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Prologue

	I closed my eyes as I sat in the Garden of the Great Mother, listening.  My ears straining, catching murmuring voices on the breeze that teased like ethereal promises that were just out of grasp.  They were ever-present there in the Whispering Walls Mountains which bisected the Lower Ten realms of Sparo.

	Many have gone mad trying to make sense of the whispers, thinking to have caught the voices of loved ones long since passed, or learning of a prophetic future which then comes to pass.  But more seek the solace and peace the whispers instill inside them, like the ghosts of voices welcoming them home with a warm embrace.

	All the times I had traveled through the range, catching those phantom voices on the wind, I never would have imagined that all of these tales could be true.  Once becoming the co-ruler of all of the realms, and having the mantle of Great Mother of Sparo thrust upon me by trickery and happenstance, I learned the truth of it all.

	My predecessor and architect of my current fate, the former Great Mother Ranelle, has been instructing me on all the secrets of the Great Mothers that are passed down from one generation to the next.  Now the burden of these secrets and these unbelievable truths are my responsibility now.

	Rain had shared with me that those voices that echoed around the peaks, centered here, around Father Stone, the most imposing peak in the range, are those of all the People and Altii of the touched.  Those who hold or will hold a spark of magic within them.  Past, present, or future, it makes no matter to the mountains who stand witness to the world around them like sentinels of history.

	It is something in the magic which connects us all, and only if you listen long enough, letting the world fall away and only exist for the whispers to tease and play with your senses, can you catch the words of those you left behind in the steady march of life, and sometimes voices of the future echo back through the breeze to entice or torment you with the possibilities of that which is still to come.

	I smiled at the echoing memory of something that was both my past and present, as well as my future, of my love, my life, of the knight of my heart.  My Celeste's playful whisper, “Laney...”  drifted through my awareness.

	I held onto this moment, for it was not to last.  I have barely had a moment of respite in which to rest in the past three years since fate played the awful trick on me, of making me, Laney Herder, chicken herder of Wexbury Keep, a ruler.  Because with that title, my life is no longer my own, and I long for moments like this where I can catch my breath between performing my duties for the People, the Mountain Gypsies of Sparo, and for the Altii of the fourteen realms.

	Sighing, I remembered when there were but eleven realms in the habitable lands of Sparo, but as we discovered more lands and peoples, and they voted to petition to become realms of the Kingdom, I've seen just in the past three years that number grew by three.  Not to mention the protectorate of Avalon.

	Protectorate... a polite way of saying occupied territory since they fell to the knights of Sparo after they waged a war upon us in an attempt to steal our resources and enslave our people with the technology of the Great Wizards of the Before that they possessed.  We had fought for and won the freedom of the people of the three Outlands which Avalon had conquered and enslaved.

	A tragedy that, since most of the Avalonian people were not even aware of the disposition of the Outlands, as they were told by their government that the barbaric Outlands were working with Avalon, exchanging resources, material, and labor for education and the protection of Avalon.  When in truth the Avalonian military had conquered those lands, enslaved the peoples, and systematically stripped the lands of any resources needed to keep Avalon from falling to the ravages of time.

	I almost jumped when Rain said from beside me in the tongue of the people, “Ah... you've heard it I see.  Your smile betrays you.  I heard the Lightbringer's voice calling your name in the whispers, playful and loving, in the days before our first meeting.  The future speaking to me of your coming.”

	I gasped out, realizing my hand was already halfway to the small dagger in my boot, an unfortunate side effect of my many years of training as a knight and Kanset form Femeie de Sabie training, “Don't sneak up on a woman like that.  You almost gave me a heart attack.”

	I felt her overwhelming magic tugging at me, and realized she was tucking all of me into the now, into the present we were currently experiencing.  The other future versions of myself; or were they the past versions?; she pulled into one present.  She grinned. “Better, it is disconcerting when you are flitting around, blurring in and out of time like that.”

	I felt the burn of a blush on my cheeks.  I hadn't even realized I had pushed the ghosts of myself a few seconds forward as I relaxed and let the voices of Father Stone inside me.  It is almost my natural state now and has saved me on numerous occasions in battle, and even from two assassination attempts in the past year alone.

	I rasped out from my damaged vocal cords, “Sorry, I was just trying to relax.  How did you ever catch your breath when you were co-ruler with King George?”

	She gave a humorless chuckle as she balanced the point of a dagger on her fingertip. “Ah, that is your folly, believing I ever had a chance to catch my breath.  Being a ruler is a state of being, not a job like chicken herding in your case or a minstrel in mine.  It is all-consuming for the sake of all those who look up to you for guidance, for strength, and assurance... to feel... safe.”

	I grumped, “Sounds like lip service.”

	The tall, dangerous Mountain Gypsy tilted her head back, her dark locks pooling on her shoulders, and gave one of the heartfelt laughs that you couldn't help but smile at.  It was so good to hear her laugh again.  She had lost her humor, her... light, when the man she loved, and my friend, Sir Bowyn, had died in my stead when he took a shot meant for me in the Battle of Aratreya in New Home.  But her new wife, my... well my sister, Sylvia, had reignited that fire inside her, showing her she could love again.

	She placed a hand on my arm and her smile went wistful and showed me she knew what I was thinking while she stared off into the garden valley that was hidden by magic from the world outside of it.  “I sometimes think I can hear him on the wind.  It isn't uncommon for those who are not touched, but spent much of their lives around those who are, to be heard in the whispers.”

	I sighed for her broken heart but was also happy that she and Syl had found their own happiness.  Then I asked plainly, “Not that I don't enjoy your company, but why are you here, Rain?  It can't be to just catch up with a friend.”

	“Friend?  Laney, dear, we are family.”

	“You know what I mean, smarty pants.”

	She laughed again, getting me grinning, even though dread was building in me.  She was going to take me away from the only moment of peace I've had in months, wasn't she? “Where is your lovely bride and my delightful grandchildren?”

	Yup, it was like that.  I sighed again, over-dramatically for her benefit, and pointed lazily into the valley. “They're fishing down by the lake.”

	She nodded almost sadly and said, “We should collect them, you are needed.”

	Of course.

	I stood and stretched and looked around the gardens.

	The secluded little valley had high peaks all around it, with no other way to reach it besides a tunnel which was hidden by magics so ancient and powerful that I couldn't comprehend their casting.  The gardens had a glowing beauty beyond compare, with trees, plants, and flowers rolling off into the distance, mists coming from the waterfalls that fell from the peaks into various lakes that seemed to ring the entire valley, giving the place an almost ethereal look.

	Odd, large butterflies and smaller colorful ones flitted around to gather the nectar from the strange flowers.  Tall and majestic deer, with long straight horns, foraged the sweet-smelling grasses near the ancient, well preserved Gypsy wagon not twenty-five yards from the tunnel.

	The deer, like the other animals in the garden, were protected from man here, so were not afraid of us as they hadn't been hunted by bow or by spear in centuries, cut off from the outside world.

	The garden of the Great Mother preserves all the dying and threatened species of plants and animals in Sparo, giving them a chance to thrive again, until such time as the Great Mother deems it time for them to be reintroduced back into the world.  I would not be that Great Mother, as long as I hold the title, they would be held safe in the gardens, and in my heart.

	I had to smile.  My eldest daughter, Misty, who is the most powerful nature elemental Sparo has seen in ages, has taken it upon herself to search out other threatened species to give them a new home and new hope here in the valley.

	Rain flipped the knife on the tip of her finger, cocked her hip, and the dagger landed neatly in its sheath.  I shoved her shoulder as I stood. “Flamboyant showoff.”

	I looked around as I dusted some yellow pollen off my boots. “Where's Syl?”

	She grinned and indicated the wagon, where I saw smoke drifting out of the stovepipe on the roof.  I blinked.  Just how out of it was I that I hadn't heard them come in or apparently set camp?

	Rain seemed to know what I was thinking yet again as she assured me, “You needed to commune with the world and we didn't wish to disturb you so we were extra sneaky.”

	Smiling I bantered, “I'll extra sneaky you right upside the head, woman.”

	She snorted.

	Well, I didn't blame her. I posed less than zero physical threat to her.  There were few knights that would be her equal with a blade, my wife being one of them.  Rain was among the most dangerous women in all of Sparo and undoubtedly held the most magic inside her than any other woman, though she insists that my Misty may eclipse her by the time my daughter hits her age of consent.

	I inhaled to sigh again, but her cocked eyebrow showed me she was wise to my theatrics.  She bowed slightly though she was among the very few people in the Realms who didn't need to, being a retired Great Mother put her outside of the rule of man, just as the Templars of Sparo were.  With a flourish of her hand and a teasing, “After you, Great Mother,” she ushered me forward.

	And before I could start walking down the hill toward the first of the lakes below, she stepped off on her own with a jaunty gait.  I chased after her at a jog to keep up with my much shorter stride, calling out in English, “Hey, wait up, wench!  You just now said after me, like three seconds ago.”

	“How does George put it?  You snooze, you lose, Great Mother.”

	“I hate you.”

	“No, you don't.”

	“Fine, I love you, but you aren't as funny as you think you are.”

	“Yes, I am.”

	“Grrr.”  Fine whatever, she was as funny as she thought she was.  I giggled and took the lead since the silly Gypsy didn't know which lake my family was currently at.

	As we walked, I asked, “When did you arrive?”

	She shrugged. “About an hour ago.  Syl threatened me with great bodily harm if I disturbed your communion with Father Stone, that you needed to relax.  But I'm impatient.”  Her unrepentant grin told me she wasn't sorry one bit.

	“You are so bad.”

	“I'm just oddly relieved that all that pressure is finally off my own shoulders.  But I know that you can take the burden, Laney, else it wouldn't be quite as humorous.  Mind you that it would still be humorous, just not as much so if you were ill-equipped to take the responsibility.”

	I rolled my eyes.  She was incorrigible.  I smirked when she stumbled a little when two misty versions of me returned to merge with me after I sent them ahead to shove her shoulder.

	Ranelle just chuckled and told me, “You are getting better with your control over your magics.  I didn't even see when you pushed yourself forward that time.”

	I smirked.  “When you looked back at the wagon while you spoke of Syl.”

	“Ah... used my weakness against me.”

	“I'll let Sylvia know you view her as a weakness.”

	She chuckled. “You're a horrible, horrible woman.  I don't even know why I chose you and your wife as my mostenitors.”  She furrowed her brow as she took a bite of an apple from the blade in her hand.  Where had those come from?  “I didn't know that Celeste fished.  She doesn't strike me as the patient type.”

	It was my turn to chuckle at her.  “Oh, she fishes with no bait or hooks on her line.  She just uses the time to relax and find serenity within herself, to prepare for our next trial in life.”

	The serious but mischievous look on her face told me that the next trial would be sooner than any of us would like.  Mother Luna, couldn't we get just a day of peace before being thrust into the machinations of the realms again?  It seemed that someone, somewhere, was always in need of us.

	Oh well, there was nothing for it then.  I glanced from the path in front of back the way we came and asked with a smirk, “Is...”

	“Oh yes... Ingr is here.”  She placed the back of her hand on her forehead and over dramatically acted out in a good approximation of Ingr's voice. “It's been forever since I've seen Misty.”

	Then she rolled her eyes. “They were together just before your trip to Avalon last week.  I swear, all teens have to be so dramatic all the time.”

	Nodding, I affirmed, “Misty is the exact same.”  I affected Misty's tone. “But mom, why couldn't Ingr come with us, or why can't I just stay with Auntie Syl?”  My daughter knew exactly why.  First, Sylvia and Rain hadn't seen their daughter in a month, which is why I suspected they had come to Carnival at Wexbury a few weeks earlier than anticipated.  And President Cutter... Esme hadn't seen Misty in a few months.  Her duties as president of Avalon demanding all her attention.  I understood the feeling.

	Esmerelda was the logical choice for Sparo to install as leader pro tempore of the occupied territory.  Imagine her dismay and my delight when it was made official by a vote from their people.

	Though it was a close thing.  The anti-Sparo sentiment is thick in Avalon, as most of the people had been kept in the dark and fed propaganda about the “savage horde” of Sparo who was waging “unprovoked” war against their people.  So imagine their response when our forces were delivered upon their doorstep in the final battle of the years-long war which defeated President Kensington and the military forces loyal to him.

	The Purist party, a faction that sanctioned violence against Sparo, had taken forty percent of the vote.  I still didn't fully understand how their democracy worked.  It seemed so alien to me as Sparo was a feudal monarchy system with a King who ruled over all.  And even that has changed, as the Altii and the People have formed one people now with dual rulers that represent the two peoples.  Every ten years, the primary leadership is passed from one to the other.  It is a merging of cultures.

	Though I could see the allure of the democratic way of governance, where every person had a vote, every person had a voice.  But we saw first hand how that system could be manipulated so that one group of people could stay in power, rendering it basically the same as a monarchy, but by duplicity.

	I don't envy Esme at all, as the atrocities her people had perpetrated upon the Outlands for so many years have been laid bare to the population, showing them that all they were told about the lands beyond the Glass was a lie.

	As much as she protested, Misty had a great time in Avalon, visiting her honorary aunt and the zoological domes in the frozen land that housed so many animals and plants thought to be extinct after the Great Impact.  To my embarrassment and chagrin, Misty has a certain affinity for the platypus pool since it is on our family crest.

	And with our visit, we brought dozens of more chickens to bolster their rapidly growing population of the meat and laying birds.  Theirs had been wiped out long ago by an aggressive avian sickness and they believed them extinct until we reintroduced them.  Esme herself was gifted the first flock by me, as well as strawberry seeds to start new crops of the lost berries in Avalon.  I've learned that she is doing quite financially well because of both now.

	Rain couldn't contain her smile of joy when we came out of a heavily forested path to a hill above the bank of a river flowing into the small lake or oversize pond that my family favored.  There, sitting on the ground with her back to a tree, holding a fishing pole, was my wife, Celeste, looking... relaxed and peaceful, her fiery mane of red hair hanging over her face as if she slept.  A state I have rarely seen her in even before I was thrust into my current position, and it warmed my heart to see.

	And just a few yards away, standing knee-deep in the water, were our daughters, Misty and Shanicia.  Misty, who has grown like a weed the past three years and is now taller than me, was patting the water with her palm, and fish were drawn to her as her magics she could barely contain flowed almost freely from her, calling out to those fish.  It was like this wherever she went, animals just flocked to her.

	I had to cover my mouth with my white silk glove that covered my scars and my missing finger, to stop from snorting when I saw Bitsy, Misty's little Rockhopper standing on its long hind legs grasping her chestnut brown locks as the cute little rodent chittered a reprimand at the girls, my hand leaving wispy afterimages from the magiks of the people that leaked from me at all times.

	Ranelle's grin turned mischievous again and she silently slipped her dagger out and flipped it so the blade wouldn't strike first and flicked it toward my wife.

	The three girls exploded into swift graceful motion as my red-headed warrior caught the blade without looking as she rolled to her feet, her sword drawn toward the enemy, just as my girls spun toward us in the water, Misty's blade, Anadelea, a mirror of my Anadele, drawn.

	I had to blink at Shan, who had what appeared to be Celeste's short parrying blade, looking almost like a long-sword in her small hands as she plucked Bitsy off of Misty's shoulder to pocket her and give her older sister room to fight.

	Celeste looked up toward us and then rolled her eyes when she saw us above them on the hill and lowered her blade.  She flung the dagger back and Ranelle deftly caught it as the girls excitedly sheathed their blades.  My wife chastising, “Shan, how did you get my blade?  What did I tell you about procuring other people's belongings?”

	I could see the blush on her cheeks, even on her ebony skin, a contrast to her sister's pale ivory complexion.  “Umm... don't get caught?”

	“No, the other thing.”

	“Oh!  Don't do it!”

	Celeste touched her nose and then pointed at our daughter.  I sighed, I would have to discipline her again, my wife, for being one of the most terrifying people on a field of battle, was a pushover with our daughters.

	I cocked my head to regard the softie as the girls squealed and ran up to us to get hugs from their Mountain Gypsy grandmother who looked more like my older sister than a woman over fifty.  Her magic slowed her aging as it is apt to do the more powerful you are.

	The knight of my heart kept eye contact with me as she gathered her things, anticipating that we were needed for something since Rain was here.  This woman who was so gentle with our children and loving toward me was a woman forged in battle, adept in warfare.  Called the Harbinger of Wexbury by those who have shared a field of battle with her, and the Lightbringer by the Gypsies who watched her magic ignite in her for the first time.  I thought it amazing that she was these two diametrically opposed people in one body, and she was mine.

	“What is it, Laney?”

	I shrugged, feeling bashful as I rasped out, “Nothing, I was just thinking about how lucky I am to have you.  I...”

	The girls started making gagging sounds as Rain chuckled. “You two can give cavities at fifty yards.  How is it you are still in your sweet honeymoon phase?”

	Shan said, “We should go to the wagon before they start kissing again.”  She mimed kissing the air.

	Misty looked about to join in the teasing, but then her large brown eyes widened, making her look almost innocent as she made a realization, blurting, “Is Ingr h...”

	“Yes... at the wagon.”

	With that, my girl was gone without a goodbye, dashing up the path making excited sounds, Shanicia hot on her trail, but not before handing Celeste's parrying blade back to her.

	We turned to Ranelle, who was looking at the girls wistfully.  “They grow up too fast.  Shanny has to have grown four hands since you first fostered her.  And Misty?  I think she'll wind up almost as tall as you Celeste.  She's already taller than our Great Mother Laney here.”

	My wife, tongue in cheek, perpetuated the running joke about my diminutive height. “Just a little.”

	Then before I could kick her butt with a cross-kick behind my back, she asked point-blank, “What fresh hell do you bring on your heels for us this time, woman?”

	With that, Rain tilted her head back again for another hearty laugh.

	Celeste winced.  “That bad huh?”

	“Come up to the wagon, we must talk.”

	Mother Luna, I was screwed, wasn't I?

	


Chapter 1 – Templar Hall

	The news that the former Great Mother brought us, was to our surprise, not doom and gloom as we had expected, rather it was quite exciting instead.  That's how we ended up in Templar Hall three days later; I refuse to call it Templarville.

	We could have traveled the distance in just a couple hours in the Outrider, but when I go to Father Stone, I insist on traveling on horseback.  So I always decline when Sir Bexington offers to fly us in his airship, the fastest and most agile courier dirigible in the Sparo fleet.

	The transformation of the area since the excavation of the city from the Before Times never ceases to amaze me.  Back when I was scavenging metals and technology from the Before to pay for mother's medicines, I had discovered this buried settlement originally thought to be a village called Gus Davis Ford.  It was discovered later that it was called Cedar Ridge and was a sprawling metropolis the size of Highland or Solomon keeps, or bigger.

	What had started as a small excavation, in what the people of Wexbury Keep had nicknamed, the Dig, was now over a square mile of pre-Impact structures and technology unearthed and a constantly growing, huge village expanding from Templar Hall, one of my family's main residences.

	Since I was tricked into becoming the Great Mother of Sparo, I'm expected to have a residence in Highland being half Altii, and as the other half of my heritage was Mountain Gypsy, and I represented that half of the new blending of cultures, I also traveled the Whispering Walls in my wagon.

	So we had three residences... well four if you count the fortress guarding the Gateway at the Ribbon of Life in the Westlands, where the rim of the impact crater that circles the habitable lands there had collapsed in ancient times, giving access to the paradise inside.  One of the many titles I hold now is the Duchess of New Home there.

	How had my life become so complex?  I find myself longing for the simplicity of my life before all of the titles and responsibilities associated.  Where I had but one home, in Cheap Quarter, tending our chickens.  I had been at peace then, knowing my place, and not worrying that any decisions I made would affect anyone but me, mother, and my brother Jace.

	Then again... I looked over at the woman who held my heart as she rode on her new paint mare, Spirit.  I would never have known joy, or love, or met or married Celeste, or fostered two beautiful daughters.  If my new positions were payment for the wonder of my family and the joys they bring me, then so be it, I would pay it a thousand times.

	I patted Goliath's neck as we hit the outskirts of the swelling village at Templar Hall, where yet another ring of defensive walls was going up to contain the village as it grew.  My Percheron stallion, black as midnight with a blaze of white on his muzzle was showing no signs of aging like Celeste's old stallion, Canter.

	I have thought of that often, just as I have pondered the fact that Misty's little rockhopper, Bitsy, has lived multiple times the average eighteen months to two years of the species she had discovered in the uninhabitable lands.

	Researching in the Cedar Ridge Library; I refuse to call it the Penny Library; and discussing it with scholars such as Celeste's father, Prime Techromancer Donovan, we think we know what is going on.  Animals who are exposed to nature elementals like my mother and Misty tend to be healthier, lay bigger eggs, have sweeter milk, and gardens bloom bigger.  The animals seem to live much longer lives.

	I always assumed our chickens outlived the others because of the breed, which lay blue eggs.  But now I know they lived two or three times longer than the other chickens in Wexbury because my mother lived in our little stone cottage.

	Misty, being orders of magnitude more powerful than mom, likely is responsible for the longevity of the little rodent.  But Goliath?  He seems just as powerful and surefooted as the day I won him as spoils of battle.  He is still the swiftest horse in all the realms.

	Ranelle has a theory on that, and that theory is... me.  After I was scarred for life in the Battle of the Monolith, where I had to use myself as a conduit to channel so much magic and electricity, there are... cracks in me.  I spill magic from those cracks, my scars, at all times, and even with great effort, I can't completely stem the white wispy magic that falls from me.

	Rain believes that Goliath and those around me are constantly bathed in the mists of magic that pour out of me and she thinks that it is somehow soaking into my big beautiful boy and affecting him much the same as Misty's magic is affecting Bitsy.  Whatever the reason, I thank whatever powers that be, because I saw the pain in Celeste's eyes a couple of months back when she had to put her old mount to pasture as a reward for a long life serving as her mount in battle.  I don't know if I could bear to part with Goliath that way.

	Celeste caught the melancholy look on me, and she looked about to ask what I was thinking of when a short and long blast from the war horns in Templar Keep sounded announcing my arrival in the area.  I spat out in a hiss, “Mother Luna.”  I hated this part.

	I looked back at our little group.  Shan and Misty's mustangs were tethered to the beautiful pentagonal gypsy wagon that Rain and Sylvia called home.  The girls were inside but Eli wasn't with them, as he was a lookout for our band of the Lupei family now on the cusp of manhood like Jace.  Rain and Syl rode in the driver's seat of the wagon.  Then there were the six guards I could see.

	How I hated the lack of privacy in our lives now.  Two were from the Great Mother's Own to guard me, and two more who were assigned to Rain, as a former Great Mother she would always have the protection of the guard.

	We all thought that ludicrous, as she was easily the most powerful magic-user in all the habitable lands and infinitely deadly with both her magic and blade.  I even saw her take out three men who tried to ambush her during the war against Avalon, with her bare hands, in the blink of an eye. She had snapped one man's neck, crushed another's trachea, and the last one, I still don't know what she did, but she struck him three times in different parts of his body with her fingers and he just fell over... dead.

	Then there were the two royal guards, accomplished knights who protected the two royal families.  It was as if I couldn't go anywhere without an entourage, except into the garden of the Great Mother where nobody but a Great Mother and her family could tread.

	I don't know how the magic worked at the cave entrance, but it somehow knew who was family and who was not.  I first thought the guards were simply giving us privacy by waiting outside the cave, but I found it was simply that they could not pass, the illusion of solid rock was in truth, solid to them.

	Glancing around the gathering crowds of people, I knew that another eight or ten guards hid or blended in out there somewhere.  It was the same whenever King George and Queen Everly traveled.

	I caught sight of the last person of our group for an instant in my peripheral vision and was proud I had actually glimpsed her as she sailed from rooftop to rooftop in the village, keeping the wagon in sight.  My pseudo-sister, Sarafine, was assigned as Garda Personala to my daughters.

	Sighing heavily, I resigned myself to it as it started while we moved toward the Hall.  People bowing or taking a knee as we passed, calling out, “Highness,” or “Great Mother,” others who looked to be Outsiders or even Marauders looked around at the others then followed suit.

	I no longer saw that as odd, since Cedar Ridge is one of only three “neutral territories” in all of Sparo.  Anyone is free to seek knowledge in the Public Library of Cedar Ridge.  Marauders were arrested on sight except if they are on a pilgrimage to Cedar Ridge or were within the borders of the lands set aside for it.

	I believe that those who seek knowledge would hopefully spread that knowledge and eventually seek another way of life instead of pillaging, plundering, and killing.

	And many Outsiders gravitate to Cedar Ridge, being people without a realm who travel through the world, seeking odd jobs here and there to feed their families and abiding by the rules of whatever realm they are in.  They see Cedar Ridge as a Utopia, a respite from the governance of others, and I have made sure that any who wish, can find work in the massive excavations of the ancient city for a fair wage and food in their family's bellies.

	The other two locations that are neutral ground are the Mountain Gypsy Meeting Spot at Father Stone, and a similar one being constructed in Highland that everyone has already taken to calling Mother Stone.

	Though, as many a criminal has discovered, neutral doesn't mean sanctuary, as anyone who is wanted for a violent crime is handed over to the knights of whatever realm the offense was committed in to deal with as the laws dictate.  There are only five people who are immune to the laws or governance of the habitable lands.

	The three Templars, Celeste, Bex, and me, then Rain as a retired co-ruler and Great Mother... the fifth?  Well, the fifth is a little fuzzy.  Nobody can tell if he jests or not.  George, when he bestowed the mantle of Templar upon us, also playfully bestowed Templar status on Misty as leader of her imaginary Junior Regiment of children.

	Whenever pressed on the subject, the cagey ruler just grins like a loon and asks, “Is my word not law and beyond contestation?”

	I always point out, “That isn't an answer, you surly old fart.”

	And his Royal Smartass simply shrugs.

	“Isn't it?” he asks before ignoring my attempts at clarification and a request for a simple yes or no.  Needless to say, all of Sparo seems to treat my daughter as if it were true since she is a Sora of the Great Mother... essentially a princess.

	I have to make sure that it doesn't go to her head at times.  Shan, on the other hand, takes to being a Sora like a fish to water.  Now if we could just break her propensity for pickpocketing.  Her prior parents had trained her to be a thief since the day they purchased her, and it has been a chore to break her from all the bad habits they had instilled in her.

	I took a deep breath and sat tall in the saddle, I would not bring disgrace to Sparo.  I released the hold I had on my magics, and the slight misting I couldn't stop became a billowing white mist pouring from me, causing a blurring effect, leaving ghostly afterimages that I could hide in until we reached the Hall.

	Celeste snorted and shot me a cheesy looking grin.  She knew what I was trying to do.  “Own it, Laney.  There is no shame in holding a position you have earned.” 

	 As a ruler, I did as any self-respecting royal would do and I stuck my tongue out at my wife.

	She chuckled suggestively, “Oh no, a royal tongue lashing.”  

	Ok, now I was sure my cheeks were bright red.

	I rolled my eyes at the makeshift sign proclaiming the settlement “Templarville” at the protective palisade wall of the stockade, a hundred fifty yards inside the larger one being constructed to include the expanding village.  I knew no matter how I complained or snuck out in the dark of night to remove it, it would just reappear.  Not that I'd sneak out at night to do that, it is completely just unsubstantiated rumor.

	Truthfully a little rebellious part of me smiled at it and the “Dig” signs that were put up around Cedar Ridge.  I'm in awe of what my little secret salvage spot had become in just a few short years.  In reality, the excavation of the most important find in our modern times, the Cedar Ridge Public Library, started the explosion of exponential growth.  The sum total of all the knowledge of the Great Wizards of the Before in one place, free for all to read.  With the exception of the tomes and scrolls with the secrets of the magics they possessed in the Before.

	Those would have been tightly guarded secrets, and our scholars believe that they were stored in a place called the Library of Congress in a faraway land called the District of Columbia.  Many techromancer scholars have been trying to determine just where this place is so they can mount an expedition in a long duration dirigible to seek it out.

	Yet others are starting to wonder if the Wizards actually possessed magic at all, that they had possibly used technology in its stead.  The more I learn, the more I am starting to believe that as well, as impossible as it may sound, I mean a world without magic in it?  That couldn't be possible, could it?  Water is wet, the sky is blue, Gypsies at the gate bring Carnival, and magic just “is”.

	Looking around, I noted, not for the first time, that many people were wearing the bright colors of the Mountain Gypsies along with their Sparinian trousers and footwear.  The blending of the two cultures of people was becoming more evident by the day.

	I smiled back at the children chasing after our procession.  There is no greater joy in this world of ours than children laughing.  My smile grew when I saw Misty and Ingr hanging out the back of the wagon, passing out violet penny vouchers to the kids, making sure their families would have full bellies tonight.

	To my chagrin, my propensity for handing out penny vouchers to families has earned me the nickname of the Penny Lady, which precipitated to everyone calling the Cedar Ridge Library the Penny Library.  The one consolation was now that Misty was my Sora, and she and her Junior Regiment have taken to my habits, I have heard in whispers to her own embarrassment that the people are starting to call her the Penny Princess.  Ahh, paybacks for all the mischief she gets into that sometimes causes my heart to skip.

	I smiled as we saw the morning patrol from Wexbury Keep trotting through the village.  It was led by the new commander of the Mobile Battalion whenever Celeste was escorting me on my diplomatic missions outside of the realm, Sir Tennison, a huge man, Techno Knight, and the best swordsman in Wexbury, not to mention a personal family friend.

	Riding behind him and to his left... my heart swelled in pride, was my little brother.  Looking so very much a knight in his squire armor.  How is it possible that he is nineteen now?  The age of consent... a man on the cusp of knighthood, just a few weeks away.  I will weep in joy for him the following week when he and Elise Baker are wed.  Where does the time go?  It was just yesterday he was a scrawny little boy helping me tend the chickens, making me proud to be his sister.

	I sighed, knowing from what mother tells me that time will slip by more swiftly as I get older.  I could see that already.  I involuntarily looked back to Misty again.  I couldn't dissuade her on her fifteenth birthday last year from petitioning to become a squire.  Though she was of the same opinion as me, that our baby shouldn't aspire to become a knight, Celeste vowed to me that if Misty was to be a squire, then she would take her on as she did me.

	I inclined my head to the other knight with them as they passed by, saluting us, Lady Brenda.  Bexington's wife, and mother of my god-babies.  Their twins were little hellions who everyone at Templar Hall have adopted as their own.  How were they five already?  They were just in diapers and then I blinked and they are mischief makers in their first year of school.

	They, unfortunately, have their father's intelligence and are always making gadgets and thingamadoodles that got them into trouble.  Imagine the look on poor Bex's face when he was informed that he had to go to the classrooms in Wexbury Keep to retrieve his twins after they had stunned the class bully with a makeshift form of his shocking gauntlet.

	What wonders they will create when they are grown if their father brought us airships, auto-wagons, and instant communication across the flash lines?

	My guards got uneasy when Brenda passed right next to Goliath as we moved past, we exchanged fist bumps and greetings, “Wench,” “Runt.”  Then she and Celeste tried to shove each other off their mounts.

	I looked at the guards when the patrol had moved on.  “Oh lighten up, would you?  You all know Lady Brenda.”  

	They gave me stoic expressions in return.

	Grr.  I'm not made of spun sugar, and besides, if I were, who would dare mess with me with Celeste at my side?  Anyone with any sense knew she was one of the most dangerous people in all the habitable lands.

	A couple of minutes later we passed through the stone archway under the portcullis into the courtyard of Templar Hall which sat on top of the rise that overlooked the small ravine with the Hawktail River flowing at its base twenty feet below.

	At the ravine, five huge paddle wheels turned steadily at the powerhouses, supplying electricity to Cedar Ridge and the Cheap Quarter and Trough of Wexbury Keep two miles west.  Two had been added since the original three, and it seemed the more free power we generated, the more that was needed.

	I slipped off of Goliath while he was slowly plodding along the cobblestones, and bounced lightly on my toes as he just plodded up to the waiting stable hands on his own where everyone else dismounted.  I stepped back to the wagon pulling into the green space we had put in for visiting Mountain Gypsy dignitaries.

	Misty jumped off the tiny porch at the back of the wagon without dropping the fold-down steps, Shan riding piggyback.  Ingr landed beside them and took Misty's hand in the most natural motion that I doubt either realized they did or just how cute it was.  The young lovers... well I hoped they weren't lovers yet, they were only sixteen, always put a smile on everyone's faces.

	I said as I grabbed Misty's other hand pulling them along in a human chain, “Come along girls.  We need to get the road dust off of us and maybe get in some sparring in the Keep before we see what your grandma Emily is scheming.”

	It was hard to keep straight which of the girl's five grandmothers we spoke of, six for Misty including her living biological one, so we started adding their names to keep things straight.

	Emily, the matron of the Library of the Techromancy Scrolls, lovingly referred to as the Queen of the Scrolls, like Rain, looked no more than a year or two older than me, when in reality she was closer to sixty.  The more magic that flows through someone's veins, the longer their lives.  Where it was uncommon for a nonmagic user to live to see sixty years, it was quite a common occurrence for those touched with the spark.

	The retired Mother Udele of the Lupei is rumored to be over one hundred thirty, but the ancient woman coyly says that even she doesn't know the truth of it as time doesn't matter once you reach a certain age.

	We hadn't even known that Emily was a magic-user... and not of our lands... until she revealed it in defense of Sparo during the Avalon War.  That revelation rocked the foundation of Sparo.  That the lands we had already discovered, and the frozen realm of Avalon were not the only pockets of life left on the planet after the Great Impact... and that Emily knew this.

