? Could she?
He saw the image of the cavern again, all in its luminous golden light. Blue Fire, she sent. But the image began to expand, growing wider, the golden light diminishing into a field of darkness that expanded until the golden chamber of Blue Fire was barely but a pinpoint of light, and then, briefly, it was gone, leaving only darkness. The vision grew again, and the blackness gave way to green and gray. He could see land, a continent, its green earth and silvery rivers, dark patches where forests grew. But still the expansion grew, the land shrinking, ringed by blue that grew wider and wider until it revealed itself to be the sea around the planet’s northern pole. That too faded away. Soon his vision was filled with the whole planet, much as Prosperion had appeared during his visits to Luria. 
Blue Fire. All.
She was all of it. He knew then that the dust layer would kill her. She needed the planet to function in just the same way he needed all his organs to work. She could die, just as her mate had died.
The image vanished, and he was once more simply standing on the ledge.
He saw the ships of the fleet again, knew they were coming, knew they were close. He also knew in that moment that he had to help her fend them off. He had to buy her time so that he could go explain. Or perhaps so that she could explain. That would be better. Let Blue Fire speak for herself. If she could speak to him, if she could speak to Orli, she could speak to all of them.
“You must tell them,” he said, trying his best to feel the essence of his words out into the space around him. “You have to find them, like you found me. You have to find them and talk to them. Show them you understand. Show them you don’t want to hurt us anymore.”
Betrayal and hate filled him. Images of humans.
“No, damn it. You cannot do that.” He was angry now, and frustration finally gave way to a flash of rage. “We’re not all the gods-be-damned same. You cannot kill us all. You cannot hate us all. Think of Altin Love. Think of Orli Love. Think of Blue Fire, your mate. Do you want to kill that? Do you want to make the same cruelty? Is Blue Fire only rage?”
He expected a blast of anger to come upon him in response. He expected the pain back in his head. He expected … he wasn’t sure what he expected, but he was sure that with this much Liquefying Stone in the cavern, she could pretty much do anything she wanted.
Then he was in a tiny room, barely three paces across. He felt a warming in his heart, a pressure, like someone held it in a gentle grip. He knew it was her and, for a moment, was certain she was going to crush his heart right there in his chest. But she did not. She simply held it. He saw an image of himself standing in the tiny room as he felt the touch upon his heart. 
Blue Fire. 
That was all she sent, then the pressure in his chest went away. He had no way to justify the certainty, but he knew that he was in the heart of the great golden cavern now. Blue Fire’s heart. 
A flash of light caught his eye. He looked up and embedded in the wall was a cluster of dark green crystals, not unlike the yellow ones all around, but larger by several times. It was the only cluster of green crystals in the little room. When it flashed, a band of green, a ring of it, flowed outward and expanded through the yellow stones, widening until it had traveled the length and breadth of the chamber. It vanished when it came back upon itself, the ring shrinking inward and vanishing exactly opposite where it began. Its disappearance left Altin once more bathed in a golden glow and staring up at the cluster of green crystals. 
The formation pulsed again, and the expanding ring of green light once more traveled through the small room. This pulse repeated again, and then again, until it developed into a slow, steady rhythm, the bands of green swelling in concentric waves that seemed to bring with them an inexplicable sense of vitality. Each pulse made him feel somehow more alive. It was hypnotic, and he watched it for longer than he knew. The thought came to him, not his own he was sure, that he was supposed to touch the green crystals with his hand.
He reached up, gently, and touched them. They were warm. One of the crystals came loose, a small bit, barely the size of the last joint of his little finger. It came loose and nearly fell, but he caught it reflexively. He studied it as it lay in the palm of his hand. It was still glowing despite being separated from the wall, rich and deep, like the green of an oak leaf.
He filled with a sense of giving. This was something masculine. A gift. Father, she sent. Gift of Father.
He didn’t understand.
Help Blue Fire. Gift. Peace and friend.
A section of the wall to his right, just at eye level, pulsed with light, a cluster of yellow crystals. He turned to look at it, and it pulsed again. He reached up and touched it as he had the green cluster. Again a section of the crystal broke loose, a small bit of Liquefying Stone that was an exact match of the bit of green he’d gotten.
He saw animals coupling then, strange creatures, bear-like. Then a four-legged creature that reminded him of an elk, mounting another. Several more scenes like that. Followed by images of the green and yellow stones in his hands. 
He touched them together. They flashed and for a moment he thought the heat in his hand would burn him, but then it was gone. He held one green stone, lighter in hue now having joined the two together. It was the green of springtime, a green to match the color of his eyes. It pulsed with the barest flicker of light inside, regular like the beating of a patient heart.
Orli Love help Blue Fire.
All her rage was gone. She was afraid. He felt it now as much as anything he’d felt from her before. Lingering in the background of the feeling she sent was still the great, nearly stupefying sorrow, but now, more immediate was the fear. She was afraid to die.
They had that in common too.
He filled with a sense of blindness, and, in a sudden rush, almost a confession, she filled him with all her fear and helplessness. While fending off the missiles of the first attack, many of the weapons had nearly gotten through. He suddenly realized that, while the fleet had thought the fight hopeless and decided to leave, they had actually left too soon, just barely too soon if he had the sense of it right. Blue Fire had only barely kept up with the incoming missile attack. If they’d stayed and continued the barrage even for another half hour, she would be dead. She knew that she could never fend them off if they came back. If they really tried. Especially now. She never saw that solitary missile they’d sent at her when the three ships came back again. 
The enchanted one, Altin knew. 
Even now there was a huge dead scar at the northern pole of her world, an uncountable loss of life, from the least of her creatures to the most magnificent, all dead in a wide swath. Or dying still with terrible wasting disease. And that had been only a single shot.
Tears streamed down Altin’s face as she filled his mind with the images of all that death, the decimated lands, the creatures with the hideous burns and injuries that he could feel, some wounds hidden, piercing agony on the inside of bodies, wounds unseen and bleeding, ruptured tissues leaking fluids and corruption that bloated and ate away. Tears ran freely down his bare chest. They tickled where they ran along his ribs. He wiped them away with a movement of his arm. 
“I will help,” he said, trying to shake free of so much fear and misery. It threatened to become his own. “I will help you. Willingly. But what can I possibly do? My magic is small compared to yours. It’s nothing. And I can’t even use it here.” He realized when he said it that that second part might not be true. He looked down at the green stone. It had become perfectly round and smooth in his hand now. A marble, with a warm glow inside that pulsed like a beating heart. He had a feeling that was the gift she gave.
Blue Fire. Magic. 
In his mind, he saw the green stone he held. A confirmation. She showed him what it was, an understanding with no possible words, and suddenly he was awestruck, almost terrified, though the latter was tempered by his innate curiosity. But he was afraid. And it was his fear, not hers. 
He could do magic now.
He was afraid to try.
Truth, she sent to him. Blue Fire truth. Help Blue Fire. Help Altin Love poison. Help Orli Love.
He watched the light beating within the green sphere. It was beautiful, the most beautiful jewel he’d ever seen. No craftsman on Prosperion would ever match it. Not in a hundred million years. It brought the tears back just looking at it.
Truth, she sent again. Urging him, her fear tremendous in his mind. Help Blue Fire.
He looked around the tiny room he was in. There was no way out. No exit, no sign of how he might have come in. He had nothing to experiment with, nothing to cast a spell on, no pebble to use as a test subject the way he had on that first day so long ago with his first bit of Liquefying Stone. There wasn’t enough room in this place for a mistake anyway. He’d be crushed and the whole thing would be over before it began.
Truth, she sent yet again. Blue Fire truth. The sense of it followed by the image of the green pulsing sphere. She wanted him to try.
But what? What could he do?
Then he knew. He had to go back and tell the priests. If anyone would listen to her, it would be them. Somehow they’d gotten her to see him. The black fog. The fanning of himself. They knew enough, had learned enough from his thoughts, to have made a divination spell work for him, to make him easy for her to find. He could go back and tell them what he knew now. Then they could find her. She could tell them what she told him. And the Queen would listen to a high priestess, especially if he was there as well. The Galactic Mage, Her Majesty’s favorite new toy, combined with a high priestess and twenty-five clerics of Anvilwrath. Surely she would listen to them. Maybe she would speak to Blue Fire herself. Then she could convince the admiral. 
It had to work. And fast.
“You must convince them,” he said to her then. “I will go home and tell them to talk to you. You must trust them. You must convince them as you have me. They will help me to help you.” He drove all the emotion of it out of himself as best he could, praying that she would understand.
She sent him back a feeling that could only be trust. Followed by the image of the green sphere that he held in his hand. Go.
Tentatively, he closed his eyes and reached out toward the mana that he knew was there, the mana that he feared to touch after what it had done to him before. The currents weren’t there. There were no whorls or tempestuous waves like he saw at home. Nor were there any signs of the thick, tarry stretch of it that he remembered from his nearly fatal experience at the edge of Blue Fire’s solar system. That stretch of tamed violence was gone just like the more familiar currents were. There was only a pinkish mist. It was everywhere, still and unmoving, perfect order and perfect entropy all at once. He wasn’t sure what to do with it.
He tried to gather it in, but it didn’t move. There was nothing to gather. He could more easily have caught a whisper.
Go, came the thought again. She could actually speak to him in this state. That startled him, which made him fear that he would let go. But he did not. He couldn’t let go, for he hadn’t drawn any mana in.
Truth, she sent. Go.
With the mental equivalent of a shrug, he began casting the spell that would either kill him or get him home, a teleport back to his secret place behind the armor in the great dining hall at Calico Castle. He half expected as he did it to find himself in the hkalamate pool instead.
And then he was home.


Chapter 78
When Altin arrived, Kettle was setting a place at the long table as she always did in the evenings. A ritual more for her own sense of continuity than for the feeding of the magicians at Calico Castle. One of them was dead now anyway, and the other, as far as she knew, was off on some impossible quest in space. But she set the table anyway, laid out a plate and a set of silverware—always the good silverware, always the good goblets and finest wine—and then set out the food. Always freshly cooked, always something it made her proud to serve.
Altin watched her from the shadowy darkness, his bare feet noiseless on the ancient stone as he stepped out from behind the old suit of plate armor. He watched her, noted the sad turn of her mouth and the faraway look in her eyes, the slow, methodical movements that placed each fork, each spoon, each knife so carefully, just right. His heart broke for her. She’d been through so much. She must feel so alone now, Tytamon gone, him gone and Pernie off at school for the next two years. 
He silently vowed to make it up to her. He’d promised to take care of them all, but this was more. She deserved happiness. He would make this all right again. At least most of it. Those things that could be helped.
He started to move toward her but remembered his nakedness. He’d forgotten about it in the womblike atmosphere of Blue Fire’s inner sanctum. If a sanctum it could be called. It was almost more like the inner ventricles of her heart, the center of her being, a pathway in her mind. Something ultimately intimate.
But for sanctums, he knew he needed to speak to the priests. He had to tell them what he had learned. He had to find out what they had learned. How had they found her so easily? His memories, his dip into Orli’s dreams, could not have been enough alone. Surely they knew more than they let on. He hadn’t been able to find Blue Fire when he’d tried or, at least, hadn’t been able to enable her finding him, and he’d known exactly where to look. He’d been there, at the edge of the solar system. There was more to the success of their spell than simple luck. He almost feared to ask what it was. 
He waited until Kettle had gone back to the kitchen to bring the food and then made a dash for the stairwell that would take him to the guestroom he’d taken for himself, holding himself for decency’s sake as he ran.
He’d forgotten about the infernal re-garrisoning of the keep, however, and so it was with some bit of surprise that he rounded a corner and came upon two armed and armored men patrolling the corridor. Both wore charcoal gray tabards with the broken tower emblem of Calico Castle on them. He’d never seen anyone in livery in all his years living here. Both men started at the sudden appearance of a naked man, and their hands went reflexively to the pommels of their swords. But they stayed the motion as quickly as it started upon recognizing the young master of Calico Castle.