	How had she kept it from everyone for so long, and how had we not known she was not a noble, well a noble of Sparo at least?  Everyone just assumed she belonged with her bearing and authority she just seemed to project.  I think the fact that most of the men and even a few women of the Keep had crushes on the diminutive woman might have played into it in some way.

	I love her like a sister who I now called mother since she married Prime Techromancer Donovan, Celeste's father.  And I find it endlessly amusing that she is the only woman I know of who is shorter than me.  I am five foot one, well almost, and Emily just tops out at five foot even.

	She is also one of the rare blondes in the kingdom.  There are only a handful of blondes in each village of the realms.  I hear there are more in Highland than any other location.  I myself personally only know a few.  And her hair, in a braid, touches her ankles, that would mean that it would brush the ground like the train of some sort of golden cape if she were to take it out of the braid.

	And she... is the reason for our early departure from my respite in the Great Mother's garden.  Rain and Syl volunteered to retrieve us when they heard of Emily's plans as they Carnivaled at the gates of Wexbury Keep.

	If it was what I believed it was, I was more than happy to cut short my vacation from the responsibilities piling up around me, threatening to drown me.  I really hated politics.

	The girls turned the tables on me and ran ahead, dragging me helplessly giggling behind them.  Ok, they loved Emily as much as I did, who'd have thunk it?  It may or may not be the tomes of fictional tales of romance that Emily smuggles out of the library to read with them whenever we were in town or whenever we had to leave the girls with my mother when we went to political events they could not attend.

	They were all helpless romantics.  Ok, I admit I may have read one or two of them as well.

	That was neither here nor there, as we had to clean the road grime off of ourselves and get to the Keep.  Hmm... perhaps we can make some time to visit the public bathhouse while we are there.  A sponge bath just isn't the same.

	My mind absently drifted to the fire-heated metal tubs in Journey's End in New Home.  How decadent to bathe like that in your own residence?  Perhaps I should look into building something similar in the Hall?  I looked over at Celeste longingly and then harrumphed at her little smirk.  I cross kicked her butt and then ran off squealing with her in hot pursuit.

	


Chapter 2 – Sparring

	We made good time, and before long we were riding into Wexbury Keep.  Sylvia's band of the Lupei family was at the outer gates of the secondary wall where they Carnivaled for the Keep.  Dozens of colorful Mountain Gypsy wagons forming an arc around the outer portcullis of the secondary wall that was built to contain the swelling population like at Templar Hall.

	People came from all the various realms for the Library, and for the latest innovations our dear Lord Bexington, our scatterbrained but brainy knight dreamed up next.  Many people chose Wexbury as their home instead of just visiting because of all the new opportunities here.  And no other realm except Solomon had adopted as many of the ways of the Mountain Gypsies as Wexbury.  That is excepting, of course, New Home, which was founded by the lost band of Gypsies, the Cristea.

	It was exciting to see the blending of cultures as they spread through the land.  And the People were even adopting some of the traditions of the Altii and incorporating them in their own bands.

	The one thing I hadn't expected but should have, is that some Altii petitioned to join the Gypsies, and we saw some Altii in the various bands as they Carnivaled in the other realms.  That showed that the grand idea between King George and Ranelle when she was Great Mother, was working and our cultures would be stronger because of it as something new arose from it.

	I knew why we didn't see as many Mountain Gypsies petitioning to live in the villages of the realms, as they have done that already for centuries, the hidden fourteenth band.  

	These loners who traveled through the villages and keeps of the Altii, to learn about our culture and to discretely keep an eye on us were known as the Rovers.

	In effect... spies.

	My father, Nicholas was one such Rover but made the delightful mistake of falling in love with a woman of Wexbury and settled down.  That woman was my mother.  It is said that in her youth she was a beauty beyond compare, she is still quite stunning, and he was enamored upon his first glimpse of her.  I wish I had known my father, but he had died when I was young.  I can barely remember anything of him, and I still carry his tools with me everywhere I go, though I still do not know the uses of some of them.

	The War Horns of the keep shook the grasslands, announcing an approaching Royal.  Grr.  As we passed behind some wagons, I hopped off of Goliath and handed the reins up to Misty, who switched horses in mid-stride, handing her own reins to one of my guards.

	I smiled at Lakettya, who was preparing behind a curtain strung up between wagons for her next performance of her hundred veils of wisdom.

	She beamed at me and bowed, I winked and grabbed a colorful cloak in the colors of the Lupei and spun it over my shoulders as I shrugged out of my Hunter Green riding cloak which had so many charms and spells of luck on it that it made me hard to focus on, and grabbed a Carnival mask to place over my face as I tossed my cloak to Mist who silently donned it as she rode without missing a beat.  Celeste just chuckled at our machinations as she kept riding.

	I called up to her in my raspy voice,  “Oh hush you.”  Then I pointed at my guards and warned, “Not a word.”  They feigned shock then fell back farther than I knew they were comfortable with and I appreciated it.

	I made my way through the wagons and Carnival, pacing the horses as everyone mobbed them, bowing and calling out to “Great Mother Laney,” or, “Highness!” as Misty passed.  She kept her face in the shadows of my spelled cloak and it obscured her features.

	Did I really look that silly up on Goliath?  Such a diminutive woman on a mammoth mount?  We wouldn't be able to pull off this deception much longer as she was already a few inches taller than me and my mother believes Misty will be around five foot ten when she stops growing.

	I danced and twirled through the crowd, forming hoops in the air with the mists that were pouring off of me.  I wasn't as accomplished as the crier was, as she could shape animals and the like with her magiks, but it was enough to entertain and keep people from looking too closely.

	A small boy tugged on my cloak and I looked down at him, moving my mask aside enough for him to recognize the scars on my cheek pouring misty magics from them.  His eyes widened as I put a finger to my lips and winked at him.  His smile bloomed and he placed his own finger on his lips.

	Then I danced off through the gates, hopping on the back of a supply wagon heading in-keep, likely to the warehouse district, as I bowed to the people around us and spun for the guards at the gate who narrowed their eyes, then looked between “Great Mother Laney” who already went through the gates on Goliath, then me.  Their shit-eating grins told the story as I tipped an imaginary hat to them for humoring me.

	Once we passed the stalled procession of royalty on the crossbar heading up to the heart of the Keep, I smiled to myself, hopped off the wagon, and almost skipped up to Lord's Way to turn east to the huge and imposing Castle Wexbury.  I snickered to myself when I gave a flourishing bow to the carriage carrying Duke Fredrick and Duchess Lucia which went thundering past to go meet the Great Mother of Sparo.

	It would take Fred about fifteen seconds to wonder why Laney's personal guard was trailing a Gypsy performer by a hundred yards and turn back around.  Mother Luna, I was acting all tricksy like Ranelle had when she was the Great Mother.  I was being a scamp.  I had often wondered why she had been so aloof and mischievous at times.  But living under a glass can get so taxing at times that you need an escape.

	I had a new respect for Rain now, but I wasn't going to let her know, she'd just chuckle and smirk at me in a knowing way, and I wasn't about to give the woman the satisfaction.

	Jezelle, the leader of the Great Mother's Own, tweeted out a birdcall to me.  I turned back to see the bronze-skinned woman with her flowing black curly hair nudging her head back as the guards all trotted up to catch up with me.

	I sighed and nodded when I saw the Duke's carriage speeding back my way.  Fred was slipping, it had taken almost thirty seconds this time.  People in the crowded streets parted for him, inclining heads or bowing.  A few seconds later my guards parted enough for the carriage to loiter beside me.

	I grinned but didn't look over as Fred said though the window from his seat, “Nice day for a walk.”

	Nodding I assured him, “Quite.”

	“The Great Mother shouldn't be so sparsely guarded.”

	Looking back to where Misty was slowly making her way up the Crossbar with our contingent, I shrugged and rasped out innocently, “Oh I don't know, she looks to be ok from here.  As I am just a simple Gypsy minstrel, I know not of these things.”

	He snorted and Lucia called out, “You two are ridiculous.  Get in the carriage Laney.”  

	I looked over and she shot her husband a patient look. “You're slipping, Fred.  I tasted her magics when we passed.  And this isn't exactly the first time she's pulled this.”

	Then she chastised me as I went to lean in the window of the now stopped carriage, “You're just as bad as Rain was, Laney love.  I swear you two run from your titles instead of embracing them.”

	I nodded with a smirk as I dropped the mask from my face. “That's sort of the point, Lucy.”  Then I added, “How have you been?”

	She shrugged and deflated and her mothering look was replaced with a wry smile. “As good as can be expected, trying to keep up with the growth of the Keep.  Did you get the dispatches yet?  Fifty-three more people have petitioned to move to Wexbury this month.”

	I whistled.  When I was but a serf, tending my chickens in Cheap Quarter, I was amazed at the size of our home.  It was mind-boggling that seven thousand souls lived within the walls of the Keep.  Now there were over ten thousand with more people petitioning every day.

	Sure the number was a pittance compared to the sprawling metropolises of Highland and Solomon keeps, but it now rivaled the biggest villages in the other realms now.  Wexbury has always been small. The third-smallest realm in the Lower Ten, but we did possess the fourth largest defensive force.  But now with the influx of people in the keep, Cedar Ridge, and surrounding villages, Wexbury was rapidly climbing the population ladder.

	Fred, always so impatient, asked, “You're here for Emily's announcement this afternoon?”

	I nodded and pointed out, “But we thought we'd spar a bit in the training courtyard and use the bathhouse before then.  We've just got in from Father Stone.”

	Lucy sighed.  “By horse.  Why when you can request an airship at any time?”

	“The world is already moving too fast.  Sometimes it is good to slow down and appreciate the world we live in.  It lets me decompress a bit when I get the chance to get away from all this Co-Ruler nonsense.”

	Fred smirked. “Heavy is the head that wears the crown?”

	I shoved his shoulder back into the carriage. “Oh hush, old man.  You've a taste for it, being ruler of Wexbury.  And I know you escape from it all from time to time unless you're some sort of masochist.”

	Lucia chuckled. “She has you there, dear.  Now come Laney, we can get you to the courtyard and we can talk.”

	I shook my head and winked at her as I put the mask back on, then teased as I skipped away, “But I am but a Gypsy minstrel, the Great Mother you seek is back there on her beautiful mount.”

	Fred chuckled as Lucy sighed in resignation then said, “That girl is getting too big to pull this off for much longer.  Pretty soon you'll have to face your adoring public yourself.”

	“But today... is not that day!”

	I spun loops of mist for passing people and had to move aside when a stylish auto-wagon turned onto Lord's Way from the mansions in Uptown.  More and more of them were showing up every year.  I feared the day that horses would be no longer needed.  It may not happen in my lifetime, but the writing, as they say, was on the wall.  And we had tomes in the libraries that showed it was but history repeating itself, as the Wizards of the Before had replaced their horses with horseless iron conveyances.

	Sometimes I pondered if progress was actually... well, progress, or if we were losing something of ourselves, our culture when we embraced convenience over substance.

	It must have looked silly, the Duke following a performer in the streets all the way up to the castle gates.  The guards knew me instantly, as this was not the first time I had done something like this.  They just chuckled at me as I just dropped the mask and shrugged out of the cloak while exhaling in relief and passing into the courtyard beyond.  I squished my face up and pointed at them menacingly, my finger right below my nose.

	Ok, so not so menacingly as the brats just bowed and made an ushering motion with their arms.  I let them know, “Smiting list.”  They didn't seem worried as they chuckled again.

	Lucia and Fred got out to walk beside me to the training courtyard, the duchess insistent, “At least take a moment to visit before Lady Emily makes her grand announcement.  I don't know why she insisted on having a flash unit brought into the Library for it.”

	Duke Fredrick was obviously frustrated as he added, “It isn't like her to be so secretive.”

	I stopped short and he and Lucia would have run into me if they hadn't been trailing to my left.  I turned to the man and looked up into his face, a brow cocked in incredulity at what he had just said, Lucy snorted.  I prompted, “The woman who used her magic of the mind to make people not ask questions about her or her standing in the court?  The woman who has been in Wexbury for forty years, through two dukes, your father and you and nobody questioned it?  The woman who is in two generations of paintings of the court in the Library Vault collections?”

	Tongue in cheek I continued as Lucy tittered, “The adorable and lovable woman who insists I call her mom because she accidentally fell in love with our dear Prime Techromancer?  It isn't like her to be so secretive?”

	He waved that off. “Well besides all that.”

	Lucia smirked. “Quit while you are ahead, love.”

	“Yes, Lucy.”

	I winked at them.

	Emily revealed her magic and the fact that she came from a faraway land to the south when all magic users in Sparo were called upon to fight the decisive battle of the Northern Rift against Avalon.  Later she shared that she was on the cusp of revealing her deception soon anyway as I had started poking around and asking questions.

	Among my innate magic as an Adept, is the ability to take in other people's magic, unravel it and use it to boost my own moderate power reservoir or redirect it.  I can do it with any kind of power, even electricity, and lightning.

	She has, for decades in the lands of Sparo, projected a suggestive field of magic that made people not ask questions about her, to make them think it was inconsequential and they had better things to be doing than wondering if she truly belonged there.

	As an Adept, my magics were basically consuming her aura, and it was confusing her that I had been asking the questions so many people before me should have asked.

	But once all was revealed, she had already claimed all of our hearts, not by magic, but by her personality and love of knowledge, and the fact that she stood for Sparo on the lines without hesitation.  She shared with Donovan that Sparo is where she belonged, that home... was in his arms.

	The procession made its way into the courtyard.  Then Misty stood in the stirrups on Goliath, and my big boy knelt for her as she rasped out in a fair approximation of my voice to him, “I am Great Mother Laney in all my three-foot glory, bow to me.”

	Hey!

	I blurted, “Hey!  I'm taller than three feet!” as she stepped to the ground and Goliath stood again, towering over her.

	She pulled the hood back on the cloak and giggled at me. “True, you are taller.”

	Then my mouth worked like a fish out of water when Shan teased with the ages-old joke as she slid from the saddle of her Mustang, “Just a little.”

	I reached out and snagged the buckle on Shanny's belt with my magic and tugged her to me by it.  I ruffled her hair and hugged her as I whined, “I'm still taller than you, half-pint.”

	Celeste, always so very helpful, offered, “It's a near thing.  Another season and she'll have a hand on you, love.”

	Well, pluh.

	I looked at the amused rulers of Wexbury as Misty returned my cloak. “Of course we'll meet with you before mother's big announcement.”

	They mock bowed to me and then retired.  I snerked at Fred musing, “I wonder if Cook has any sweet rolls prepared.”

	Lucia chiding him, “You know what Doc said.  Try a carrot instead.”

	“Yes, Lucy.”

	He looked back to me and mouthed, “Help me.”  

	I'd smuggle the man a sweet roll later, you can't deny him his simple pleasures.

	I sighed and looked at all the knights and squires who were not out on patrol, who were training in the courtyard when we arrived were all standing around now, just watching the show.  I fluttered a hand their way. “Nothing to see here, you louts.”  Half the smartasses bowed or curtsied before they went back to sparring and weapon's practice.  “And where do you think you're going?”

	Misty froze, and asked, “To spar?”

	I sighed. “Not in your civilian garb.  If you're to be a Squire you need to take it more seriously.”

	Celeste cleared her throat and I stopped talking as she asked me, “Excuse me, Great Mother, but exactly whose Squire is Misty?”

	I bowed low, making a gracious sweep of my hand. “By all means.”

	Celeste straightened then said, “Not in your civilian garb.  If you're to be a Squire you need to take it more seriously.”

	Misty straightened. “Yes ma'am!”  

	Hey!  Grr.

	Then my traitorous wife looked me up and down, then pointed, “And you too, pipsqueak.”

	I kissed her fingertip and bowed to her. “I was just on my way to gear up.  And where is your armor, my lady?”

	She pointed out, “We are in our capacity as Great Mother and Sora of the Mountain Gypsies on this little excursion.  But I do need to loosen up a bit.  Shall we?”

	We three headed into the barracks to armor up as Ingr, Shan, Rain, and Sylvia made their way over to watch some of the more advanced sparring going on by some of the more seasoned knights, and to my happy surprise, some Gypsies as well.

	 I slipped into the armor devised for me during the war.  This hybrid armor with which People worked with Highland's most talented armorers with.  It was quite ingenious really, spell imbued plates with the spider silk and ceramic weave that would stop lead projectiles and blades alike, even more efficiently than the armor I wore before the war.

	It was crafted to look like form-fitting leather below the few plates, which weighed next to nothing, but were stronger than the steels the Altii armorers could produce.  I had leather gauntlets and gloves which hid my silk glove, and even a matching steel and leather headband which held my hair back and protected my forehead... and looked suspiciously like a crown to me.  Queen Everly promises me it isn't.  I'm still not sure if I believe her.

	The overall effect, with the cuffed gloves and boots, and all the deep greens and browns, made me look the swashbuckling Gypsy Queen, with definite Altii influences.  A hybrid, as I was in blood.  I suspect Ranelle had lent her hand in the elegant scoundrel look, as that was how she had wished the world to see the Great Mother when she had held the title.

	When my forest green, sweeping hunting cloak was on, its peaked hood made me look the raven's maid who stole souls of unruly children in the night, as the Gypsy fairy tale went.  Especially when I was ghosting as I moved.  The spells upon it worked in concert with my own leaked magiks, to make me hard to focus on when the hood concealed my face.  Was it by design that it added an ominous air to me as I stepped through the forest like a spirit of nature?

	Celeste donned her own that was similarly constructed, but made her look every inch the shining Altii knight she was.  A combination of danger and beauty.

	I smiled at Misty's as I checked to make sure it was secure.  She and Rain had conspired to create a true blending of cultures, with the leather flowing garments in rich deep greens and browns that looked as delicate as silk but were actually the same sandwich of leather, and silk as mine.  With small ceramic plates that glistened like dark green scales above them, giving her full mobility while being able to stop most projectiles and blades.

	Rumor has it that the Altii weapon smiths and Gypsy artisans styled the smoky streaks in the deceptive armor after the mists I trail behind me.

	She looked almost like some sort of fragile dancer on the training ground, in some blending of the old and new ways of Sparo.  And with her hair tied back in a knot as it was now, she looked almost regal and older than her sixteen years as she moved with the measured grace of a fighter, since much to my chagrin, she excelled in the training yard.  She's already surpassed me in the Gypsy Kanset Forms and has moved on with Rain to the Kanshi unarmed defense form used against dual blade weilders.

	Misty strode out to the yard like she owned the place and I bit my tongue when she stumbled when Celeste stepped on the heel of our daughter's leather boot.

	Celeste warned her, “Humility, girly.  You're only but a squire here, not a Sora.  Remember from whence you come.”

	I smiled at that.  What a motley family we made, a herder, a trapper, a cobbler, and a weaver... all playing at royals and knights.  We ought not take ourselves too seriously or we'll lose sight of others who are not as lucky as happenstance has made us.

	My eldest exhaled, nodded, and the old Misty Cobbler, with her eyes full of wonder and mischief was back with us.  She almost skipped out to the other squires.

	I called out to Verna and Kristof, who were overseeing sword and pike training with the group at the time, “Hey, Muscles, watch the brat?”

	Verna, our sister in every way but blood, winked at me and raised her huge double sword, which she lovingly called Gertrude, with its sword breaking slot in the middle.  Then she tossed a blunted pike to Misty.  My girl looked at the pike and then slammed it down on her knee and snapped the blunted blade off, then tested the shaft in an easy roll, preferring the staff for it's relative nonlethality.

	Rain said to me, “Boo,” as she swung her twin, razor sharp blades, Bowyn's short swords, at me.  I was already gone before her blades sliced through my misty afterimage.  I smiled in glee as the game of “Catch the Laney” began while Celeste, Sir Logan, and even Jezelle joined in, trying to anticipate where I was or already had been or will be, and which of the ghost-like Laneys were actually me.

	Gods did I miss sparring.  I only got to do it every week or so and now I was feeling a little rusty.  I remember how awkward and out of place I felt the first time I was out on these training grounds as a Squire myself.  Now I can see just how young and inexperienced I had been, and just how easy the knights were being on us until we gained some skill.  But now, I could open up and feed the small part of me that felt a thrill in battle.

	Some of the knights and gypsies stopped their own sparring to move over to watch.  Rain started to pull all the me's together with her magiks, but I shoved myself forward in time to swat her on the butt with the flat of my blade. “None of that, lady.”

	She chuckled at me as I made an effort to consume the pressure her magiks were exerting on me to break two more of me off ahead in time in explosions of mist.  I could see my giggling ghosts leave me to keep watch over the strikes and blows coming from those around me so I could avoid, deflect, or block.

	My two blades, Anadele and Hera were in constant motion, using the Kanset Trulain Movement of one blade over the other in an oscillating front to back motion.  Rain chuckled as we clashed, then I was gone to block the sneaky overhand blow from Jezelle which had landed a second later the first time I experienced it.

	I spun away from a reverse sweep of my guard's legs and eep! I ran into the chest of Celeste.  She started to grin in triumph and I gave her a quick peck on the lips before she grabbed nothing but mist where I had been.

	“You little sneak!”  Then she prompted, “I have a little something for you.”

	I stepped leg over leg, blocking and parrying incoming strikes from both Sir Logan and Rain, weaving my dual blades back and forth then combining them to capture and twist Sir Logan's blade from his grasp.  I called out, “You're out Logan,” since we always sparred to first blood and disarmed is the same as injured.

	I returned to myself from two different possible futures gasping in surprise as I heard a whupping sound.  A moment later I was falling to the ground as something wrapped around my legs, pinning them together and causing me to trip up.  My wife was there above me, all smiles, her blade resting on my shoulder. “You're out, Laney.”

	Mother Luna!  I looked down at my feet and then blinked at the group of braided leather ropes which had metal weights on the ends, tangling my feet.  “What the...?”

	She looked so smug when she said, “It's called a bola, a weapon used by native Arcadian hunters.  I saw a knight in Arcadia using one in their training courtyard.  I've been practicing for weeks with it, thinking that since it covered such a wide swath of the engagement envelope and moved slowly enough through the air, that your sneaky future selves wouldn't have time to figure out how to counter it.”

	Rain was crouched at my legs looking at this bola thing with curiosity. “Well done Celeste.” Nobody was offering to untangle me or help me up, the... the meanies.

	Jezelle showed pity on her poor Great Mother and unwrapped my legs as she said, “It is amazing, the ingenuity of the people in the Outlands.”

	That made me smile as I shared, “We've enough volunteers now from the Fifteen Bands to form a Sixteenth of the People, to travel the mountains of Arcadia.”

	That was so very exciting to me.  Within a few short months, five thousand of the People would be organized in the new realm, to share the wisdom and culture of the People with the new Sparinian realm of Arcadia.  The Arcadians welcomed us with open arms when we liberated them from the Avalonian invaders.  And their people petitioned then voted to become not just a protectorate of Sparo, but an actual Realm, following New Home's lead.

	Ranelle couldn't hide her appreciative smile.

	When I had suggested it at a conclave meeting at Father Stone two years ago, it was met with optimism and restraint as each of the fifteen bands did not wish to diminish their numbers, even for such an amazing opportunity of starting a new family of the People and spreading to new lands.

	It was Tianna, of the Aratreya band, who spoke to the hearts of the People and pledged ten percent of her family to such an unprecedented moment in history, but would consider only volunteers who wished to take on such a momentous adventure.

	I remember how my heart swelled with pride for the young ruler.  Her commitment started an avalanche of volunteers from all the other bands, and the Mothers of each had almost no choice but to follow the young progressive Mother in her pledge.

	And now, after two years of organizing and negotiations with Arcadia, the new Mountain Gypsy band, Arcadius, is ready to start their travels of their new home in the Red Rock Mountains there.  King George and I were planning on being on the fleet of airships in four months that would deliver them to the prepared camps, to see them off on their new journey in that faraway land.

	We all turned toward a commotion on the other side of the courtyard.  Verna was holding a squire from Hell's Gate we had gotten in an exchange program, by the back of his collar, his toes barely touching the ground as he was yelling, pointing his blunted scimitar toward Misty, who was standing in a protective stance with her makeshift staff in front of a rattled Ingr and Shanicia who was pointing a familiar dagger the boy's way.

	I looked quickly to my weapon belt to see the dagger of the Great Mother was indeed missing.  That little sneak!

	We moved over quickly to hear Kristof lecturing the young man as his knight, Lady Janice, just stood there shaking her head, a hand over her face in mortification. “...by no means acceptable conduct for an aspiring knight.”

	I noted the boy's nose was bloodied and I sighed as I prompted, “What's going on here?”

	The knights made a show of bowing to me as Kristof said, tongue in cheek, “Highness.”  This got the squires bowing.  The knights normally wouldn't as we are all friends in this venue, but they were teaching proper decorum to their charges.

	Misty blurted, “That... that boy was making lewd suggestions to my girl!  I instructed him on the folly of such a venture.”  

	I noted the redness of her forehead and knew what this “instruction” had been.  The boy was lucky she hadn't broken his nose with the headbutt, her go to move besides smacking shins hard enough to cause a full grown man to stumble or fall.

	Oh lords above.  This was not going to end well, was it?

	Verna released the boy who had stopped struggling and was now looking sheepish as he realized who Misty might be since I was there.

	I looked patiently at Misty. “Explain.”

	She froze and seemed to shrink in my eyes, becoming that small child with the spirit of any three that I had first met over half her lifetime ago.  She knew she was likely in knee deep because of my tone.  The one I reserved for misbehaving diplomats or headstrong daughters.

	She took a deep breath, calming the anger that had been boiling inside her earlier, and one hand tightened on the staff in her hands, causing green buds to sprout on it as she pulled her power back inside like her temper.  “We were practicing sweep blocks from spear thrusts, when this... this other squire spotted Ingr.  He started bragging about how he just wasn't good with weapons.  And how he could show her later... in his quarters.”

	She shrugged.  “I asked him to kindly not make suggestive comments to my girlfriend, and he asked, 'Or what?'”

	She shrugged and said plainly like it was common sense, “I demonstrated for him what.”  Then she added quickly, “But I didn't break his nose, I was just dissuading him of his current course of action.”

	I asked the boy, “Is this true?”

	Lady Janice stepped forward when the boy just stared at his feet. “It is, Great Mother.  I was about to discipline him when Squire Laney interceded.”

	Ahh... it was just as Kristof had been lecturing the lad.  I looked at the boy and tried to remember his name.  I had read it in the dispatches.  “Squire Raul, you must always be on your best behavior now that you are Squire.  As Squire, all that you do and say reflects not only upon yourself, but on your Knight as you are her ward until you are knighted, and it reflects upon your Realm and Rulers.”

	I continued, speaking to all the squires, “You stand for Wexbury and so must comport yourself as such at all times.  Banter between Knights or equals is different, as it is done outside the purview of the public.  But never should a knight or aspiring knight make suggestive comments to a member of the public, and never, ever, to royalty as you did.”

	The boy's ebony skin turned ashen gray at that.  He truly didn't know who he had been speaking to?  I said, “That is Sora Ingr of the Lupei.  A princess of the Mountain Gypsies, thus in our new blended society, royalty of Sparo.”

	He spoke in a whisper, eyes still down, voice shaky, “I... I did not know.  I beg forgiveness.”  He knew speaking to a royal like that could land him in the stockade if the offended party wished.

	Janice snapped in the tone I remember well as a Squire, which you responded to on instinct, “Not her, Raul, the Sora.”

	He looked up quickly. “Yes ma'am.”  Then looked over at Ingr and said without sincerity but instead the tone of someone desperate to escape punishment, “I apologize for my uncouth behavior, I beg your forgiveness, my Lady.”

	Ingr bit her lower lip, she hated confrontations, she was a lover not a fighter and she just nodded and stepped behind Shanny who was still looking fierce.

	I inclined my head. “Better.  Now...”

	I turned to Misty, who was squinting in anticipation of her own punishment.  She knew she overreacted and violence is never the answer... until it is.  “And you, Squire Misty.  The only time a Squire may strike another squire is in training.  You insult not only your knight.”  I indicated her mother who was looking the dangerous killing machine she was at the moment. “But Wexbury as well.”

	“Yes what he did was reprehensible for an aspiring knight, but what you did was tantamount to assault and we must all take responsibility for our actions.”  I knew that her temper only flared when protecting herself or those she loved, and when it came to Ingr... well, let's just say the boy was lucky a bloody nose was all she gave him.

	The boy was smirking now, thinking he had some sort of out I assumed.  Misty turned to him and started to apologize, “Raul, I'm...”

	He pointed at her and looked around as he blurted, “I demand satisfaction, you struck a Count.”

	The entire yard went silent.  Was the boy a fool?  Misty slowly stood to her full height, her eyes narrowing.  Mother Luna, how had this gone so sideways?

	Lady Janice said, “For fuck's sake boy, it was over.  I know things are done differently in Hell's Gate, but this is Wexbury.  Our culture isn't as... volatile as it is out on the sands.”  Then she said, “And you cannot challenge anyone to a duel, you are not of the age of consent.  We need to have a long discussion about comrades at arms when...”

	Celeste held up a stalling hand studying the squire. “No... if the boy feels slighted, there may be a remedy here.  Not a duel of course... but...”  She motioned her hand across the practice grounds.

	I blinked at her.  In what world could this possibly be a good idea?  Of the second year squires, he and Misty were the most accomplished.  All of the children in Hell's Gate were instructed in basic blade defense because of all the dangers living in a harsh environment where everything outside is trying to kill them.  So they are natural fighters even before they become Squires.  And Misty, well she was a special case, with training from her mother, the commander of the Mobile Battalion when we were in Wexbury, and Ranelle, who was master of so very many Gypsy fighting forms.  I don't think Raul has seen my girl actually fight before.

	Janice cocked an eyebrow, her bronze skin and flowing black curls made her look as if she and Jezelle were kin.  She asked, “A sparring match?  First blood?”

	This seemed to be quite agreeable to the boy, as Misty looked down, exhaling as she shook her head.  I muttered a curse which I tried not to let the girls hear, “Fuck.”

	Rain snorted and covered her mouth until she could put on a stoic look again.

	Celeste said as she motioned the two squires over, “This, is but a sparring match.  Any hints at over-aggression that could seriously harm the other and the match will be called, the offending party forfeits.  Raul, this is to first blood only.  Choose a blunted weapon.”  He already had a blunted practice scimitar on his back from earlier and he drew it and looped it casually in intricate patterns while he hopped on his toes to limber up.

	Then my wife turned to Misty with a warning. “Defense only.”

	Raul called foul, “How is this to be a real match if she can only defend?  It'll be over before it begins.”

	Janice was dragging her hand down her face again, I really liked the woman.  She was part of the Home Battalion, and has risen to third in command swiftly since her knighting.  “Raul, don't underestimate a good defense.  Remember your training, and control your emotions or you will get sloppy.  A calm mind is a sure hand.”

	I looked at the woman in mock disbelief, and then said to Misty as though I were affronted by the woman who was grinning and biting her tongue, “Misty... what she said.”

	Celeste said, “Hey, Great Mother... she's my Squire, leave the instruction to me.”

	I bowed to her, backing up a step and sweeping a hand toward our daughter.  

	Celeste stood tall and said, “Misty... what she said.”  

	I slapped her shoulder.  

	She snorted.

	Janice said, “Choose your blunted weapon.”

	Misty bowed slightly to her then to Raul in the Mountain Gypsy style. “I'm good, I've an affinity for sticks.”  She tightened her hand on her makeshift staff.

	Then all of us knights all turned to look at Verna expectantly, she was usually the scamp who... She looked affronted then grinned and looked around. “Odds are Misty, two to one.”  She looked at me. “I assume you're covering all bets?”

	“Why I never...”  then I added, “Of course, but I think Raul might have a better showing than you think.”  Then I whispered, “Five gold on Misty.”  By the Three Sisters, I was betting on my daughter's fight?  What was wrong with...  Celeste whispered to our musclebound friend, “Ten.”

	Janice waited ten seconds or so as the betting frenzy continued.  One Knight called out, “Point of order.  Is Misty allowed to use her magics?  We all know what she did under the Glass in Avalon.”

	Janice shook her head, it was an obvious answer. “Raul does not hold a spark, so magic use is not allowed.”  The betting continued.  I hadn't missed Raul's eyes widening at the mention of magic, but then he relaxed when he found she was not permitted to use it.

	I still shuddered at the sheer amount of power which had exploded from my girl the night she ignited, when we were escaping Avalon.  It was a little frightening and I had never felt such power except from Ranelle.  It is such a relief to me that Misty is such a kind hearted soul or I would worry about the power.

	Janice looked between the Squires, Raul took a kata form I recognized from Shan, it kept the long curved blade diagonal across the body, hand low, protecting the vitals.  He nodded.  

	Mist just stood up straight, her makshift staff in her hand behind her back, laying along her spine.  She nodded and Janice reminded, “First blood.”  We and the knights around us all said in unison, “First blood.” 

	Then Janice dropped the glove.

	Raul exploded into motion when it hit the ground.  He lunged at Misty, his blade cutting a smooth figure eight at his target.  The strike was meant to sweep away any defense then return for a slice across the belly.

	Misty barely moved, stepping first right, then left, avoiding the blade, then her hand shot out to grasp the spine of the blade and held it there.  She said, “No, you overextend, striking so zealously.  See how your footing moved when you went beyond your reach?”

	She sounded so much like Celeste when she was instructing in the practice yard.  “You become unstable and someone can grab the broad spine of the blade like this, and you are out of balance so you cannot pull the blade free.  You should recognize you over committed and step into it and twist the blade so you avoid this, then pull the blade back to ready position, dragging it along your opponent's leg.”

	She released the blade and he regained his footing and huffed in exasperation then lunged twice with twisting motions of the blade, so fluid that it had Rain cocking an eyebrow in appreciation.  I had told them he may surprise them.  But as skilled as he was for his age, Misty was faster.

	She just spun effortlessly, like it were a dance move, and she seemed to roll around each thrust.  As she pulled back, she kicked the blade to add to his motion and he had to spin backward or open himself up to attack.

	He blinked when he finished the turn and thrust out where she had been.  She wasn't there, she had taken a single side step and brought her staff around to rest the tip of it on top of his head.  “Better, but do not take your eyes from your opponent until the last instant of your turn, then use your peripheral vision as you snap your head around to reacquire lest you miss your opponent's counter.”

	The boy growled, impressively, but I saw in that moment he had just lost, as his rage was winning over his sensibility.  If he had maintained his composure and remembered his training, Misty would have been hard pressed to defend as he adjusted to her style.  He slapped her staff aside and lunged, overcommitting to a more nimble opponent.  He would have done significant damage to her had he connected.

	But she simply sidestepped, looped his extended arm, did a flipping roll across his back, and heaved his arm, sending the boy, who outmassed her by at least fifty pounds, slamming to the ground.  Then she danced away.  “Don't telegraph your moves, choose your moment, it takes half the energy to block or avoid a strike than to land one.  Don't tire yourself out by trying repeatedly to land a killing blow.”

	He slapped the ground and made a guttural noise then rolled to his feet.  “Shut up and fight!”  He shook his blade in rage and raised it over his head with both hands.

	Celeste placed a halting hand on Janice's arm and just shook her head almost imperceptibly to prevent her from ending the match.  The boy was too enraged and someone was going to get hurt.  He slashed down at Misty, like he was chopping wood, over and over.  She stood, the base of her staff planted on the ground at her feet, one arm pressed behind her back, and she just moved the other end side to side like a metronome, deflecting each downward strike.

	Then he lashed out with a leg with impressive speed and struck her in the chest, causing her to backpedal two steps as he pressed the attack, swinging down at her head and I almost called out to stop the match but her staff was already there, stopping the blunted blade inches from her forehead.

	Her upper lip twitched and she gave a little growl of her own, her eyes glinting violet as she struggled to contain her magic.  She had realized the boy was out of control and was actually trying to seriously hurt her.

	She spun as she kept her staff in contact with his blade and wound up standing beside him. She flicked the staff down to strike his shin, hard, he gasped and stumbled and then with a swirl, the other end of her staff looped around his blade and she tapped his fingers.  I was relieved she used a lot of restraint in the tap, she could have broken all of his fingers but instead she struck them just hard enough to smart.  He dropped the blade and she shoved him back with the end of her staff as he fell backwards on the ground.

	She snarled out as she stood above him as he cradled his hand, “You're out.”  Then she roared as she raised her staff over her head with both hands for a final strike.  I was about to intercept as the boy's eyes rounded when he realized he was in dire peril.  I saw other knights starting to unsheathe their blades to intercept Misty's blow.

	But then she stopped, and just placed the end of her staff on the ground and leaned on it with a huge smile as she said, “Just kidding.  Good match.”  And she offered her free hand down to Raul.

	He just lay there on his back, blinking, and looking between her offered hand and her smiling face which had been a mask of rage a moment before.  With confusion painting his face, the boy took her hand and she helped haul him to his feet.

	She saw his confusion and sighed then said patiently, “We're allies.  There will come a time where you will protect my back and I, yours.  This was just sparring.  Knights are all family and we look out for one another.  But I do ask that you do not persist in speaking to my girl in the manner which you did, lest it compels me to break your nose.  I really hate headbutting, it gives me a splitting headache.”

	He blinked as the knights all murmured about the truth in her words.  Then he asked, “Are you right in the head?”

	She shrugged, squishing her lips to one side, making a silly face.  Then Misty spit into her hand and offered it, “Allies?”  

	I was so proud of her in that moment.

	He regarded her, made a decision then spit into his own hand and they shook.  

	We all cheered then I held my hand back toward Verna for our payout as my girl told him, “Welcome to the Junior Regiment.”

	Someone said, “There's no such thing.”

	Shanicia stepped up to us as she countered, “Yuh huh.  The King says so.”

	Then she froze when she looked at me and gleeped.  She put the dagger of the station of the Great Mother into my waiting hand.  Then I sheathed it as she gave me the cutest sorry not sorry look, scrunching her head to her shoulders.  Gah she was too cute to reprimand just then.

	I stood tall and said, “Well that was... bracing.”  Everyone chuckled.

	


Chapter 3 – Announcement

	After that bit of excitement, we went in a group to the bathhouse on the far west side of the keep by the marketplace, where part of Dragontooth Lake was enclosed within the walls of the keep.  I noted the steady progression of the additions to the multistory buildings of the Belt which divided the market from Midtown, and new construction in the keep that was creeping up against Cheap Quarter.  Plus all the new construction that was slowly revitalizing the Trough as the influx of people continued.

	I also noted as we made our way through the marketplace to our destination that there were even some Avalonians mixed in the crowds of people perusing all the carts and vendors.  They were evident by their odd clothing, like the trousers with multiple pockets down the legs and their footwear.

	For as many people from Avalon that resented the occupation, there were even more who clamored for the chance to visit lands outside their home on the frozen tundra to the north.  So many made the journey who could handle the “irrepressible heat” of Sparo.  It made us grin a bit as the Upper realms of the Lower Ten were quite mild and a bit chilly except summer.

	To be fair, what they saw as comfortable in their own homeland, I saw as shiver inducing cold and was glad to have my spell imbued cloak which kept me warm while visiting.

	I appreciated their curiosity and sense of adventure.  I remember when heading outside the gates to Wexbury Minor just down the road or into the forest to scavenge for scrap metal and technology from the Before was a high adventure for me.

	And visiting the other realms was just a fantasy that all serfs had.  Envisioning the sights and people of the places we heard about only from the traveling minstrels and bards who used their songs and stories to educate the general populace of the wonder of the world most of us would never see.

	Now I chide myself for forgetting to revel in the splendor of the habitable lands as I travel from realm to realm to arbitrate disputes, or address the needs of the the Altii or the People as politics consumes my life.  I never would have thought that I, a simple chicken herder, would have seen all the lands both near and far, that existed in this healing world of ours.

	But as we soaked in the sinfully decadent bathhouse, with the matron of the bathhouse keeping people trying to get a glimpse of the Great Mother at bay, I looked around in pride.  Wexbury may not match the realms of Solomon or Highland in decadence and wealth, nor have the exotic fruit orchards of Far Reach, but there were wonders that could only be experienced in my home keep like this.

	It was unheard of for a keep to have public bath houses or Holy Day feasts each week that commoners were allowed to attend.  But the leaders of Wexbury, when it was founded, knew that the nobility is only as strong as the people who hold them up.  And a healthy populace made for a more productive and successful society.  They determined that cleanliness helped to keep sickness away, and others like mother had petitioned to make sure commoners had at least one good meal a week to contribute to a healthier populace.

	Now people came from all over Sparo just to experience our bathhouse, and some of the other customs which were once only available in Wexbury that were slowly spreading through the other realms.

	And that was when Rain and Celeste took the time as we washed up, to explain some of Misty's mistakes and problems with the stances she chose in her sparring match.  It chipped away some at her smug confidence in her fighting prowess.  It was basically them telling her that she was good, but not that good yet.  She took it with humility that was good to see as she promised to practice and do better next time.  Gack, please don't be a next time.

	And just to make sure her ego wasn't completely dashed upon the rocks, I commended her for how she handled things at the end.

	When we finished up, we resigned ourselves to the obligation of meeting with the Duke and Duchess before meeting in the Great Library for Emily's big announcement.  I'm sure Fred and Lucy were going to try to pressure me for some boon that would benefit only Wexbury over other realms again.  I had to suffer through it constantly, and had to keep reminding them that I must be fair and impartial about any petition, and though Wexbury is my first love, I cannot show it favor over others lest we cause unrest among the other realms.  It is the burden of ruling and they knew it, though it didn't stop them from trying.

	The girls?  They were traitorous little scamps as they bid me good luck and abandoned us to face the rulers alone.  Misty making some lame excuse, “We're heading to grandma Margret's, just in case she got back early from her visit to Wexbury Minor.”

	The cowards.  They read the dispatch when we were at the Hall, mother said she would return to the Keep in time for Emily's announcement.  I called out after them as they dashed off into the crowd, “Cowards!”  Their laughing was swallowed by the crowds of people my guards were keeping farther than arms length from our group.

	Celeste stated the obvious.  “Margret... mom, isn't home yet.”

	I nodded as I pointed out, “They're likely heading to say hello to Misty's biological parents in the Belt, or maybe to visit with Elise Baker.  They're enamored with Jace's fiance.”

	Rain added, tongue in cheek, “And likely enamored with the sweet rolls she is always sneaking them.”

	I blushed and grinned as I admitted, “It is how she won my heart over, with those decadent cinnamon rolls when she and Jace came to me for my blessing on their nuptials.”  It was tradition for a couple not of the age of consent yet to ask the head of the family permission as the head of household had the right to marry off or sell those under their care.  As Jace's father, Corrick the woodcutter was no longer with us, his voice added to the ghostly whispers in the mountains, it fell to me as head of our household, even over mother, to give consent.

	Thinking of Corrick always made me sigh in sorrow.  When mother was courting him, I felt as if that was what it was like to have a father since mine died when I was too young to remember his face.

	I pretended to give it much thought until Elise offered me a second cinnamon roll.  I had told them, “Of course.”  Elise and Jace were such a smart match, even before we found ourselves nobles by accident and happenstance.

	After our meeting with the Duke, which went pretty much as I had expected, we found ourselves in an overcrowded Library of the Techromancy Scrolls.  Everyone was standing around the diminutive and smiling Emily and the poor page sitting next to her with a portable flash unit which had wires trailing up to it through the doors of the library.  He looked positively enamored with the Queen of the Scrolls, it was a common look around her.  She simply had the personality and smile that made you light up and just want to hug her to you and protect her from the world.

	Donovan stood next to his wife, a counterpoint to her small stature, the tall man with his shaved head towered over her and exuded the power you would associate with his title of Prime Techromancer.  He was, by all accounts, the most powerful magic user in Wexbury.  His hand rested proprietarily on her back and the love between them was almost a physical presence you could reach out and touch.

	The Duke and Duchess appeared on the second level, in a balcony overseeing the main level of the Library.  There was no way to reach that balcony via the winding staircases that rose to the upper levels of the rows of bookcases of the space, and I often wondered where the door to that balcony was hidden.  I've only ever seen the Duke, Duchess, or Rain up there, and I don't think Rain got there the same way they did.

	Emily looked up to see them, and she smiled then looked around the crowded space.  Many nobles from not just Wexbury were there, but from various other realms.  Since this wasn't an official meeting of nobles, I assume they were attached to the scholars and Techromancers restoring or studying the tomes and scrolls from the warehouse district which belonged in the Cedar Ridge Public Library.

	I looked around too, searching for my errant daughters and mother.  When Em lit up with glee and motioned someone over, I followed her eyes and saw Misty, and Ingr pulling mother along to our matron of the library.  Then the girls took turns hugging Emily and spinning her around.

	Wait... where was Shanicia?  I turned around to scan the place but stopped and blinked.  She was sitting on Celeste's shoulder.  How... wait, I didn't want to know how my youngest moved around so stealthily.

	Emily looked to be in heaven having one of her grandchildren there, and she looked around again, no doubt for Shan who she spoiled so.  Her eyes locked on us and waved us over.  The crowd split as I moved through with my charges and guards and we stepped up to her as Shan dove off of Celeste's shoulder into Donovan's large hands.

	“Pop pop!”  Donovan smiled at her and kissed the top of her head as he hugged her then set her down to maul Emily.

	“Hello little one.”

	I pointed out as I kissed first Emily's, then mom's, then his cheek.  “She's not so little anymore.”

	“I wasn't speaking to her, how are you Laney, dear.”

	He oofed when Em backhanded his gut. “That's enough of the short jokes from you, you blustering lout.”

	“Yes, Emily.”

	She shook a finger at him. “That's right.  Yes, Emily.  I swear, if I didn't...”

	He shut her up with a peck on the lips, and we all turned from them to mom as she chuckled.  Rain asked, “What is it Margret?”

	“Does their bickering remind you of anyone?”

	Ranelle took a moment as she kissed first Donovan's then Emily's cheeks.  Then she grinned and looked from them to Celeste and me, where my wife stood behind me, hands on my shoulders.  “Why yes, I do believe you're right Margret.”

	I exhaled, savagely, then sighed and leaned back into the knight of my heart and shrugged.  Then I prodded the little blonde, “So... ummm, mom.  What is this all about then?”  I eyed the page who was frantically typing everything on the flash machine.  “And who's on the other end of that thing?”

	I had my suspicions.  The page watched the letters on the box flash and read off, “And hello to you to, Laney.  What is with all the secrecy?  Is this crown business?”

	I didn't have to ask and I prompted the boy, “Hello George.  I don't know, this is the Queen of the Scrolls' party.”  I stuck my tongue out at a mock affronted Em.  The page relayed my words.

	The instant communication devices were a wonder thought up by our Lord Bexington.  Bundles of wires have been strung between all of the Lower Ten, and Highland, and the first cables have almost reached New Home with plans to include Arcadia, and the last of the Outlands – Tiamant, and Avalon soon as more wires are manufactured.

	When letters are pressed on the box, a light with the corresponding letter is lit on the other side.  There is a switch operator in Highland that can connect any two locations without having dedicated wires between those points.  Messages sent via the system are called conveniently enough, flashes, for all the flashing letters involved.

	We all looked at Em.  She sighed and said, “Good good, fine fine.  I'll tell the whole impatient lot of you.”

	She hugged Shan to her as Misty and Ingr went to work tucking stray strands of Emily's hair back into the massive braid on her back.  There was so much murmuring in the crowd that Emily's voice was being swallowed up.

	Rain looked annoyed and brought her fingers to her lips to let out one of her deafening whistles when an earsplitting shrill whistle rang out from the most surprising of sources.  Emily lowered her fingers as the Library went silent.  “Please.  I'm about to begin, if you must make noise in my library, then I'll have to ask you to do it out in the corridor, am I understood?”

	She looked around at all the sheepish faces and then bounced on her toes, supremely pleased with herself as she squeaked out, “Good.”  She looked up at the Duke and Duchess. “My liege, my lady,”  Then at me as she curtsied. “Great Mother Laney.”  

	We all inclined our heads to her, giving her the room.  We weren't crazy, nobody denied her in her Library, and nobody corrected her when she declared the realm's library hers.  Again, we weren't nuts.

	When she spoke again, her voice carried to every corner of the library clearly, like the voices at the Meeting Spot were amplified by the cutout behind it in Father Stone.  I glanced up at the beautiful craftsmanship of the carved wooden domes of the Library and thought for the first time that must be why it was designed that way.

	She began, “As most of you know by now, I, Emilathia Brightseeker, am not of the realms of Sparo.  I am from a land faraway to the South, where Father Sol reigns with a fiery hold on the lands of New Cali.  I was First Seeker from our repository of knowledge when I was sent to Sparo to document your progress since the last time the Knowledge Seekers came to Sparo to observe your culture, hundreds of years ago.”

	She sighed in sorrow. “It is a treacherous crossing, even with all the weigh stations built for the task a thousand years back, and few of us survive the journey.”

	With a shrug she continued as the poor page's fingers flew across the letters on his box, attempting to keep up with her, “I was to observe and learn of your culture to add it to the knowledge we have gathered in the new rising of man after the Great Impact tore our world asunder.  For ten years I was to observe then retire back to New Cali, but I never expected to fall in love with the people of Sparo, nor this big lug here.”  She beamed a look of love and devotion to Donovan.

	Then as Duke Liam of Solomon would say, she lowered the boom on us.  “I am thirty years overdue and am likely assumed dead in the crossing, but I believe it is time for New Cali to come out of the shadows and our two peoples to meet.  Sparo has surpassed us in most ways and we could all benefit from the sharing of knowledge.”

	She smiled and shrugged, suddenly looking smaller than normal, her voice wavering slightly. “It is time that I go home.”  

	A ripple of surprise and even excitement flowed through the people gathered.  I know my heart was beating a little faster, but not because of the possibility of us meeting a new people... but did her going home mean she was leaving Sparo behind?  Was this despair I was feeling?

	Misty hugged her from behind in a show of support as Donovan pulled her to his side to share his strength.  She wiped a teary eye and said in a stronger tone and allayed my fear, “Don't get me wrong, Sparo is my home, Donovan is my home...” Her smile bloomed as she pulled Shan to her. “My family, is my home.  It is just time to introduce our peoples.”  

	I could feel a ten ton weight lift from my heart in relief.

	She looked toward the flash box and said with a smirk, “And someone has been relentless the past three years since I first revealed my story, trying to convince me to do just this.”

	The page read some lights a moment after he sent the dictation and he made himself look small as he read with one eye squinted as if in pain, “So sayeth the Queen of the Scrolls.”

	She grumped, “Shush George, I'm not done.  Everly, control your man.”  She looked like an imp, bouncing on her toes and biting her tongue through a toothy grin as a chuckle ripped through the library.  I could count on one hand the people who could get away talking to the King in such a manner, and Em was on that list.

	The page read, “Yes, Emily.”  

	Another round of murmured laughter circulated.

	She stood tall, and though she was dwarfed by her spouse, she looked a hero of legend to me for some reason as she said firmly, “So I have decided to petition the Crown and the Great Mother of Sparo, to assemble a diplomatic and cultural exchange expedition to New Cali, the cold season is beginning and that is the best time for the people of Sparo to visit as the average temperature in New Cali is one hundred degrees, summer would be most unpleasant to you as it rivals and exceeds the temperatures in the Burning Desert.”

	I noticed she was looking directly at me, question in her eyes.  I was nodding like a loon.  “Of course.”

	Then the page was reading in that stilted manner as each word completed flashing, “The Crown has no objections to such a historic undertaking, and as it shall be the first meeting of our peoples, then the Crown or Great Mother should be present.  And as our dear Laney represents both the Altii and the People with her unique heritage, I believe her best suited to the task.”

	My heart was beating faster yet again, excitement flooding me.  An adventure!  An adventure to a new land away from my crushing responsibilities here?  I composed myself and looked at the page and said, “Passing the buck are we, George?”  I didn't wish to look too eager after all.  People chuckled.

	The page cringed at the flashing lights, gnawing at his lower lip in discomfort.  He clearly didn't wish to say what came across.  I prompted, “What is it, young page?”

	He sighed and slumped his shoulders and relayed the message, “Just a little.”

	The place erupted in uproarious laughter when I muttered, “Even over flashes, jokes of my height?  Not becoming of a King, your high and mightiness.”  The boy hesitated, likely wondering if he could get the stockade for insulting the King by proxy.  Then his fingers flew across the letters with a cringe.

	Then he said as lights flashed, “Everly here, Laney dear, the old buffoon is busy laughing.  We leave it to you to arrange the expedition and dispatch airships to gather your party.  We just request the Crown be invited to witness the departure of this historic expedition.”

	I inclined my head though they couldn't see me and said over the rising voices in the space as everyone excitedly spoke of the mission, “Of course, Ev.  When we have a solid plan, we'll contact you and your joker husband.”

	The page sighed and looked uncomfortable again as he read, “Grand.  Love you dear, speak to you soon.”

	I looked at the uncomfortable boy and grinned maniacally at him as I laid my head on my hands in the air and fluttered my lashes while I said, “Love you too, bye.”  He faux grumped, a little smile giving him away as he relayed the words.

	Donovan said, “Well that went as well as could be...”  He winced at the shrill whistle coming from his wife.

	We looked at her as she clapped her hands three times in the sudden silence.  “What are all of you doing milling about in my library, making such a ruckus?  Out out out.  Shoo now!”  She was all smiles as everyone rushed to do her bidding.

	Mother was first to talk as people rushed out of her domain, “So Em, home?  This is exciting.”

	The diminutive librarian hugged Shan tighter to her as she said in a low tone so it didn't carry, “Then why am I so damn nervous?”

	I sighed heavily when a voice from above called down, “Oh Emily, Great Mother, a word when you have a chance?”

	Of course.  I sighed.

	Em didn't even look up as she waved the man off. “Yeah yeah, Fred, we'll get to Wexbury's requests as soon as possible.”

	I heard Lucy reprimanding as they left out whatever hidden door was up there, “You could at least have waited until the body was cold, Fred.”

	Emily and I snorted in unison then we looked around at all who were left after the page left, coiling his wires as he went.  Just family, and we all started squealing as we took turns mauling Em with hugs and kisses.

	This would be an adventure like no other.  And for once, one without risk.

	


Chapter 4 – Seekers

	The next three weeks were a whirlwind as we planned a three week expedition to what sounded like an exotic land by Emily's descriptions.  But there was one thing that I had never asked.

	My curiosity was killing me so one day after hours of us sitting with a flash page outside the little office she had tucked into a corner of the Library, and speaking with each realm about their contributions to the expedition, I turned to her to ask, “You never did say how the Knowledge Seeker Sect knew where to find Sparo.  Or did your people do as the Cristea had and trust fate?”

	Her smile reminded me of the mischievous imps in the fables that the girls enjoyed me reading to them at night in the wagons during our travels.  “About the Cristea...”  She looked almost embarrassed as she continued, “I can't believe I've never told you this... you being the Great Mother and all.  It has just never come up.  There are Cristea in New Cali.  Thirteen of them survived the journey all those centuries ago.  When I left, their band was thriving, around four hundred Cristea strong live there now.”

	I was blinking in disbelief over what she was sharing.  I was trying to form words when she added, “And unlike the Mountain Gypsies of New Home, the New Cali Cristea have retained at least some of their magiks.”

	The Cristea band had long since been lost to history when they believed that there had to be more inhabitable lands out there than Sparo, the lands of Hope.  They were the thinkers and intellectuals of the Mountain Gypsy tribes.  They left Sparo to the four points of the compass centuries ago and were never heard from again.  The lost fifteenth band.

	Lost until one day a man in archaic gypsy garb in the colors of the lost band showed up on the western outer marker.  That is how we came to find the Westlands... New Home, where the portion of the Cristea who had traveled west, lost many of their numbers to the harsh and unforgiving environment of the Uninhabitable Lands.

	Upon our arrival, we found that lost band under siege, their lands occupied and their people enslaved by the soldiers from Avalon.  The Mountain Gypsies had, over the generations away from Father Stone where the People believe is the source of all magiks, had lost the spark and none were among the touched of the People anymore.

	This news from Emily sparked hope in me.  If the Cristea survived West and South, then perhaps Duke Rojah's exploration efforts to the east may yet bear fruit.  It was heartbreaking last year when news came from the joint Perth Hollow and Defiance expedition to the the north had located the remains of dozens of gypsy wagons near the east end of the the Northern Rift.  The fire serpent which stretched for hundreds of miles in either direction, filled with ever churning lava, creating a natural barrier to any ground travel or exploration.

	The quarter of the Cristea family that had journeyed north, had just missed discovering Highland so close to the main body of Sparo.  They must have run into the impassable barrier torn in mother Earth herself, then traveled East along it looking for a way across.  By then, they were already beyond the point of no return, having surely have already consumed over half of their supplies so they had soldiered on with that unbreakable spirit of theirs.

	It is amazing, their fortitude, as they had made it the hundreds of miles to the end of the rift, before the uninhabitable lands claimed them for its own.  Sending their souls back to Father Stone.  The remains of the few who were not buried under the sea of stone cairns at their final resting spot, were carefully returned to the conclave at Father Stone and those remains were interred there at a monument to their courage.  A matching monument was erected at the remains of the wagons and the graveyard of Cristea.

	But if two parts of their family had been successful at a high cost, then perhaps a third did as well.  Underestimate the Mountain Gypsies of Sparo at your own folly.

	I found my voice.  “There were other Cristea and you knew?”

	She looked completely embarrassed and shame painted her features as she averted her eyes.  “Thirty years of hiding who I was and what I know is hard to let go of.  I apologize, I should have revealed this long ago.”

	I nodded thoughtfully, and could imagine the strain of hiding her past and capabilities from an entire people as I had tried that and failed in the first day after my igniting, and it was terrifying to me, thinking I would be put in the stockade or worse.  So I could understand where she was coming from.

	Sighing, I just nodded and told her, “Smiting list for you.”

	This brought a smile to her lips as she sighed in relief of her own.  Hey, why is nobody scared of my smiting list?  I've more kills than any living person, much to my shame.  I drag that long chain of sin with me wherever I go.

	I made a mental note to bring this up at the next conclave and maybe send messengers with this staggering news to all the Mothers of the clans now... and to the Crown.  I still have to remember that George has just as much responsibility over the Mountain Gypsies as me, just as I have responsibility over the Altii as well.  It is a concept I am still getting used to.  A lifetime of our societies being one way is ingrained in me and I have to unlearn.

	The more pressing concern is that some of the citizens of either culture are not adjusting well.  Some of the People resent being governed by an Altii King, just as some of the Altii can't abide following who they see as an uncivilized Mountain Gypsy Queen.  The absurdity of it is that the People are more civilized than those of us raised in the realms, not to mention that I was born and raised as an Altii, I hadn't even learned about my Mountain Gypsy Heritage until much later in my life, after my age of consent came and went.

	So I spend a lot of time educating both people's that we are not separate, not two separate sides, but one unified people, and that makes us stronger.

	We've relaxed many of the expectations and even punishments for conduct toward authority for the foreseeable future, until the culture shock of the new governance can become the norm.  George says it could take a decade or more.  When the first children being educated under the new system reach adulthood knowing only our new way of life.

	Verna has a poetic way of putting it which the heralds and minstrels would see as pure poetry, “Change is a bitch.”  Ok, so maybe not poetic, but infinitely understandable and relatable.  Then of course she'd follow it up with something profound like, “So pull up your big girl panties and suck it up.”  I love the big muscular lady.

	I caught the cheese cube that hit my forehead in two possible futures, as my assailant chirped out, “Laney?  Where did you go?  I lost you for a moment, was it a vision, a seeing?”

	I smiled at her and ate the cheese as I shook my head. “No, just lost in thought.”  She looked a little disappointed.  She's endlessly fascinated with the premonitions I live through in my visions of the future.  Only four of the touched of the people are cursed with... or blessed as Udele says, with the sight.  Besides Udele and I there were two others who had the ability to varying degrees.

	As an Adept, my visions include all my senses.  I can see, feel, smell, taste the future as it unfolds, often including me in the seeing.  It is called transference, and while others find it fascinating, I find them mostly horrifying as they almost always involve pain or death or some future that I cannot allow to let pass.

	Emily has taken to documenting each one, and noting differences between the same vision I may have many times as the event approaches, getting clearer and more urgent the closer they get.  She doesn't really need to document them, as a side effect of the magic of the mind that her people possess, she can recall everything she has ever seen, heard, read, or said.  She documents them for future scholars and historians.

	I turned the tables on her as I looked her over.  “Tell me about New Calians.  Are they all compact like you?  Do you keep your hair long like that by personal preference or is it a style from your old home?  What is a typical day where you come from?”

	She tutted and said, “It is best to show and not tell.  But no, I'm considered very short in New Cali as you are here, Great Mother.”  Ooo, Great Mother, nice touch from the sarcastic blonde.

	Then she absently touched her braid and said as she stroked it, her eyes focused far away, “Knowledge Seekers have to blend into the new lands we find, so we don't have uniforms or any type of gear that identifies us to others from the Sect.  So for every year of our missions, we grow our hair a hands length.  The more missions and the more years the longer our hair, and we braid it in this ladder knot so that we don't mistake a woman with exceptionally long hair as one of our own.”

	I furrowed my brow.  “Just women.  What about the men?”

	“Only women can be be Seekers, as only a woman can possess the glow of magic of the mind.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “There are no male magic users?”

	She shook her head and shrugged. “Not in New Cali.  We don't understand why.  There have been many theories but they never prove out.  Such as women having different body chemistry, or only women are strong enough to wield it since only women are strong enough to have babies.”

	I snorted. “I like that last one.”

	She giggled and said, “Me too, though it's nonsense.  The truth is we have no clue why only women can, and if they are born with the glow in their minds, they are brought before the Sect to become Knowledge Seekers.”

	This disturbed me for some reason.  “Wait, you mean you had no choice in it?  You were born that way so that meant your life was decided for you?”

	She nodded sadly and placed a hand on mine.  “You of all people know how some of us do not choose our own paths in life.”

	I nodded, a small part of me feeling caged like she implied, but her unspoken words also resonated in me, that ours is a small sacrifice to do what is best for our people and the greater good.

	Changing the focus, I asked, “What is New Cali like, besides hot?”

	I could see her pulling up her memories of her home prior to making a home and family here in Sparo, and she spoke of the wonder in those memories. “Down as low as we are in the northern hemisphere, we are on the cusp of viability, it is theorized that even farther down near the equator, temperatures average between one hundred fifteen to one hundred twenty five degrees... unlivable.”

	“But New Cali sits in the shadow of the New Sierra Upheaval an imposing range created by one piece of the fractured continental shelf that wedged under another so that we only receive direct sunlight for four hours a day when it shines through the Eye, a fissure between two peaks.”

	She smiled wistfully. “There is a lake, the Cradle, the size of which is unmatched, except of course by the Great Sea in Solomon for which there is no equal, which is fed from underground water sources our people still have not been able to find due to the depth of the lake.”

	She was starting to take on her more scholarly teaching tone as the emotion took a side step to it. “Because of the Cradle's life sustaining waters, our ancestors survived and thrived.  It is a wonder to behold.  And there, at the Cradle's shore in the shadow of the Upheaval, is where we make our home, Doctrina, a settlement of partially preserved technology from the Before... not as much as Avalon, mind you.”

	I brightened and blurted in excitement, “The Latin word for learning.”

	She smiled at me with pride.  I only knew that because I was fascinated when she had shared that the word carved into the Cedar Ridge Library, 'pvblic' was actually 'public' since it was from Roman and Latin alphabets not having a letter U but instead having a letter V with the same sound.

	I had researched a tome on beginning Latin that Em had recommended.  I don't remember much, but can still recall some of the words and meanings from its pages.  And doctrina was one of the few words I remember.  There were so many languages lost to us in the Great Impact, but this one was dead even before then from what our Queen of the Scrolls informs me.

	Then Emily seemed to deflate, sadness overtaking her as she said, “We once had a repository of knowledge like the Penny Library for the first few centuries after the Impact.  But the library of the ancient university that the settlement was built around, had burned to the ground in a great fire that destroyed half of the ancient ruins and part of the settlement proper.”

	It was like beholding pages in a tome of her people's history turning in her eyes as she continued.  “AnaMaria Truthseeker, the first of the Sect of Knowledge Seekers, was also the first of us to shine with the magic of the mind.  She had read two thirds of the tens of thousands of books before the fire.  And she spent all the waking days of the rest of her life sitting with the Scribes, to try to resurrect the tomes she had in her head.  But only a small portion of them had been reproduced before old age took her light from us.”

	She whispered as if she could see it happening in front of her eyes, “All of that knowledge was forever lost to us.”

	I placed a hand on hers, she looked so... beaten.

	Then she smiled. “But when our scouts found other lands that had life, the Sect was sent to observe these other peoples, to learn and assimilate their knowledge, and to seek out books... um tomes and scrolls that could be recorded by the Scribe Sect to restore the knowledge from the Before Times.”

	“These other lands were slowly dying, not having the protection of the Upheaval, and over the centuries we watched and documented first the Francisconians, then the Vegasites lights pass to time.  But their culture and learnings live on through us.”

	She shook her head. “We searched for centuries but found no other pockets of life within our range, or found some that were long dead, with the ruins of their attempts at civilization the only monuments to their passing.”

	Then she brightened. “So imagine my ancestors' surprise and delight when thirteen people in colorful garb, came stumbling out of the desolate landscape of the uninhabitable lands to fall upon the shores of the Cradle.”

	“We did not speak their tongue, but some among them spoke an archaic form of English, one of our two tongues, Spanish being the other.  So we quickly learned to communicate with each other and they told us of thriving lands of life, with thousands of people roaming beautiful snow and ice capped mountain ranges, of a sea that stretched farther than the eye could see, and endless forests.”

	She smirked. “They were called the Cristea of the People.  And they were well educated, clever, and had intelligence burning bright within them.  Half of them also possessed a form of magic we had never witnessed before.”

	“They told of of their months long journey and how most of their number perished in the crossing from this faraway land which was lorded over by Father Stone.  So for over twenty years, supply outposts were placed every fifty miles to the north.  It took so much time because most of the supplies were used by the very men and women sent out to slowly build up those same supplies at the outposts.  Then one day, riders came back with word that the lands of Father Stone had been sighted on a horizon, over two months travel to the chilly north.”

	“We sent out Seekers to witness this new land's people, but it was found out that there were two peoples there now.  Of course we expected the peoples of Father Stone and Sparo to crumble and fall to the ravages of time as well, but you thrived and survived, and great Realms rose from the wilderness.”

	She got that impish look I loved on her face as she scrunched her head to her shoulders. “One day, I was called upon as First Seeker, when my turn to make the crossing and gather knowledge from the people of Sparo came about.  The last Seeker brought word of what we had sought for so long, they spoke of a great repository of knowledge in the realm of Wexbury, a Library of the Techromancy Scrolls that the rulers had amassed.”

	“So I went to do my calling, and in that frigid land, my heart warmed, and I found a people who so completely enamored me, and the Library was a dream.  One day this young Techromancer, a year or two older than me, who had so much power restrained within him, that even people who held no spark could feel it, showed up in the Library.”