“Sir,” stammered one, while the other grinned. “Is everything all right?” 
The second guard, the younger of the two, took in Altin’s nudity then looked past Altin, seeking someone else. “Coming or going, sir?” he said, barely holding back a guffaw. The older guard’s elbow caught him so hard in the throat he nearly choked. He doubled over, clutching at his neck, coughing and gasping.
“Forgive him, my lord, for he is a simpleton and his mother was a whore.”
Altin grinned, sheepish, but mainly amused. “It’s fine. I’d probably have wondered the same thing.” 
The older guard continued to stand at attention, his eyes locked straight ahead. He fumbled down and grasped a handful of gray tabard at his side and dragged the youth to attention as well. 
Altin realized they were waiting for him to dismiss them. “Carry on,” he said and waited for them to pass. 
He heard the older guard hiss at the young one as they rounded the bend, “What’s the matter with you? You want to get us blown to stew?”
Altin dressed quickly, fearing that the temple would be closed for the night, but his fears were warrantless. When he arrived, the temple glowed brightly in the darkness. Its fluted columns stood as black stripes against the light of the fires that burned behind them, the glow coming around them giving each a copper-lined effect, which was enhanced by enchantments cast upon the stone. Deeper inside, the gigantic statue of Anvilwrath seemed to churn the air with his five arms set to motion by the flicker of the fires, the long shadows of his limbs moving about on the marble walls like the phantoms of his might.
Altin looked up the twenty-five steps and had no patience for the hammer ritual of the lowest ones. But he also didn’t want to incite the very people he needed most. So he spent the time, going through the motions, muttering the words, and eventually made it to the top.
Klovis was waiting for him.
“The Maul is expecting you,” she said as she stepped out from the shadows of the nearest column. “We must hurry.”
Altin trotted after the priestess, who led him swiftly through the maze of corridors that took them to the high priestess’ outer offices. He passed through the unornamented door and found her waiting for him as she had been only a few short—but such long-seeming—days ago. 
She said nothing, only pointed at the chair with a movement of her head. An acolyte bearing an iron tray offered him a pint of thick dark ale, which he took, suddenly aware of a monstrous thirst and the hunger gnawing in his guts. The ale would do for both. She waited for him to drink, expectant but patient with every silent breath. Finally the ale was gone and, soon after, the acolyte.
“I met her,” he said at last, pausing to wipe brown foam from his upper lip. “I met Blue Fire. I saw right into her heart. She is afraid of the Earth weapons. They can kill her, and she knows it to be true. She also knows, or at least I think she does, that we did not kill her mate. None of us. No humans.”
He hadn’t been forthcoming about Orli’s note prior to the hkalamate pit, and he wasn’t sure if they’d figured it out with the divination spells that he was certain they’d been casting on and about him ever since. So he told her, just in case. He told her everything he knew of it, from the death of the original Blue Fire in a sun flare, to Blue Fire’s belief that it had been humanity that had done it all. 
She hadn’t known about that. She took it all in, only nodding, never moving her gaze from Altin’s as he spoke, not the least twitch of the mouth, no impatient movement of hands, no shifting in her chair. Absolute focus until he was done. She waited for at least fifty heartbeats after he’d stopped talking before she finally spoke. “So you are certain that the men from Earth did not harm her husband?” The question came with no expressions of incredulity, no questions to determine Altin’s veracity. Just that. Did they do it?
“Orli wouldn’t lie, despite how it looks right now between her and Thadius. They are innocent. Earth and Andalia, I mean.” 
“She’s been drugged,” the high priestess told him after a moment of watching him. “Siren’s blood and extract of Forget-Me-Not.”
Altin looked confused. “Blue Fire?”
“Miss Pewter. I told you we would help you. And we have. Miss Pewter has been given an elixir of love.”
“An elixir of love?” Altin couldn’t believe a woman of the Maul’s station had just said something that ridiculous out loud. Everyone knew that love potions only worked in the fantasies of adolescent boys and fat men, but the high priestess was looking at him as if it were a fact. “Siren’s blood potions are the stuff of myths and children’s stories,” he said.
“As are celestial beings with power large as the universe. You have said as much on more than one occasion, and yet here we are discussing the nature of your recent experience.” Her expression was neither cynical nor snide.
 Altin’s mind raced as he considered it. It was possible, he supposed. Just highly unlikely. Thadius did have a penchant for the rare and seemingly impossible. And Altin did have a tamed dragon upon which he could fly. And he’d gone to space. All of which was supposed to be impossible too.
She saw the absent expression on his face and drew him back into the room. “Sir Altin, let us return to the subject of Blue Fire. I only brought Miss Pewter up because, well, you mentioned her, and I wanted you to know we are doing our part. I know how much she means to you. We will help you with the issue, if there is help to be had, after we figure out how to stop the colossal blasphemy of your Earth friends.” She pronounced the last part of it as a sentence, as if she’d come to the same conclusion Blue Fire had. Except that, in Altin’s mind, it was even more dangerous, because he had the dawning suspicion that the priests thought Blue Fire was a deity.
“She’s not a goddess,” he said. “She’s something else. Like us. She’s alive. But different. A living world. Or perhaps, part of a world that lives would be more accurate. But definitely not a goddess.”
“Definitely, Sir Altin? How can you conclude such a thing? How would you know a goddess if you saw one?”
“She would have told me so,” he said, although he was unsatisfied with the response the moment it came out. “I would have sensed it. Besides, she is afraid. She’s afraid for her life. And her mate was killed. Gods are immortal.”
“Her mate may not have been a god. They joined with mortals frequently in ancient times.”
He couldn’t decide if she believed him or was just pressing him for what he took for fact.
“I just didn’t get the sense that she was,” he said. “I won’t argue it with you. Believe what you want. She is in danger, and we have to save her, goddess or not. She’s willing to speak to you.” 
That arched a pious eyebrow.
“She is,” Altin pressed. “She needs you to convince the Queen to call off the attack, to stop the ships from launching those missiles. We must act fast or it will be too late. She can’t defend herself against them now. Not at all.”
Silently, she regarded him for some time. He was fairly certain she was conferring with her diviners, the hidden priests that he knew were looking into this room and perhaps into his mind. He didn’t know what was possible anymore.
“There’s something you aren’t telling me,” she said at length.
“No, that’s everything, I swear.”
“What about the yellow stone.”
Confusion collapsed his brow for a moment but quickly passed. “Oh, yes. That.” He didn’t want to say anything about the green sphere he’d been given, and the fact that the image of it flickered in his mind’s eye came as an irritant. He quickly pushed it away, shaping it into the more familiar Liquefying Stone. “She’s made of it,” he said. “Or at least, the cavern that I believe is her is filled with it. It’s everywhere, studding every wall, the ceiling, the floor. More of them than you could possibly count. Or else one giant one. I don’t know if it makes any difference.”
Her lips twisted a little at that, and he could tell she knew he’d still left something out, but it was close enough to truth that it must have slipped past the diviners secreted behind the walls.
“Did she tell you what she wished to say to us?”
“She just wants you to believe.”
“We already believe. We’ve believed for a thousand years.”
He rolled his eyes. “Not that,” he said. He wanted to go take her by the shoulders and shake her, dislodge her from her place of ancient certainty and bring her tumbling into the reality of now. He calmed himself and started again. “Shape it how you will. But you have to go let her find you. She is seeking you in the hkalamate fog. I told her to look for you, so you could know. So you could approach the Queen with confidence and with absolute truth. I only hope that, if you decide she is not a goddess, you will still agree to help.”
She stood and came to where Altin sat.
“Pride and vanity, Sir Altin, are what have brought us to this pass. The arrogance of a Queen who grows bored in the autumn of her victories, the arrogance of your friends from Earth who would destroy something they know nothing about and the arrogance of all of humanity for thinking they belong out amongst the stars.” She leaned down and put her hands on the arms of his chair and leaned down close to him. “And you, Sir Altin Meade, are the tool of that arrogance on Prosperion, the very knife that cut open the skies and handed their secrets to a monarch who now rides to new fields of glory to feed an aging vanity. Goddess or not, Sir Altin, if Blue Fire dies, her death belongs to you.”
“Me?” he wanted to protest. He thought about pushing her away. He even considered a head-butt to get himself some space, but his outrage flashed and died on his lips before the first utterance. She was right. 
Everything she said was true. Blue Fire would have never been in danger had he stayed at home. He would never have found the fleet, and they would never have made it to Prosperion. They would never have gotten Peppercorn’s anti-magic spell. 
They would have died out there instead. The Hostiles would have killed them.
Orli would be dead.
The high priestess straightened herself and watched him work through it with an expression barely short of disgust. Pity attenuated it enough to keep it from that, but the patient kindness of earlier was now gone. “Now it’s time to clean up your mess, young mage. You must get to work before your dawning sense of it turns into something centered on yourself again.”
“Will you seek her out?”
“Of course.”
“And speak to the Queen?”
“I will let you know when I go.”
He started to thank her but stopped. Her answer wasn’t necessarily a commitment. 
She saw the look, the distrust in his eyes that shone as clearly as if he’d just written it in charcoal on the wall, so she clarified, impatience with him obvious in her tone. “Yes, Sir Altin, I will go. And you will accompany me. She is a stubborn woman. She is pious enough for a queen, but she has no love for the Church. However, you are still one of her favorite recipes. So put on your sweetest solicitor’s sauce when we arrive, and we’ll try to feed her something she will eat.”
He nodded. It was true. He wondered what the chances were of getting Her Majesty to come lie in the hkalamate pool. He tried to imagine her stripped of her armor and all the trappings of government, naked and vulnerable, even her bodyguard denied her in the room.
That did not seem likely. Not even marginally so.
“I will,” he said. “Find Blue Fire.”
The woman was obviously only waiting for him to get out. So he left. He found Klovis outside in the corridor, as usual, expecting him. She handed him a bundle that contained his robes and all his amulets folded up inside, the ones he’d left behind when Blue Fire had whisked him away … or when the priests had … however that had worked. He wanted to ask but decided it didn’t matter anyway.
He needed to get to Orli and tell her what he’d learned. And, for whatever it was worth, he needed to try to get her people to call off the attack. He could at least try to get the waterwheel turning, even if he didn’t have the current that would come with the War Queen and High Priestess Maul.
Even as he thought it, he shook his head. He could already hear Captain Asad spitting out insults. He could see the raised brows of skepticism on all the officers’ foreheads. Only Orli would believe him. And she already knew. But he had to try.
If only he could keep from blowing Thadius straight to the darkest depths of hell….


Chapter 79
Altin didn’t need the seeing stone on the Aspect’s bridge to find the place on the ship. He was familiar enough with it to see his way straight to it. He wasn’t sure if Orli would be there or elsewhere on the ship, but it was the first place he thought to look. She was there, working the same communications panel she had been the first time he’d laid eyes on her. She was just as beautiful then as now, her hair so bright and shimmering, her features perfectly refined, her slender fingers moving gracefully across the controls as if the finest bit of statuary had come to life, as perfect as any artist could conceive. More so. 
He missed her so violently upon seeing her that he almost lost the spell, but he held on and took the moment to just enjoy watching her.
She did not smile at the man sitting next to her, a face Altin did not recognize, nor did anything the woman sitting in the captain’s chair said seem to bring her any levity. Her soft lips were unmoving, expressionless, her eyes empty and sad.
With everyone seated as they were, he let go the seeing spell and wasted no time casting the teleport. He’d taken the time to transmute himself a crude silver ring for the green sphere Blue Fire had given him. He buried the stone in silver, covering it almost completely, all but a part of it that would press against his finger, in contact with his skin but hidden from curious eyes. He hated to conceal its beauty like that, but he also didn’t want anyone else to know. He shaped the ring as best he could, not bad considering he had little skill for such things, and etched Orli’s name on the flattened bit of silver that would be the ostensible purpose for the ring. It was large and gaudy, but it would suffice. And having the stone with him made casting spells something beyond anything he’d ever done before.