	“My heart skipped a beat when I first laid eyes upon him.  So tall, so strong, with an unquenchable thirst for knowledge I've not see outside of the Seekers.  He was in the library every day, consuming it all.  I watched as he became a man of passion, of intelligence, and power.  And I just had to be near him.”

	I was grinning like a loon, hearing the dreamy way she described Donovan. 

	“So when he was declared Prime Techromancer, I stepped into the Library and just started organizing it and took over its care, all the while pushing out my magics with the suggestion that nobody ask questions and just accept that I was there.”

	I chuckled and pointed an accusing finger at her. “You stole the Library.”

	She winked and said, “I stole the Library, and decided not to return to New Cali.”  Then she teased, “And the library is all the better for it.”

	A heavy sigh came from her. “Imagine my devastation when I learned that a Lady of the Court had caught Donny's eye just before then.  I resigned myself to being content with my library and all the people I loved in Wexbury as he married.  And I couldn't even be jealous, because Countess Shavey was such a beautiful person inside and out...”

	She pushed my shoulder. “Like your mother.  And also like your mother, she championed the commoners, the serfs of not only the Keep but of all Wexbury.  Everyone, including me, loved Countess Shavey.”

	She sighed in profound sorrow.  “My heart broke every day for her and for Donovan when she got sick with Wasting Syndrome... then succumbed to the evil disease.  Then over the years, I watched the broken man put himself back together again for his daughter, the Commander of the Mobile Battalion.”

	Now she was full of mischief.  “And I fell all over again for that young man who studied in the library every day.  Now I call him husband and my personal lout, and his daughter and her wife my daughters.”

	I pointed out, “You're not as cute as you think you are, mom.  You were basically a common spy.”

	She huffed,. “Yes I am.  And I take exception to being called a common spy, I was an exceptional spy.”

	I pointed backwards in warning toward the door where one my guards had snorted.  Em pointed out, “If it weren't for your flummoxing amber magics, not even you would have questioned if I belonged in the court.  Only one other ever realized I wasn't part of the royal court, and for some reason, he never called me out on it.  Your grandfather, Sir Tannis, Hero of the Realm.  It has to be something about how you Adepts can disassemble other magics to use as your own.”

	I sighed and offered, “Well you're a Countess of the court now, so it doesn't matter anymore.  And Fred and Lucia didn't do anything about it when you revealed yourself, because we all love you, lady.”  I scowled. “How did we get so far off track?  Weren't we talking about New Cali?”

	She nodded, but before we could get back on track, a familiar page gleeped in the doorway when he found two blades at his throat.  I looked at the poor messenger page, the same one who had operated the flash unit for Emily's announcement.

	I sighed heavily. “Jezelle?  Really?”

	The leader of the Great Mother's Own sighed heavily right back at me.  “He was running toward you, Great Mother.”

	My eyebrow cocked at her as I blurted, “That's his job!  He's not going to kill me with those papers he is carrying.”

	She mumbled like a petulant child, “Well he could, I could.”  

	Ok... I believed her.  She, no doubt, could kill me with the papers, I don't know how, but I had no doubt in my mind.  There was a reason she led the guards, first for Ranelle then me.

	I smirked to myself and told her, “And that's why I don't dare fire you.”

	Ok finally, I got the woman to grin.  She sighed and told the page, “Boy, if you are needing to speak with the Great Mother, approach at a walk and inform me first, lest you wish to get a look at the color of your innards.”

	“Don't scare the poor boy!  She didn't mean that.”

	“Yes I did.”

	The boy bowed deeply toward me. “If it's all the same to you, your highness, I think I will heed the lady's words as she scares me.”  

	Jezelle beamed at that like it was the greatest compliment, the scamp.

	I looked at the poor page and motioned him forward as I asked, “I apologize, but I don't know your name.”

	He inclined his head, his page's cap almost falling off as he supplied, “Leo, highness.  I was Duchess Lucia's personal Page until she assigned me to you, my Lady.”

	I grinned at him. “Ah, and you tell her of all you relay to me.”

	He paled.  I chuckled.  “I'm sorry, I've been in politics for far too long now.  I see all the machinations by default now.  How I do hate politics and wish I could go back to my old chicken farm where everything was simpler.”

	Emily put a hand on the poor boy's shoulder. “Don't worry, Leo, you're not in trouble.  In truth, we'd be a little worried if the rulers didn't try to glean some information for political advantage, as all the realms are clamoring for an edge in our little expedition.”

	He looked moments from sighing at her, the poor besotted boy.  

	I prompted, “You can tell your Duchess that Laney told her to come herself if she wishes to gain any advantage.  It isn't like we're skulking around in secret.”

	He looked nervous again and bowed slightly. “Lady.”

	“Please stop with the lady and highness and call me Laney, or Great Mother if you must.  I hail from Wexbury too, and a lower station than you.”

	He nodded and looked both nervous and curious.  I cocked my head and he leaned in to whisper, “Is it true you can destroy an entire army with lightning from your eyes?”

	Oh Mother Luna.  I'll never hear the end of these rumors now that the truth of me is out, and the tales from the Monolith and Solomon are greatly exaggerated.  “It wasn't lightning, and it didn't come from my eyes.  Don't believe everything you hear, especially from the Gypsy storytellers.  They embellish.”

	I sighed and palmed a small throwing dagger, then spun and flung it toward the rafters when I felt someone's amusement.  Ranelle snatched the blade from the air and started paring an apple in her hand to eat the slices.  She asked as she took a bite, “How did you know I was here?”

	Pointing at her accusingly I said, “I've known you were up there the whole time, I'm getting really good at tasting your magik even when you suppress it.  And your emotions bleed into it, I felt it... laughing.”  This got a cocked eyebrow from her.  Good, she can just stew on that a bit and wonder how long I've been able to do that when she is skulking about and eavesdropping on everyone.

	Leo just stared up at her, gape jawed as she dove from the rafter to a railing and slid down the rail on a spiral staircase on her feet and stepped lightly onto the floor by us.  I prompted him, “You have something for us, Leo?”

	He shook himself and stood at attention and shoved his handful of papers to me.  “The latest flashes of requests, suggestions, and demands from the various realms, and a representative of the Mountain Gypsy conclave has sent word that they request an audience to discuss their contributions to the expedition.”

	I sighed heavily as the weight of juggling so many personalities pressed down upon my shoulders again.  “We'll look these over and we'll send for you when we have responses.”  Then to Emily when Leo bowed and ran off I prompted, “Shall we get back to work?  It is impossible to accommodate everyone's requests.  We'd need an entire fleet just to carry the requested contingents from each Realm.”

	She chuckled and said to me, “Heavy is the head that wears the crown.”

	Hmm... that seemed to be the exact same thing Verna told me this morning when I whined about this when she and Kristof joined Celeste and me to breakfast. “Sucks to be you, now pass the pancakes, short stuff.”  Different wording than Emily, but the same sentiment, well maybe not the pancakes part.

	I sat at the nearest long table in the Library and started shuffling through the new requests, placing each on the appropriate stacks that just kept getting taller.  Then froze when I saw the one I had been waiting for, the one that would allow us to deny most of the personnel requests.

	If George were there just then, I'd have kissed the man.  I held it up to Emily and Rain with both hands in victory as they joined me on the bench.  Either George or Everly had read between the lines of my carefully worded request for as many airships as Sparo could spare for the expedition as every realm wished at least ten people to accompany us.

	It was a silent plea for help, as we couldn't possibly send a contingency of over a hundred people to Sparo's first contact with the people of New Cali.  It would look like some sort of invasion force.  I read it out loud through my wide smile, “Great Mother Laney, as most of the airships are tasked to other priorities at this time, I regret to inform you that only the Crown's Own, the Highland herself is the only airship we can free up on such short notice.”

	I smirked at the next. “Along with the Highland, we suggest two swift courier vessels as escort.  The Kantu from New World Keep, and Templar Bexington has made the Outrider of Templar Hall available as the swiftest ship in the fleet.”  Then I skimmed the rest. “Blah blah blah, King George, blah blah Highland... blah blah... Three Sisters conjunction... blah blah.”

	Rain nodded in appreciation. “That wily old dog.”

	I said, “Without mounts, and extra seating installed, the Highland can carry only twenty six.  It was as large as the huge personnel transports, but was the most heavily armored vessel in the fleet as it carried the King and Queen.  All that extra armor weighed a lot so the lift capacity for occupants was low.  Well much greater than for the tiny vessels like the Kantu and Outrider 2, however just a small percentage of the newer heavy lift airships used at the end of the war.”

	I looked to Emily and suggested, “Once we select diplomatic personnel, then a lottery for seats?”  She nodded with an evil grin and I sighed, now we could finally really get to work planning.  Time was getting short.

	


Chapter 5 – Embarking

	We stood in the main courtyard in Highland Reach, the name interchangeable for Highland Keep.  The members of our expedition gathered around us as the last of the supplies, trade goods, and even some duplicate reference tomes and scrolls.  They were found in the basement of the Penny Library where many copies of of mostly educational or reference tomes were found along with a treasure trove of tomes that were old, even at the time of the Impact.  All we could spare were loaded aboard, a loan to their Knowledge Seeker Sect.

	What an eclectic group we were.  Each of the fourteen realms had a scholar or noble to represent them except for Tiamant and Arcadia who couldn't afford anyone at this time as they are still rebuilding their realms from the ashes and integrating with the rest of Sparo.  They trust in the wisdom of those we send to forge a new friendship with New Cali.

	The People thought it redundant and possibly overwhelming for the New Calians on a first contact for members of every band and realm to show up on their doorsteps unannounced, and felt discretion was the order of the day, and instead entrusted their Great Mother and her family to speak for them.

	No pressure, it's fine, just heap another spoonful of responsibility on my shoulders, I'm sure this won't be the one to break my back.  Ok, so maybe I was sort of relieved since I felt we were bringing too many people as well, and it was exciting that Emily noted the specific wording from the conclave, the Great Mother 'and her family'.

	Celeste was already coming, but with fifteen seats freed up, and by the request of the conclave, Misty and Shanicia would be among the first people of Sparo to witness this new land that only their grandmother has ever seen.

	So with Emily and Donovan going as her spouse, not the Prime Techromancer of Wexbury, it came down to twenty-one seats spoken for after I argued down the protection detail to just three.  One of the Great Mother's Own, Jezelle of course, one royal guard, and Sarafine, to watch after the children.

	Queen Everly insisted that three knights go with Bex in the Outrider for security, since the Outrider, Bex's pride and joy could be operated by one person instead of the four it took to run all the other courier ships in the fleet except the Wexbury ships.

	So we had to hold a lottery for the five remaining seats.  I was tempted to say that we bring more cultural gifts with less weight in passengers, but George, Everly, and Rain explained that the thrill of a lottery was a morale booster in the realms.  Fine, whatever, be logical and intelligent about it.

	I harrumphed at the second lottery for the security detail on the Outrider when it came up with three familiar names.  My eye may have been twitching a bit when somehow Lady Verna, Sir Kristof, and Sir Tennison's names were 'drawn at random' by the King himself.  Funny that, what are the odds they would all be from Wexbury, and all my personal friends who have been with me in almost every major engagement I have ever faced?  There were games afoot.

	It didn't sit well with Jace that his knight was going on a mission without him, but he was assigned to Lady Janice until Tennison's return.  I saw the genius in that, it would give Squire Raul a role model of an exemplary Squire verging on knighthood that he could observe.  And if that didn't work, Jace didn't suffer fools and Raul would get a more painful lesson than Misty had handed him.  I really needed Tennison to work with Jace on his propensity for not starting things, but finishing them quite soundly.

	Every time I bring it up people get nervous and mention that he models himself after another Knight.  Why are they always looking at Celeste when they say that?  And why does she always look so innocent when I look too?

	Well whatever shenanigans were afoot, I was glad Tennison was coming, he was a moderating influence on Sarafine.  She and he... and... well, and Karen Baker had some sort of love triangle I didn't quite understand going on.  It was as if Elise's older sister and Tennison were... umm... sharing my Gypsy sister, but not each other?  Celeste calls the two, tongue in cheek, Sarafine's sister wives.  I guess that was as apt as any other descriptor.

	We wound up with two lords, one from Treth and one from Far Reach, two Ladies, one from Solomon, and an old wizened elder from Hell's Gate for four of the seats.  And the fifth was inspired, our neighbors to the south, Flatlash had opened the lottery up to all the citizens, noble or commoner.  And that fifth seat was given to a blacksmith's daughter, Laura Smith, who was a journeyman at her father's forge.

	She had more muscle than most women I knew except Verna and the knight from York who emulated her, Lady Gen.  But this was a different kind of muscle, it was sinewy ropes of steel under her skin from swinging a hammer and wresting heavy metal around all day.  I found it very becoming on the young woman, and the knights around us seemed to appreciate her look as well.

	I thought it inspired to have a tradesperson with us who could discuss and compare notes on the craft with the blacksmiths of New Cali.  I almost decreed a re-draw of the lottery and only tradespeople be in included.  But what is done is done and I'm sure that there will be weekly courier vessels traveling between Sparo and New Cali in no time, once we officially work out cultural and trade agreements with our new friends.

	That is what happened with New Home and Arcadia to an extent, there are daily flights to their realms now and a roadway extending from the Ring has been cleared and completed to New Home just this year, where auto-wagons can make the trip in just over a day, stopping at the Oasis for the night.  Roads will be constructed from there to Arcadia, and eventually to the devastated lands of Tiamant.  There is so much open trade flowing between the realms now and cultural exchange I find it inspiring.

	But as I said, now there we stood in the courtyard with the mammoth Highland airship that had a completely armored gondola under it.  The gondola was much smaller than most, because of the sheer weight of all the armor.

	The rulers of the realms all agreed our King and Queen must be protected at all costs if they insist on flying, especially after a war like the Avalon war.  Avalon Purists have allied with the marauders and Rogue magic users in Sparo to commit terrorist attacks and assassination attempts on a regular basis.

	They seem too organized, being spread out so far, we believe someone in Sparo is organizing them and I'll give you three guesses who that certain Rogue Duchess of Solomon might be.  Aelwen had escaped capture in Avalon just before its fall, and she is out there somewhere with the only operational gunship of the secret fleet Avalon had been building before we destroyed them all.

	There were hundreds of people crowding the courtyard, and the Aratreya were holding Carnival just outside the gates, so thousands more people gathered there to watch us embark on this historic peace mission to a faraway land.

	We all stood tall, representing our people as I spoke out of the side of my mouth, “Shanny, the King better have his coin purse back before we depart.”

	She froze from where she was crouched behind me using my cloak to obscure her as she was counting out a large cache of gold coins.  Her wide innocent eyes didn't fool me, nor the toothy grin on her adorable face.  Celeste simply cleared her throat while looking regal and heroic for the crowd.

	Misty would normally catch her before she lifted too many things from people, but she and Ingr were still busy with their teary goodbyes to each other.  Celeste was looking the same way as me as she said out the side of her mouth, “Good lord, we're only going to be gone for three weeks, you'd think we were leaving for a year the way they carry on.”

	I bumped her and said through my practiced politician's smile, “Young love, I think it's cute, and dramatic, and oh so emotional.”  It was so hard not to chuckle when someone in our contingent snorted.

	I looked to the sky, hovering there with their large propellers whupping slowly were the Kantu and the Outrider.  They had already been loaded, provisioned, and their crews loaded and they just waited to flank the Highland when she took to the skies.

	I asked, George and Everly through my teeth as I waved at the crowd, “Remind me why we couldn't have just taken off in seclusion instead of all this pomp and circumstance?”

	Everly didn't even try to hide our conversation as she just burst out laughing then said as she took my white silk gloved hand in hers.  “George is too much of a showman to let this opportunity to have a party go to waste, dear.”

	Then when George stood up straight, raising his chin, causing the royal trumpets to sound to silence the crowd, Everly said to me quickly, “Oh, we've decided to foster.”

	The crowd silenced for the King to speak, and my blurted, “What!?” echoed in the silence and all eyes were on me for my outburst.  My cheeks were on fire as I clamped my mouth shut, my eyes bulging at Ev.  The dirty snake!  She said it just then so I couldn't ask a million questions.  This was huge!  They had no children of their own and Everly loved children dearly.  This was monumental, the King... the King would have an heir!  George and Everly would be parents!

	I grudgingly stood at attention in my hybrid elegant scoundrel armor, flaring at the overly amused and smug looking Queen.  A hand grabbed the back of my head and my wife turned my head slightly from Everly to George as he began to speak.  I bet Celeste was in on this too!  Smiting list for all!

	George, always the statesman, started speaking first to the Dukes and Duchesses who had traveled just to see us off on our grand adventure, then to the whole crowd. “Today we are gathered for an auspicious day for the people of Sparo, for Mountain Gypsy and Altii alike, for we stand united as one.”

	He paced the space between him and his guard beseeching the crowd like a herald. “We send these people as our representatives in this moment of history, on a mission like none before it.  A mission of peace and friendship to an exotic land far away.  The land of Countess Emily of Wexbury herself.”

	He shook his head, a serious look on his face. “Never before in the history of Sparo has such an event taken place, and we hope that this is only the beginning as we search for other lands and other peoples who may have survived and thrived after the Great Impact.  Our world gets smaller as more is discovered, and mankind may soon cover this world as it once did, in a new era of peace and industry and trade.”

	The crowd erupted into cheers. I almost had to cover my ears.  Ok, I was smiling as I yelled to George over the deafening crowd, “Laying it on a little thick are we?”

	He shrugged and indicated the crowd. “They need something to inspire them, something to unite them.  This'll do.”

	Everly must have been in perfect sync with my thoughts as she slapped the back of his head. “Showboat.”

	He winked at her then took her hand and raised his other, causing the crowd to silence.  Then the smug man looked at me. “Our Great Mother of Sparo, Templar Laney, Hero of the Realm has something to share before our representatives load up and begin Mission Friendship.  Laney?”

	 

	What?  Was this a joke?  The crowd silenced, all eyes on me.  Nobody told me I was supposed to speak.  I swallowed and shot a death glare at the King I was going to assassinate myself for this, even if he was my friend.  His toothy grin wasn't helping his future any.

	My mind locked up.  I knew that all the great leaders always said something heroic and inspiring before they left on missions of great importance.  The heralds always used those iconic words in the songs they used to educate the populace on historical events.

	Celeste bumped my hip and I found myself talking, “Oh, umm.”  I pulled Anadele from her sheath and thrust her skyward Father Sol glinting off her magic imbued blade as I rasped out, “For Sparo!”

	The crowd roared back, “For Sparo!”

	Then I gave a crooked sheepish smile as I shrugged while sheathing my blade and said, “Now let's not fuck this up.”  Laughter rolled through the crowd, and I felt my blush trying to consume me as I tugged my hood on and buried my face in Celeste's shoulder as Misty and Shan grabbed our hands.

	Jezelle said from behind us as the crowd cheered as we turned for the airship, “Let's not fuck this up.  I think I'll have that embroidered on a napkin.”

	I whined at her as we passed by her and up the ramp into the Highland, “I think I liked you better when you never spoke.”

	She curtsied with a smirk. “As you wish, Great Mother.”

	I pouted to Celeste all the way to our seats in the forward cabin with the pilot and two of the five men it took to fly this beast, “She didn't seem concerned.”

	“No she didn't.  Nice speech.”

	It was my turn to smirk. “You think so?”

	“Just a little.”

	“I hate you.”

	“Tough, I love you.”

	“Ok.”

	I sighed and then made sure the kids were sitting in their seats to prepare for takeoff.  We've ridden in other airships of the fleet on many occasions, and none were as smooth and streamlined for comfort and outright speed as the Outrider.

	With the captain yelling out constant orders to the crew, the ship shook and groaned as men in the bay area closed the door ramp, then manually retracted the two giant anchors.  Then four of the eight giant propellers that drove the ship started slowly whupping as noisy electric valves clanged and helium gas hissed loudly, filling the huge sealed space of the lift envelope and the ship creaked and groaned as it struggled to defeat the pull of gravity and take to the air.

	As we lurched up from the bonds of the earth and sideslipped until the propellers could get into sync by the manual controls at the captain's station, the other four propellers, used for forward thrust, started to whup slowly until we cleared the walls of the courtyard with the people cheering below, then they spun up to a roar for a minute until the bulk of the airship finally started a steady pace forward.

	The main cabin was the only area of the ship that was insulated for sound, but the electric motors were so huge and loud that there was a constant hum even in there.  Then the Outrider and the Kantu slipped slightly in front of us on either side.  It was a formation meant to impose themselves in front of as much of the lift envelope of the Highland as possible in a defensive manner.  There were still many of the Avalonian long guns and even one tank vehicle unaccounted for from their armories, and we lost one Duchess to a sniper assassination in the past two years.

	I hated that even at peace, it felt as if we were at war.  I longed for a day when all the peoples of our world could live in peace and harmony, celebrating the lives our peoples have built from the rubble of the world of the Great Wizards of the Before.  I would see that day.  It was why I did what I did, why I accepted the role of Great Mother.  Because if not, then I carried the sins of those I have killed for nothing.  I bore the proof that peace comes at a cost, that doing the right thing always comes at a cost.  So good must come from it all, or what was the point?

	I dropped my hand from the scars on my face when Celeste took my other hand and I realized Misty and Shan were hugging me.  Shanny pulled back and wiped a tear that was on my cheek for some reason.

	Misty said so the crew couldn't hear, “You get lost like that more and more often, mom.  It'll all be great.  The world is changing, you'll see.”  Bitsy popped up from the folds of her riding cloak and chittered at me like she was punctuating my scarily insightful daughter's words.  I smiled and kissed her cheek.  I used to be able to kiss the top of her head.  In rebellion to the thought of my children growing up, I kissed the top of Shan's head.

	We turned to the windows which had steel slats covering them and watched the world pass by as the Highland lumbered south toward the Gap.

	


Chapter 6 – Take one Down and Pass It Around

	Flying used to be an amazing wonder to me.  My mind wandered as we headed down to the Southern Outpost at the southernmost arm of Far Reach.  We would camp there before starting the three to four day crossing to New Cali.  We would stop at some of the resupply stations the New Calians have seeded the uninhabitable lands with to document them.  Emily says she just might remember their locations.

	We all chuckled when Shanny said, “But I thought you couldn't forget anything.”

	Than I sat back as Donovan crouched next to her at the windows to explain facetiousness to her, which rolled into flippancy, and irreverence.  I always loved listening to Donovan, he had a way of explaining things with words that fascinated me so and I always looked them up later.  These words?  I am pleased to say, that I was familiar with.  And I was sure Shanny got the general gist of them by the context, but she loved learning like I did.

	The captain, Lord Lowery cleared his throat then coughed out, “Smartass.”

	Then Shan brightened. “Oh, I know that word.  Mom calls mother that all the time.”

	Both Celeste and I looked at each other and said, “Hey!”

	Wait... which one of us was she talking about?  And how had she overheard us when we banter playfully when the girls are asleep?  I try not to use harsh cursing around the children, and opt for the tame curses like Mother Luna.  It is a point of endless teasing for the unruly bunch I hang around with, and they are not as careful with their language.

	I feel blessed that in addition to the girls being taught by both the instructor of the Keep with the other children, they also have the benefit of being instructed by the three most intelligent people I know, Bexington is always showing the girls how to create things with their hands, showing them science and chemistry, and Emily and Donovan instruct them in topics and concepts most children don't get the chance to.

	I watch them just absorb the lessons like sponges, even the ones I have trouble grasping.  I've always been fascinated by knowledge in general, but was not blessed like the children of the current generation to have access to so much of it.  So I find myself learning with them, and I feel I am so much more than I had been without all the things, no matter how trivial, I can assimilate.

	I looked down at the world passing by beneath us with the girls, and the stick up the posterior guards cleared their throats.  I looked back at them and growled.  I would not be afraid of my own shadow, besides, as the last two assassination attempts should remind them, I am always watching a few seconds ahead when we are away from home.

	That's not to say I still don't feel the deaths, as the curse of my transference makes me experience them as if they had happened, which in some way, I guess they did and I get sort of a second chance.  It has saved me and those I love on countless occasions.

	Celeste joined us to watch the world pass by and Misty said, “Ingr would love this.  A chance to meet a new people.”

	I nodded and assured her, “If things go well, I'm sure she will soon join us on one of our trips.  I'm sure the Crown will see fit to put me in the middle of any trade negotiations because George enjoys making me suffer as I pretend to even understand politics.  It's all doublespeak, I can tell you that from my experiences in the past few years.  So there will plenty of chances to come visit with us.”

	Celeste was no help. “It is because you are a natural at it, love.  You have something most politicians do not have, a sense of fairness and integrity.”

	We looked over to Misty as she asked, “What do you think it will be like in New Cali?”

	I swayed and fell toward her, and just kept falling as I felt myself being pulled to the south as a vision began.  Fragmented images assaulted me, nothing congruent, just flashes of instances in time that flooded all of my senses and imprinted snapshots of emotion on my psyche before I could make sense of them and the next pieces of one or more possible futures pounded upon my awareness.

	I gasped and stumbled in oppressive heat and looked up to see Father Sol burning through a gap in an unbelievably huge mountain range, like a burning eye looking down upon me and I screamed  and looked around in a panic to find myself back where I had started, just laying on the Highland's deck, cradled in Celeste's powerful arms.

	She smiled down at me, though I could see the concern she always has when I return from one of these visions.  I've learned to control them to some extent when they are close at hand.  And I've even been able to initiate them a couple times, but only an hour or two in the future.  Unlike Mother Udele who could use a focus to peer into about any future she may choose.  I trade off control and accuracy for transference.

	She was wiping something cold on my cheeks and the rag in her hand came away red.  It's been a long time since I bled from the experience.  She prompted, “Vision?”

	I nodded with a weak smile. “Vision, Captain Obvious.”

	She snorted. “That's Commander Obvious to you, short stuff.”

	I noted that Misty and Shanny were holding my hands almost desperately and I gave them reassuring smiles. “I'm...”  I trailed off and noticed that there were a lot of eyes looking down on me, more than should be in the main cabin where the captain was trying to fly the ship.  I felt the burn of a blush as I squeaked to everyone, “I'm fine everyone.  It was just a seeing.”

	Emily said in frustration, “That's what I've been telling them, but many of them have never seen a Mountain Gypsy seeing before.”  She snapped at them all, “She isn't a sideshow at Carnival you louts.”  She clapped her hands three times. “Out out, all of you.”

	The Perth Hollow representative, Lord Martin, asked, “What did you see?  Will Perth Hollow secure our trade treaty?” Another started asking about spider silk trade over Jezelle's shoulder where she and my other guard, stood with Sarafine between the gawking people and me.

	Someone was actually growling and I looked up to see emerald sparks drizzling from Celeste's eyes.  People actually paled at the glare she was sending their way and everyone left swiftly, the captain telling a steward, “Lock that fucking...”  He looked at the children and reworded. “Lock that darn door.”

	Once we were as alone as we could get and Celeste and Sarafine helped me to my feet then over to a seat, Donovan asked as Emily and Celeste wiped my face down with cloths and a basin of water someone brought over from the tiny autopot room, “Was it clear?”

	He knew the farther off something was, or the more information was being relayed, the more vague the vision and the more I forgot it like mist burning off the surface of a pond with the first rays from Father Sol.  So it was best for me to try to remember the things I saw before they were just some nagging memory I just couldn't place in the back of my mind.

	I looked at my daughters, the worried looks on their faces, Misty's eyes glowing violet showing she was barely containing her magics.  That control would come with experience both Donovan and Rain tells us, as it is much harder to control the sheer amount of power contained within her.  I assured them again.  “I'm fine really.  Just let me sort through what I saw.”

	Someone handed me a cup of water and I drank, then closed my eyes and sorted through the already fading flashes I saw that were more of just a whisper of memories now.  I had to start talking or I'd lose them.

	I began. “A flaming airship.  An orange sky of ochre and honeys.  An impossibly blue lake that stretched to the horizon.  People in strange garb, silver cloaks.”

	I smiled and looked at Shanicia, her dark eyes wide as she listened. “And you were there, saying something about not being afraid... it had something to do with Verna.  Then pain and ecstasy, some sort of breathtakingly beautiful woman, forty feet tall, in armor and blinding light shooting from her eyes which was consuming everything.”

	I repeated... “Eyes... the air was so hot as I drew it into my lungs, there was a giant flaming eye in the sky watching.  I think it was Father Sol... then I was here.  There was so much more but I've already lost it.”

	Emily smiled. “That sounds like home.  The heat and Father Sol peering through the Eye in the Upheaval.  And that blue lake would be the Cradle.  I don't know about the rest except the people in silver cloaks... all women?”

	I nodded and she grinned. “The Sect.  And the other standing forty feet tall, that sounds like an abstract of how some in our Sect saw AnaMaria Truthseeker.  Some viewed her as a goddess because of all the knowledge she had inside her.  The sum of all knowledge at the time of her death, none has ever assimilated more...”

	She trailed off, looking ashen, and I heard her unspoken words “Until now,” as she has been consuming all of the tomes in the Cedar Ridge Library, including the most precious tome of all a complete dictionary of old English, so she knew how the Great Wizards spoke in the Before Times.

	Em shook her head and got back on topic. “Some were pushing for the Knowledge Seekers to worship her almost as a religion, while the Prime keeps us on task in our efforts to rebuild what was lost to us forever with the passing of AnaMaria.”

	I asked, simply because my mouth always works before my brain, “Will you share with them all you have amassed?”

	She shook her head slowly as she pondered it, her brow furrowed, a bit of worry on her face.  “I... don't know.”  I knew the worry, as I had already sussed it out, and I knew most of the others had too.  If she did, then they may press her into service as they had with AnaMaria Truthseeker, and keep her in New Cali the rest of her days so their scribes could document the tomes and scrolls locked within her.

	Donovan gave her a warm smile and said, “Great Mother Laney will blow up that bridge when we get to it, love.”

	I pouted. “Hey, I only did that once.”  

	This got some chuckles.

	Sarafine offered with a sly smile, “Now that Sparo knows of your people, subterfuge to gather knowledge is no longer necessary.  Perhaps you can convince them just to send all your available scribes and Seekers to the Penny Library to record it all in a much more efficient manner.  And it is neutral ground after all.”

	Emily brightened at that and said, “Yet another reason to love you Sara, a swift mind.  That's brilliant.”  And she tossed a tangerine to the smug looking Gypsy woman, who caught it smoothly and started to peel it.  Was Emily always carrying fruit in her pockets, like Rain?  I was personally happy to see her relief, and the strain on Emily's face since she announced this expedition had lifted.

	We all relaxed then when I was feeling more steady on my feet I stood and joined the girls at the window.  We were skipping lunch to fly straight through to the Southern Outpost where we would overnight before heading to the weigh station and outer marker then into the uninhabitable barren landscape not yet explored by Sparo.

	I rolled my eyes when we heard the people in the other part of the ship singing loudly, “Fifty seven bottles of mead on the wall, fifty seven bottles of mead.”

	Then I groaned as the captain and his crew chimed in, “Take one down and pass it around...”

	I smirked as I rasped out, “Fifty six bottles of mead on the wall.”  To cheers.

	Lord we were all hopeless.

	


Chapter 7 –  Shantopia

	That night, we all ate around the makeshift plank tables and seating pulled out of the storage and barracks buildings of the Southern Outpost.  Everyone was upbeat and the excitement of the adventure we would be embarking on in the morning was palpable... a buzz in the air.

	I kept one eye on the girls as Misty ran around into the darkness to investigate all the living things she could feel around us, I asked our absentminded brainy friend who was sitting across from us, “How did the twins handle the news you volunteered for the expedition?  And what did Brenda say when you told her you'd be saddling her with my god children for three weeks?” 

	He snorted. “I'm sure I'll be watching them for at least two months while she makes a point of going out to do girl stuff with you lot.  She loves our little hellions to death but they can sometimes be a handful.”

	I grinned and asked, “Girl stuff?”

	Verna supplied, “Yeah, like sparring or honing our weapon's skills.”

	Bex touched his nose and pointed at her with a silly grin.  Ah, his head was always in the clouds.  He spent easily three times the amount of time in his workshops dreaming up the impossible than he did in the training yard.  But his brain is his most powerful muscle.

	Then he sighed. “I miss them already.”

	He brightened. “They said they'd work on a special project for me in the workshop while I'm gone.”

	Kristof asked, “Like the time they tried drying your dress cape with electric coils?”

	The poor man hung his head. “Their concept was sound, but their execution was... well it was an execution.  Brenda didn't even say a word, she just handed me the immolated cape when I got home and walked off.”

	Celeste chewed on some flat bread with jerky stew I had made out of some of the supplies and pan fried for the meal for everyone.  Most of the nobles with us have never cooked for themselves in their lives, so most were just eating the perishables we brought along for the crossing.  The knights and our resident blacksmith, Laura, all smirked when it was announced that we didn't have a cook along with us so everyone had to fend for themselves.

	The looks on some of the nobles' faces were priceless.  So I and a couple knights made extra so the poor widdle Lords and Ladies didn't starve trying to figure out how to open a dry ration pack.  Mother Luna, I still sounded resentful when I was one of the Lords and Ladies I was speaking of now.  I'm sure that I'll never feel quite comfortable in my position.  Though I did find that I had to make a conscious effort to remember from whence I came the more time that passed.

	I assured our scarecrow of a Templar, “Well I think it is amazing how intelligent the twins are, once they get past their destructive phase, I'm positive they will change the world the way your inventions already have.”

	He beamed in pride.  He was such a great father, and I found I was just as proud of him and Brenda as I was their children.  It was my prerogative as godmother.

	Then I grinned mischievously and asked, “So Kristof, Verna says you two are thinking of little ones yourselves.”  He spit out the mouthful of mead in a spray, his eyes wide.  We all laughed heartily at that as Verna slapped his back and rolled her eyes.

	Since I was feeling all tricksy and scandalous I said to everyone within earshot, “The King and Queen are wanting to foster.”

	There was a pregnant pause in all the conversations as everyone swung their gazes my way, searching out any deception.  Then the tables burst out in cheers and animated discussions about how it was about time.  An heir... the Crown would have an heir, and Everly will finally have a child of her own to dote upon.  This was almost as exciting as the news of New Cali.

	I was already planning on helping to spoil the boy or girl they chose.  And I turned my eyes to the Three Sisters traversing the night sky and prayed they didn't deliberate forever on deciding a suitable candidate like they did for most every other important decision that would affect all the lands of Sparo.

	The only thing I dreaded were some of the Nobles who were in the line of succession, just waiting for George to step down as King so they could get the Crown.  With a heir, those nobles would still only maintain their place in the line of succession.  Which to me was a boon to Sparo as I positively detested Lord Cornelius of Highland, second in line for the throne.

	As the evening went on I stepped away to where the arable, fertile soil met the lifeless rugged landscape of a broken land intent on healing itself.  I thought that we as a people were doing the same thing as we tried to leave conflict and strife behind to build something greater then the sum of its parts.  I crouched to lift the mixed soil and volcanic sand and let it drift off in the wind.

	I smiled at it.  It wanted to be whole again, like us.  Each year the habitable lands creep out farther and farther into the wastelands beyond, reclaiming them.  It was a slow march, just a hundred yards or so a year, but just as the relentless drip of water can carve stone, the growth could not be stopped.  The world... she wanted to live again.

	Looking back over my shoulder, the illusion of my privacy was broken when I saw my ever present guards standing a respectable distance away.  They did an admirable job to pretend to look at anything but me to give me my illusion, but in some ways, I felt a prisoner in my life, never allowed to be my own person again.

	I smiled back at Celeste, who was doing just as admirable of a job letting me have a moment as she sat with the other knights when I knew she always had a eye on me, my forever knight, and I loved her for it.

	A sound in the darkness made me look back into the unlivable rocky terrain, and Misty and Shanny came walking out of it, illuminated by the Three Sisters in the sky.  There was some sort of large lizard on Misty's arm.  They were talking to it then noticed me and their smiles lit up my soul.

	My eldest said, “Look, mom.  This one isn't like the ones near the northern outer marker, see how the hood around its cheeks flare up like fish gills to make it look bigger?”  With a coaxing of her magics, the hood which had been folded back along the lizard's neck flared wide.

	I sighed. “It could be dangerous, girls.  Just like wandering off into the Uninhabitable Lands at night can be.”

	Misty kissed my scarred cheek. “Mooom... it isn't poisonous.  I checked.  And Auntie Sara is just there.”  She nudged her chin to the darkness.  I cocked my head and felt a magic laughing then looked at a rock formation jutting up from the barren landscape and toward the moons.  I could see her shadow, writing in a book she documented everything in.

	Misty can feel all life and emotions around her, so always knew where the elusive Sarafine was hiding to watch over them.  I've been developing the ability to taste concealed magics lately as my own power grows, and understood why Misty was so empathic.  I could taste the emotion of the wielder of magics and I swear sometimes the emotion of the magic itself.

	If she was writing, that meant... I asked, “Is it a new species?”

	She shrugged and said, “Aunt Sara thinks so.”  Then she reprimanded the lizard. “He tried to eat Bitsy, the naughty boy.”

	I grinned at how she spoke to animals then prompted, “If it is a new species, then...”

	Mist pointed at Shanicia. “I let her name it.”  

	My girl has already discovered five distinct species out in the supposedly unlivable landscape around Sparo.  Scholars want to “borrow” her for expeditions into the barren landscape to try to locate and identify more since she can feel them or call them to her with her magic.  We haven't allowed it.

	I looked at my youngest and she said with a proprietary confidence, “Southern Gill Lizard.”  I tried not to snort.  It was a much more scientific name than Misty usually uses.  There are still scholars that groan over the Rockhopper name.

	Then Misty looked at me, the dust on my hand, and then the dirt.  Her ability to suss out my thoughts was unnerving at times. “Everything will live again.  There's so much more out there than what you see on the surface.”

	She looked back to the Southern Outpost which would have to move in a year or two, closer to the Fringe, then to me in a conspiratorial way.  “Here, let me show you.”

	Her eyes flared violet, dripping lavender sparks.  The talking back in the outpost dwindled as the magic users in the group all turned their eyes toward us, various colored sparks dripping from their eyes according to each type of elemental affinity they had.  The world was bright like day, the colors rich as my own magic rose in me to answer hers.  Tendrils of white mist curled from me, reaching for whatever she was doing with her magics.

	She whispered from a million miles away, “See the world through my eyes,” and the ground began to heave and shake under our feet.  It wasn't an earth rumble, something was moving the rocky landscape as it cracked and popped.  The ground erupted from within for about fifty yards into the uninhabitable land, as fresh earth was churned up and plants and trees began to grow at incredible speeds across the mini grasslands Misty had called forth.  It slowed and some meadow flowers gradually bloomed before it was all over and my daughter pulled the huge swell of magic back into herself, locking it down as best she could.

	She crouched and let the lizard run off into the grass toward the rocks before she turned to me, looking exhausted but beaming her smile at me. “See?  It's already started to live out there again, just beneath the surface, it just needs time to break through.”

	I looked from her to what she had created.  I know I should have been afraid, but instead I was amazed.  She just gave life to a tiny piece of desolate land, or more accurately, sped up the process for life reclaiming it for its own.

	Celeste would have surprised me if I hadn't felt her bright light inside approaching as if on on silent cat paws from behind us.  She prompted as her hands landed lightly on my shoulders to start massaging them slowly, “You know the cartographers are going to have a conniption about this Mist, they had just updated the maps for Fringe creep a couple months back.”

	I leaned back into the comforting strength of my wife and moaned in pleasure as she relieved some tension with her firm hands while Misty looked down sheepishly.  “Sorry.”

	Shanny just said, “Dibs.  I claim this land as Shantopia.”

	“You can't do that you little sneak.  I made it.”

	“Yuh huh, I called dibs.  I'm going to hold Junior Regiment meetings there.”

	Bitsy climbed out of Shan's collar to chitter at both of them in a chastising manner.

	I sighed and suppressed a giggle.  “The only thing either of you are going to claim is a bedroll around the fire, or a cot in the barracks.  It's late and we've a crossing to start tomorrow.”

	I noted that Donovan and Emily were standing just a few feet from us, their eyes wide in shock and wonder as they surveyed my daughter's work.  

	Can my baby girl cook or what?

	


Chapter 8 – The Crossing

	The next morning, after a quick breakfast, our people were all tucked back into their airships.  Bex made a show of circling the outpost in the nimble Outrider as he waited for the Highland to raise and chug her way up to cruising speed before falling in, slightly in front of her.

	I chuckled as the captain grumbled about my dear pseudo-brother under his breath, “Grandstanding showoff.”

	Emily stood beside us by the slatted windows as we made our way to the outer marker, a hundred and fifty miles past the Fringe and the Southern Outpost.  She said as her eyes were locked on the southern horizon, “If we detour about thirty miles southwest of the outer marker, I can show how to identify the supply caches New Cali has seeded the badlands with.  They can help if mounted riders have to make the crossing until such time as a roadway or trade route can be cleared between our two lands.”

	She was optimistic that trade negotiations and cultural exchange were going to be a given.  Celeste was a little more pragmatic, thinking that a people who have dedicated their lives to secrecy for centuries may be a little less enthusiastic at opening up to the people they have watched from without and within for so long.  Trepidation should be expected especially because they have witnessed our violent nature as we have waged many wars since they had first started chronicling our culture.  Especially since New Calians are an innately peaceful people.

	I grinned at myself for being pragmatic in my thoughts.  I had only learned the word a year ago when I looked it up after Esme kept using it in negotiations.  This was my first occasion to use it, even if just in my own head.  As Donovan is so fond of telling me, every new thing we learn allows us grow as individuals.

	Looking at my mother in law, I told her, “I'm still not sure if I'm cross about you hiding this from us for so long or not.”  

	She offered me a tangerine, my and Misty's favorite fruit.  

	“Peace offering?”

	She chirped through her grin, “If it works.”

	I couldn't stop my smile. “Damn it, woman.”  

	She put on her little Miss Sweet and Innocent face, fluttering her lashes.

	I stuck my tongue out at her then peeled the tangerine.  I popped a slice into my mouth before it was taken from my hand as if by magic.  I rolled my eyes at Misty who was stuffing sections into her mouth as fast as she could chew them.  “Rat.”

	Misty held her hands open to demonstrate they were empty and she didn't know why I was accusing her.  She pointed a finger down where Shan was sitting on the floor, playing with Bitsy as she munched on the last of the evidence.

	Placing the back of my hand on my forehead. “Betrayed and starved by those I love.”

	Shanny asked, “What's this?”  She was spinning a delicate feather which looked to be carved from silver on a slim silver chain.  They both had yellow highlights.

	Emily quickly put her hands on her chest under her neck then sighed heavily and held her hand out.  Shan smiled widely at her and handed it to her grandmother.

	The absurdity that their 'grandmother' looked only a couple years older than me was not lost on me as I shook my head.  “Shanicia Weaver Lupei!”

	She held Bitsy up to crawl up Misty's sleeve and stood with her hands behind her back.  “Sorry Grammy Emily.  It's just that whenever you are lost in thought, your hand always rests on your breastbone, I just wanted to see what you kept there.  I knew it had to be something amazing like that.”

	Em nudged her head as she leaned on the railing to watch the world roll by underneath us.  “To put it in terms easier for you to understand, this signifies my rank.  I rose to the level of First Seeker because of my innate mind magic glow, and all the years of study I put in to gain the privilege to make the crossing to document the growth of the people of Sparo to add to our knowledge.”

	She smiled in pride. “Only Prime holds a higher station.”  She furrowed her brow and added, “If I even have a station anymore since I abandoned my posting for love.”

	Then the little blonde winked. “I wasn't supposed to bring it with me, we're not supposed to have anything that would draw attention to us that might indicate we came from someplace else... but... I had just been awarded it and I wanted it with me, it had been my life's dream at that time.  I was young, foolish, and naive back then.”

	With a sly grin she said primly, “Now I'm only young and foolish.”

	I snorted when Celeste came up behind her and lifted her off the deck into a hug from behind, “Keep telling yourself that, old lady.”

	Without looking up, Donovan countered from where he was at a little flip down table studying some hand drawn charts Emily supplied to the captain.  “She's my spring rose.”

	The captain mumbled, “Spare me lovers and fools.”  

	I was really starting to like him and knew why George chose Lord Lowery to pilot the Highland for him.  I pointed a finger at him as I nodded, he grinned.

	Emily looked scandalized and hugged the girls to her. “At least my favorites love me.”  

	The girls beamed at us, happy to be pawns in Emily's unapologetic game.  Fine, whatever. I smiled at the whole silly lot of them.

	Before we knew it we were slowing down, over the huge beacon flame set up at the outer marker.  To both signify the farthest exploration of Sparo and also to act as a beacon for anyone out there seeking new lands as we had.   There were meager supplies and a map carved in stone at the base of the beacon to show anyone coming in from the outside the location of Sparo from the beacon.

	Those of us with military experience stood tall and gave the salute to heroes, striking our chests.  Then when our escorts continued south, Lowery grinned like a loon as he veered southwest toward the coordinates Emily had given him.  It took the other airships a few minutes to realize they had lost us.

	Celeste asked the smug man, “You didn't have your men signal the other ships with mirrors that we'd be deviating from course?”

	He said as if absent minded, “Oh my, did I forget to give the order?”  

	I'd never understand the rivalry between airship captains.  It was always bigger until someone was faster, then it was maneuverability or lift capacity.  When would they learn that none of that nonsense made any difference, because we all know the Outrider was the jewel of the fleet and had no equal.

	Ok, fine, I may be a wee bit biased.  If I had a Wexbury or Templar Hall banner on my person, I'd start waving it.

	Celeste asked when she saw the goofy look on my face, “Internal Outrider monologue?”  I am not that transparent am I?  I'm sure the blush burning on my face told the whole story.

	I nodded then stumbled... when the ship shuddered, the sounds of an explosion causing my ears to ring.  I was panicking but realized it was a seeing when more visions assaulted me from all sides.  Shan saying “I gots a Verna.”  That goddess gazing down on us with that blinding light.  The oppressive heat, the eye in the mountains and the lake.  And it all seemed to rewind and I saw a flaming airship, the Kantu, careening past, slamming into the port side of the Highland... explosions, and I snapped back to the present, mid scream, gasping and shaking.

	I whispered to everyone as strong hands supported me, “The Kantu... something's wrong.”

	The captain looked at me dubiously, but when the magic users in the group all turned to him with grave looks on their faces, he paled.  He nodded and said, “We'll land at this supply cache and we'll go over the Kantu's critical systems.”

	He asked, “What was it?”

	I shook my head. “I don't know.  There were flames, odd explosions that made no sense.  It was colliding with us.”

	“Sabotage?  Purists?”

	I shrugged.  “I only saw flashes of what could come to pass unless someone makes a different decision.”

	He nodded. “Well I'm making that decision now to ground the airships while we look for sabotage.”

	I nodded back.  Sometime that was all it took to change what I foresaw in a vision.  Celeste was leading me to a seat.  “Come on, have a seat.”  She turned and called out, “Someone get her some water!”

	I was a little anxious until we found an area near Emily's coordinates that wasn't as rocky as most to land the ships.  Captain Lowery went with his crew to meet with Bexington to check out the Kantu.  With Bex scouring the ship I felt more confident.

	Donovan said to us, “Well those who need to be are on the case, in the meantime, what say we take a jaunt over to the supply cache to see how to identify them?”  He offered his arm to his betrothed and she bashfully placed her fingers in the crook of his elbow and he led the way down the bay door ramp out into the rocky landscape.

	Kristof offered his arm to Verna, and to my amusement, she took it just as primly and they flounced down the ramp.  A flouncing Verna is a thing to see, I grinned, then took Celeste's arm as the girls offered their arms to each other. “Sora,” “Sora.” They snickered then skipped after their grandparents.

	I observed. “Those two are incorrigible.”

	My red maned spouse nodded. “They take after you.”

	What!?  Why that... I crossed my leg back across to kick her butt.  Then I asked, “Wait, are you talking about Kristof and Verna or Mist and Shan?”

	She rolled her eyes and kicked my butt back.  

	What?  It was a serious question.

	A few of the others, mostly the scholars, and even Laura Smith decided to tag along.  Most of them have never been in the Uninhabitable Lands except to cross the Gap before King George's Great Bridging project.

	That mile wide strip of grassland bridging the forty mile gap between Highland and the Lower Ten is a work of engineering that shows there is little we cannot accomplish in these modern times.  And with the advent of Bex's auto-wagons, the task was completed in a fraction of the projected time.  The official opening ceremony was this spring, though people have been using it since the road and irrigation canal were finished to irrigate the new grasslands before they were put in.

	Laura crouched at a rock outcropping that was tinged reddish orange and she mused out loud, “Hmm... high concentrations of iron.”

	Then she looked around and asked, “Lord Donovan, have any of the mining Realms ventured out into the wastes to strike any mines?”

	He got that smile on his face that he showed when imparting knowledge on someone.  I see it a lot when I relentlessly ask questions.  He truly loved people expanding their minds and horizons.  “A few hundred years back, Defiance and New World dug test shafts a mile or so out.  They found a lot of promise, but conventional wisdom was that since the Whispering Walls are so rich in resources, and the infrastructure is already in place there, like roads and refineries, that it didn't make good fiscal sense to mine out in the badlands.”

	He nodded to himself and added, “I'm sure as our technological base expands and the demand for more resources increases, then some adventuresome Lord or Lady will strike out and take that step.”

	The blacksmith nodded and our group continued on for a couple hundred yards before Emily pointed.  “There.”

	We looked over to an outcropping, and saw a large stone about three feet around, and then two smaller stones beside it, all laid out in a straight line.  I blinked and asked, “The Three Sisters?”

	Emily looked pleased I had made the association as she nodded. “Only in New Cali we had referred to them as the Guardians.  Each supply cache is marked like this, the stones point toward the location.”

	We followed her then she smiled and pointed at a rickety looking plank door on the ground that was protected by the outcropping itself.  She grabbed the thick ropes and strained.  The old ropes came apart in her hands.  Then she looked back to Verna with a cute pleading look.  Our muscular knight rolled her eyes playfully and mimed opening a jar and squeaked in a good approximation of Emily's voice, “Can you open this for me?”

	Em just harrumphed and motioned her hands toward the trap door as she assured her, “Well go on then.  I'm sure I loosened it for you.”

	Verna gave her a crooked smile, kissed the top of the diminutive librarian's head, then crouched and slid her fingers under the first plank.  And she lifted as her muscles bulged.  Not a lick of strain showed on her surprisingly feminine face, and I loved that she didn't ever seem to care about the huge scar that slashed diagonally across her face and down her neck... I was always self conscious of mine.

	She stood, and with a creaking groan, and some rotted wood snapping, the door opened to reveal a pit with supplies stacked inside.  I blinked.  Long long ago, the two large half barrel casks of water had either rotted through or some sort of animal had chewed through the fire treated wood.  All that remained of them were rusted through rings that held what was left of the dry-rotted wood.

	Wooden boxes that held what looked to have been jerky strips and possibly wheat flour were covered with dusty moldy rot.  Most of the jars were broken and the few that remained were covered in decades of dust.

	I don't think anyone else noticed when Verna dropped the trapdoor to the side, the remaining ropes that lashed the planks together fell apart.

	Donovan reached down and broke a piece of rusted metal off a barrel loop.  “It appears this cache was abandoned, many years back.  Or perhaps a new supply cache was set up nearby?”

	Emily was slowly shaking her head as she looked to be cataloging every square inch of the neglected pit.  She said softly, “This doesn't make any sense.  We have Tenders.  They see to the supplies and grow them year by year.  This is the last of them the smallest, as the others are larger the closer you get to New Cali, so the Tenders have supplies of their own as they journey between New Cali and Sparo.  They are building structures one by one as they stretch outward.  There is a plan to eventually clear roads so the mules and horses can pull carts.”

	Kristof offered, “Perhaps they have, so this cache was no longer needed?”

	Again she shook her head.  “Then they would have removed the stones.  No something is wrong.  In the hundreds of years since the Cristea first arrived, we've only built out about a quarter of the way.  They couldn't have done so much in so little time.”

	Then she covered her mouth.  “Is this my fault?  When I didn't return as scheduled?  Did they determine it was not worth the risk of us being exposed?  Have they abandoned the calling?”

	I hated seeing the self recrimination on her face and stood tall. “Well then there is even more reason for this expedition, to show them that you did not perish.”  The girls were hugging her and I looked to the southeast where I could feel Sarafine somewhere, no doubt noting the location on the detailed maps she created on our journeys.

	Emily stood tall then, raising her chin.  “Of course, you're right.”  Then she strode over to the marker stones with purpose and grabbed one of the two smaller ones and grunted and squeaked and heaved and it rolled halfway over.

	Celeste chuckled and hip bumped her out of the way and hefted a rock up to chest level then heaved and tossed it eight or nine feet away with a growl.  Then tossed the second one the other way.  Emily dusted her hands together, looking pleased, as if she had just accomplished the task herself, “There.”

	Ok I may have snorted.

	Then she turned put her hand out and Donovan stepped to her side and she placed that hand on his arm and we started back to the airships to check on their progress.  We hadn't gone five steps when I heard a loud thud behind us and looked back to see Verna dusting her hands together, a smug look on her face and the larger rock was no longer where it had been sitting.

	Celeste said tongue in cheek, “Showoff brute.”

	“Wimp.”

	“Moose.”

	“Mouse.”

	Misty marched past saying, “Children, please,” as she caught up with her grandmother.

	We all shared a good chuckle, and I hesitated and looked around for Shan, but found her in her favorite observation spot since she first came to be with us, sitting up on Tennison's shoulder.  She says she can see the entire world from way up there.  I tapped his gut as he caught up and we all took our time returning to the vessels.

	The big guy whispered to me as we walked, “I don't need to see the future like you to see that something's not right here.”  

	I just nodded as we walked.

	If only I could make sense of what I was seeing in my visions.  Sometimes they painted a whole story, sometimes they were fragmented like this because they were trying to tell me too much at one time.  But surely, if we could avoid the Kantu's fate, then all would be well, since I did see New Cali in the other fragments, so we do arrive there.

	When we got to the Highland, Lord Lowery met us at the ramp.  He was shaking his head.  “Lord Bexington and the crews of the Kantu and the Highland went over every square inch of the Kantu and found nothing.  Whatever you saw, it couldn't be sabotage.  It was almost frightening how much your brainy Templar knew of the Kantu's systems even though it was designed and built in another realm.”

	I smiled, pride in Bex in my tone when I said, “He's the smartest man I know.”

	The man nodded then looked to Emily, as she was the lead in this endeavor.  It was sort of nice not being in charge, and I could relax.  

	He prompted, “We're burning daylight, we should be underway soon, did you find what you needed here?”

	She shook her head sadly then said, “No, but you're right, we should be on our way posthaste.”

	The man nodded grimly, sensing all was not right, then started barking orders and everyone headed back to board their vessels.  Once our bay door was pulled up into place, then we watched as first one then the other escort ships took to the air and gave sufficient room for the Highland.

	One of the crew looked at Shanny when the Captain started shouting out orders, he patted a valve and Shan grinned like a loon as she dashed over to his side to help the man with his duties to launch the armored vessel like a slowly waking, lumbering beast.

	I'd have to have the man check his pockets later, the crew hadn't been warned about her propensity for relieving people of their belongings.

	Before long we were at cruising speed.  It must be killing Bex that his precious Outrider that had a cruising speed of over forty knots, and flank speed of over fifty was forced to dally.  The cruising speed of the Highland, in favorable winds, was more like thirty five knots.

	The next three days went the same, we'd stop at a supply cache each night and one at noon for lunch.  Each cache was larger as Emily had said, but were in just as bad of repair as the first.  The last one at least still had water because a large water storage tank, possibly two hundred gallons, still had viable timbers so had not leaked.  The water though, was stagnant as the lid had lost its seal long ago.

	We would throw aside the rock markers before we left each.  And by we, I mean Verna and Tennison as they tried to outdo each other each time.  Knights were like overgrown children, always trying to outdo each other.

	The temperatures seemed to climb by the hour, and the thermometers were showing temperatures of around one hundred.  My family had donned our hunting cloaks, the others thought us daft, but the same spells that imbued our cloaks to keep us warm in the mountains, also kept us cool in this sweltering heat.

	Sara would join us for meals before bleeding back to give the girls the illusion of privacy.  Now if I could only teach Jezelle that.  And Lowery was shocked at the detail of the hand drawn maps Sarafine was drawing of our traverse of the uninhabitable lands.  He tried to convince her to allow his crew to copy them, but the death glare she gave him had him changing his mind.

	We had only been airborne an hour when the Captain smiled and bellowed, “Habitable land on the horizon!”  We all ran to the front of the cabin to peer through the steel flaps.  Though the bulk of the Kantu and Outrider blocked most of the forward view, we could see a huge imposing slab of mountain that rose above the horizon like a wall that seemed at least as tall as Father Stone.  It had a crack, that had to be a mile to two miles wide at least, in the middle of it.

	I could see that from ground level at the right time of day, the relentless heat of direct exposure of Father Sol would shine through that gap like a burning eye.

	That wasn't what held us captivated.  Instead, it was the thin ribbon of green on the limb of the horizon that was growing larger by the minute, with trees visible on the fringe.  Celeste called out, “Distance?”

	As Lowery called out, “At this altitude, just over fifty miles,” the world exploded.

	I was back panting and gasping as Celeste called out, “Distance?”  I was already in motion diving at the Captain, wrenching the wheel from his grasp and spinning it frantically to avoid what could only have been a canon blast from an Avalon tank vehicle's main long gun which had torn through the gondola just moments in the future.  People screaming and falling to their deaths as the cabin was shredded, the floor falling away.

	This time, we took the blast at an angle, so once the shell tore through one of the motors to port, it was enough for the armor to deflect the blast, though a panel of armor spun away from the vessel.

	Celeste and Sara were diving to protect the children as my guards slammed me to the floor, placing their bodies over mine.  But before they did, I had watched in horror, my heart stopping, as the blast meant for us was deflected directly into the gondola of the unarmored Kantu, shearing off a propeller which set off a chain of explosions as the blades also sliced through the gondola.

	I was frozen in horror as the captain shouted orders, spinning the ship's wheel desperately as the flaming hulk of the Kantu brushed past us, tearing off our damaged motor as it plummeted toward the ground.  By the gods, it was me.  It was my actions in saving us that had killed the crew of the Kantu.  I couldn't breathe.

	But then we heard a soft boom somewhere behind us, and someone shouting “Incoming!”  And the Highland shook, metal shearing as we took another glancing shot.  Sparks were flying from consoles that were torn loose in the cabin.

	I roared and shoved the bodies off of me, where the strength came from I do not know, but I was consumed by rage as the ship shook again and I heard air rushing in the bay behind us.  Before I even started moving, I was already ripping open the cabin door, consumed by a black energy that begged to be used.

	Celeste was calling, “Laney, wait!”

	I could vaguely hear the captain shouting out for evasive action as I pulled myself ahead in time again, feeling the rush of power as I was standing at the gaping hole where the bay door used to be before I had even entered the bay.  I was time slipping, and part of me realized that it was a bad thing.  That meant I was losing control to that sickly tempting darkness that lived deep inside me.  It would leave me exhausted if I let it consume me, but somebody had just made me kill our allies!

	I just blinked at the scene before me.  About a mile back was an airship that dwarfed the Highland, below its smaller gondola was mounted the main long gun of a tank vehicle.  The vessel had Avalonian markings that were painted over with a Solomon Crest that had a red slash through it.

	Celeste said from beside me in a disbelieving voice, over the rushing wind, as everyone was evacuating to the more heavily fortified main cabin, “Aelwen!?”

	The rogue duchess had somehow followed us without detection from Sparo, and opened fire once New Cali was in sight.  There was a puff of smoke from the gun, and I could taste the metal projectile hurtling toward us.  I roared out in challenge, swatting the air and my magics, amber tainted with coils of black, slapped away the incoming round.

	I reached out then growled in frustration when I could barely taste the metals in the attacking vessel, she was out of my range.  I swayed as the ship swung first to starboard, then to port.  We were losing altitude slowly and I could feel the metal of the ship as it called out in pain.  We had lost two motors.

	Celeste was anchoring me as I stood in the opening, but my power was holding my feet to the metal decking.  I realized she was calling back to the Captain, the movements of Aelwen's stolen airship while the crew back here were putting out small fires.

	I slapped away another shell, and the Captain was yelling back, “We're losing power, I think we can get to New Cali, can you do something about them?”

	Celeste had her face next to my ear whispering, “Laney, come back, I need you.  The girls need you.”

	The girls?  I blinked and the blackness consuming me bled away.  The girls needed me.  I swayed, feeling so very weak suddenly.  I nodded and called back, “Donovan!  We need cover!”

	He was by my side and I staggered as I batted away a third shot.  All we could do was stall, and hope we could get to cover in New Cali before the rogue duchess overtook us.  I could see how quickly she was gaining, we weren't going to make it.

	Just as I felt the Prime Techromancer of Wexbury take the chains off of his magic, the feeling overwhelming me and almost suffocating me with the sheer amount of it, a shadow passed between us and Aelwen as thunderclouds and fog started billowing down from the skies.

	Celeste cried out, “The Outrider!”

	What was Bex doing?  The fool was interposing the Outrider between us, giving us a chance to flee.

	We watched as the fog started to thicken while the Outrider shook violently, the gondola virtually splitting in half as it veered to port.  I was screaming, “No!” as I saw another plume from the enemy vessel and one of the gondola halves shredded and caught fire.

	Donovan was straining, he was covering four or five square miles with fog but it wasn't dense enough.  It was the most amazing show of power I have ever witnessed.  He called out, “Misty!”

	And my daughter was there, they gripped hands and just as I saw the gondola of the Outrider detach and plummet to the ground below, taking my friends, my family, with it, I screamed out one last time focusing everything I had as the gun swiveled to point our way.  I channeled all the magic I had left and crushed the barrel with my mind.  They fired and the gun exploded, shrapnel tearing through their own vessel.

	I was seeing spots, having overextended myself, slipping into unconsciousness into Celeste's arms as the air was sucked from my lungs when the Prime Techromancer's power was combined with Misty's and the sky all around us exploded into fog as the water was sapped from the air by a magic wave that could have decimated an entire army.

	My last thought was that of anguish.  Bex... Verna, Kristof, and Tennison... dead.  I wanted to wake from this nightmare.  But darkness claimed me, and my other nightmares rose to torment me.  The faces of all the people I have killed for the sake of peace.  Peace always had a cost, but this?  This was too much.

	


Chapter 9 – Waking Nightmare

	When I awoke, I was in a bed with a straw mattress. Shan was saying from my side. “Mom's back.” I blinked and looked around to see my girls both sitting next to me.  I was in some sort of stone cottage that was similar to the one I grew up in except this one was larger since it had more than one room.  I was in a little sleep chamber slightly larger than the one in my Mountain Gypsy wagon back home.

	Donovan's tall frame blocked the light from the doorway a moment later.  I blurted out, “Bex and the others?”

	He made a calming gesture as he moved in, patting the air with his hand as he shook his head.  The look of sorrow on my face had me praying to Father Stone that he would not answer.  “All on the escort ships were lost.  On the Highland we lost Lord Harry from Treth and two others injured.  We crash landed in the forest nearby and the airship is a total loss.”

	Then he added needlessly, “It was Duchess Aelwen.”

	I nodded through tears as I just felt numb.  Shouldn't I be raging?  Feeling something?  I knew this was shock, but it upset me that I wasn't screaming over the senseless loss of my friends and family.  But I knew why I didn't, because if I did, I would be useless to all the eyes peering in through the doorway, and if I lost it, I wouldn't be able to stop.

	Bex?  Verna?  Kristof and Tennison?  All dead because of me, just like Bowyn.  Then my blood chilled.  By the grace of Mother Luna, what was I going to tell Brenda and the kids?  What would I tell Karen?  I sat up straight and rasped out, “Sara!”  Oh gods, she'd never forgive me.

	A hoarse voice said, “I'm here, Great Mother.”

	I looked to the corner where she sat in the shadows, standing vigil over her charges even now.  I stretched a hand out and she reached out to take it.  I sobbed out, “Tennision... oh gods, Sara, I'm sorry,” before I could plug the leak in the wall of numbness which threatened to let all the emotion burst through and consume me.

	She shook her head. “This is not your doing... Laney.”  Her eyes were red and puffy, she had been crying.  I pulled her down to sit on the edge of the bed and I hugged her as I fought off another sob.  The girls joined in, comforting the woman I saw as my sister in all but blood.

	Then she released me and I straightened, knowing I needed to show strength in an adverse situation.  I said toward Captain Lowrey who I saw lurking at the doorway by my guards, “Report?”  Then my eyes narrowed as I looked around and tasted the world around me for magics, finding the one most familiar missing.  “Where's Celeste?  How long have I been out?”

	How much magic had I expended?  I knew time slipping like that with that dark core of magic that tried to claim me was taxing, and I had done it twice, and then to crush the gun barrel at three quarters of a mile like that...  Mother Udele has warned me that doing too much and pushing your magics beyond your limit can take a physical toll, and exhaustion was just one of the side effects.

	As Lowrey moved in, the others took that as an indication to give us some privacy.

	Emily called in, “Girls?  I could use a hand sorting the supplies out here.”  

	Misty gave me a look of genuine understanding then kissed my forehead, Shanny hugged me then chased after her big sis.  Their eyes were red and puffy too.  With a tilt of her head at me, Sarafine followed them.

	The Captain looked back and reached out to accept a candle from someone then closed the door to sit in the little wicker chair by the bed.  “It's been about two hours since we were ambushed.  We couldn't maintain altitude but we needed cover, so Templar Celeste ordered us to make for New Cali before we lost all of our altitude.  There was a hole in the lift envelope somewhere and we were pumping in all our helium reserves to control our descent.”

	Shaking his head he continued, “It took over an hour of coaxing, but we finally made it and we tried for the grain field by this farmhouse, but didn't reach it, we got tangled up in the trees of the forest and the ship was torn apart.  But the main cabin is reinforced to protect the King, and Prime Techromancer Donovan, even after that display in the air, somehow blunted the fall when the remains of the gondola plummeted to the forest floor.  And that daughter of yours helped him, with vines and bushes that seemed to churn up from under the very earth itself.”

	His voice was full of awe and respect when he spoke of what Donovan and Misty did.

	Then he straightened his tunic and took a deep breath, “We salvaged the supplies we could and made our way to the farmhouse.  The farmers aren't here right now, but Templar Celeste loaded a wagon and some mules she found at the stable with supplies and water, and she and two volunteers set off toward the crash sites fifty miles into the uninhabitable lands.”

	He didn't say it, but we both knew, it was a recovery mission, not a rescue mission.  “Celeste, like me, would not be able to live with ourselves if we just left the bodies of those we loved and those of our allies out there.”