He no longer had to shape the magic so meticulously. It no longer had to be wound; it no longer had to be threaded, weaved or thrown. He merely had to think the shapes he sought and, in the luminosity that the stone made of the mana, the everywhere it had become, all shapes existed. All shapes and none. So he need only consider the coil he wanted, picture the path, think of the link, and there it was, complete, made, ready, already there amongst the infinite other forms. Casting had become unimaginably simple. 
In a heartbeat he was upon the bridge of Orli’s ship. It felt like déjà vu, him suddenly appearing as he did. He half expected the woman in the captain’s chair to turn and fire on him as he stepped to the side and raised his arms in a gesture of harmlessness. “Ahem,” he said. “I’m sorry to intrude.”
The bridge crew spun as one, but no one drew a blaster, which made Altin much more comfortable. 
“Altin,” Orli gasped. “What are you doing here?” Her tone was full of genuine surprise, but not joy. Or at least, only a little joy. He deflated a little upon hearing the absence of it. But then, what had he expected? That she would leap from her chair and throw herself into his arms? Oh, she was glad to see him; he could see it in her eyes. But not like she would have been only a few months ago. 
He bit back a bitter remark. “I’ve come to tell you that I found Blue Fire. That I have spoken to her.”
He realized as he finished that he was pressing rudely upon the acting-captain’s grace. “I am Sir Altin Meade,” he announced, reaching out a hand to the woman who was perhaps twenty years his superior in age.
“Commander Jackson,” said the dark-eyed officer. “I know who you are. I have to tell you, your arrival is against regulations.” Altin sensed that the commander had almost added an “I think” to the end of that. 
Orli jumped up and gave Altin a hug. A friendly one. One for the news, not for his arrival. It came too late to be that. But Altin could feel every curve of her in that moment. Could smell her hair and the particular perfume that came naturally from her skin. How he missed it. It filled him with want so vast that even Blue Fire’s swollen dreams did little to compare.
He pushed her away. Holding her was agony.
“Commander,” he said, turning to the powerfully built woman to prevent himself from losing focus on the task at hand. “I have investigated Miss Pewter’s claims regarding the nature of the Hostiles and their world. It seems she is correct and, in fact, the entire planet is alive—alive and intelligent. She—the planet is female, or presents herself as such—is also horrified at the magnitude of the accidents that have occurred, beginning with Andalia, and including the many deaths of your people … and hers. It’s all true, and we must call off the attack.” He added the bit about Blue Fire’s people, thinking of the orbs, which Blue Fire had described through imagery as eggs, but he felt that, rhetorically, giving them some degree of consideration as beings of a sort would not be considered a truth that was not.
The commander didn’t look convinced, but unlike what Altin would have expected from Captain Asad, she also didn’t sneer and make some insulting remark.
“I’m afraid that’s above my pay grade,” she said. “But I’ll be honest with you. Anything capable of accidents on that scale is better off dead.”
“You must reconsider that position,” Altin said, trying very hard to remain calm. “She did not understand what she was doing.”
“My mama used to read us a story growing up,” said the commander. “It was an old story, about this dog named Old Yeller. He was a sweet dog, good with kids, everybody loved him. Even saved a boy’s life once. But when he got rabies, they shot him. That’s just how it was. And that’s how it still is.”
Altin shook his head. He’d known convincing these people to call off the attack was going to be hard, but somehow, with that comment, he realized it was going to be impossible. There was already too much spilled blood on their side. What passed for reason was revenge. It boiled hot in their veins, their very purpose for being here, the sacrifice of twelve long years and so many lives. He might as well have tried to call off a pack of wolves with a whistle and a stick.
He could try with the admiral next, but he knew it was pointless. He’d known it would come down to the Queen before he came. Perhaps he really should go to her before the priests showed up. At the very least, he could pad the visit some, provide some preparation for whatever “meal” High Priestess Maul had in mind to serve.
Orli looked up at him with round, sorrow-filled eyes, her expression vacant, though misted some by the hurt she’d felt when he’d pushed her away. Her cheeks were gaunt, and he could tell she wasn’t eating. It was not the absentminded diet of someone in love. He knew that well enough because he’d seen it before, watched it as he’d lived it himself in those first few months after Orli had come to Prosperion. Holding hands, staring joyfully into one another’s eyes. Raw and all-consuming passion made up for any calories that might be missed.
But Orli was wasting away. Again.
He knew why too. He knew it was because Thadius’ love was a lie. A deception. A magical intrusion that was beyond the realms of legality and deeply rooted in a base morality more vile than any selfishness Altin could confess to on his most candidly introspective day. Thadius had taken her. Forced himself upon her. Crept inside of her mind with stealth and deceit, with poison. He’d tricked his way into her and taken her. The rage born of that violation filled Altin so full he found himself again thinking in the framework of a Blue Fire dream. So fully focused on the emotions. No qualifications, no mitigating thoughts. Hatred rose, began to consume him like fire, but he caught it, pushed it back down, swallowed it back like a draught of broken glass. Or he tried to.
He wanted to tell her what had been done to her, but he knew there would be no point. She would never believe him. She couldn’t. That was the evil of Thadius’ poison. The evil for which Thadius must pay.
“Where is Lord Thoroughgood?” he forced himself to say, the courtesy heavy like lead upon his tongue. “I have information that he needs.”
Orli looked doubtful. She knew Altin far too well to be so easily fooled as that. 
“Altin, you’re angry, I can tell. Please don’t do it.” She turned to the commander. “He’ll try to hurt Thad if he can.”
Thad. Altin wanted to spit at the sound of it.
“Sir Altin,” said the commander. “Do I have to put you under guard?”
Altin calmed himself outwardly. “No.”
“We’re too close now to cast spells anyway,” Orli told him. “We’re only two days away. And I don’t want you to get—just don’t.”
Altin’s eyes flared. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Nothing.” She looked away. She looked like she didn’t even want to say it, like her words tasted of bile. 
“Tell me!” He took her by the shoulders and spun her to face him. “What did you mean?” He could feel the fury boiling in him again. The rage. 
Betrayal, came the thought. It wasn’t his. Blue Fire was watching him. With him.
“You’re hurting me,” Orli said, reaching for his hands.
“Just tell me.” He relaxed his grip. “Please.”
She looked into his eyes and saw the anguish. She didn’t want to hurt him anymore. She knew she’d hurt him beyond any measure she could ever have dreamed. She didn’t want to say it. But she did. It just came out. “You can’t cast spells now, Altin, that’s all. Not here. And Thad is much better than you are in a fight. He’s stronger. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”
That did it. Something snapped.
He let her go. He closed his eyes and, as it had before, channeling came so much easier now. Even here. Especially here. He summoned a seeing spell and pushed it through the ship. He pushed it through every bulkhead and every deck. He was dimly aware of the sound of their voices, Orli’s and the commander’s, but he ignored them. He found Thadius standing before a mirror, brushing out the waves of his long dark hair.
Altin was able to release the seeing spell and start the teleport without even stopping for a breath.
Betrayal. Hate. Poison. In came the feelings from Blue Fire. They mixed with his own, enflaming them as oil thrown into a fire. Betrayal. Hate. 
The hiss of air announcing Altin’s arrival turned Thadius around from where he stood before the mirror function of a wall monitor. His eyes narrowed as he saw Altin standing there, but he quickly constructed an imperious façade for himself as he set the brush aside. “Why, Sir Altin, old man, what brings you here? You’re not still mad that I’ve … how do these Earth people say it … been banging your girl?” He grinned, smug in his victory.
“Rot in hell,” Altin spat, and in the breadth of a thought, he’d teleported across the room and appeared before Thadius, his hand already in place, gripping the wide-eyed nobleman by the face. Thadius reached up and grabbed Altin’s wrist with one hand as his other went for a dagger in his boot. Not fast enough. The enraged sorcerer filled Thadius’ body with lightning, more of it than he had summoned in the totality of his life, and Thadius erupted in a spray of fine, wet particles.
Altin was gone long before anyone discovered what had become of the young lord. Cleaning the mess would be the work of three full days. Even the vents and ductwork had to be scoured and sterilized.


Chapter 80
Altin sat with Aderbury in the burly mage’s quarters on Citadel when the message from High Priestess Maul came trickling into his mind. His visit with the admiral had gone exactly as he’d thought, as had his brief visit with the Queen. No one was bending, not one tiny degree. So it all came down to this. 
The good news was that Blue Fire had found them, the Maul and several of the lesser priests in the hkalamate dream. The Maul’s telepathic message made that clear. Altin’s left hand moved reflexively to the silver ring on his right as he listened to what the high priestess had to say. He stroked the ring defensively. He wondered if they’d been given bits of the green stone too.
No Love.
The thought startled him. It wasn’t his. He was becoming aware of the fact that Blue Fire was with him constantly now. He wondered if that might be something that had come with the ring.
Aderbury saw him wince. “Is something wrong?”
“No. I just heard from the Maul in Leekant. They’ve spoken with Blue Fire finally.”
“Has she talked to the Queen?”
“No, but they’re on their way to Her Majesty now to try and arrange for it.”
“So they believe you. That’s good. Hopefully we can stop this, then, before it all goes to the last layer of hell.” Aderbury had believed him immediately. Such was the way with the truest friends.
“Yes, let’s hope. Do you want to come?”
“Count me out. You know I hate politics,” Aderbury said, making a face.
“No you don’t. I hate politics.”
“No, you are horrible at politics. That’s different. Most of the time, you are about as diplomatic as a trident to the face.”
“All the more reason you should come.”
“I have orders to be here in case one of the Earth ships returns in need of aid, whether medical or evacuation.” He looked up at the enormous water clock on the mantle across the room. Visible through the crystal vessel, the silver cup had just sunk again. The brief glow of the enchantment at the bottom sent the cup back to the top of the bowl, empty, and a bead slid across the hour band at the top of the clock’s frame as if invisible fingers were keeping tally on an abacus. “They’ll be in position to attack in less than three hours. You’d better make it quick.”
Altin stood and straightened his robes with the flat of his hands. They shook, a condition of which Aderbury took note.
“The last time I saw you this nervous was right before the ball, waiting for Orli to arrive.”
Altin let his friend mistakenly assume his condition was one of nerves. The assumption wasn’t completely inaccurate. Part of him struggled with what he had done to Thadius. He knew it had been what that degree of villainy deserved. What Thadius had done was unconscionable, a violation so unspeakable Altin could hardly force himself to think of it. He knew that there would have been no more justice coming from the Queen. Thadius had already had his trial and had been banished for a thousand years. He was outside the Queen’s law now. And his crime was a Prosperion one. The Earth people would never have tried him for it anyway. They had no magic-related laws. So justice had fallen to him. It was him or no one. Although there was Blue Fire. She filled him with the certainty of how right his action was. She, the obliterator of worlds. He felt it. She was jubilant.
Death to Poison. 
He felt it almost constantly, every time he had a guilty thought, every time his conscience twisted with the memory. Blue Fire was radiant with her sense of liberty for Altin Love. Altin was too. Or at least hopeful. Maybe Orli might come around. Come back. But he had new problems now. He feared himself. The ring felt like too much power. Not even the time required to consider while channeling. There were no insulators between emotion and action. That was how Neechy died, his sister, when he was only five. How his whole family had died. He’d killed them all. 
At least those had been accidents.
But he had no time to reflect on it now. No time to take it back. And Blue Fire needed him. He wasn’t looking forward to this meeting with the Queen. He regarded his friend with a grim gaze. “There’s a lot more at stake now than there was at the ball. The existence of an entire world is riding on whether Her Majesty believes.”
“Then get to it. Mercy’s favor.”
“I’ll need it.” He was gone in half a heartbeat, the span of a thought, leaving Aderbury staring at the empty space, mouth agape.