	As much as I needed and prayed for Celeste to be there by my side, to tell me everything was going to be ok, I knew she did the right thing.  I just wish she would have waited for me to wake up first so I could go with her.  Ahh... there it was, the reason she didn't wait.  She wanted to spare me the pain of finding the bodies of our family out there.

	The part of me that felt betrayed was much smaller than the part that was relieved that she had.  Does that make me a bad person?  Or just a coward?  This was some sort of waking nightmare.

	He saw me sorting through my feelings and went on when I exhaled. “She told us to sit tight and make contact with the locals to see what help we could get from them.  Lady Emily is convinced that if she could get word to the Sect, they would send help.”

	Then to alleviate my concern he added, “Celeste will be back within the week.”

	I nodded and placed a hand on his arm as I stood from the bed. “Thank you Lowrey, what's next?”

	He smirked and said, “Well that's up to you, Majesty, now that we are off mission, you are the ranking noble.”

	I huffed and said, “We're in this together, so none of that tedious Majesty or Great Mother shit, man.  Call me Laney.”  Then before he could argue I added, “Decreed.”

	He shut his mouth and deflated, giving me the evil eye.

	So I asked, “Supplies and provisions?”

	He straightened. “We've provisions for four days, Templar Celeste's party took the bulk of them.  But we're on a farm... Laney.”

	“Right.”  I smirked at the man.  So we wouldn't starve.  “How far to the closest settlement?”

	He fanned himself and I realized he was sweating profusely.  I forgot about the oppressive heat.  “Countess Emily says there is only one settlement and we are about twenty five miles from it.  The rest is forest and, farmland to feed their people.”

	I contemplated. “Right.  Then we do as Celeste said.  We wait for the farmers to return and beseech their assistance in contacting the Sect of Knowledge Seekers.  They are from what I understand from Emily, the ruling body here in New Cali.”

	Then I strode to the door. “The people out here are looking for our guidance, to assure them that everything is going to be ok, let's not disappoint them, shall we?”

	He gave me an odd smile then straightened to his full height, adjusting his tunic again and nodded firmly once, then we stepped into the crowded main room.

	My mistake.  I was inundated by questions from all directions.  Most were nobles who had never been in a situation where their lives had been in danger before.  And two were indignant that the person's home we were currently invading was a “Disgusting hovel, are we expected to sleep here?  Sleeping in the airship was bad enough.”

	I had stopped at that and turned to look at the ones asking.  A baron and a viscountess.  Everyone silenced at the cold look I shot their way as I held a hand up to the others.  I strode up to the viscountess as she was the ranking one of the two.  She had six inches on me but I glared up at her, mist roiling from my scars, and her officious look and bearing dropped as I narrowed my eyes.  She curtsied.

	With frost in my tone, I rasped out, “ Freida is it?  From Highland?”  She bristled a bit at me not using her title, but I was above her station by a long shot.  She refused to meet my eyes and inclined her head.  “If we are still here this evening, and the owners of this farmhouse return and are magnanimous enough to allow us to stay, then yes, we will sleep here.  And we will be grateful and gracious for their understanding and will beg their forgiveness for us being in their home to begin with.”

	Then I added, “And if they wish us out for our trespass into their lives, we will again thank them, and graciously bow out and sleep in the woods if we must.  This is someone's home.  To you it may not seem like much, but to them... it is everything.  And we will leave the place as we found it, none the worse for wear as it is us who have upset their lives, not the other way around.  Being nobles does not give us free reign over one of lesser station.”

	Then I punctuated it and said, “Especially in a different land where we hold no station at all, and they stand above us all as they are citizens of this land of New Cali, we being only interlopers.”

	There was silence and I asked, “Am I understood?”  I included everyone in my sweeping gaze, Emily looking at me as if it were the first time she had truly seen me, and she looked pleased.

	Murmuring assent greeted me, and I nodded.

	Then Viscountess Freida inclined her head, looking deep in thought, she replied, “My apologies, Majesty, I just find myself out of my depth here, never being in a situation like this before, not even during the war.  I rarely get out of the library in the Keep.  I study languages and ancient Highland history going back to Reconstruction.  I find myself at a disadvantage and I fear I do not represent my station well.”

	I sighed and nodded, assuring her, “None of us has been in this situation before.  We just need to keep our wits about us and everything will work out the way it should.”

	Then I looked around, knowing that Donovan and Captain Lowery had already started organizing everyone, but I needed to show them strength and confidence even though I was as lost as everyone else.  “Ok, we'll need to make a record of the supplies we have on hand.  And if there is a well nearby we need to be sure it is viable as we will need to stay well hydrated in heat like this.  By no means shall anyone damage the dwelling or the property.”

	I looked to the Captain and he straightened. “Lord Lowrey, you and your crew get our people organized into shifts.  And those with combat training, we need to set up a watch rotation in three shifts.  Two people on the perimeter as Rogue Duchess Aelwen is out there somewhere, but keep in mind the owners of this farm will be returning at some time so do not be overzealous.”

	The men started into motion and I looked to my grinning mother in law. “Emily?  How far is it to the closest guard station we can send someone out to for help from your people?”

	She chirped out when she got to my side as everyone started pouring outside into the burning heat of Father Sol, “You sound like Celeste.”  I snerked and she said, “There are no guards, no knights, no military in New Cali.  We all work for the common goal of keeping our people alive.  The closest thing we have to any governance is the Sect and the elders.  Elder is not a title, it is literally just the oldest people in New Cali, and they give the Prime advice and guidance as they have seen more than any of us.”

	I blinked.  That was almost... Utopian.  That was the sort of society I wished Sparo would one day embrace.

	Donovan joined us and said, “Surely they must have crime, or worse at times.  How is that handled?”

	Emily said, “Of course we do, there is no such thing as a perfect society.  But in most cases, we go by the old rules and guidelines using historic precedents on any punishments for crimes.  Usually the elders will go before the Prime for guidance and recommendations as committing our own history to memory is the first function of a Prime.  And they in turn teach the next Prime in line.”

	I pointed out, “You seem to know a lot about the subject.”

	She sighed and laced her fingers in Donovan's and pulled his hand up to kiss. “I was to be groomed as the next Prime, being First Seeker, once I returned from my mission to document Sparo and to attempt to look at the books in the Library of the Trechromancy Scrolls.  So I'm sure if Prime Seeker Lianda has stepped down while I was gone, then Second Seeker Carmen is Prime now.”

	Misty and Shanicia joined us and Shanny tugged on my sleeve.  I looked down and she pointed to the wood slatted window and I noticed the daylight was dimming rapidly to a light twilight.  I moved quickly outside with the rest of our group in tow to see a sight that reminded me just how small and insignificant we are in a world full of wonders.

	That mountain range we saw from afar was towering over the farmland and forest beyond like some sort of terrifyingly mammoth sentinel.  And the burning eye peeking through the crevice in that imposing mountain finished hiding behind it casting the entire valley in shadow.  Even with my cloak keeping me cool, the air seemed to cool a few degrees.

	Emily said, “The Eye draws away to watch the rest of the world and shepherd it, giving us respite for the rest of the afternoon.  The farmers will be returning soon, it is not wise to travel when the eye beats down upon us, and shelter should be sought when it is.”

	I nodded.  Then asked, “How long would it take to get to your people?”

	She said, “You can get to anywhere in New Cali in but three days.  We are smaller even than the realm of New Home.”

	“Ok, then we rest the night, tend our wounded, set up a pyre for our dead man.  And perhaps the farmers, if they are willing, can bring us into Doctrina.”

	Emily nodded, her mind already somewhere else as she undid her braid, and looped a large loop of her hair in her sash and threw the rest over her shoulder in front of her, a curtain of golden strands touching her knees even then.  She pulled out her feather necklace and let it hang down the front of her robe.

	I cocked my head in question as Misty ran her fingers through Emily's hair in wonder.  Em said, “It would be less of a shock if the farmers arrive and find a Seeker among the 'interlopers' you spoke of.”  She winked at me.

	Alrighty then.  I've never seen her with her hair down and it was almost mesmerizing.

	


Chapter 10 – Heretics

	We didn't have long to wait for the farmers to return, as I joined in with the others to make a pyre in a clearing in the woods just beyond the farm, to prepare to lay our Lord Harry to rest when Father Sol set.

	I heard a chirping signal and looked up from where I had been stacking kindling and dried grasses under the pyre with the girls.  Misty's and my hands were on the pommels of our swords in recognition of a Gypsy lookout's signal for riders approaching.  I forced my nerves back and relaxed a bit as I looked up at the treeline dividing the forest from the farm to see Sara crouched up on a branch tracking something with the short-bow she had brought with her for her turn at watch.

	Of course she'd pick a vantage point where she could keep watch while still keeping the girls in sight.  Just as Alexandru had with me and Celeste, Sarafine took her job as Garda Personala deadly serious.

	She stopped tracking and lowered the bow and quivered the arrow before hopping off her branch twenty feet up and catching one ten feet down with her hands and spun around it once, bleeding off her momentum before releasing it then landing lightly on the forest floor.  She strode toward us as she said in the tongue of the people, “Three, a man and woman in a mule drawn hay cart with a young girl.  All unarmed.”

	I nodded and the two others with us looked to understand what she had said, more and more Altii were learning the tongue of the people since we started blending our societies, and that was good.  I knew there were still those who resented and resisted our new form of governance, so any positive momentum I saw made me hopeful.

	Offering my hands out, the girls took them and we headed back toward the farmhouse.  By the time we entered the grain field the cart came into view of the farmhouse and hesitated.  I saw the man hauling back on the reins and standing to see us all better.

	I looked back and called out in English, “Riders approaching.”  Then noted my guards were already aware and had their blades drawn and others had makeshift weapons in their hands.

	Making a lowering motion with my silk gloved hand, I blurted, “Mother Luna people!  Look at them, they are the farmers returned, they are no threat.  And here we are, at their home, weapons drawn... what sort of picture does that paint?”

	I didn't have to say Marauders as their faces paled and they lowered their weapons.  I paused a moment to wonder if they had Marauders in New Cali.

	With a glance to Donovan and Emily, we started down the path toward the farmers.  I stopped after two steps and looked at my daughters. “No, you stay here.”  They looked about to argue so I whispered to them, “Someone needs to keep everyone calm until we're sure there is no threat.  As Soras, you are the next ranking nobles here.”  Sooo I stretched things a bit.  I just wanted them safe until I was sure there was no threat, but this gave them a sense of purpose in staying out of harm's way.

	They nodded with serious looks on their faces, then we started out again just for me to stop and spin around after a couple more steps, and I let my frustration get the better of me as I snapped at my guards, “Oh for fuck's sake.  Stay here.  Sara has a short-bow she found somewhere to cover us.”

	Jezelle huffed then just held a hand out and Sarafine handed her the bow and quiver.  I almost snorted, so it was that easy to get some distance and a bit of privacy?  Give her a ranged weapon?  I'd have to look into getting her the finest of Mountain Gypsy recurved bows when we got back home.

	Then my cheeks warmed and I looked at the girls. “Don't let me catch you using that curse.  I shouldn't have said it.”  

	They giggled.  

	That wasn't very promising now was it?

	Then I started striding forward with purpose, keeping in front of my in laws, and asking back without looking, “Any other stragglers?”

	Donovan chuckled and said, “None, Great Mother.  It appears you've impressed your will upon them sufficiently.”  

	I didn't even have to look back at the man to know he said Great Mother tongue in cheek.  He often used the title when teasing me because he knew it always made me grin.

	Emily chirped out, “Yes yes, very commanding.”

	I muttered to them, “Smiting list, the two of you.”

	The man looked ready to swing the cart around and bolt as we approached.  We didn't look that... oh...  I reached up, my arm ghosting and leaving after images as I pulled the hood of my hunting cloak back.  The oppressive heat hit my face as my misty magic cascaded slowly to the ground.

	I guess I did look somewhat like an apparition, especially with my hood up, causing it to be more difficult to make me out.  And here I was heading toward them, with a giant of a man standing six foot a billion, in his robes.  At least Emily looked to be no threat.

	I rasped loudly out in English as I held my empty hands up as we approached.  “Hello!  We mean you no harm.  We are in need of assistance.”

	He cocked his head, and the mule side stepped once, then Emily said in another language I assumed was this Spanish she spoke of, “Somos viajeros y venimos en paz. Hay personas heridas y necesitamos ayuda. ¿Podemos hablar en Inglés para que entiendan mis amigos?”

	The man said something to the woman next to him, too low for us to make out, and she said something back as he sat back down in the seat.  They looked at us warily then he put a halting hand out when we were about twenty feet away.  The woman asked in archaic English like they had used in New Home, “Is this magic?  Are you Cristea?”  She motioned her hand up and down in front of me as the little girl, a couple years younger than Shan, just stared at me with wide blue eyes under her mass of honey brown hair.

	Then the woman gasped and pulled back when she looked at Donovan and Emily, her eyes locked on the feather around Emily's neck.  She almost flattened herself on the seat.  “First Seeker!  Forgive us!  We did not know the Sect was here.”  The man's eyes about bugged out of his head and he flattened too.  The little girl seeing her parents like that, flattened herself against the hay.

	Emily looked taken aback by their behavior.  “It's fine.  Really.  We've made a mess of your place with all our people.  We can compensate you for your trouble.”

	They looked at her for a moment before almost timidly sitting back up.  The woman rushed out, “No no... what is ours is yours.  Just please let the Prime know we are helpful.”

	Before I could say anything, Emily asked, brow furrowed, “I apologize for my ignorance, I've been away for some time, is Lianda or Carmen Prime Seeker now?”

	The woman whispered to her man, “A test.”

	The man said quickly, “All know Lianda and Carmen were false prophets.  The true Prime Goddess Eris smote them down as heretics.  We are faithful to her, please let her know we have passed this test and have not strayed from the path.”

	Em whispered, “Dead?”

	Prophets, heretics, faithful?  A Goddess?  Was this some religion?  From what Emily has shared the New Calians are seekers of knowledge.  But she looked confused and at a loss for words, so I offered helpfully.  “This is First Seeker Emilathia Brightseeker.  She has been away from New Cali for forty years and has just now returned.  Forgive us for not knowing what has transpired here in her absence.  Please can we go to your farmhouse and speak more of this?”

	The adults eyes widened in shock the little girl hopped down from the cart and walked up to me, staring at the mists coming off of me in wonder.  I smiled warmly at her, then her eyes bulged when she saw the two swords at my sides.

	The woman looked around and whispered as if the forest had ears, “This cannot be true.  I was but a child, Selena's age when the Sect announced First Seeker Emilathia lost, her glow was extinguished from the world twenty years ago.  She was to be the new Prime Seeker and they had held out hope for her return for so long.”

	The man said carefully, as if he spoke heresy, “That is when Eris began her rise to godhood and declared New Cali as the last bastion of mankind.  And all were forbidden to step foot in Lifeless Expanse after the War of the Cristea.  When they argued against the new order of things, saying them cruel and a detriment to the people of New Cali, they tried to overthrow Prime Seeker Eris.”

	I blurted, “What happened to the Cristea?”  Emily had said there were over four hundred of them in New Cali now.  I felt a stone in the pit of my stomach.  There had been a war.

	The woman whispered, “They were banished into the Lifeless Expanse, ten years ago when Eris finally rose to the divine.  Her power was then a match for the strange magiks the Cristea wield.  We are faithful.”

	They were not faithful, the fear in their wavering voices told the story, they were oppressed by some sort of religious coup, and there was a touch of regret when they mentioned the Cristea had been banished.

	What a cruel death, out in the Uninhabitable Lands, to die of thirst and dehydration, starvation... or worse.

	Emily's mouth was clamped shut, her lips a thin line.  I could tell she was containing her outrage.  She asked, “Can you guide me and our group to Doctrina and the Memory Stone on the morrow to seek help for these people?  They have traveled from the lands of Sparo and the Mountain Gypsies, home of the Cristea.  But were attacked upon arriving.”

	The little girl crooked her finger at me and I crouched and she said as she placed a hand on my scarred cheek as she watched the mist swirl around, “You don't gots to go all the way to the Holy Place for help.  The Seekers patrol the Cradle to enforce the Prime's will.  They can help... but mama and papa says I'm supposed ta run and hide when I see them.”

	Donovan and I exchanged looks and he asked, “Soldiers?  I thought New Cali was peaceful.”

	My thoughts exactly.  But there had been a war with the Cristea, so maybe that is why they had patrols now.

	The woman spoke almost under her breath, but to Emily, looking for some validation to what she said, “All know the Seekers hunt heretics and enforce the will of the Prime.”

	Em glared at them, her eyes turning silver and emitting a bright silver and blue light.  “No, the Knowledge Seekers seek the truths of the world from before us and the one we live in now, to amass the sum of all knowledge for the betterment of all.  They are not hunters!  What happened to the Sect while I was away?”

	The she snapped at them as they three of them shied away from her eyes as they lit up the area, her hair floating up like a fan of pure flaxen gold around her, stretching out at least six feet.  “No, this is no test!”

	I reached out and placed a hand on her arm, “Em... Emily.”  I allowed my magics to wrap around hers, intertwining with it and gently unraveling and consuming it.  I realized that this was just what was on the surface that was leaking out with her rage, she held a tsunami of magic just below the surface,  there would be no way for me to contain what she had in her seemingly endless reservoir.  But I siphoned off enough into my own growing reservoir for her hair to drape to the ground like a silken wedding train, and her eyes to return to their deep blue depth.  It was enough for her to regain control before she frightened the poor farmers to death.

	She looked at the cowering people and whispered, “Oh, I'm so sorry.  This just isn't the land, the Sect I know.  I will have words with this Eris.”

	She saw the little girl on the ground trying to look small and she blanched and moved forward to help the frightened girl up.  “Oh, dear child, I'm so sorry.  I did not mean to frighten you.”  The girl visibly swallowed and nodded without conviction.

	Donovan scooped the girl up and handed her to her parents in the cart.  An act to show we were no threat.

	I offered quickly, “Where are my manners?  I'm Great Mother Laney, Co-Ruler of Sparo.  And this is Prime Techromancer Donovan of Wexbury.  Emily here you've heard of.  We've had a long journey then suffered an attack.  Please.  Let us speak where it is more comfortable in your farmhouse.”

	The man's eyes were still on Emily as he said to me, “Gael, and my wife, Maria.  This is our daughter Selena.”  Then he whispered, “Are you truly from Sparo?  But the Prime said Sparo had died out like the others, that we were the last life by her grace.”

	Donovan nodded. “Yes, we truly are.  And we have brought Emily back so we could meet with and befriend the people of New Cali.”

	The woman said without any conviction, “Blaspheme.”  She knew the truth in our words, but she was more afraid of this Eris person than of hearing the truth.  They were ruled by fear here.

	The girl pointed at Donovan. “You're not a Prime.  Everyone knows that Seekers are women.”

	He shot her his winning smile that always made me feel as though I was with a father figure and I could do no wrong in his eyes.  “Oh, but I am.  A Prime Techromancer, not a Seeker.  My magic is very different than theirs.  See?”

	He grabbed a handful of air and squeezed his fist as I felt a wave of dizziness when a huge amount of magic was released into his fist.  He opened his hand and a little marble was in it.  He handed it to her and she giggled and moved it from hand to hand quickly like it was a hot coal.  “It's cold!”

	He nodded and offered, “It is ice.”

	The mother asked when Selena showed her prize to them, “What is ice?”

	I furrowed my brow, before my eyes shot to their snowless mountains... ahh... did they not know what ice was?  I explained, “It is frozen water, so cold it becomes solid.”  To the girl I said, “Place it on your tongue and it will melt into cold water.”

	When she looked to her father for permission, he first took it from her, looking at me in suspicion and touched it to his own tongue.  His eyes widened and looked like it took an effort to stop from smiling before he handed it back to her and nodded.  She popped it into her mouth and then giggled and shivered, saying with her mouth full, “It's so cold.”

	The man cocked his head and looked first at Donovan, then to me, his eyes again tracking my mist as I moved.  “You are powerful.”  Then he looked to his wife and she bit her lower lip then nodded once.  “Come, we can talk in the barn.  Our cottage is too small, I apologize.”

	Emily had put herself back together as she gathered her hair, “Of course.”  She bowed slightly to them and the man urged their mule ahead and we followed.

	I grabbed Emily's hand to give it a squeeze as we walked, letting her know that we were there for her.  She exhaled loudly and then gave me a sad smile.  What she has heard about her people in her absence was not sitting well with her... or me.

	


Chapter 11 – The Cradle

	We spoke long into the night.  They had a million questions.

	The temperatures dropped to the mid eighties and the breeze actually felt cool after such sweltering temperatures the prior day.  At midnight, the Three Sisters were high in the sky and the young family joined us in seeing Lord Harry off to the beyond, I believed that Father Stone's whispering voice truly called him home.

	I've never been a really religious sort, but I find I am embracing the beliefs of the Mountain Gypsies more and more as I swear I can feel many of the things described in their songs and teachings when I am in the shadow of Father Stone in the Great Mother's garden.

	Of course, Selena and the girls got along as thick as thieves when the young New Calian saw how the animals of the forest and the farm flocked to my eldest.  And the girl simply fell in love with Bitsy.

	It was late when we finally bedded down in the straw in the barn loft where there was more room for our people.  The farmers insisted our two injured, and the girls stay in the cottage with them.

	The night was rough, as the ghosts of my past tormented my dreams.  Celeste's voice whispered on the wind in my mind called out, “Laney, wake up.”  And I was awake.  It was time to break bread then head out to investigate if it was safe to bring our people to Doctrina.

	We had decided that Emily, Donovan and I were going to find the patrols around the lake, the Cradle, to speak with them before deciding our next move.

	I had to make a decree for my guards to stay behind.  I think it will be a long time before I am forgiven for such a move, but I would not have us looking like any sort of fighting force when we spoke with the patrols, in case what the farmers had relayed to us was true, and this Prime, Eris, truly thought that she was some sort of a god.  That could get dangerous for our people.

	Not to mention we needed a fighting force protecting the nobles in case things go awry or Aelwen shows her face.

	Gael said he would lead us to the Cradle where the patrols were most frequent.  We mounted up on mules.  I asked offhandedly as we adjusted the saddles, “Are there no horses in New Cali?”

	The man looked nervous as he answered.  “They have all gone to the Disciples.  We are allowed burros, mules and oxen to tend our crops, but oxen are rare since most went with the Cristea into the  Lifeless Expanse.  The few left in our lands are slow to repopulate, and maybe only two dozen remain.”

	Emily asked the question I was about to, “Disciples?”

	Maria whispered loudly as if someone might overhear, “The citizens the Sect has converted to their will to fight the heretics.  They convert more and more, growing their numbers.”

	Donovan prompted, “Converted?”

	Gael spoke as softly as his wife.  “They needed soldiers to fight the Cristea, who had more users of magic than the Sect who number but a hundred.  So they took farmers, and butchers, and weavers in groups before the Seekers.  They came away saying they were blessed by the grace of the Prime, that she had risen to sit as our deity.  The Disciples took up arms as Eris' army to fight the Cristea, and enforce the Prime's will upon the populace.”

	I must have been channeling Celeste when I asked, “What are their numbers?”

	The man shrugged. “When they rose up for the Prime, there were around five hundred, but the Sect has converted at least two score a year for the past decade.  Eris says to combat the heretics among our population.”

	Forty people a year?  So they had a fighting force of around a thousand including the Seekers.  That was truly an army.  That would explain Emily's discomfort and why she hasn't given any input.  When she left these lands, they were a people of peace and not a soldier among them.  Now it sounded as if they were a people living under martial law, and anyone with an opinion differing their Prime was labeled as a heretic.

	I had to ask, “What happens to those deemed heretics?”

	The woman looked around again and shared, “Some are run down like dogs and killed, some are brought in for public executions.”  She shivered. “And some are made to gaze upon the Seekers, or even the Goddess Eris herself.  They are converted, seeing the error of their ways, and used as vassals of the Prime.  Either becoming Disciples or slaves of the Sect.  And they seem pleased to do so.”

	Emily hissed out, “They are impressing their will upon others with their mind glows?  Taking their free will?  That is reprehensible and forbidden by the doctrines of the Knowledge Seeker Sect.  What has become of home in my absence?”  She was actually shaking in anger and I could see her gnashing her teeth to prevent from losing her tight control over her power.

	Donovan looked at her questioningly.  “Taking their free will?”

	Our blonde librarian growled out, “In the early days, when the first of us developed the mind glow, some found that they could impress their own will upon people of weaker minds than them, or pooling their power with others possessing the glow to overwhelm those with a stronger mind than their own.  Essentially making them their thralls.”

	She clenched her hands into tight fists and I felt cracks developing in the armor around her magic.  “They found they could alter memories, or even replace them completely, even evoking emotions in their victims.  They could remake the person into whatever they desired.  The first Prime outlawed this, it is the only law in the doctrines of our Sect which has but one punishment that is essentially a death sentence.  Banishment into the Lifeless Expanse.”

	She asked the farmers.  “How did the others in the Sect allow this to occur?  Why did they not stop this Eris?”

	They looked to be at a loss and I shook my head, trying to grasp everything I was hearing.  I tried to sound confident as I rasped out calmly, “There's nothing to be done about it now.  Right now we need to make sure our people are safe and we need to get assistance from those in charge if we are to keep them safe until Sparo sends out a search party when we do not return on time.”

	I knew as well as them that that may not be for at least a month.  This was expected to be a three week mission, but we all know that unexpected things arise and timetables for meeting new people are wont to change.  So it wouldn't be until we were a week or two overdue that they would assemble a search party, which would take at least a week to coordinate.

	That search and rescue party would be larger than our expedition, since if something happened to three ships, and the fastest courier vessel in the fleet hadn't returned to inform them the talks were taking longer than expected, they would think there was some sort of trouble and knights would fill likely six to eight airships.

	We had no idea how many men Aelwen had on her pirated vessel, nor if they had the means to repair her airship or replace the barrel on the long gun which was destroyed.  So we needed assistance to assure my people's safety for a month.

	And knowing the evil that was the ex-duchess and her disregard for life in general, the Sect sounded to be the only viable option.  Especially since if we tried to hide on their lands for a month and were caught, it sounds as if we may be branded heretics or invaders, and it sounded as if that ended badly for others.

	If they took umbrage concerning our presence, we would assure them that we would keep out of the way and leave their lands as soon as our rescue ships arrived.

	I felt for Emily.  This was not the homecoming she had anticipated, and seeing her people like this must be difficult.  This was her home as much as Wexbury was to her now.  I had an innate understanding of being a woman of two peoples, and to see either of them suffering would make me a wreck.

	Donovan looked to be thinking the same and he placed an arm around his wife, sharing his strength with her.  I reached out to grab one of her hands and squeezed it reassuringly, then looked to Gael. “Right then.  Daylight is burning, shall we be about it?”

	He nodded and pulled his reins, wheeling his mule about and my in laws followed.  I looked down at Misty and Shanny. “I'm counting on you girls to keep our people safe until we return.”

	Misty drew her blade and held it in front of her face.  “You can count on us, mom.  We won't let you down.”

	I nodded and assured her, “You never could.  Love you two.”

	They responded in unison, “Love you too.”  Then they ran off with Selena toward the barn.

	I watched them go then my smile faded as I looked at Sara and my extremely angry looking guards, “Take care of them.  We'll return with help.  Keep the watch rotation...”

	Sarafine huffed, “Off with you while it is still daylight, we know what needs doing... Great Mother.  And we'll keep an eye on the sky and forest for the duchess' people.”

	I sighed.  “I know, I just worry about the children... and Celeste...”  And that made my heart ache again for our lost family and friends.  I had to wall off the sorrow and despair, it would only dull my responses and drain me physically and mentally and I had to stay sharp.  There would be time to mourn when we were all safe.

	She whispered, anguish in her own eyes, “Go Laney.”  

	I nodded then urged my mule forward to catch up with the others.

	And before long we had left the farm and two others like it behind as we entered a conifer forest like the ones back home, but this one was denser.  The road looked as if it had been well kept once upon a time, and I thought I could see cobblestones below the dirt and trampled grass that covered it.

	At one time this was likely similar to the Ring back home that circled through every one of the Lower Ten, connecting them all, but now, it had at least a decade of disrepair and nature was reclaiming it as its own.

	As if he could read my mind, Gael said, “It had been a grand road at one time, but after the Cristea War, the Sect no longer sent workers out to maintain it as they had before that.”  Then he added, “They take more and more workers for Disciples, and some farms have gone fallow.  I fear we won't be able to feed New Cali soon if they keep converting farmers.”

	He looked around in fear of speaking up, like the heavens would open up and smite him for even implying the Sect was harming or endangering the land or the people.

	I have read enough in the libraries to know that this was how a civilization went into decline, and just one major incident like a plague or bad earth rumble or crop blight, and they could fall like an empire I have read about which died out long before the Wizards of the Before rose to power, the Aztecs.

	The only thing that could end a civilization faster, was man himself.  War was a blight unto itself, and I hated all that it was and did.  But I also knew that if you did not fight against injustice, then evil would win the day.  As Pastor Emery said back home, damned if you do, damned if you don't.  The only thing we can hope is that when the dust settles, we were on the good and righteous side of the fight.

	To my shame, I am good at war... very good.  Which is why I dedicate myself to peace, so that nobody else would have to feel what I feel when I try to convince myself that I am a good person with all these ghosts standing behind me.

	I asked Em, “How many people live in New Cali?”

	She looked around the forest as if she were looking at an old friend as she said, “We've tried to keep a census every year.  We were on a big upswing after smallpox devastated our population a hundred years back.  When I left there were between ten and twelve thousand people in New Cali not including the Cristea.”

	I chuckled, “Between ten and twelve.  That's not very precise.”

	She smirked and said, “You're so bad, Laney.  Fine, eleven thousand two hundred and three the year I left.”

	I giggled. “That's better.”  I knew she didn't have a choice but to remember the exact number in the records.  I envied her mind, being able to recall anything at any time.

	Gael offered, looking timid, “First Seeker.  When they sent Seekers around to count the people two years back, they announced that we had over fifteen thousand.”  Then he looked at me and said in apology, “I'm sorry, Laney, but I do not know the exact number.  We only know because they tell us that when they say they need more foodstuffs to feed them all, and demand we grow more, without giving us more hands to assist.”

	I was not a fan of this Eris.

	We stopped for lunch and Emily and Gael told us tales of their land, he even delighted us with one of their bard songs that shared their ancient history just as our bards and minstrels did in Sparo.  I shared one from the Altii and one from the People with him.  Emily and Donovan joined in to save me from butchering it with my damaged voice.

	I missed singing, I used to have a good singing voice at one time, but life happens and here we are.  I had a great time and could almost forget the dire predicament we were in.

	Donovan whispered to me when we mounted up again, “There are eyes upon us.”  He had the same knack for knowing when someone was watching that Celeste had.  I often wondered if that intuition had to do with Altii magics.

	I nodded. “Jezelle.”

	“But you told her...”

	“She ignored the decree.  She takes her job far too seriously.  I have felt her magic trailing us by about a quarter mile since we left.”

	He arced a brow. “You can feel her magic?”

	I nodded. “And taste her emotions through it if they are strong.”

	My mentor in using my Adept magic nodded appreciatively. “Your skills are expanding.  Usually that sort of growth stops around your mid twenties but yours continue to impress, Laney.”  

	My cheeks burned and I looked away to the path as we headed out again.

	He prompted, “Is she...”

	“Alone?  As in, did my children get impulsive and decide to run off after me again too?  No.  Misty's magic burns as bright as Father Sol.  And I don't think my other guard followed, but as they have no magic, I can't be sure.  But they know I was right that our people need to be defended.  Though Sara is worth any five knights.”

	I kept spotting different plants as we traveled, noting hints of purples and oranges in the leaves.   Em explained as if she were giving one of her lessons to me, “The plants have adapted to the higher temperatures here, and they have become more drought resistant and the colors, it is said, help to conserve energy and moisture during the day.”

	“I wonder if I could negotiate samples of some for the Great Mother's garden.”

	An hour or so after Father Sol hid back behind the gap in the mountains, we came out on a low rise and I caught my breath.  As far as my eye could see, a shimmering lake stretch out to the horizons.  It had to be at least three miles to the horizon from where we sat.

	Emily said with reverence, “Behold, the Cradle.”  She waited for her husband and I to take it in, a cute smirk on her face, before she shared, “It stretches ten miles by six miles, shaped like a reclined crescent, a cradle.  It is nothing like the Great Sea, but the Cradle is the largest lake in all the known lands beside it.  It is the cradle of life that keeps New Cali alive.”

	Wow.  I had no words.  I was just in awe of it as I was the first time I laid eyes on the Great Sea in Solomon.  Sure this lake was not hundreds of miles long, but it filled the horizon making you feel as if it went on forever like the old scrolls in the library that depict great oceans covering most of the Earth before the Great Impact.

	My smirky mother in law started forward again and we all followed.  I called after her, “No need to get smug, woman.”

	“I beg to differ.”

	“Begging doesn't become you.”

	Gael asked Donovan, “Are all women from your land like this?”

	The Prime Techromancer did not rise to his lofty station by making obvious mistakes.  He wisely didn't answer the query and Em and I shared a grin.

	The sky was painted in brilliant reds and oranges as Father Sol began to set somewhere behind that imposing wall of granite by the time we got to the shore of the lake and traveled along its bank for a stretch, circling west.

	By now, Donovan had unburdened himself of his robes, and wore only his trousers and a tunic he had torn the arms from.  I was actually surprised.  Beneath his ever present robes which denoted his station, was a well muscled man in his late fifties.  I realized that I had never seen him without his robes in all these years.

	Slightly on the gaunt side, from always forgetting to eat as he got lost in his studies, it pulled his skin tight across an impressive physique.  I had seen paintings of the royal court, and when he was younger, he looked so much like his son, Michael.  But with his height, he was always to the back of the court paintings behind the others.  He must have turned heads in his youth.  No doubt he had turned our dear Emily's head back in the day.

	I wondered if he somehow made time to work out to maintain the musculature that would soften with age and lack of use from sitting behind a desk all day.  I realized that there was still so much I didn't know of Celeste's family... my family.  I'd have make time to rectify that when we got back home.

	He noted my attention on him as he sweated in the heat.  “Not all of us have the same favor with the Mountain Gypsies to afford such opulence as a spelled cloak, little one.”  

	I crinkled my nose at him then pulled the hood up and sighed in relief as my face cooled.

	He told Em, “She's absolutely unapologetic about it.”

	Emily smiled and placed a hand on his bare arm. “I think the evenings here are quite pleasant, you old blowhard.”  Then she sighed and said, “Though most of my life spent in Sparo, I do find the days a bit harsh here now, but I will reacclimate.  I thought Sparo to be a frigid torture when I first arrived.  Imagine my shock visiting Avalon for the first time.  It had me longing for the comfort of Sparo.”

	Gael asked as he squinted like he was trying to focus on me, “Spelled cloak?”

	I pulled my hood back down since my point was made then I pulled off a gauntlet and offered it to the man.  He struggled to get his larger hand into it but then his brows rose to his hairline.  “It's cool inside.”

	I nodded as I accepted it back. “The People... Mountain Gypsies like the Cristea, have spelled my clothing with their magics, laying charms upon them for all manner of things.  From luck, and toughness, to maintaining a comfortable temperature for me no matter the environment, hot or cold.”

	He looked afraid.  “So they truly are witches as the Prime says?”

	Before I could answer I held a hand up.  We all stopped and I cocked my head to listen.  It was a little depressing to know my skills as a warrior had been honing over the years.  A couple seconds later I looked at a rise in front of us and three female mounted riders in brilliant silver capes trotted up into view.

	They regarded us a moment then lowered pikes that looked too polished, and too... ceremonial?  Like they were polished and crafted to look elegant like their flowing capes and silvered helmets with winged masks.  I realized they looked to be designed to invoke the visage of Valkyrie from the old Norse Mythology tomes Emily had lent me when I was studying cultures that predated the Great Wizards.

	Their eyes glowed dimly with that same bluish silver that Emily's did when she was leaking power.  My own misty white magics, tainted with amber rose to meet theirs.  I could feel and almost smell the steel and water of Donovan's leaking for a moment before being tightly shut away again.  I shut down as much of my own as I could as the riders approached, pikes leveled toward us.

	We all slowly dismounted as they approached.  Gael was prostrating himself on the ground, not looking up at them as he babbled out, “Seekers.  I have brought strangers from another land who are in need of the Sect's aid.  And with them is...”

	As the women circled us, weapons at the ready, one of the women dropped the tip of her pike toward the ground, then pulled her helmet up.  She was a middle aged woman with brunette hair that touched her shoulders, the glow left her eyes to be replaced with dark brown eyes wide in disbelief as she asked, “Primer buscador de la verdad, Emilathia?”

	Emily's eyes widened in excitement and glee as she responded, “Si!  ¿Podemos hablar en Inglés para que entiendan mis amigos?”

	Then she prompted, “Camille?  Is that you?  You got old.”

	The woman slid the pike into loops on her saddle and slid off her mount, still gaping in disbelief as she repeated, “Emilathia?”  Then she smirked and said, “Well it has been what?  Forty years now?  We feared you dead... and look at you, you don't look a day older.  You were always the most powerful of the Sect.”

	They embraced in the hug of comrades long separated.  Then Camille made a lowering motion with her hands as she looked at the others. “Lower your weapons.  She is one of us.  This is Emilathia Brightseeker, First Knowledge Seeker of the Sect.”

	Then she brightened as the other two hesitantly lowered their weapons while she studied my garb and my magics spilling off of me. “And she comes bearing witch heretic prisoners from the Cristea.”

	Emily said quickly, “No, they are not prisoners nor heretics.  They are from the lands of Sparo where I was sent to gather knowledge.  This is Donovan, my husband.  And my daughter in law, and leader of the Mountain Gypsies of Sparo, Great Mother Laney.”

	She must have been reading the room well as her eyes seemed to take in all of their postures.  “I enlisted the help of this farmer against his better judgment to help our people and guide us here to meet the patrol.  We beseech the help and protection of the Sect, as we have an enemy at our backs.”

	The other two looked to Camille, indicating she was the ranking person in their group, and she kept studying me, then said, “Of course, Emily.  We will bring you to the Prime, Eris, immediately.”  Then she addressed me as she eyed Anadele on my hip, the only weapon I had brought, the rest were safe with Sara back at the farm, “But you must surrender your weapon.”

	I stiffened and shook my head as Emily explained, “In her culture she is known as a Femeie de Sabie... a woman of the sword.  And it is considered an insult for her to be without her blade, and even more of an insult to you if she removed it.”

	She looked on guard. “So she is a Cristea!”  The other two brought their pikes up again.

	Em put up a stalling hand. “No, well yes... it is complicated.  She rules over the entirety of the Mountain Gypsies back in Sparo, including the Cristea band.  But the Cristea of New Cali were thought lost to time centuries ago.  It is a whole different culture.”

	The woman's eye flared and she looked at me and said, “But you want to surrender your weapon to me, do you not?”  I felt her magic trying to invade my mind, and for a moment I thought it just silly to not hand over Anadele.  Wait.  I pushed back, consuming the invasive magic and she staggered back, wincing in pain and looking shocked.

	That was almost frightening how her suggestion had made so much sense before I realized I was being coerced.  I would have to be on my guard from this moment on.

	Emily looked almost prideful as she said, “Laney is something you'll not have ever come up against and I suggest you not try that again, Camille.  Please just bring us to see the Prime and all can be explained.”

	She smiled almost dreamily like the others at the mention of the Prime.  “Yes of course, Eris will be pleased that you have returned to us.”  She said it almost like a lap dog expecting praise from their master.  It was unnerving and looked to run almost counter to the woman's more outgoing personality when she greeted Em.

	Then she said as she glowered at me, “You mentioned more people?”

	It wouldn't do to lie, especially if another patrol stumbled upon our people, and Emily nodded. “Our group is at Gael's farm.”  She indicated the man still prostrating himself to the women in silver keeping his eyes from them at all times.  Was that how they ensnared and enthralled?  Their eyes?  He seemed to know something.

	Camille, made a quick motion with her eyes, and one rider galloped back they way they came.  She made another and the third woman said, “On your feet.  You'll bring me to your farm.”

	He nodded, as he stood, eyes down. “Of course Seeker.  We are loyal.  These three will tell you.”

	It seemed important they believed him, he was afraid.  So I said, “Gael here and his family are very loyal to the Prime.  They are a credit to your people.”  We watched as the rider followed Gael when he mounted and headed back the way we had come as twilight engulfed them.

	Then Camille on impulse, hugged Emily one more time before mounting and saying, “I still can't believe you're home.  Please, follow.  We can make camp just fifteen minutes down the shore.”

	We mounted our mules and followed the woman at a leisurely pace as I wondered what this Doctrina would be like.  I was disturbed by what I have heard and the odd two sided behavior of this Seeker, but she seemed a nice enough woman and she and Em obviously had a history together.

	


Chapter 12 – Doctrina

	It turns out, Camille and Emily grew up together in the Sect, where they were brought into it when they had exhibited early signs of having the mind glow.  Camille was in the low fifties while Emily shot up the ranks to First Seeker.

	The woman has risen to the mid thirties in ranking now.  Since between Emily going missing, Eris' purge and the war, they had lost over twenty Seekers and a couple hundred Disciples.  Which she says, is why they must hunt down the heretics, witches, and non believers so that they might serve as a deterrent to others or so they can gaze upon the Prime, and know her love.

	Donovan and I exchanged worried glances, it seemed as if this Eris had an unnatural control over those like Camille who seemed a perfectly reasonable sort except where Eris' will was concerned.  The looks Emily gave us when her friend was not looking told us she felt the same but kept asking questions to see what had happened while she was gone and to see the extent of this unnatural obsession with their leader.

	I could feel her anger through the cracks in her control of her magics.  I understood, if it were one of my childhood friends I felt was being controlled or manipulated I would be incensed.

	It was a restless night and I barely slept as I looked out onto the light from the moons and the debris ring around the Earth reflecting in the ripples in the lake.  My mind was on Celeste, and my daughters, and what we might find when we reached Doctrina.  Anything to stop from dwelling on the missing parts of my heart where my friends had been.

	I swore to myself that one day, Aelwen would pay for all the pain and suffering she caused to all the families of those dead by her hands and those who willingly assist her in her ambitions of rising to power.  And I knew when that day came, might be the day I surrender to the corrupted portion of my soul that craved the darkness seeping into my magic when my rage ruled my head and my heart.

	To be truthful, I feared that one day that portion of me would win and I would be just like her, and that terrified me.

	I barely caught the soft bird call just before Father Sol rose behind the New Sierra Upheaval, waking this shadowed land.  I shook my head once.  Yes Jezelle, I know you are there and watching, against my express orders.  I just hoped she didn't get seen or caught, it would undermine any attempts at good will we were trying to engender.  We just needed to stay safe for a month then we could return to Sparo, away from this land.

	To be fair, I knew it wouldn't be that simple, as I know I can't ignore the plight of the New Calians, but at the same time I didn't know how we could help without interfering with New Cali's governance.  I know this would be hotly debated as we tried to set up diplomatic channels.

	Camille asked as we mounted up after having a light meal of jerky and dried berries Gael and Maria had supplied us, “Are you some sort of specter or wraith who watches over Emilathia?  I cannot track you with my eyes and see multiples of you when you move.”

	I gave her a smile without answering and said, “Boogety boogity,” and wiggled my brows.  She smiled at my teasing.

	Donovan changed the subject. “Camille, why did you think our dear Laney here was a Cristea?  Gael had shared that the Cristea had been banished into the uninhab... umm... the Lifeless Expanse to die.”

	She almost growled, “They are like bedbugs, the Cristea, and somehow thrive out in the wasteland.  They send in raiding parties or preach heresy to our people.  We send Disciples out in to the Lifeless Expanse to find and eradicate them, but those we send never return.”

	The Cristea still lived?  They were the most resilient band, surviving against all odds not just once but yet again.  My heart swelled in pride for them.  I wondered if one day we could locate them and reunite them with their brethren in the Westlands.  Maybe since they still retained magic here, they could reintroduce it to their long separated family in New Home.

	Then that anger swung to sorrow, making me feel almost as though she were two separate people as she said, “They were our friends.  I do not know how they could betray us so, but they preach against Eris Prime's rise to godhood, so that makes them the enemy of truth does it not?”

	We stayed grimly silent, not daring to speak on the subject lest we be branded heretics too.  I pulled my hood up so my face was obscured so she couldn't read my expression.  Celeste... and my family... the knights... well and everyone else says that I wear my emotions on my sleeve.  On display for everyone to see.

	I asked the two New Calians, to get off the subject again, “I've seen nothing but farm houses and trapper huts along the road.  Why does New Cali have but one town?  There is plenty of land we have traveled through already.”

	They looked at each other then Emily offered, “After the Great Impact, the few surviving humans all gathered together at the Place of Learning, where the structures were the least damaged, and where they could protect each other.  The Cradle was still forming and the Upheaval still burned with molten rock.”

	Camille said, “Food was scarce and the wildlife all fought for it, the larger predators, like the bobcats, coyotes, bear, and cougars ran rampant, killing whatever they could to survive, and the projectile weapons of those who came before us ran out of ammunition quickly.  So the people built a wall around the Place of Learning.  Finding that there was safety in numbers.”

	I had pulled up to their sides, fascinated with the way they told the story as if they were reading it from a tome or scroll.  Then I realized they were, since they remembered everything they read or heard, as Emily took up the narrative again. “The people used the old knowledge to build gardens that required no soil, and to make power to light the night sky to keep the predators away.  As the people adapted to the new world around us and numbers swelled, they built a settlement around the Place of Learning.”

	The other Seeker nodded and offered, “They built weapons to keep the predators away and built farms and livestock pens outside the village to feed the growing population.  They called the settlement  Doctrina and our people grew strong, but we never forgot the old ways, that safety was in numbers.”

	Emily shrugged. “So besides the hunters, gatherers, and farmers, we prefer to stay together, united as a people who have survived and thrived since the beginning days after the Great Impact, which we call Sky Fire here.”

	I found other cultures so fascinating, and I loved learning all I could.  I had so many questions and I am encouraged by those more learned than me to always ask, since seeking knowledge is a noble pursuit.  I grinned to myself.  Did that make me a Knowledge Seeker too?  Like Em?

	They seemed more than happy to share their knowledge with me and answered each question like scholars instructing an apprentice or journeyman.  I made a note to wipe the smile off of Donovan's face.  He liked it when I was inquisitive, but this time I was asking all the questions he had to be dying to ask, so only I looked ill educated in all things New Cali.  I shook a fist at him and he chuckled.  Grr.

	The mules were almost insatiable when it came to water.  Em shared that most of the animals had adapted to the hot days when Father Sol shone through the Eye, sleeping or staying dormant, and they all developed adaptations to retain water.  So they were basically tanking up for the day.  The predators mostly hunted at night, but have learned to be wary of man again over the thousands of years since the Impact.

	That explained the small campfire when we camped last night, even though there was no chill in the air to chase away.

	By the time the skies were painted with an artist's colorful brush again, we crested a hill between the shore and the treeline and I had to smile in wonder.  A large settlement I couldn't call a town.  It was the size of a small city nestled between the Upheaval and the Cradle.  Lights flicked in hundreds or thousands of structures, and along a palisade timber wall that stretched around the expansive settlement.

	Camille said, “Behold Doctrina.  We camp here tonight, it will take us five hours to travel around the horn of the Cradle to reach the gates tomorrow.

	We nodded and slid off our mounts and set up camp, the whole time our eyes were on the city that lay across the water.  Emily had a wistful look about her.

	This was it, our original destination.  How had things gone so sideways on us?

	


Chapter 13 – Eris

	I felt the excitement of the chicken herder buried deep inside me when we awoke.  I, Laney Herder was about to visit a city from a faraway land.  Something I could never ever have dreamed of when I was little.  It was something like the stories in the tomes we kept hidden under our floorboards.

	After breaking camp, we headed around the horn of the lake to the waiting settlement.  We passed many more patrols as we got closer, and each time they would stop and watch us traveling with Camille.  I was quite aware that all of the groups of three Seekers, sometimes accompanied by armed men and women who walked beside their horses, turned and followed us from a few hundred yards back.

	I could feel the Seekers' magics moving back there, but with an effort, I fought the urge to turn to look back or worse, look around for Jezelle, who I could feel back there somewhere, lest I give her away.

	We passed fishermen on the bank, and farmers going to town, pushing carts by hand.  All bowed deeply to Camille and looked at the ground.  They all seemed afraid to meet her eyes.  I glanced out onto the lake to see dozens of sailing vessels gliding across the rippling surface of the crystal blue waters.  They looked so idyllic out there, like the same fear that seemed to grip the others didn't touch them out there.

	Mother or Rain would tell me something sagely cryptic, like it is all a matter of perspective, that the calm on the surface didn't show the roiling waters just beneath.  I smiled at that.

	When we reached the gates at the palisade walls which were constructed with massive timbers fastened with iron straps, I noted how the battlement walks above had dozens of groups of Disciples along them with bows or some odd-looking crossbows which seemed to have crank handles by the stocks instead of cocking stirrups at their fronts.  The guards were spaced every twenty yards or so with a Seeker in each group, and only the teams at the gates were looking out across the clearing between the walls and the forest, the others seemed to be watching the people milling about along their business inside the walls.

	I noted these timbers were newer than those in the wall farther down.  It was as if every hundred yards or so the timbers looked more ancient.  It must be the different times the settlement grew with its population and they constructed new sections of the wall to protect the people.

	They knew we were coming, whether their lookouts above the gates announced our approach or the rider Camille had dispatched on our meeting had informed the Sect that we were coming.  But twenty Seekers backed by twenty or so Disciples stepped out of the gates to greet us when we arrived.

	I took one last glance at the wall that extended into the Cradle, and they seemed to have another set of gates in the water at a long pier as Emily asked, her eyes on the overmanned wall as well, “Why so many guards instead of a single volunteer lookout at the gates watching for roaming predators?”

	Camille whispered as we approached the line, “Everything changed after the war.  We have to be on the lookout for heretics from without and within.  Or Cristea witch raids as we still do not know how they infiltrate Doctrina.”

	Then she looked to the large, armed group that met us and called out in English, “Sisters, I bring good news.  First Seeker Emilathia Brightseeker, thought lost to us before the Cristea War has returned to join us in our fight against the heretics, blasphemers, and witches that oppose Eris' will.  We speak English so the First's companions can understand us.”

	One woman lowered her pike and the others followed suit as the men and women with them moved in front of the women like some sort of human shields as the woman spoke, “She is a false First, we have a First, Dianda Truespeaker.  There cannot be two.  This woman deceives you, all know the Brightseeker's glow was...”

	She trailed off as Emily slid off her mount, striding up to the woman, her hair dragging the overgrown cobblestones behind her, her eyes blazing.  The woman's eyes were glued on the silver feather hanging from the chain on Emily's neck.

	Then she took a knee.  “First Seeker!  Forgive me.  All thought you dead.”  

	The rest slowly, hesitantly took a knee too, looking confused.

	She stood again and called out to the others as they stood, “The Brightseeker returns!  With her, we can finally defeat those who are not faithful to our Prime!”  

	They cheered.  

	Then she looked at me as I dismounted with Donovan.  I blurred and left wispy images of myself in my wake.  I took their moment of disorientation to step out of myself, sending a future me ahead two minutes in time.  I was getting better at my control when doing so.

	The woman took a step in front of her Disciple shield, and drew a small curved knife, speaking to our guide, “Seeker, you left your prisoner armed.”  Then to me, her eyes flared brightly as she started to reach toward Anadele, “Heretic, you will hand me your...” She dropped her blade, grabbing her head in pain as she spat out a curse, “¡Joder, eso duele!”

	I had been ready this time.  As my dear late friend, Verna would have said, “Nobody fucks with my head.”

	The others, not knowing what happened, started to raise their weapons again, but I pulled them all to me, orbiting me in a deadly whirlwind.  I swatted away an errant crossbow bolt by its iron tip, fired by a startled guard on the wall, with my magics as my eyes drizzled a shower of amber sparks.

	Dozens of eyes ignited in silver-blue glows while some of the seekers stumbled backward in shock.  I inhaled and pulled my power back inside of me and the deadly vortex of weapons clanged to the ground as I rasped out coolly, inclining my head slightly, “Nobody touches my blade.”  

	There were whispers of Cristea and Witch from the people gathering at the gate.

	Emily said quickly, “She is no heretic, nor witch.  She is a leader from the lands of Sparo, come to speak with the Prime.  She and some of her people accompanied me back home and we were attacked on the outskirts of New Cali, she is here to beseech help from the Prime... Eris.”

	At Eris' name most of the anger from the Seekers and Disciples was replaced by happy, and in some cases, dreamy smiles.  The woman nodded to Emily. “Yes, the Prime will know what to do.  This must be in her divine plans, otherwise how would the Brightseeker be delivered back upon our doorstep?”

	I was more than uneasy about the strange devotion this Eris instilled in everyone.  It was as if they were not in their right minds.  And they all just assumed that Emily was going to somehow take up arms for the Prime's cause.

	I exchanged worried looks with Em and Donovan.  The look he gave me was the same one he gave when I had problems performing exercises with my magic.  It was the one that usually came with his favorite encouragement, 'stay the course, Laney.'

	Camille explained as the others slowly came forward to reclaim their weapons.  “It is her people's custom for her to keep her blade, something about being an insult to us if she does not.”

	The leader of the newcomers asked her in a whisper I barely caught, “What was that?  She has no mind glow, and I've never seen a witch with that kind of power, even from the Cristea.”

	Donovan heard it too and offered for Camille, “It is the magic of the Altii of Sparo.”

	“You have it too?”

	“One form of it.”

	The woman said, “At least show your face.”

	I lowered my hood, and there were some gasps, and one said, “She's little more than a girl.”

	The woman studied me, cocking her head at the magik seeping out of my scarred cheek.  “Extinguish yourself, magic is not allowed in Eris' chambers.”

	I shook my head. “I cannot.  I have been scarred by magic and I cannot control it.”

	She narrowed her eyes then looked to Em who just nodded.  That seemed good enough for her.  They seemed to put a lot of faith in those who outranked them.  I just wondered if this was going to be a problem with whoever was currently holding the First Seeker rank here.

	The woman made motions with her hands and most of the Seekers and Disciples at the gate headed back into the city, dispersing.  The woman said, “I am Tenth Seeker, Jayda.  Please, our Prime... Eris awaits you.”  

	Yup, that confirmed the other rider had already alerted the town.

	Jayda and her Disciple motioned some of the commoners over. “See to their mounts.”  

	Then to us she said, “Please follow us.”  

	Emily placed her hand in the crook of Donovan's. I caught his eye movements and moved behind them, insulating Emily from Camille behind us as she kept his body slightly between Jayda and Em.

	Emily caught all of it and rolled her eyes at us.  What?  Can't I protect my favorite mother in law?  Never mind that she is my only mother in law.

	As we walked through the gathering crowds of people who were murmuring and whispering at our passing, trying to get a look at us, Emily started giving the history of the settlement as we passed each point of interest.  I devoured every word.  It seems that each achievement as they fought for survival was marked with a story of historical significance.

	She slowed and asked, “Camille... we're getting close to the core, why are the lights out in the buildings?  I see candles.”

	Her old friend said, “During the war, the generator house was damaged.  Eris said it was more important to make more Disciples than to spare the men to fix it.  So the generator turnstiles have sat unmanned for years.”

	They had electricity here?  Well, Emily did say they had technology from the Before Times, just not as much as Avalon did.  I prompted, “Doesn't that concern you?”

	She looked to a building with fire damage, there was worry in her eyes but she just shook her head slowly. “We must trust in Eris and her plans.  You will see, she is the light.”

	Roads in disrepair, electric lights down, fewer farmers to tend the crops.  Their infrastructure was slowly crumbling and they believed that it was all part of some woman's plan?  They were moving backward instead of forward.  This isn't the New Cali Emily had described on our way here.  This was all just for one woman to hold power.  It was the same sort of thing that had been poisoning Avalon from inside.

	Twenty minutes later, we entered a secondary wall of what looked like ancient smooth limestone construction before I realized it was the material from the Before Times that was hard as brick or stone, which was usually reinforced with steel inside.  I reached out with my mind and could taste the iron forming a mesh inside it.

	The buildings were all covered in ivy, but it was clear to me after seeing so many structures unearthed at the Dig, that these were buildings from the Before.  Evidence of being repaired and maintained many times over the centuries evident in the ones still standing.

	Others were in ruins, either lost during the Great Impact or the fire Emily had described that had destroyed their repository of knowledge so long ago.

	In the middle of it all was a large white clock tower, covered in ivy and made of the same manufactured stone material, leaning at about a fifteen-degree angle with parts of it crumbled away, but it appeared to be operational as it showed what I guesses was more or less the current time.  And fifty yards from it was a huge boulder of whitish-yellow material that looked to be at the base of a small, ancient crater in the courtyard.  An intricate garden and cobblestone path surrounded it, with Seekers gathered around it, sitting on smaller stones in meditation.

	I recognized the sickly silver color. “Is that kellumite?”

	Emily nodded.  “A chunk of the Earth Killer itself.”

	Kellumite was a worthless metal, as it was a grainy mess that crumbled with any sort of pressure, the metallurgists couldn't combine it with other metals to make alloys.  And it was barely workable because of its instability.

	The only thing that could be done with it was to make silver paints for artists, or the tin workers made cheap and gaudy jewelry with it that left yellowish silver on the skin where it rubbed it.

	Scholars determined it was not of terrestrial origin, nor from our shattered moon.  Instead, it was from the rogue stellar body that struck our moon and almost killed our planet.  The Whispering Walls has veins of it crisscrossing through the mountains, and miners won't touch Father Stone as they say it contains the highest concentration of kellumite per ton, and it fouls their loads.  It is likely that Father Stone is the result of an impact of a mountain-sized chunk of the stellar body.

	Ironic that the thing that almost destroyed our world is composed of the most worthless metal.  Or maybe in some twisted sort of way it was more poetic than ironic.  It shows us just how insignificant we are in a sky full of suns and worlds for as far as our eyes can see.  I wonder if someone on one of those worlds was looking up at night and Father Sol was just another star in their sky.

	I whispered, “Are they... worshiping it?”

	She chuckled.  “No.  We use it as a focal point to ponder the knowledge we learn or share it with others.  We figure that it is a symbol that we had survived its wrath as it tore the moon asunder and tried to wipe out all life here.  So it makes us want to strive to do better to deserve our survival.  And by gathering and sharing knowledge we can become more than we once were.”

	I muttered to her with a smirk, “Ok, good answer.”  She beamed a pixie-like smile.

	Both Camille and Jayda seemed to contemplate her words as we passed a sign that was set up like a shrine.  I smiled as I tasted aluminum and steel which they used in the Before that didn't oxidize like regular steel.  This was a sign from the time of the Great Wizards.

	I asked, “What does UCLA mean?”

	Camille answered with sorrow in her tone, “That knowledge is lost to us in the Great Fire.   If she knew, AnaMaria Truthseeker didn't convey that information before she passed on.”

	Emily offered, “We believed it had been a word for knowledge used by those who came before us.  Since this was a center for learning.  But I learned from the boon of the Penny Library its true meaning.”  She smirked.  “Things are never quite what you imagine, like when you believed Cedar Ridge had been called Gus Davis Ford.”

	The Imp was playing with us.  Donovan prompted, “Would the Queen of the Scrolls care to share with us mere mortals?”

	Camille and Jayda's eyes were wide in anticipation of gaining some knowledge not everyone knew.  That reminded me that before this Eris, they had been Knowledge Seekers, not enforcers.  Emily squished her lips to one side of her face and almost apologized, “University of California, Los Angeles.”

	We all blinked and she shrugged, “The name of the school that this was.  It is in the tomes of maps in the Penny Library back in Templarville.”

	I pouted. “It's Templar Hall and the Public Library.”

	“Says you.”

	“Yeah, says me.”

	“Ladies.”

	I gave Donovan a sheepish smile and Camille said in disappointment, “I thought it would be more... I don't know, prophetic?  Maybe?”

	We nodded with grins and I said, “Sometimes a fish is just a fish.”

	We moved up to a building that looked oddly like a small castle, most of the front wall was from the Before, the rest looked to be constructed during various times from various materials from stone to timber and the tower on the right was built in the same shape as the original on the left.

	This building too looked to be as old as the original Highland Keep before the current one was constructed of stones hewn from a quarry at the base of Father Stone in Defiance, shortly after the Lower Ten was founded.

	The royal mason of that time was said to have been fascinated with the veins of Kellumite that were infused in the granite from there.  Which is the reason Highland Reach seems to glint and sparkle in the light of Father Sol and the Three Sisters.

	It had been one of the greatest engineering feats back then, moving the great blocks of granite from the Lower Ten, across the Gap to construct Sparo's largest castle.  None are it's equal, even today.  And the gods are said to have smiled down upon the new castle in approval, for the following generations saw the first magic users of Highland, after so many developed a spark in the Lower Ten before them.

	There were guards in the two towers, and four at the main doors.  Disciples and Seekers were walking a patrol around the perimeter.  It felt as if we were going to see the King and Queen back home with all the security.

	We moved to the entrance and Jayda murmured something in Spanish to one of the women at the doors.  She nodded then nudged her chin and another Seeker ran inside.  Camille slipped up to her and murmured something in her ear about English.  The other acknowledged as Camille moved back beside us.

	I felt self-conscious standing there as all of the New Calians seemed to have their eyes on me.  I felt a curiosity for them, like an animal with strange markings.  It was all I could do from stopping myself from pulling my hair over my scarred cheek or pulling my hood back up.

	The other woman returned to her post, inclining her head to the first one and she stood tall and said with a tinge of excitement and envy in her voice, “The Prime, Eris, will see you now.”

	We were led into the building, and the interior was like a work of art, blending the old with the new in a seamless celebration of architecture.  The craftsmen and artisans had created a masterpiece which rivaled the interior of any of the castles I have visited, and it had more... personality and life than the cold steel and glass tower that housed the government offices in Avalon.

	Emily inclined her head and dropped her hair again, making sure her feather hung prominently in view.  She said, “Thank you fifth.”  How did they know the rankings of each other in the Sect?  Was it through their magic in their mind glow, or did it have to do with the feathers they wore on their gauntlets that looked similar to Emily's?  I had so many questions.

	The woman stopped Em just before we entered some guarded doors, a hand resting on her arm as she scrutinized her, then she whispered as she looked at the other guards who were dutifully ignoring us, “Are you truly the Brightseeker?”  Our blonde librarian nodded and the woman shook her head in wonder. “You look no older than my own daughter.”

	This got a twitch of the lip from Emily. “And I remember you being so much younger, Lula Stormchaser.  Sneaking around the ruins with the other little ones, all curls, and sass.”

	The woman looked stunned. “You... you remember me?”

	Em smiled and said, “Who could forget those inquisitive brown eyes?  You've become a power of your own too, looking half your age now.”

	Lula was all smiles for a moment then she looked back to the imposing doors before us and schooled her face.  She just stepped forward and the Seekers pushed the doors open for her and we followed her in.

	The room was empty except a throne-like chair at the far end with side tables on either side of it, two men and a woman sat at the feet of the throne, wearing naught but togas, and two heavily armored and armed Seekers and a Disciple armed with a sickle-like weapon stood behind the chair.  This was a receiving hall like the King and Queen had where they would receive their subjects and grant audiences.

	A high tinted window looked out toward the New Sierra Upheaval, too high for outside archers to target anyone inside the building.

	I almost panicked and to Camille I whispered, “We've no tithe.”

	She whispered back, “You bring our First back to us.”

	The doors behind us closed and I could feel that four Seekers had come into the room with us, and... my eyes flicked to the columns running through the room, holding up the vaulted ceiling thirty or forty feet above us.  There were at least four more in the room with us, all holding their magics, their mind glows tightly, but that effort translated into the trickle of magics they restrained.

	Again, it was similar to the King's receiving hall.  Was the Sect royalty?  I was still at a loss as to their hierarchy.  It didn't mesh with what Emily had described, and from what we've gleaned from Gael and the others, it was more a... religion now?

	Two women strode into the room from another door, in resplendent silver robes and armor, including ornate Valkyrie helmets with winged masks like the others.  One also wore more silver wings on her shoulders pinning a silver cape to her back.  I noted she had flowing blonde hair, only the second blonde New Calian I have seen, they had all shades of brown, black, or red like back home, blonde must be rare here too.

	Everyone hit the floor, prostrating themselves.  I looked around, the guards were on the ground, hands stretched in front of themselves on the floor.  Even our guides did the same.  They all murmured, “Hallowed be Eris the Prime, ascended to reign supreme.”

	The two newcomers regarded us, still standing as the one with the cape sat almost aloof in the throne, the other woman standing next to the prone Disciple.  Donovan and Emily followed my lead as I bowed my head and said, “Prime Seeker.”

	The other woman said something to her and Emily spoke up, “They do not disrespect her.  They are not of our land or our people, and they speak English, so it would only be hospitable for us to do the same.”

	The woman opened her mouth but the Prime waved her off and leaned forward, elbows on her knees as she cocked her head. “So you're Emilathia Brightseeker?  I've read so much about you.  It seems reports of your demise may have been slightly exaggerated, First Seeker.”

	The other woman stepped forward a step and snapped out, “I am First Seeker, this woman abandoned her duties.  She is not fit to wear the symbol.”

	Eris said, “Now now, Dianda, if that is true, then take it from her.”

	What was going on?  My hand flexed, ready to draw Anadele at a moment's notice.  As this Dianda snarled and stepped quickly up to Emily, her eyes flared brilliantly, and she started to move her hand forward to snatch Emily's silver feather, but as she visibly tried to tug her arm up, it didn't seem to move as I steadied myself when a big wave of magic rippled past.

	I looked to Emily and her eyes were glowing brilliantly too as she said in a cold and menacing, calm tone I've never heard from her before, “No one may touch my Insignias, child.”

	Eris clapped her hands like a delighted child and said, “Wonderful.  You really are the lost First Seeker.  It seems you've met your match Dianda dear, looks like you'll have to settle for Second Seeker now that someone worthy of standing at my side and spreading my truth is here.”

	The woman growled again as she looked at her own hand, then stalked back to her place, keeping a hateful eye on Emily the whole time.  Had that been a battle of wills and minds?

	I noted this woman didn't seem enthralled by Eris like the other Seekers we have met so far, and she glared at her as if she had just been betrayed.

	Then she looked at Donovan and me and asked in a manner that told us she already knew, her people have likely relayed everything to her, “And who are these others you bring with you after so many years?”

	Emily moved forward a step and turned so she could look between the Prime and us.  “Prime Seeker, this is Prime Techromancer Donovan of Wexbury from the lands of Sparo... my husband.”

	The woman clapped in delight again. “Oh wonderful, you've wed, and made a home for yourself in that dying land?  Is that why you've finally come home to us, Sparo has fallen like all the other lands as I have foretold?”