The sun was setting on the Palace when Altin, in the company of High Priestess Maul and six other clerics, was granted audience with the Queen. Her Majesty sat bolt upright in her throne, an iron grip around her scepter and the elf in his black leathers visible and standing next to her, an oddity in and of itself. Altin recognized immediately that it was her intent to intimidate the priests. A year or two ago, he would have been intimidated too, but now, on this day, he understood what it really meant. The Queen was nervous. Something that would have seemed impossible before all of this began. His whole life had been spent on the assumption that figures like Queen Karroll and Tytamon were unassailable. They were supposed to be permanent and unwavering, the cornerstones of everything he knew and took for granted about … everything. The world was supposed to be safe and stable in their hands. And now, these figures that had underpinned reality throughout his life were all turning out to be simply human. Just people with all their flaws and weaknesses. They feared and fumbled. They died.
He felt he could no longer be so sure of anything. No certainty. It was all gone.
The Queen received the courtesies from them all, including the inclination of her own head, though from her seat upon the throne, out of respect for the presence of a high priestess, if not for the woman herself. It was an expected reciprocity, a custom dating back centuries.
She wasted no time after that. “So I hear you have come to buttress the story of the Earth woman Ensign Pewter in regards to the Hostile world.” The Queen’s tone was acidic as she spoke Orli’s name. The statement also made it clear that she had ears amongst the temples in Leekant.
“We have, Your Majesty,” said High Priestess Maul. “Blue Fire is her chosen name. But we know she is Feydore, wife of Anvilwrath. She speaks to us through the star of Hope and commands that you desist in your aid of the Earth people and that you convince them to call off the attack.”
Altin’s mouth fell open at the first part, but snapped shut with an audible click of teeth at the last. He hadn’t known anything about that “wife of Anvilwrath” part. Blue Fire certainly never suggested such a thing. Leave it to the priests to find a way to jam mythology into everything. That was going to unravel the whole argument. Worse, if there was anything he knew for certain, it was that the last thing that would work with Queen Karroll would be to command her to do anything. The Queen respected the gods well enough, but he wasn’t so sure a public challenge the size of the one the Maul had dropped was going to accomplish anything—and to think, Aderbury said Altin was bad at politics.
The Queen, however, remained remarkably composed. “Maul, I appreciate your generous advice, and the interpretation of events you bring is certainly more colorful than the advice I have gotten from Sir Altin here and from the Earth girl. However, I cannot in good conscience, call off the attack. First, it has already begun, and second, they aren’t my ships.”
“Your Majesty,” returned the high priestess with equal equanimity. “I realize you are not in a position of direct command of the fleet, but you are in a position of influence that is more than adequate to have the assault called off, or at least delayed. It is imperative that you do. The prophecies are coming true. The return of Anvilwrath is at hand, and if you do not stop the Earth people, you will bring doom upon us all.”
“How is this a sign of Anvilwrath’s return?”
“The stories tell us that he would come. Long ago, the goddess Feydore refused him a child, and in his wrath he set to destroy the world. The Great Sandfalls to this day marks the first blow of his mighty rage, the first of many that would break Prosperion apart. But Feydore pleaded with him to reconsider, and in her vast unspeakable sorrow, convinced him to go away, though he vowed that he would come back. Feydore promised to protect the people as long as—”
“I am well aware of the ancient stories, Maul. And I am sure you know that none of them made any mention of humans from other planets, great black orbs filled with cosmic lava or planets filled with … what was it you said, Sir Altin, glowing fungus and stones of golden light?”
“Inaccuracies occur over time, Your Majesty,” the Maul conceded. “Omissions, things lost or altered in translation, but only a fool would refuse to see the truth of what is happening.”
The Queen leapt from the throne. “You dare call me a fool in my own house? Maul you may be, but I can have your head as easily as any other subject, woman, and then you can see to the truth of your prophesy firsthand from the spirit world.”
“Apologies, Your Majesty.” Altin could tell it pained the high priestess to resort to humility. She wasted no additional effort on it, though. “I am prepared to prove the truth of it.”
The Queen’s icy gaze moved from the Maul to Altin then, questioningly. 
“She can actually prove it, Your Majesty. It is how I was able to find my way to the planet.”
“I have no interest in going to that planet, if that is your intent,” said the Queen, actually looking startled for the briefest flutter of eyelashes.
“There seems to be no danger of that, My Queen,” said the Maul. “None of us were taken, as Sir Altin was.” She turned to include the six priests she’d brought with her. “Each of us in our turn was found by Feydore—by Blue Fire. She only spoke to us through dreams. But there can be no mistake. And she is willing to find you too. She has requested … an audience.” 
Altin could hear the fabric of truth stretching dangerously in that last part.
“Let me guess: you’re going to have me imbibe some magical potion. Sir Altin, what was that you said, a black smoke? Yes, I’ll take a nice dose of that and then I’m sure it will all be clear.” She sat back down, calmly. “I think not.”
Altin couldn’t hold his tongue. “Your Majesty, please. You have to stop this. At least go see for yourself.”
“I have no reason to see it for myself.”
Altin ground his teeth.
“Yes, Your Majesty, you do.” His shoulders drooped as he said it, and he sent a silent apology to the memory of Tytamon.
There was a resignation in his voice that turned her fully toward him, more than just curiosity in her eyes. “Sir Altin, I believe you have been hiding something from me.”
“It’s called Liquefying Stone. The golden cavern is filled with it. It’s the yellow stone you …” he turned for a moment and glanced at the Maul standing to his right, “and the high priestess both seek to understand. It’s why the orcs invaded Calico Castle. Tytamon had three pieces of it. The orcs got two of them. I had one, but it was lost when I came home in the unfortunate manner that I did.”
Neither Queen nor high priestess said a word, so Altin pressed on.
“Liquefying Stone softens mana. It loosens it like melting snow. It allows more power to be channeled and for a longer time. It’s almost impossible to empty the sky. There is enough of it with Blue Fire to arm every magician in your army, Your Majesty. Or there would be if Blue Fire were inclined to give it up.”
The greatest magical challenge to the majesty of Crown City was the management of the mana pool being used by its many enchantments and magical enterprises. The very thought of something like Liquefying Stone suggested a whole new world order above and beyond the whole new world order that had already begun with the Magical Revolution. It was also the sort of thing that could make the difference with the elves. She would surely be able to defeat them and end the uncomfortable détente, ridding herself of their foolish prophesies as well.
Altin hated that he’d divulged it. He knew even as the words came out of his mouth that he was betraying everything Tytamon had hoped to achieve. But Tytamon had not known about Blue Fire. Tytamon’s cause was the cause of an earlier time, and the great wizard would never have sanctioned the destruction of an entire world. He hadn’t sanctioned it. Altin could still hear his words: It’s not our place to decide what species live or die. Those decisions belong to the gods. Not men. The convolutions of irony were vast and painful. But what choice did he have? It was a gamble, he knew. The Queen might just as easily think destroying the planet would give her access to the stone anyway. Though they’d still have to find where it was, deep inside a giant world. And the descriptions of the aftermath of an all-out missile attack made it sound as if that might not be a pleasant undertaking. So, perhaps she would choose the least arduous path. At least for now. And that was the soul of his gambit. Give her the stone, or the hope of it, and save a world. He hoped it didn’t ultimately result in the destruction of Prosperion instead.
The smile that crossed the Queen’s face frightened him, but he saw in it that he had won his gamble for now. “All right,” she said. “I will go and have your dream. Let’s be on with it. If you are right, there isn’t much time left.”


Chapter 81
Roberto’s palms were slick with sweat as he slowed the ship, approaching the Hostile world. This was it. They were about to get it done, about to finish the Hostiles off for good. He could finally go home. Or maybe he could settle on Prosperion. There was that hot Lena Foxglove to consider. He had no family back on Earth, at least none that he was close enough with to make a ten-year trip worth going through—again. 
Whatever he decided, at least it was getting close to a time in his life where he could make decisions for himself. He wasn’t quite so wrecked by the journey as he felt Orli was, but he was definitely done with this particular voyage, this mission. It was time to move on with his life. Which meant it was time to finish the job they had set out to do. He was as nervous about it as he was excited. Today was the day that would make or break the rest of his life. He just hoped the Hostiles didn’t have some nasty new trick up their sleeves—or tucked into the rocky crags of that mostly inhospitable world that was rapidly expanding on the view screen.
“Take us into high orbit, Commander,” ordered Captain Asad. “Nguyen, get the all-com up.”
“Up, sir,” said the eager young ensign. He looked as ready for it as Roberto was.
“All ships in position in seventeen minutes,” came the count from the admiral’s ship. “Verify anti-magic placements now.”
“Do it,” said Asad.
“Aye, sir,” said Ensign Nguyen. Pressing a pair of orange lights on his com, he said, “Annison, this is Ensign Nguyen. Please verify enchantments are still in place for all nukes and that all are ready to deploy.”
A moment of static followed, a now-familiar sign that the conscripted magician was standing near the missiles, or in the midst of casting something. Finally his tired-sounding voice returned. “They are ready.”
“Ready, sir,” reported the ensign unnecessarily. 
“Aspect weapons ready and prepared for launch,” reported Captain Asad on the all-com.
They could hear the affirmations of the other ships reporting similarly.
“Four minutes,” came the count as the Aspect slipped into its assigned place above the southern pole, the same position it had taken the first time they’d come here. The others were filling in the planetary graphic on the lower left quarter of the main display. Each ship, as it moved toward the figure of the planet, showed as a white light that turned red when it was in position.
Only two ships remained on approach.
“One minute,” came the count.
“Goddamn, this is going to be awesome,” said Roberto, unable to keep it to himself.
Ensign Nguyen, still uncomfortable in the presence of Captain Asad, only whispered back, “This bitch is going to fry.”
The last white dot, only seconds from its assigned orbit, began to blink.
“Twenty seconds,” came the count. 
“Stay alert, people,” said the admiral. “In seven, six, five, four, three, two … one.”
The graphical view filled with light as dashed lines streaked from the ship markers, coloring the display with the digital tracks of over a hundred missiles fired in perfect unison.
“Wave one is off. Watch for incoming,” ordered the admiral.
Ensign Nguyen tapped up the video feed on both of the Aspect’s missiles as Roberto sequenced the next pair.
Everyone on the ship watched on their respective monitors, hundreds of hearts beating rapidly in hopes that the weapons would get through this time. That they could end this thing. They could finally go home.
Hostile orbs appeared on the screens, many of them, rising up from the surface of the world. At first only a few, but soon, in the distance as the missiles came through the upper atmosphere, they could see that there were hundreds and hundreds of them. Far more than had been sent on the initial attack. It looked like a rainfall of pepper coming upwards from the ground. It seemed the planet was no longer going to play the pacifist—Orli’s explanation for the Aspect’s success with the single missile was simply, “She didn’t even try.”
Up came the waves of Hostiles, each growing larger with every second.
Down rocketed the missiles, racing toward final victory.
“We have incoming,” came the reports from several ships. 
“Fire second waves,” ordered the admiral, his voice edged but calm.
The up-flung Hostiles shaped themselves into their familiar spherical forms, dark and externally mutable. They seemed on the whole much smaller than those that the fleet had encountered in deep space, but there were so many more of them now. Thousands of them. Roberto wondered if the whole planet was covered with them. Those he could see flew in close proximity, and he realized after watching for a few moments that they were swerving back and forth, rapidly so, making it seem as if the sky above Goldilocks, or Blue Fire as Orli and Altin claimed, was vibrating.
“Zoom in,” ordered Captain Asad, seeing it at the same time Roberto did.
The group of orbs in the video view zigzagged as they rose. They moved east and west, north and south, back and forth, seemingly at random, sometimes a five-foot shift, sometimes twenty, sometimes perfectly flat, sometimes at a slight angle up or down. But as a group, they continued to rise, the side-to-side movements almost too fast to see. The whole formation of them created something of a cloud, a vast shifting sheet rising steadily, continuing as they did to swing back and forth toward one another in random patterns that created an effective layer of defense, a cloud layer of randomly rebounding wrecking balls. 
Roberto recognized the strategy for what it had to be. “Damn,” he said as he watched the missiles getting nearer to the shifting span of orbs. He wondered if the missile’s evasive programming would be adequate to that much input.
As the missiles entered the swarm layer of weaving Hostiles, they, too, began to duck and dodge, swerving about as their sensors detected the objects and calculated trajectories that would avoid the Hostiles in their way. The onboard computers sought to navigate through the shifting orbs, trying to avoid collisions and being smashed to bits by incoming from all sides. 
“I don’t know if they can dodge all that,” Roberto observed.
“Those are the defenses of a blind man,” said Captain Asad. “A frightened child with its eyes closed, swatting at a wasp. It will stop some, but not all. If not this wave, then the next. A defense like that will only become more chaotic with each new pass.”
The admiral clearly had come to the same conclusion, and his order a moment later echoed what the Aspect’s captain had said. “Continue firing. Send them all.”
As if to prove the need for such measures, the first missile Roberto had launched, arcing and shifting through the air as rapidly as it could, was, in the end, unable to account for the randomness and magically enhanced movements of the Hostiles. It dodged the approach of one, ducked another and swerved in between two more, only to be crushed by yet another that came up from below. It broke apart like a clay vase, its triggering mechanisms destroyed, the warhead falling undetonated toward the ground far below. A small orb swooped in and caught it as it fell and streaked off toward the sun.
“So much for that one,” Roberto said as the monitor went black. He pulled up the second one just in time to see it go blank as well. “Shit.” He pulled up the third missile they’d fired and opened another quarter of the monitor for the fourth.
They could see on the planetary grid that the missiles of the other ships were faring about as well, but several missiles appeared to be getting close to the surface, and in only a matter of moments, the yellow circles of light on the graphic showed where explosions were going off. These images were accompanied by the whoops and shouts of the respective crews.
“Stay focused people, it’s a big planet.” The admiral’s voice was placid, but Roberto knew he must be overjoyed inside. The plan was working. Finally.
The Aspect’s third missile was also crushed by a waggling Hostile orb, but the fourth one got through. Roberto switched the view in that quadrant to the surface view, and both he and Ensign Nguyen gave a hoot of joy as they watched the formation of the massive mushroom cloud. “Hell, yeah!” he shouted. As soon as he did it, though, he couldn’t help but feel bad for Orli. He realized in that moment that somewhere on the ship, Orli was probably watching this too. Watching and suffering miserably. Nobody on the fleet that wasn’t dead had had it so bad as she had through all of this. Thinking of her took some of the fun out of it. He sure hoped she wasn’t right about all that Blue Fire stuff. He knew it was post-traumatic stress and all, but still, she sure seemed convinced.
The third wave of nukes from the Aspect’s arsenal was now weaving its way through the seething layer of the Hostiles’ spastic-seeming defense. Both missiles were crushed.
Waves of cheers from other ships sounded over the all-com, giving balance to the curses and frustrated remarks coming from those whose missiles were being swatted down. The former proved that everyone now knew it really was possible. It wasn’t just hope anymore. It was unfolding reality. The yellow blast rings on the graphic continued to light up like popcorn popping in a slow-motion video. At least fifteen good strikes had gotten through, though only three in total between the two poles.
That’s when the tower appeared.
It was a big one, much bigger than the only other tower they’d ever seen in space before, a long slender shape, flute-like with its windows and delicate spire. Roberto was familiar enough with Calico Castle to recognize Tytamon’s tower immediately. He also knew that Tytamon was dead. Which meant there could be only one person inside.
And then the planet was gone. 
Everything was gone. The console went dead. Everything was dark. Total blackness. For a moment, Roberto thought they’d just been killed, that this was death, that he was dead. But Ensign Nguyen’s “What the fuck?” suggested otherwise.
“Commander?” barked Captain Asad as the red battery-powered lights came up. “Status.”
“I have no idea, sir. I have nothing.”
Several hours later—the time it took the fleet ships to recover and restart enough of their systems to look—the only thing any of them saw in their proximity was the brightly lit crystal sphere of Citadel, from which projected like some massive hologram, the image of the War Queen standing astride it like the golden god of some luminous world.


Chapter 82
After much shouting and many calls to fire upon Citadel, the admiral managed to regain some measure of control. He summoned his favorites to his ship, and the rest to video conference where he soon found himself subject to more of the same profanity and calls for all-out war on Prosperion. 
Queen Karroll appeared in the admiral’s conference room then, Aderbury at her side and looking as if he wished he were anywhere else. The Queen took an empty chair at the table and motioned for Aderbury to do the same. She seemed completely at her ease. She waited until the admiral had calmed them all down again, entirely unaffected by the threats and insults being sent her way.
When there was finally calm, she spoke, her voice regal but sincere. “Admiral, Captains, I must most sincerely apologize for this unexpected surprise. I can assure you, it comes for very good reason, and one that I am happy to explain.”
Admiral Jefferies’ face was pale, his features narrow, and he clearly struggled to hold his temper in check. Captain Asad to his right looked as if he were going to draw his weapon and shoot.
“I have been in contact with … the leader of the Hostile world. I believe your Ensign Pewter has attempted to brief you on the details, but you, like myself, did not credit her account as reasonable. It seems, ladies and gentlemen, that we have all misjudged Miss Pewter, myself most shamefully, and in doing so, we have been hasty to the point of near catastrophe.”
Mainly grumbles followed that, but there were a few acquiescent nods. The most ardent support came from Captain Eugene and Colonel Pewter, but there were a few others less predictable, officers who did not like the idea of genocide overmuch and were more than happy to discover some remedy for peace—if it weren’t already too late. Many missiles had gotten through.
“We’re listening,” said the admiral, his body as rigid as if he’d been turned to stone.
“I have spoken to Blue Fire myself, in great length. As have a number of my subordinates.” She was careful not to mention that they were priests, as she knew that would not be useful at this particular point in the dialogue. “At her request, I sent Sir Altin to assist her in, shall we say, postponing further attack, until we could have this conversation and see about finding a reasonable accord.”
“A reasonable accord?” Captain Asad spat as he leapt from his chair. “You sent one of your … space vehicles to attack us and you think you get an accord?” He turned to the admiral. “This is an outrage. It is unacceptable in every way known to man.”
The Queen remained perfectly at ease. “Yes, Captain. I sent him. But I assure you, it was not an attack. I was merely stopping a tragedy from taking place. Buying time for this discourse. To put it bluntly, Captain, you don’t realize what you were about to do. I confess, I didn’t know either until only a matter of hours ago, but now I do. I hope you will give me a few moments to explain.”
Captain Asad turned to the admiral. “Blow them out of the sky.”
The admiral didn’t seem to like that idea very well, but the Queen’s laughter prevented him from reply.
“Oh, there won’t be any of that, Captain. Even if you wanted to. I think if you have a look, you’ll find that all your enchanted missiles are missing.”
“What?” Captain Asad said it, but the look on every face in the fleet echoed it. Faces could be seen vanishing from the conference monitors as captains on their respective ships, like the admiral did on his, checked to verify the claim.
Captain Asad contacted Roberto and ordered him to take an inventory as well. “How many nukes do we have aboard, Commander?”
Roberto pulled it up. All red lights. Not one. “Zero, sir.”
“What have you done?” Captain Asad shouted at the Queen. Anger enflamed him, the rage pulsing through his veins turned his dark complexion nearly the color of blood. His eyes shot through with it. “How dare you! This is an act of war.” He reached for his blaster, having had enough of her, but he found that it was gone. The Queen’s elf had it. Shadesbreath stood a few steps away from the captain, hefting the weapon in his hand and shaking his head. Captain Asad made to lunge for him, but Admiral Jefferies caught him by the waistband of his pants.
“Captain,” said the admiral. “We don’t need to go that far just yet.”
“That far?” fumed Captain Asad. He sent a spray of spit across the space between him and the assassin as the veins at his temples throbbed visibly like hoses pumping liquid fury. He spun on the admiral, “She’s disarmed the entire fleet, and you’re still going to sit there and fawn over her like some sniveling diplomat? Grow a spine or step aside, Jefferies. This is an act of war.”
“Oh, Captain Asad, you are ever the dramatic one,” said the Queen waving her hand in air as if at a mosquito buzzing nearby. “I understand your anger, but we can get your weapons back. Sir Altin will return them to you as soon as the anti-magic spells wear off. You have my word on it.”
“Where are they?” asked the admiral.
“Right where you left them,” she said. “They simply fell out of your ships, unable to accompany you when Sir Altin and Blue Fire sent you all back here to Mana’s Edge.”
Admiral Jefferies seemed at a loss, his hope and his trust crumbling beneath him like a thing burning away, the alliance turning rapidly to ash. “I thought that was impossible. You said … your people told us teleporting ships was not something one person could do, or at least only a few could, and even then only over the course of time. Days, we were told. Was the entire exercise with Conduit Huzzledorf just for show?”
“She lied, Admiral,” said Captain Asad. “For Christ’s sake, can’t you even call a lie a lie? I told you they couldn’t be trusted, and here we are, disarmed and floating helplessly in the sights of her newly completed ship—the ship that we gave them just enough time to build. The great crystal orb, king of them all.” So much anger coursed through him, so hotly, he nearly glowed with the heat of it.
“Hardly all that, Captain,” said the Queen. “Although, again, I do understand how you might see it that way. But I assure you, it’s not like that at all. To begin, Sir Altin is certainly no ordinary mage, and, more to the point, it seems Blue Fire has magic that makes anything we have look ridiculous. We are but raindrops compared to a sea. The only thing she lacks is strategy. You should be thankful for that. For, while I’m sure you will take it poorly, it was my Galactic Mage who convinced her to send you all back here. She could just as easily have put you all into the center of her sun with the rest of your weapons and been done with you. If that’s not proof of my desire for peace, and Blue Fire’s, I can’t imagine what is.”
“Look,” said Captain Metumbe seated next to Captain Asad. He pointed to the section of the wall monitor behind Queen Karroll, which showed a view that had been fixed on Citadel. Just left of the glowing sphere a stone tower had appeared, Tytamon’s tower. It hung there, slightly higher than midway, motionless, a cylindrical satellite in the orbit of a luminous space fortress.
A moment later Altin sat down next to Aderbury. The Queen leaned back and whispered something to him, which he replied to in similar kind. When she looked back at the admiral, she was smiling.
“It seems that Blue Fire has offered to send your people home,” she announced.
The admiral was not the only one who frowned. “She what?” 
“Blue Fire sends her apologies for the awful mistakes of the past, and she will gladly send you home as a way of making it up to you.” 
There was a round of commotion amongst the ship captains, and background noise from the crewmen on board those ships whose captains had joined this conference from locations where others could see. While many seemed skeptical, far more were ready to take the offer and go home. That much was obvious from the expanding wave of nods and even, on a few faces, smiles. Imagine really being able to go home. Just like that. It was clear that the majority hoped it was truly possible. And, in as many minds, the question: what was the point of continuing?
The recent experience above Goldilocks—Blue Fire—made it pretty clear that the Hostile world was more than a match for them … at least for now, and definitely with the help of the wizards from Prosperion. And they were tired. The swell of hope that had come with the anti-magic missile attack had just been burst like an over-filled balloon. The collective wind was gone from most of them. A peaceful settlement would feel much less like defeat. 
“Bullshit,” said Captain Asad. “You have broken our alliance, the agreements we made, the last accord you made with us, in favor of siding with the enemy—in mid-fight, no less. You have spent the course of this last year learning our machines and buying the time you needed to complete your ship while playing the part of friend. When you were ready, when your orb was done, you turned against us. You sent your man Altin, whom I made the mistake of finally trusting, to take us out. And that only after you sent him to infiltrate my ship and assassinate a passenger entrusted to my care, a passenger that was a member of your family as I recall, which further proves what kind of person you are. And now you want us to turn over our ships to whatever the next part of your plan is?” He let go a short, ironic laugh. One note. “We may have proven ourselves to be stupid beyond belief, gullible beyond measure, but eventually we learn.” He peeled off a nasty look for Admiral Jefferies. “Eventually.”
“Captain,” said the admiral, but it came out weak, bereft of anything like authority, certainly nothing to stop Asad’s tirade.
“Let me guess, Sir Altin,” said Captain Asad as he leaned down and placed both hands on the table, his head thrust forward as if it were the barrel of a gun. “She is going to need us to tell her where it is, isn’t she?”
A puzzled expression came upon Altin’s face as he recoiled from the ferocity of the captain’s every aspect. He wasn’t quite sure what the captain meant, and it probably wouldn’t matter anyway. So he said nothing.
“Admit it, Meade. She doesn’t know, does she?”
Altin looked at the Queen, but she too was obviously expecting him to reply. “Know what?” he asked.
“Where Earth is. Don’t play stupid with me. We’re past that now.”
Altin shrugged. He had no idea. “Let me ask.” 
He closed his eyes for a moment, his left hand absently moving to his right. The captains around the fleet shot concerned looks to one another around the video stream.
Altin finally opened his eyes. “You are correct, Captain. She does not know where it is.”
Captain Asad laughed again, once more a short, violent sound. “Of course she doesn’t.” He turned to the admiral. “And how convenient that we should give her the coordinates at Her Sweet Majesty’s request.”
There wasn’t much Altin could say to that, so he sat back. This was the Queen’s thrust to parry.
“I don’t blame you for your reluctance, Captain. Or any of you for that matter,” said the Queen. “And you don’t have to take Blue Fire up on her offer to send you home. You are still welcome on my world for as long as you would like to stay. You may count Tinpoa Base as permanent, and it will remain so for as long as you choose to keep it. The same for Little Earth.”
Captain Asad started to say more, but this time the admiral did cut him off, standing as he spoke and putting a hand on the captain’s arm. “Your Majesty,” his voice was stiff, but he made an effort to sound polite. “As you can imagine, we have much to discuss.”
“Indeed,” she said. “I will leave you to it.” Altin didn’t even speak and all the Prosperions were gone.
An uncomfortable silence followed the departure of the Queen. Captain Eugene was the first to break it. “So, what now?” she asked, her voice strained. “In the matter of one day, we’ve managed to lose all our advantages over the Hostiles; lose our Prosperion allies, or at least our preferred status with them; lose an entire fleet’s supply of nukes; and, if I am being honest, lose our self-respect thanks to that display on the part of Captain Asad. And now we find ourselves having to decide whether or not we want to give up the coordinates of our home world to the very force that obliterated Andalia, and if we do that, we base the decision solely on the assurances of the people who just turned on us in a fight or, at the very least, suddenly took a middle ground despite agreements they had made. We can do that or, as Captain Asad is about to say, we can ‘turn tail and run,’ looking at another decade in space where, a few days ago, most of us hoped to have the help of the Prosperion wizards to get us all home straight away. They still might, if we trust them to do it, which is now up in the air, and would, again, require helping them find the Earth.” She paused for a breath, long enough to shake her head in disgust. “Bravo, Admiral. A fine day’s work. I can’t wait to see what you and your little council of favorites have in store for us tomorrow.”
The admiral’s chin was in his hand, his jaw held tightly between his thumb and forefinger, as if in an effort to keep from speaking out of hand. Or else he just didn’t know what to say. 
“I say we take out Prosperion,” said Captain Asad. “They won’t see it coming. They think we’re whipped and will just fall into line. They expect us to go crying to them to send us all home like cowering dogs. But we’re not. We can take them out, then go back and finish the job on Goldilocks. It’s probably mostly destroyed anyway. For all we know, this whole thing is a bluff just to make us go away.”
“I doubt it’s a bluff,” said the admiral, still gripping his chin and staring at the console with a vacant look. “Look around.”
Revulsion seemed to drip from Captain Asad’s every pore like acid eating through plate steel. “Shall we have Earth’s first galactic Shiloh, Admiral Beauregard? Will you be our Judycki? Call another conference while the Hostiles reinforce? Our Tuckfield, too fair-minded to shoot down a few satellites? You reek of the cowardice that makes you want to believe their lies.”
“And what if they’re not lying,” said Captain Eugene.
Captain Asad’s fists slammed heavily on the table. “When have they ever told us the truth? When? What single time? How can you even say that out loud? Look out your windows, for crying out loud. What the hell is wrong with you? We are drifting out here without a single missile between us, and you think they might not be lying?” His neck swelled and tendons stretched like taut cables beneath his skin. His whole body quaked with the violence of his perplexity, his inability to comprehend how this conversation was even happening.
“They aren’t lying,” said Colonel Pewter. The rarity of his voice in conference stilled the murmuring that had begun. “Their Queen is a soldier, a warrior. I know her type. She’s not the kind to stoop to that sort of duplicity unless it was a last resort. She’d rather play the lion than the fox. And, as Captain Asad rightly points out, she is not in a position of last resort. Her victories are direct and this one she clearly thinks she has in hand. I believe the deal is exactly as she says it is, about sending us home, and about the intent of the Hostile world.”
“Even you don’t call it Blue Fire. Your own daughter’s words.” Captain Asad sat down and shook his head. It was clear he felt he was trapped in a room full of idiots.
“I believe what Orli says about the Hostile world is true,” said the colonel. “Especially now. I see no reason not to. You see what they did to us. They transported us back here. All of us. At once. The Queen is right, that planet, or creature, whatever it is, could just as easily have put us in the sun.”
“If they even teleported us anywhere,” spat Captain Asad. “For all we know, we are still in orbit around Andalia, all of us living some goddamn collective hallucination brought on by the Hostiles, whoever they are, and they’re just waiting for us to hand over the coordinates to Earth so they can come and finish the job. And before you say that’s impossible, think about the crap we’ve just been through. Can you honestly tell me any of the last ‘two years’ has seemed any more plausible than that?”
“Why wouldn’t they just get the numbers from our system?” asked Captain Eugene. “Any first-year cadet could discover as much. How many Prosperions do you have aboard your ship right now, Asad?”
“None in about an hour. I’m going to jettison them all when I get back.”
“You will do no such thing, Captain. That is an order.” The admiral’s expression was absolute.
“Your orders have brought us nothing but shame and disarmament. Frankly, I think we need a vote of no confidence. I recognize you took the job under duress, but you are clearly not up to it.”
Looks of shock passed around the group, but so did a few nods and gestures of approval, several thumbs-up and a few who simply pointed at Captain Asad as if to say, “Bingo.”
“You want this fucking job, Asad?” said the admiral suddenly. “Then take it.” He got up and stormed out of the conference room, leaving everyone to glance back and forth at one another in surprise.
“You see, he’s weak,” said Captain Asad. “I’ll take the job, and we will finally win this thing.”
“No offense, Asad, but you are rash and quick to anger,” said Colonel Pewter. “And we don’t need another field-promoted admiral. Not now.”
Captain Eugene openly agreed. “You’ll only get us killed.”
“Blind trust and cowardice has nearly got us killed,” Captain Asad countered. “Every one of you all aquiver over the magicians and their dragons and ridiculous swords and sorcery, wetting yourself with the shudders of your enthusiasm the first chance we had to go down to Prosperion like a bunch of giddy dogs seeing their master has come home. It was sickening. We came out here to do a job. An entire planet of people were obliterated. More than half of your comrades have been killed out here too. You remember them, don’t you? The ones who won’t be going home. All killed by the same enemy, the enemy you want to embrace now. The enemy that just ripped your ships out of orbit and sent you back here to grovel before that gold-plated liar who calls herself the War Queen. Your armories are empty. You’ve been played like fools. And still you want to cower and grovel before her? How can that possibly be? Are you all so blind? Am I the only one who can see how obvious it is?
“She just asked us to tell them where we’re from. The endgame of this whole ridiculous ‘magical’ charade. Who cares if it’s real or a dream? It’s all been for this one thing. To find our world and do to it exactly what they set out to do all along: wipe us out. Do you really intend to help them get it done? Why don’t we just offer them a ride?”
The murmurs began again. Private conversations had between captains ship-to-ship, as long-time friends took counsel with one another in whispers behind the backs of hands.
“I call a vote of no confidence in Admiral Jefferies for this time tomorrow,” said Captain Asad, feeling the tide of opinions rising beneath his ship. “And I present myself as successor, at least until this Hostile threat is done.”
One by one the monitors of the other captains and the colonel flickered and went dark.
Captain Asad sat back in his chair and glared into the monitor on the wall, his expression as dark as the void that filled the screen behind the sinister glowing orb of Citadel. Captain Metumbe, the last to get up from the table, walked by Asad and patted him on the shoulder in a gesture of support. “Tomorrow, we’ll get it done, my friend.”


Chapter 83
Altin found Orli in the Aspect’s sick bay and made no qualms about teleporting himself directly there. When he first appeared, Doctor Singh had been startled by it, as had the nurse, but Doctor Singh convinced the woman not to call for security.
Now, Altin stood over the slumbering Orli looking into her face. Her eyes were closed and her skin glistened with a sheen of perspiration, but he knew enough of Earth machinery to understand that the steady beeping of the equipment meant that she was still alive. He watched her sleeping and felt his heart fill with familiar joy, his love for her infusing him with happiness, at least for a time. Long enough to remember, as always, the truth of it, that he had lost hers. 
He sighed and wiped at her face with the sleeve of his robe, dabbing gently across her brow and along her sweet pale cheeks. She was so beautiful.
The nurse stepped in and caught him by the wrist, pulling his hand away. He started to protest, but she glowered at his sleeve and thrust a sterile towel into his hand. “Use that,” she said. It was not a request.
After staring wistfully down at her and touching the towel upon her soft skin for a while, the act doing more for him than for her, to be sure, he turned to Doctor Singh who stood nearby, watching protectively.
Altin was not insulted by the man’s tension. He was glad Orli had true friends here. “I’m not going to do anything,” he promised, and Doctor Singh immediately looked relieved.
“I was afraid you might.”
“What would you have done if I had?”
The doctor sighed. “Nothing. What could I do?”
Altin felt bad. He didn’t like how the man who he’d come to think of as a friend regarded him suspiciously now. “I am not the enemy,” he said. “What was I supposed to do, let you kill Blue Fire because she had made a terrible mistake? Haven’t you ever done anything that seemed unforgivable? Haven’t your people? How far through your history books would I have to read to find out?”
Doctor Singh nodded, a wisp of ink-black hair falling into his eyes. He brushed it away absently. “Not very far.”
“Then you know I was not out of line.”
“You did what you had to do, Altin. I don’t blame you for that. The rest I have no control over.”
“Well, no orbs have come to attack, have they? I assure you, she really means for there to be peace. We all have a lot to learn about each other, but she means it.”
“I trust you, Altin. But I admit, I have no choice. That will bother others more than it does me.”
Altin hated that it had come to such a pass. But he couldn’t blame the doctor for it. He decided to change the subject instead.
“So what happened to Orli? Why is she here?”
“We don’t know. She collapsed on the bridge, shortly after your visit as a matter of fact. The visit that happened to coincide with Lord Thadius’ inexplicable accident. To be honest, at first I thought it might have been something you did to her. It still might be. How can I know?” The way he said it, and the look he gave Altin, explained where a large portion of Doctor Singh’s distance had come from. Altin was a murderer now, and they both knew it. It was something else he could never take back.
“Will she be all right?”
“I don’t know. There’s nothing wrong with her. She’s got erratic hormone levels, but they’ve been coming down since we brought her in. Her brain activity is normal, or at least it’s normal now. And it didn’t look like any PTSD I’d ever seen before, though she certainly had many of the signs since coming back from Prosperion. Frankly, on that front, this will mark a nearly miraculous recovery. Assuming she ever wakes up.”
“Is there a danger of that not happening?”
He shook his head. “I really don’t know, Altin. To be honest, you people have opened up a whole new universe of possible injuries, and I haven’t got the tiniest fraction of what I would need to know in order to diagnose those things. Whatever happened to her on your world was an experience that nobody from mine has ever had. So I, like you, will just have to wait and see.”
Altin pulled a stool from where it stood against the wall and sat down, prepared to wait as long as he had to.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” the doctor said.
“Why not? I’m not going anywhere until she wakes up. I have to tell her that Blue Fire is okay. It’s the thing that mattered most to her. If she has been out since my last visit, then she doesn’t know. I want her to hear it from me.”
“I don’t think you understand.”
“What?”
The doors slid open and four Marines came in, each with assault rifles drawn.
Altin thought about casting a spell, he could get a fireball off fast enough with his ring now, he was sure, although likely not big enough to get all four, given that they had already spread themselves around the room. They seemed to read his mind even as they positioned themselves. “Don’t even think it, Meade. We’ve got authorization to drop you if you even look at us wrong.”
Altin lifted his hands above his head, palms out, a display of pacifism far more than any real prevention of magic now.
One of the Marines moved around behind him and, reaching into the back of his collar, pulled out the knot of amulets he had hanging there and jerked them up and over his head.
“Let’s go,” he said jabbing Altin in the back with the muzzle of his gun.
Altin turned his head, the expression on his face bewilderment and the sense of having been betrayed. “Why?”
The doctor shook his head. “It wasn’t me,” he said. He lifted his hand, arm bent, and tapped on the area of his forearm just above the wrist. Altin realized it immediately. The gods-be-damned chip. It seemed the priests and the Queen were not the only ones who’d been planning for contingencies all along. He never even felt the rifle butt that hit him in the back of the head.
When he awoke nearly a day later, he was in a cell in the Aspect’s brig, not far from the one Orli had been held in prior to coming to Prosperion. He was only dimly aware of it as he woke up, and he sat upright rubbing at the back of his head.
Annison was sitting in a chair outside the cell looking exhausted. A Marine stood guard, his rifle pointing at Annison, which surprised Altin more than a little bit.
“What’s going on,” he asked, his vision still blurred from the blow. He noted that he did still have on his ring. That was good.
“I’m enchanting you in,” the weary mage replied. “Anti-magic. They want to make sure nobody tries anything. If they do, you’ll be dropped out into space like all their missiles were, like that old miner was. And, of course, you can’t get out either.”
Altin tried to channel mana, but got nothing. So much for the ring.
“You’re not even K-class.”
“Actually I’m an E.”
“This is beyond you.”
“Not after doing it for almost two weeks straight with Thadius and the conduit. I admit it’s not very good, and it will require maintenance hourly, but I obviously got it up in time or you would not be here.”
“I’m surprised Asad hasn’t killed you yet.”
“I think he will eventually.” He looked over his shoulder at the Marine, then looked in the opposite direction as well. Altin realized there were two more men guarding him from farther down the corridor that ran in front of the row of cells.
“Good. It couldn’t happen to a more deserving person. I’d do it myself if I could.”
“You murdered Lord Thadius. That’s royal blood on your hands.”
“Lots of it,” Altin said. “He deserved a slower death than the one he got. Maybe I’ll have more time with you.”
“Unlikely.”
“Both of you shut up,” ordered the Marine, then to Annison. “And you, make sure you keep that thing working like it should. If that asshole does anything, anything at all that looks like magic, you’re a blood puzzle for the forensics team.”
Annison nodded and Altin could tell he hadn’t had any sleep in well over a day. If what he’d said was true, they would be waking him every hour to reinforce the anti-magic field. He’d never be able to keep it up for long. Altin could wait. And then he would be gone. Taking Orli with him.


Chapter 84
Orli lay on the beach at the Gulf of Dae staring into the sky. Clouds moved across her vision, their western edges tinged with pink as the sun setting beyond the horizon colored them with its retiring hues. Altin lay on his side next to her, an elbow crooked and supporting his head in his hand. He watched her watching the clouds pass by, smiling, his free hand tracing the contours of her face. He brushed fingers along her temple, and she felt the silky sweep of his sleeves across her chin. She could smell him in the fabric, could look down the length of his forearm exposed by the wide opening, the underside of it as pale as the belly of a fish. She couldn’t help the smile that came upon her face. A whole world to run upon, a world of meadows and mountains, and he stayed inside all the time. Silly, sweet, wonderful man.
He saw her smile, and she watched the question shape itself on his lips, the proposal, finally, his mouth opening slowly to ask, the black spot of the vowel shaping an O. She looked into the darkness of it, into his mouth as it widened, grew large and deeply black, felt herself falling toward it as it grew. Soon all she could see was the vacancy of it, the absence of any light, just a great round shape of nothingness that seemed to swell and grow and even round itself outward as if it were some vast planetary sphere.
The pink aura appeared roughly at the same time she realized that Blue Fire had finally come back.
Happiness. She filled with happiness. Blue Fire was happy for her. But she was still only dimly able to reciprocate. Her mind felt slow and sluggish. As if it really were just a dream.
Patience, Altin Love. Joy. And a sense of welcome. As if she’d just come home after a long, long time away.
When she awoke, two days later—not that she had any sense of the time—the lights were low in the ward where she lay recovering. Someone was snoring nearby. She turned her head to see Roberto sleeping in a chair. His head was thrown all the way back, tipped like an open lid, and the sounds of his snores made it seem as if he might suffocate at any time.
She propped herself up on her elbows and looked around. There was no one else. She half expected Thadius to be here, but somehow she was not surprised that he was not. She was glad of it. 
The memories of the last few days came rushing back and, with them, the memories of the last several weeks. They were the same memories she’d had before Altin had come onto the bridge, and yet, they were different, as if they’d been filmed through a different lens. A clearer one. One with a better angle on what was happening.
She ran through the recent events as if seeing them for the first time, and it finally dawned on her that Thadius had drugged her, had intended to keep her like a pet. Or worse. He’d broken into her mind, into her heart, and somehow managed to steal the love from it with his potions, lies, illusions and trickery. The sense of the violation dawned upon her with such force that her rising heart rate set off the heart monitor’s alarm and brought the nurse running in. The nurse’s arrival woke Roberto.
“He drugged me,” she said as the nurse gently pushed her back down into the pillow and began checking her vital signs.
“Who?” Roberto muttered, wiping drool from the side of his face.
“Thadius. He drugged me.” Her mouth dropped open as she was overcome with bewilderment. “I can’t fucking believe it.” 
“You mean, like date rape stuff?”
“No,” she said. “Well, I don’t know. God, I hope not. But I mean …” What did she mean? “Like a love potion or something. The whole thing was a lie. Or, well, some of it. I—I don’t know.” Her heart was still racing.
“Orli, you have to lie down,” said the nurse. 
She didn’t even know she’d sat back up.
“I don’t know,” Roberto said. “You were pretty gaga over him. I’m not sure there’s any date rape drugs that work like that.”
“His people cast fireballs and turn people into toads.”
“Good point.”
“Oh my God!” she said, once more sitting up. 
“What?” The expression on her face made Roberto sit upright as well. For a moment she had a faraway look that expressed nothing short of horror. “What?” he repeated.
“What have I done to Altin?” 
He saw what little color there was drain from her face as the reality of what had transpired fully settled in. In that moment she knew. And it crushed her. “Oh no. Oh no, no, no, no,” she began to mutter, and it seemed to Roberto that he might lose her inside her head again.
“Orli. Come on,” he said. “If Thadius drugged you, what were you supposed to do? And besides, I heard Altin was the one who roasted Thadius, so clearly he’s still in love with you. If, well, maybe deranged and psychotic now.”
She turned back to him, a new wave of horror shaping itself upon her face. “What do you mean ‘roasted Thadius?’”
“Altin came aboard the ship. You saw him. Then he vanished. Several hours later they found Thadius’ quarters painted red. Thadius is dead, Orli. Super dead. And it had to be Altin that did it.”
Orli actually braced for the wave of sorrow, a reflex from the feelings she’d been made to experience, but there wasn’t one. She waited for it, watched inwardly for its arrival, but it didn’t come. She was glad. More than glad. “Good,” she said. “I hope it was Altin.” A shudder ran through her body. “Fuck Thadius.”
“Oh, that’s pretty much what happened, all right.”
“Where is Altin now?”
“He’s on security deck, cell three.”
“He’s here? He let them capture him?”
“Actually, he got away, but then he came back to check on you. Kind of stupid, if you ask me. Now he’s stuck in there, and they got that other mage keeping him pinned in with the anti-magic thing.”
“Then we have to get him out.”
“Uh, not ‘we,’ Orli. I have to tell you, some crazy shit has gone down since you’ve been out.”
“Such as?”
“Well, they are talking about making Captain Asad admiral, for one.” The dismay on Orli’s face was mirrored in his own. “I know,” he said.
“That’s impossible. Nobody is that stupid.”
“I would have said the same thing three days ago.”
“So what now?” 
“Well, they had a vote of no confidence on Admiral Jefferies. Nobody has said anything since. I have no idea what went down after that. The only thing I know is that Queen Karroll crapped herself when she found out we took Altin prisoner and has threatened to go to war if we don’t give him back.”
“Ugh,” she moaned. “How can everyone on every world be so goddamn ready for war all the time? What the hell is wrong with these people?”
“It is pretty impressive on the redundancy scale, I’ll give you that. As a species, I guess we’re just universally retarded.”
“Well, we have to get Altin out.”
“Woman, I’m not touching that one. Everyone on this ship is ready to shoot something, and I’m not going to be standing there when the gun goes off. If you’re smart, you’ll just lie there, get better and shut the hell up. Let things calm down first. Otherwise you’ll only make it worse.”
She knew he was probably right. But she couldn’t stand the thought of Altin sitting in that cell. He must be heartbroken. Or worse, he must be filled with hate. Hate for her, a hate the size of Blue Fire’s hate. Hate for her betrayal. She remembered the look on his face, remembered the conversations that they’d had since Thadius had violated her heart and mind, since he’d tried to smother and kill the love she had for Altin. She could remember the heartbreak in Altin’s eyes. How could she have seen it and not been moved by it? She could hear in her memories the sound of her own voice saying the things she had to him. She could hardly make herself think of how brutal that must have been for him. She would have died had it been the other way around. She couldn’t even imagine it. 
How could he ever forgive her? How could he ever love her again?


Chapter 85
“I want a full assault on that ship, and I want my Galactic Mage back immediately,” commanded the Queen from her place upon her throne. “You’ll take my elf with you and you’ll get it done.”
Madame Kenouvier’s curtsey was deep, her expression severe. The guildmaster of the teleporters was no more happy about having her star guild member held captive than the Queen was. “Yes, Your Majesty. The Citadel seers are looking through their ships for him as we speak.”
She turned to the stooped old seers guildmaster, the one-eyed Master Alfonde. “How is that not already done? I’ve seen their ships. They are not so big as to require much time to sort through, and there aren’t even fifty of them. It’s been three days.”
“Yes, but just the same, they’re having trouble locating him, Majesty.”
“Find him, by the gods, or I’ll find another guildmaster.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” From the way the old man said it, it seemed he might be happy to be rid of the job just then. He backed away, scraping and bowing as he went.
The Queen nearly threw herself against the back of the imperial seat. “This is an outrage,” she said to no one in particular, though many lords and assorted aristocracy were in attendance at court today. “Three days for forty-one seers to look through forty-nine ships. It’s preposterous. What has happened to the talent in my kingdom? We’ll have no chance against the orcs like this. None at all.”
A messenger in Palace crimson came in with a leather dispatch case. 
“Your Majesty,” he said. “Word from Captain Andru has come back.”
“Speaking of the beasts,” she said as she snatched the dispatch from his hands. “Did he find me those damnable Liquefying Stones?”
“No, Majesty, but he has finally located the orc stronghold.”
“Does he say how many there are?”
“Yes, Majesty.” He nodded toward the dispatch in her hands even as he stepped away, noticeably far away, at that.
She opened it and read through the contents. She hurled the dispatch back at the man, but said nothing, though inwardly she seemed to fume. 
“Majesty?” asked the Earl of Vorvington who was standing nearby with the marchioness. 
“The man can’t count,” said the Queen. “His horse has probably kicked him in the head.”
“What does it say, My Queen? Surely it can’t be as bad as that.”
“He estimates them at over a hundred thousand strong.”
Vorvington stepped back farther from her than the messenger had. “But that’s impossible.”
“It better be.” She dismissed the messenger with orders to get the summons out for her War Council to convene an hour after sunset. 
As he turned to go, a clamor at the doors was followed by the appearance of Conduit Huzzledorf, who held two figures firmly by their forearms, a young woman and a skinny young man barely out of his teens, if out of them at all. The Queen recognized neither of them. The conduit half-dragged the pair to the base of the throne and, after an awkward bow himself, thrust the young woman forward forcefully. She cringed and looked terrified to be in the presence of the monarch. She shot a look back to the young man, who appeared to urge her forward with a movement of his chin, less terrified than she, perhaps, but obviously not volunteering himself to speak.
“This one figured it out,” said the conduit with typical audacity. He pushed the woman forward a little more.
“Figured what out, Conduit? I’m really in no mood for games.”
“The location of Earth,” he said. “She was Sir Altin’s star pupil last semester. And she’s been through all the documents from Earth. She says she knows which direction we should be looking in.”
The Queen peered down at the woman who still had not made eye contact. Sometimes this sort of obsequiousness was irksome, but she did not want to frighten the young thing, particularly if she actually had some good news.
“What is your name, young lady?” she asked.
The woman looked up, hands shaking visibly as they gripped a wad of parchment sheets that she’d crumpled roughly in her fit of nervousness. “Tribbey Redquill, Your Majesty.”
“Well, Tribbey Redquill, is it true? Do you know where their planet is?”
“Yes, Ma’am. I mean, Yes, Your Majesty. I do. Caulfin and I figured it out this afternoon.”
The Queen’s eyes looked back to Conduit Huzzledorf, who nodded, a wide grin smeared across his face. She looked back to the woman. “Good work, then.” Once again glancing to the conduit, “So get busy. You know what you have to do.”
“Yes, Your Majesty. I can have a seeing stone there in a matter of days.”
“You don’t have days. Do it now. Get ten of your best telepaths and handle it. Use them all if you must, just get there.”
“It’s not quite as easy as all that, My Queen. Like the Blue Fire world, Earth is still very far away.”
“Use diviners then. Take our new guildmaster, Cypher Meste.”
 “What about the search for Sir Altin? Guildmaster Meste is working to find him. I have an experienced team, we don’t need diviners. We can find it on our own.” 
One of Her Majesty’s eyes nearly closed as she fought off the twitching irritation caused by the remark. “You will avail yourself of a diviner, Conduit, because I don’t have time for vanity or any other obscene conduit stupidity. If Meste is busy, take someone else. In fact, take that high priestess from Leekant. The Maul has experience finding planets and that sort of thing anyway.”
He grimaced and looked as if wished he’d kept his mouth shut. “Yes, Majesty. As you please.”
“Find it, Huzzledorf. Get a marked seeing stone there, and follow it yourself to be sure it works. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” He bowed, too shallow for propriety but she didn’t care. He would get it done. At last, after a long day of frustration and bad reports, Her Majesty had something to smile about.


Chapter 86
Orli pretended to sleep long enough to get everyone to leave. Once the nurse was gone and the lights dimmed, Orli got up and snuck out. She drew more than a few stares in her short hospital gown as she made her way through the ship’s labyrinthine corridors, but she tried to keep to the lesser-used passages and service tubes.
Eventually she made it down to the deck above the detention level. A service tube gave her access to a space between bulkheads down which she could wriggle, using the thick cables and conduits as handholds. She descended and crawled through to an access panel at the end of the cell block corridor. She looked out through the vent slits in it. There were two doors leading out, one at either end of the hall. The near door, just outside the vent to her left, was closed, the one on the far end open and guarded. All told, there were four men in the corridor, three guards, two of them at least a hundred feet away at the open door and the third guarding the fourth man, who she recognized as Thadius’ lackey, Annison. The mage was slumped over in a chair and looked like he might be asleep. He and the Marine watching him were only thirty feet from her. 
Hatred filled her at the sight of Annison, and, for a moment, it was an act of will not to rush straight out there and punch in his windpipe. The evil those two men had perpetrated upon her, and the damage they’d done to the beautiful thing that she and Altin had had, justified any sort of violence, including killing him out of hand. She could hardly believe how happy she was over Thadius’ inglorious demise. Frankly, it nearly frightened her how much joy that gave. Nearly.
Watching the mage and the guards for a few minutes, she was fairly sure she didn’t have to rush in like that. She could stall and talk her way close enough to take Annison down. She was in a hospital gown after all. Harmless, right? If she had to, she could lift it and prove she was unarmed. All three of the guards were men. That ought to put them off of shooting her long enough for her to get close.
If she could just get to the first one, take his gun, then she could make the others leave. She might have to use Annison as a shield. Kill him after they were gone.
But there would be more right away after that. She’d have to move quickly, get to Altin and then he could get them both out after that.
She felt her blood begin to rush as she committed to the plan, her heart racing and adrenaline filling her. She struggled with the latch mechanism. She was on the wrong side of the panel and the bare strip of metal on the inside had not been designed for soft human fingertips. She felt like she must be making a racket, but none of the guards looked up. Finally she got it turned and pushed the panel open. It fell to the deck with a clatter. That turned everybody’s head.
She stepped out, her voice calm, her posture unassuming, the way she had done so many times before, back when she’d been the one sedating crewmembers who’d lost their minds in the course of the wasting Hostile disease. She’d had a lot of practice getting close to armed and angry men, although she would not be sedating these. Hopefully she could get them to give up without resorting to violence. None of these men had done anything wrong. None but Annison.
“Freeze, Pewter. You aren’t allowed in here.” That was the nearest one, but the other two came a few steps closer, separating and taking positions on opposite sides of the corridor.
“I have no weapons,” she said, moving forward a few paces. 
“Stop, Pewter. We have orders to shoot anyone that comes in here without the captain’s okay.”
“You know Altin and I were going to be married, right? At least I am pretty sure he was going to ask me before everything went wrong.” Two more steps.
“Pewter, come on. Stop. Please. Don’t make us do this.”
Good. He didn’t want to shoot her. “I’m unarmed,” she said, lifting her arms up high. The bottom of her hospital shift rose well up her thighs.
“Pewter, I swear to God.”
She turned around, spread open the back of the gown. “Look, I got nothing. You can calm down. I just want to see him.”
He ordered her to stop again, but not without a full second’s hesitation in the middle of the command. She smiled toward the vent from which she’d come. Stupid men.
She turned back. “Do you need to see the rest?” Two more steps. She was only five steps away.
“Goddamn it, Pewter. I said stop.”
She reached down for the bottom of the flimsy gown, crossing her forearms, and made to lift it up over her head. She saw his eyes move down, saw all of their eyes move down, and all three gun muzzles moved as well, off target and briefly unattended by their minds.
She lifted it in the same motion she kicked the nearest guard in the stomach, doubling him over. She snatched the gun from his hands as he folded, and kneed him in the face, which threw him over backwards. His head hit the wall with a sickening thud, and he slumped to the floor. She ducked behind Annison still slumped in his chair and pointed the rifle at the other two, who were now aiming guns and glares at her again.
“Don’t do it,” she said. “I don’t want to hurt you. Don’t do it, I swear to God. This doesn’t have to go bad.”
“This place is going to be flooded with people in less than a minute,” said the Marine on the left. “Put the gun down.”
Orli turned and looked into the cell. Altin was asleep, oblivious to the rescue she had underway. He couldn’t hear a thing through the thick security glass.
She reached out to the downed Marine and tried to pull him close enough that she could search him for the control that would open the door.
A blast of red light cut across the top of her forearm, causing her to yank it back. She ignored the pain. She’d been burned by dragon’s fire before.
“Give it up, Pewter,” said the guard. “This is stupid. You know you can’t get him out of there.”
“I don’t know shit,” she spat back. “All I know is that this fleet has treated him like garbage since the day he arrived. He’s never done anything but help. If his people show up and kill us all, it will be exactly what we deserve.”
As if on her command, a rush of air suddenly blew into her face, the rush of it announcing the arrival of three crossbowmen in the crimson cloaks of the Palace Guard, two wizards in military robes and the Queen’s elf with his black armor and all his bristling knives.
“Unravel it,” snapped the elf. The two Marines fired their weapons at the same time the crossbowmen did. Both Marines and one of the crossbowmen went down.
One of the mages began chanting something, but the second sorcerer, this one wearing white robes with a red oak tree emblem on it, dropped to his knee and began mumbling something else, his hand upon the hole that had been burnt into the crossbowman’s chest. Immediately the man began to make noises befitting a man in pain but far from dead.
“Miss Pewter, can you open it?” the elf asked.
She darted a look down the hallway where the two downed Marines lay. “Maybe.” She moved to the Marine she’d knocked out and patted down his uniform. The control was in a breast pocket, which she quickly found. She didn’t know the code.
“I’ve got it,” said the taller of the two mages, his chanting done. “It’s down. Get him out.”
“He’s asleep. He won’t teleport like that,” said the other mage.
“Wake him,” Shadesbreath snapped. “They are coming. Several of them. Both directions.”
The white-robed mage began pounding on the glass, shouting for Altin to wake up.
“No, like this,” Orli said, standing and pressing the button on the com panel near the door. “Altin, wake up.”
Altin stirred, but did not wake immediately.
Shouts behind them signaled that more security guards were nearing the door by the vent.
A canister of gas rolled through the open doorway where the two guards lay at the other end of the corridor.
“Shit, we have to get out of here,” she said. “And don’t breathe that.”
Orli sprinted back down the corridor to check the lock on the door near the vent. It was secure. That was good. Maybe. She turned back just as another canister of gas shot into the hallway, this one bouncing clear past the group from Prosperion and almost all the way to where she was. Gas hissed out in a white cloud, drawing loops in the air as it rolled toward her.
“He’s awake,” she heard one of the mages say over the sound of escaping gas. She tried to run through it to them, but the burn of it in her eyes made her gasp, which then choked her, and halfway to them she stumbled to her knees. Her eyes felt like they were on fire.
“Get us inside,” she heard the elf say. “Do it in there.”
More shouts, these from Marines. 
She crawled through the smoke, trying to find a space to breathe. Tears poured from her eyes as if from open faucets. Another canister of gas rolled in.
She tried to get to them, scrambled blindly through the thick fog on all fours, and barely got to the door of the small chamber before she collapsed, gasping and gagging. She lay on her stomach, wheezing, nearly blind. She rolled her head to the side, peering through the burn into Altin’s cell. She realized right before she passed out that it was empty. He was gone.
When she woke up, the Aspect was in orbit above planet Earth. It had been for over an hour. She got the dim sense of it from snatches of frantic conversation as she was coming out of the gas-induced delirium. 
At first she thought it must be a dream, but she could turn her head to the left and see the familiar image of her long-lost home world in the monitor at the nurse’s station across the room. She supposed that might be part of the dream, too, but this didn’t have the feel of that. She was alone in the room, but several people were yelling in the one next door.
She tried to sit up, intent on going to the monitor and having a look at the image of planet Earth. The sound of the shouting unnerved her, though she could not say why. She wanted to see if it was true. They didn’t sound excited in the way she thought they should be. But she couldn’t sit up. She’d been strapped to the bed.
A nurse came running in and tapped up something on the computer, but she couldn’t see through him to make out what had changed on the monitor. Still, she could ask what was going on.
“Hey,” Orli called to him, her voice hoarse and cracking from exposure to so much of the gas. “Where are we? Are we home?”
“Yeah,” he said. “We’re home, all right.” The way he said it frightened her.
“What’s that supposed to mean? Why is everyone shouting?”
“Because the Hostiles are everywhere.” He tapped off the monitor and ran back out.
The End
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