	I spoke, giving Em a small smile, “On the contrary, Prime Seeker, Sparo thrives and grows.  This is why we have accompanied Emilathia home, to beg audience with you and your people, and to set up trade routes and cultural exchange... and knowledge.  An entire, intact library from the Before Times.”

	Eris stood bolt upright at that. “So the rumors of the Library of the Techromancy Scrolls was true!”

	Emily shook her head. “While the wealth of knowledge contained within the Great Library of Wexbury is substantial, it pales in comparison to the treasure she speaks of.  It would take more than a lifetime to absorb all the knowledge contained there.  I've only read a portion of the tomes within it, and yet it is already more than the sum of knowledge I have gained in the past forty years.  More than that contained within our Hall of Knowledge.”

	The woman licked her lips as if she were salivating over a particularly tempting slice of roast beef.  Then she looked back at me, really eyeing me now as she gave me a smile which looked so familiar to me, one of a charlatan eyeing at a mark.

	“And you might be?”

	Emily said as she curtsied me, “Prime, this is Great Mother Laney of Sparo.  She is co-ruler of the two peoples who live in the realms of Sparo.  She organized the expedition which brought me home so our two peoples could meet.  But we were attacked during the crossing, and her people are in need of the Sect's help and protection until a rescue party from Sparo can be launched.”

	My hand went into motion grabbing Anadele as I spun and slashed the arrow from the air that had struck my shoulder two seconds before I snapped back to myself.

	Again, Eris clapped her hands swiftly together and chuckled with glee as she said, “That was wonderful!  She said you could do that, but I had to see it for myself.  You anticipated the attack and blurred and ghosted as she told us.  You can somehow sense the future.  How delightful, an oracle?  A medium or soothsayer?”

	She sat and cocked her head, the humor leaving her dark gray eyes. “It is said that the Cristea had possessed a way to divine the future before their magics started to fail them here.  You are their kin?  She tells us you are one of the Mountain Gypsies... our enemy.  Is this true?”

	Donovan's eyes stopped bleeding sparks and he placed a hand on my sword arm to calm me.  I allowed my own magics to fade, and the world dimmed around me as my amber magics went dormant again and I sheathed Anadele.

	I prompted, “You were testing me.  This is no parlor trick and I do not perform on demand.  Yes, I am half Mountain Gypsy.”  Then her words sank in, chilling me to my bones.  “You said that 'she' told you all of this?  Who told you these things about me?”

	She said, “Oh did I not mention?  We had a peculiar visitor who literally dropped in on us from the sky two days back, on the other side of Doctrina.  She feigned the damsel in distress but fought back when the Seekers took her into custody.  The first two who tried wound up dead.  One by blade and the other by this magic that is unlike the Cristea's.  It took three Seekers to calm her and leash her mind enough to come to bear witness to my divine grace.  With her mind restrained she was quite willing to cooperate once she gazed upon me.  She's told us all sorts of interesting tales, which is why I couldn't wait until you showed up in my hall, Laney of Wexbury, Killer of Kingdoms.”

	No no no... the Duchess was here?  Helping them?  I forced down the black pit of rage I kept caged in my magics so its black poison didn't corrupt me.

	She pouted. “Oh, where are my manners?  I would be remiss if I didn't offer you refreshments after such a long trek.”  She clapped twice and some servants in white veils strode in, eyes downcast, clear glass pitchers of water and glasses on trays.

	She waved her hand vaguely in our direction and the servants walked up to us, knelt and held the trays up toward us.  They weren't just servants, they were acting like slaves and that incensed me, but I kept a calm face as I stated, “We're fine, thank you.”

	“Nonsense.”  She clapped. “Girl!”

	The one in front of me poured a glass of water from one of the other servants' trays and offered the cup up to me with both hands, eyes downcast.  This was some sort of show for our... I froze, both of the servant's delicate hands had ugly scars on the backs of them, a finger on her left hand twisted a little unnaturally from improper healing.

	I knew those scars.  I had inflicted them myself, years ago.  I grabbed her chin and lifted it so that she would meet my eyes.  I would know those eyes anywhere, but instead of burning with cruel intelligence, hate, and a touch of insanity, they were dull, mindless, and blank.  I pulled the veil aside to reveal her face as I said in a faraway voice, “Aelwen?”  Not a shred of recognition showed in her eyes.

	She went back into her bow when I released her, still offering me the glass.

	I was at a loss, and Donovan and Emily were just staring between me and her in disbelief.  Eris said, “On don't worry, she's quite tame now.  Cured of her heretic ways.  She's much more useful this way than dead on a pike on the walls, now that she has gazed upon my true face.”

	“I've got to say, it took more of us to overpower her odd magics than any of the Seekers were when I started my rise to power with a few select allies.  Maybe after I've taught her humility for a few years, I could make a Disciple out of her and she could fight the Cristea witches for us with her outsider magics.”

	Emily snapped out, “You've impressed your will upon her!  Took her free will!  That is an act forbidden by the doctrines of the Knowledge Seeker Sect!”

	Eris cut her off as she stood. “You're going to be one of those goody-two-shoes who deigns to dictate my own morality to me?  Enough of this charade then.”  She roared out, “Kneel before your goddess!”

	


Chapter 14 – Pretender

	Everything happened at once when the blinding glow from her eyes hit us.  For a moment Eris seemed to grow to take up the enormity of the room, a sense of both rapture and the agony of painfully torturous guilt flooded my being, knowing we had not pleased her.  I had an urge to kneel and beg her forgiveness because she was everything, but my magic took hold of hers and unraveled it, consuming it and making it ready for me to shape with my will.  This was just like in my visions.

	Wait... my will! I growled and with invisible hands shredded the insidious tentacles of her power that were trying to worm into my mind.

	To my left, Emily roared right back at her, “You are a pretender!  One of your moderate ability should never have become Prime.”  

	An explosion of white-hot magic flared from Em, causing me to stagger as it struck all those in front of her.  They all, to a one, including Eris, dropped to a knee.

	Em said, “You do not deserve to...”  

	Then someone behind her struck her at the base of her skull with the base of a pike... hard.  Her eyes rolled up and she pitched forward like a puppet whose strings had been cut.  I was barely able to catch her before her head hit the floor.  It was all my years of training in the practice yard that had honed my reflexes.

	I looked back at her attacker, one of the Seekers from the door.  Donovan bellowed Emily's name in rage, and another powerful burst of raw, unfocused magic exploded from him.  Columns all around us cracked and settled, the pressure of the magic was so great my ears popped, and the offending guard and one behind her were literally torn to shreds by the sheer amount of magic that ripped past them to blow the doors off their hinges, littering the corridor beyond with splinters.

	It was often said that he was the most powerful Prime Techromancer in all the realms.  Some have questioned it over the years since Donovan was never showy with his magic.  The only time he used it in public was the battle of the Northern Rift when all the able-bodied magic users from all the realms gathered for the most deciding battle of the war.  But with so much magic being thrown at the Avalon forces at once, it was hard to tell how much he possessed.

	But now I knew.  Rain was without a doubt, the most powerful Mountain Gypsy in modern times.  And she performed mind-boggling feats, like freezing a quarter-mile of the Great Sea in but a moment.  Donovan... was at her level.  And for the first time since I met the gentle, smiling man, I was afraid of his power.

	He dropped to his knees and took Emily from me, his eyes still leaking so much power the sparks drizzling on my arms actually burned my skin like physical fire.  I stood and spun, motioning with one hand to bat away incoming arrows with my magic, fired by the dozens of Seekers and Disciples who were pouring into the room now.  And my other hand made a sweeping, gathering motion, pulling all the weapons I could taste in the space from the hands of the combatants, and slinging them aside.

	Eris looked frantic and afraid as she pulled a Disciple in front of her as the other Seekers did the same.  She pointed. “Restrain them!  Now!”

	I drew Anadele and realized she hadn't meant physically as first one then another mind touched me, then another and another.  I stepped forward a step at a time, making my way toward their cowering ruler.  Another and another mind wrapped around mine, like ropes constricting me and I slowed more and more.

	I could barely pull my feet forward as my magic frantically went about unraveling and devouring theirs.  But too many minds were there, grabbing and clawing at me.  I turned my head with great effort to see six Seekers standing around Donovan, and he had a strained look on his face before he slumped forward into unconsciousness.

	I turned back.  Just two... more... steps...  I started moving Anadele forward and another four minds piled on me, and the blade stopped just inches from Eris.  Then she smirked and walked around my still form as she chuckled.  I couldn't muscle through the mental restraints, and as I broke the hold of one mind, another would latch on in its place.

	Eris stopped in front of me. “So... the Killer of Kingdoms.  You are formidable.  Our magic seems to not grasp your mind securely.”

	Why did she keep calling me the Killer of Kingdoms?  It was just the one, Avalon.  My eyes moved aside like they were swimming in molasses and they locked on the servants.  Aelwen thinks I stole her chance at ruling Sparo from her, twice.  Her kingdom.  Was this the name she and the Rogues and Marauders had given me?

	I noticed Camille had two Seekers holding her as well, with their eyes flaring, a dead Seeker at her feet.  Also, two Disciples were being held by one bloodied Seeker each.  What had happened there?

	Eris looked at Anadele. “So this is the God Slayer the babbling outsider had talked about?  A blade so sharp it can cut through lightning?”  She touched Anadele's blade with a finger and then cussed in Spanish holding her finger as blood flowed freely.  She had cut it to the bone on Anadele's more than razor-sharp blade.

	The Gypsy metalworkers cannot explain why she is so sharp nor why she cannot be dulled nor broken.  Something in her nature changed after I had fended off so many magic attacks, and then channeled so much raw energy through her at the Battle of the Monolith.  I smirked slowly.  Serves the woman right, I hope the cut took forever to heal.

	She stomped like a petulant child. “Someone get me a bandage.  Now!”  Aelwen ran off, her eyes dull and thoughtless, to do Eris' bidding.  Then she snatched Anadele from my hands and placed her beside her throne.

	She looked to be counting. “Fourteen?  Your magics aren't like your countrymen.  Why does it take so many to hold you?”  I looked side to side slowly to the row of straining women, noting all of them were in front of me, their eyes blazing.

	She looked past me.  “Take those two to the cells now.  Keep Seekers there to keep them out until I can deal with them.  That man will make such a wonderful toy once we convert him.  Did you see how much power he commands?”

	Then she looked back at me and said, “You... I'll have to think up something special for you.  You have more power than that wretched Aelwen creature, but only a trickle compared with Donovan and Emily, yet my followers are having a hard time keeping hold of you.”

	Then she sneered.  “But first.”  She walked past me toward Camille. “I should have done this myself the first time instead of leaving it for the others.”  She looked to the Seekers holding her immobile with their magic, “Assist me.”

	I watched as Camille's struggling face turned slack as the glow of Eris' eyes and the other two Seekers lit her up.  Her look became that of a besmitten young girl standing before a knight of the realm.  “There.  Release her.”  Then Camille dropped to her knees as she looked up at Eris like she was her whole world, grasping her leg in a hug.

	Eris told her, “You were always trouble Camille, if Dianda... with her rather specific sexual proclivities, didn't find you so pretty, you would have been among the first gone in the purge at the start of my ascension, along with the old Prime and First Seekers.”  Then she smirked.  “Maybe I'll give you to her as a toy for a bit, maybe that would quell the rebellious streak in you.”

	“Whatever you wish, Eris.”

	“Address me properly.”

	“Yes, my goddess.”

	Then Eris looked to her First Seeker waving her hand airily.  “Do whatever you wish with her.  Bed her, kill her, just get her out of my sight.”  Dianda had a cruel look on her face as she motioned for Camille to come to her and forced her to sit down at her feet.

	Then Eris looked at the two Disciples who were standing with vacant expressions now.  “These two...  hmm... it's been a while since a heretic execution.  Choose one, the other wipe and start over.  And for your own sake, use two Seekers so this doesn't happen again if one of you is killed.  There's no excuse for laziness.”

	Then she spun back toward me in a flourish as Aelwen returned with a bandage and frantically started wrapping Eris' finger.  The Prime had a cruel smile on her face as she pulled her helmet off to regard me. “And you... what am I to do with you?  Once we break you, you would be a great tool for converting the people of Sparo to our cause.  Or I could always use another mindless slave like this one.  It is sort of a rush reducing once-powerful women to common slaves.”  She shuddered. “Oh, it's delicious and tempts me to dip my toes into Dianda's arena.  Imagine, a queen in your bed, broken and obedient.”  She shuddered in delight then looked at me.

	The Seekers were having a hard time holding me, and I found I could talk.  “You're broken.  And I've been a commoner before, and it isn't the debasing insult you believe.  I feel sorry for you.”

	She glared at me, and her eyes flared.  “Shut up!”  She told the others, “Assist.”

	Then the goddess from before was there again, she said, “Not so talkative now are you?  I'm all you've ever wanted.”

	I shook it off, the invasive magics slid off of me and were consumed by my own.  I rasped through gritted teeth, “My wife is all I've ever wanted.  You're just another run of the mill psycho with delusions of grandeur, like Aelwen.”

	She slapped me and looked around, asking in frustration, “Why is this not working?”  She was met with silence.

	Then she huffed and said to the others, “Well maybe once her people arrive tomorrow, we can give her the proper incentive to work with us.”  My... people?  Mother Luna, they were bringing our people here?

	Then she said, “Chain her there, I want her to witness everything.”  Then she blurted, “Wait, no.  Use ropes... the other one said she's a thing for metal.  And we've witnessed it.”

	Then as she strode out the other doorway, her adoring court behind her, she called out, “Clean up this mess, and keep no less than fifteen seekers on her until we break her.”

	With that, she shut the door as I was led to a column next to the throne and tied securely to it.  I shook once, holding back a sob.  I would not give them the satisfaction of seeing me break down.  Just then I was more afraid for our people, for my children.  And I almost pitied Eris, because when Celeste returned with the bodies of our fallen to find we had been taken, then the shadow of the Harbinger of Wexbury would be darkening the doorstep of Doctrina.

	


Chapter 15 – Helpless

	The next few days were excruciating.  I just hung there for two days as the room was cleaned of the carnage and the columns were reinforced by timbers, but not repaired.  It seemed they had a lack of skilled labor in their stables of slaves and Disciples.  Were they all blind to this?  Did it not matter to Eris that she was condemning the very people she wished to worship her?

	The only others in the room were the Seekers who had others rotate in for them every few hours, keeping me immobile.

	I lost my dignity on the second day, and the Seekers complained of the smell.  I think Eris thought it would be humorous to send Aelwen in to clean me up.  Every few hours a slave would come in to give water to the Seekers but not to me.

	That was ok, I could take it.  I concentrated on the burning pain inside me as I continued to unravel their magics, and instead of bleeding them off, I had been storing them inside me.  I wanted as much as I could hold because they would make a mistake at some point, and that would be the moment I would strike with all this excess power they were inadvertently feeding me.

	On the third day, I awoke after a couple hours of sleep when my exhaustion overtook me, I couldn't feel my arms anymore and even though I was being held immobile, I couldn't stand anymore, so I dangled there.  That's when the room was ready and Eris finally showed her face again.

	She stepped past me like I was no more significant than a piece of furniture.  She lounged on her throne irreverently and feasted on all sorts of fruits, cheeses, and meats her attendants brought her, washing it down with a large mug of water.

	When she finally looked over to me and said to the room, “Well where's the fun in this?  She's too weak to even comment.  Are the restraints done yet?”

	Dianda strode in with something. “Yes.”  She cocked an eyebrow at them and said, “I could use a set of these in my chambers.”

	Eris looked bored and waved at me.  Dianda looked at the table beside the throne, smirked and hefted Anadele. “It's so small, like a toy blade.”  She stepped in front of me and grabbed my chin to examine me, then looked at my bindings and swung my blade.  It sliced through the ropes like they weren't even there, and embedded half the width of the blade into the stone column.  I fell limp to the floor, the other Seekers still preventing any movement.

	She smiled at my blade as she pulled it free.  “Nice.”  Then she said something to Eris in Spanish and they laughed.  She tossed Anadele to the table, and her blade embedded into the heavy plank top.

	After pulling my bindings free, I winced in pain as the circulation returned with a vengeance.  It stung and prickled.  Then she was placing my hands behind my back in some sort of leather cuffs that had no metal in them.  She did the same to my legs, then she fastened a length of that leather rope to one set of cuffs, and wrapped it behind the column to fasten the other end to the other cuffs.

	It took her some time to weave other leather sections through the cuffs.  She had to have some leathercraft skills because when she was finished they were fashioned into a single unit with no knots to work at.  They were planning on having me here for a very long time it seems.

	But at least I wasn't hanging there anymore, and if I could move, I'd have a couple of steps of freedom.

	When she stepped back to the Prime, they both admired their handiwork.  They both tilted their heads to look at me with my cheek pressed against the stone floor.  “Well, this just won't do.  How can I torment her when she can't even stand?”  Then she explained to the air as if I wasn't aware, “The human body can go three days without water and suffer no ill effects, but after that, tissues and organs can be damaged and of course after five to seven days dehydration and organ failure can kill.  It is amazing the things one can learn in the Hall of Knowledge.”

	Then she smiled, popped what looked like a red grape into her mouth and said, “Food, however... well a person can go almost three weeks without food.”

	She told the Seekers.  “Let her sit up.”

	The constant pressure in my head slackened, I flexed all my muscles, making sure I had blood flow to all of them in case I needed, but I just lay there.  Eris seemed disappointed like she wanted me to perform for her or something.

	She picked at her teeth then sighed and said, “Sit her up and have that Aelwen tend to her, she's to clean her and give her water, but not food.  We can't have any fun if she's unresponsive like this.  I thought Sparo outsiders would be more... durable, given their magic strength.”

	One of the Seekers who didn't seem to have that worship of Eris in her eyes stepped out from behind a column and moved up to me.  She crouched and grabbed my shoulders, and before she could pull me upright I flicked my eyes to hers and rasped out, “I'm sorry.”  Then headbutted her nose with all my strength.  There was a crunching and thudding sound and my head exploded in pain and when the woman fell onto my legs, grasping her nose, I wrapped my legs around her neck and strained backward.  With a sick snap, she stopped struggling.

	I looked at Eris with a snarl and rasped, “I seem to have broken this one, do you have another?”  My muscles stiffened and I tipped back over as the Seekers got over their shock and restrained me again.

	The Prime Seeker looked at me in disbelief, and a little fear, before she tucked it away and laughed heartily.  “So small and unassuming.  You use that as a weapon, disarming people with it, making them view you as no threat.  Apparently, you live up to your reputation.  Just know, you will be punished for that, Vega was one of my trusted inner circle.”

	She sneered. “I was going to allow you food if you were a good girl for a week.  But now only water for two.  And I understand that Aelwen and you are bitter enemies.  If you break her, no one else will attend you and you will die, Laney dearest.”

	I just grinned at her, the most I could do as the Seekers around me applied more pressure.  I scared them.  Good.  I hoped it would have been Dianda since Eris seemed to favor her.  If it had been any other Seeker I would have stopped with the broken nose.  But I've had plenty of time the past couple days to piece everything together as far as hierarchy went.

	It is one thing to kill in battle, and quite another to kill in cold blood like this, and I knew my nightmares would include Vega's face now as my chain of sin grew another link.  But anything I could do to destabilize things and whittle down her inner circle...

	I took note of how Dianda and about three others, Vega included, didn't seem to be blind followers of Eris.  Sure, they followed her orders, but they were more partners with her than brain-clouded devoted servants.  So I would do what I could while also demonstrating that I was not broken.  And I would not break.

	The next few days, they went about their business and didn't seem to care that I could hear how they deployed their people, and how they would bring in random controlled Seekers to reinforce their conditioning, but not the Disciples.  So it seemed there was some sort of limit as to how long they could affect someone with a mind glow.  Their hold must slip over time because of their magic.  That was the piece that was missing.

	I think they just saw me as another toy or decoration for the Throne room.

	Eris would try daily to enthrall me to no avail.  If anything, it was getting easier and easier to rebuff her invasion into my head.  And I made sure to make it as painful as possible for her when I tore her probing tentacles of magic from me.

	At least I got a few minutes each day to stand and stretch my legs and use the chamber pot, though nothing much was coming out anymore.  I could feel my strength waning each day.  I needed food to stay strong.

	On the seventh day, Eris stepped over to me and looked to be counting on the ground and stopped a few feet away.  She said, “When we brought your people in, of course, we had to execute a couple as heretics, and examples to the others.  But don't worry, they were injured anyway, and wouldn't have made for good slave or Disciple stock.  A few even have a spark of that annoying Sparo magic.”

	She had our injured killed?  I could barely contain my rage.  What sort of dishonorable people did that?  That was akin to killing the defenseless or young.  My blood chilled, the girls...  I didn't dare ask lest she knows their value to me.

	Then she smiled and said as if it were good news.  “I thought you might enjoy seeing us replace the men and women of ours you and that Donovan killed.”

	I tried not to smirk at the mention of Donovan.  There were mumblings by the Seekers that attempts were made to convert him.  But each time they woke him, he kept his eyes closed and would unleash a pulse of magic like the other.  Killing more of their number.  So they had to restrain his mind and put him to sleep.

	I felt the tremors in the ground and the pulses of magic from somewhere below this floor a couple of times, and assumed it was him.  And I heard Eris and Dianda arguing behind that other door once about how they've had no success converting Emily either.

	My blood ran cold again when I realized what she had meant about replacing her thralls when a man with midnight black skin was dragged in on a chain.  I recognized him immediately, Lord Annel, the scholar from Hell's Gate!

	I tried to shake my head or tell him I was sorry, but they had an iron grip on me, not allowing me to look away.  He called out, “Great Mother!”  They struck him in the back with a staff, then forced him to his knees in front of her.

	Eris looked him over and said, “This one is quite beautiful, is he not?”  Then her eyes flared.  She struggled for a moment, then looked to push hard and the man's straining face went slack.  Eris smirked and then said, “This one has a strong mind, are all the people of Sparo resilient like this?”

	Then she nudged her chin and they released him from the chain.  She said, “Give him a weapon to man the wall.”  He stared at her with adoration as they led him away.

	She looked at me and said as she flicked her hand at the others, who lessened their hold on me, “I think one a day until I find someone you actually care about.”

	I was standing in front of her, stretching the leather rope behind me before I even started moving.  That dark magic bleeding from my eyes, screaming at me to release all the stolen magic I had gathered so far.  It was a struggle to not give in.  I wasn't sure it was enough yet.  Instead, I snarled at her, my face a couple inches from her.

	That is why she had counted the stones on the floor, so she could stay just out of my reach.  Then she chuckled and went to sit in her throne as my muscles seized again.   She was a sadistic... bitch!

	She looked at me with curiosity.  Then asked me, “Did you just step through time there?  It was all I could do to stop from flinching when you were suddenly just there in front of me.”

	When I didn't respond she just waved a dismissing hand then proceeded to ignore me for the rest of the day.  The only person who acknowledged me was the mind-wiped shell that was Aelwen as she brought cups of water for me like clockwork.

	


Chapter 16 – Vision

	Two days later, something changed, there was sliced fruit floating in my water.  I looked at Aelwen, and she seemed to be partially in there.  Her eyes held some awareness, and she nudged them at the glass.  I quickly ate the fruit as she tipped the mug up for me and downed the water before she left like always.  Was their control starting to slip on her like it did on their own magic users?  And why was she feeding me?  If she got caught...

	Each time she showed up, she had something in the mug with the water.  Jerky, fruit, and even peas floating in the cup once.  She must have been taking whatever she could without being noticed.

	I was feeling much better, much stronger by the next day.  Unfortunately, eating again had an unwanted side effect.  When Aelwen arrived in the morning with the others, I indicated that I had to... well, you know.  She rolled her eyes when the others couldn't see and helped me with my modesty.

	Eris and her inner circle didn't pay any more mind than someone tending an animal as they spoke of nightly raids by a shadow in the night, incapacitating guards, destroying weapons and equipment.  They assumed it to be the Cristea, but I knew better.  I thought out to the universe 'Good job, Jezelle.'  She had made it into the city and was keeping them in disarray using guerrilla tactics.

	After I was forced to watch Baroness Meredith, the scholar from Solomon, enthralled near lunchtime, my pain in holding all the foreign magics in me had me seeing spots now.  It had the unwanted effect of my own magics roiling from my skin in heavy mists.

	It wasn't lost on the two women in charge. Dianda, with a docile Camille on a leash at her feet, had leaned over to whisper something to Eris.  The Prime Seeker studied me from her throne.  She asked the air, “Why is her power not locked down with her mind?  Why is it increasing in intensity?”

	When nobody replied she stood.  “Hold her tight.”  She approached and hesitated at my extreme mobility range then inhaled as she pulled her helmet off and stepped up to me.

	She grabbed my chin and studied me.  “These just aren't scars, are they?  You're broken somehow... by magic.”  Then she looked at my armor and reached out to touch it.  Sigils and charms glowed white as her fingers brushed it.  She asked me, “Is this why?  I can feel so much power in your clothing.  Is it somehow giving you the power to resist?”

	I couldn't answer her as the fifteen Seekers holding my mind were applying as much pressure as they could to protect their leader.  She growled and then stalked back to her chair and said to Aelwen who came in with my midday cup of water, “Strip her.  Put her in slave veils.”

	Her head down in supplication she placed the cup on the table and rushed over to me.  As she cocked her head, trying to figure out how to get my cloak and armor off with my arms and feet bound the way they were.  Eris called out in a dangerous tone.  “What is this?”  Aelwen froze and looked up at me, terror in her almost clear eyes.  “Have you been feeding her, slave?”

	Dianda looked into the cup too and suggested, “Her conditioning must be slipping as it does with those with mind glow.”

	Eris exhaled in exasperation.  “I'm beginning to wonder if these people from Sparo are worth the aggravation.  Maybe we should just have a mass execution?  Well, I guess I'll just have to reinforce her obedience myself.”  She looked to two of her inner circle.  “Assist, I hear she's a handful.”  Then she looked at Dianda. “Are you sure you don't want her for your stables Di?”

	The First Seeker shook her head. “No, she has scars.  Though if her nose hadn't been broken sometime in her past, she'd be stunning enough that it wouldn't matter much.”

	Eris shrugged and said, “Slave, kneel here.”

	I could see Aelwen fighting the pull of the command, with that defiance and rage I was used to from her, but she couldn't stop herself as she stepped up to them and knelt.

	“Look at me.”

	She looked up then her face was awash with the blinding blue and silver magic from Eris' eyes.  The Prime and her toadies winced, Aelwen was fighting them.  But then all at once, her face went slack and then what could only be described as bliss transformed her as she looked at Eris as though she was the only beauty in the world and that beauty needed to be worshiped.

	Eris smirked as the light left her eyes.  There, pet.  Do you feel better now?”  Aelwen nodded frantically, a dreamy look on her face, eyes completely vacant again.  “Good.  The next time we find you disobeying, you'll decorate the wall on a pike.  Does that sound good?  It would please me.”

	“Yes, Goddess.”  The broken Aelwen took the cup from Eris, who was already bored with her, and she scurried off.

	Then they went about their daily business like Aelwen was of no further consequence, and completely ignoring my presence until I gasped when I fell through the floor, torn from my body as I was pulled into a vision.

	I saw them above me looking toward my body as I kept falling through the world.  Then my head felt as if it were going to split in half from the pain of all the magic I had gathered as I saw flashes of things vividly now, meaning they were close at hand.

	There were two large hammers in my hands as I sweated in the oppressive heat in the courtyard that was dimly lit by the three sisters and the torchlight illuminating the paths and candlelight in the windows in familiar buildings.  The Place of Learning.

	I was ducking under a sweeping halberd strike and then slamming a hammer in the man's gut with more force than I could ever hope to muster, then I swing the other way with the other hammer to connect with the shoulder of a Seeker with a short blade, my eyes on the ground the whole time.  My muscular arms were foreign to me, slicked with sweat, blood, and soot.

	My back connected with someone and I glanced back to see Celeste as she wove her blade around as if it were weightless while she stared at the feet of the three combatants she was keeping at bay.  I pushed myself free of the foreign body and I drifted out ten feet.  My heart was racing and relief and wonder filled me as I watched the woman I loved keeping a hoard of Disciples and Seekers at bay.  Strike after strike.

	At her back was Laura Smith of Flatlash.  She was fierce and efficient with those hammers.  They had come for our people... what were they thinking?  Two against a horde?

	As I was being pulled back, drifting without an anchor, I realized something was off as they fought.  Then I realized what it was.  None of their blows were killing blows, they were just disarming and disabling the New Calians, as if they knew they weren't fighting of their own free will.

	I tried to pull myself back to Celeste, but I was being drawn back into the building I was being held.  And when I saw the greater battlefield, had I been tangible, I'd have gasped.  They hadn't come alone.  It looked to be the entire army of Disciples and Seekers on the field, and hundreds of people in archaic Mountain Gypsy hunting cloaks, all fighting with staffs, holding them back.

	The Cristea!  Somehow my wife had found the Cristea and they were all fighting in nonlethal styles, using forms and katas long forgotten to time.  Some were slinging the misty white magics of the People, and none would meet the blazing gazes of the Seekers, who were getting hooded from behind by burlap sacks as they fought.

	When I accelerated into a blur, down into the bowels of the hold, I realized what I was seeing.  It wasn't as it appeared, it was simply a distraction, this raid was actually a rescue.  I drifted to a stop outside cells that held our people.  There were less than there should have been, but I couldn't trust Eris to have told me anything resembling the truth.

	My heart thudded in my chest as a smirking Shan moved soundlessly in the shadows.  She had a key ring in her hand.  How had she... I glanced to the end of the corridor where the jailer and guard stations should be, to see the spectacular violet glow of Misty's eyes, sparking brightly in front of two Seekers who were cocooned in roots that appeared to have grown up through the cracks between the stones in the floor, their eyes covered in leaves.  Hera was strapped to her back.  And two men were lying unconscious at the feet of Jezelle and Sara.

	The three of them dashed up the stairs at the sound of cracking stone and collapse accompanied by the earth rumbling violently above.  The chaos was accompanied by a whump of magic of such magnitude that it tore half my ghostly form from me, and it all tasted of my own magics, but never before could I muster such immense chaotic force.  I felt blood trickling from my metaphysical ears.

	Shanny went about finding the correct key for the cells.  I stepped up behind her, willing her to hurry.

	When one of the large iron keys slid into the keyhole as the rumbling slowly subsided, she grinned like a loon to our people.  I jumped when a large hand slammed the door back closed as she turned the key and started to swing the door open.

	I wanted to scream for Shan to run.  There was a big man in leather armor looming over her, and he growled out in a menacing manner, looking completely in control of his mental facilities, with clear, cruel eyes.  “Just what do you think you're doing, girl?”

	I slapped my forehead, just to have my hand go through my face as she said with surety like it were common sense.  “I'm rescuing my people, what does it look like?”

	He placed one hand on the pommel of his gladiolus and grabbed her upper arm roughly, causing both her and I to wince.  “You should be afraid, girl.”

	She looked to think about it, then shook her head. “Nah, I'm not afraid.  I gots a Verna.”

	He furrowed his brow and pulled back a bit to looked her over like she might be a bit slow.  “What's a Verna?”

	My entire attention had been on my youngest, willing her to run, so I hadn't noticed the looming shadow that had stepped up until the man was wrenched away from Shanny with so much brute force the cell bars the entire length of the corridor shook and clanged when he was slammed against the wall.  The man's eyes were bulging as he was suspended off the ground, his feet dangling a couple of inches off the floor as he clawed at the hand around his throat.

	I sobbed in disbelief and relief seeing Verna standing there, glaring at the man who had just laid hands on a girl she saw as her niece.  Her huge muscles flexing as Shanicia said, almost sadly to the man, “This... is a Verna.”

	Then the insanely strong knight snapped her hand violently to one side, and with a popping, snapping sound, the man's body went limp, and she dropped his lifeless body.  Then Shan was diving on her, “Auntie Verna, you're alive!”

	Verna winked at her. “You think falling from the sky would keep me from rescuing you, Itty Bit?  I'm here with your mother to get everyone out.”

	They fist-bumped then Shan said, “Mumsy is here too?  She's returned?  We were trying to find Mom but found everyone else instead.  We were getting them out when you showed.” She gave her aunt a toothy grin.

	Verna ruffled my girl's hair then said, “Then it looks as though our plans coincided quite swimmingly.  Let's get everyone out and to safety.  We've a way out, down by the pier.  The others are searching the building while the Cristea and Celeste wage war outside.  They'll find your mom, but we need to get these people out safely.  There are some Cristea hiding in the ruins just behind here, they've got Donovan and Emily... they're in rough shape.”

	Their voices started to fade as Verna explained their plan.  And I was snapped back to the throne room violently as someone slapped my face hard.  I focused to see Eris there, hand poised to slap me again.  She called over her shoulder, “Her eyes aren't white mist anymore.”  I shook my head to clear it.  That was all so vivid and clear, and I had even smelled the unwashed bodies and urine in the cells, so it was close.  No matter how bad my cheek hurt from the slaps, or how my body burned with all the magic I have gathered, I was almost euphoric, Verna had survived!

	Eris said as she regarded me, “There you are.  I thought you to be having a stroke or something.  But it was a foreseeing wasn't it.  You had divined the future?  Tell me what you saw.”

	My face moved sluggishly as I gave her a cruel grin. “I saw nothing.”

	She hissed. “Do it again.  Focus.  Tell me my future.”

	I shook my head slowly. “I already know your future, I don't need a vision.”

	Her eyes widened expectantly as I said, “I knew your future the moment you told me you had killed our injured.  It is this...  my face will be the last thing you see before you die.”

	She blinked, then the anticipation drained from her face.  For a moment she was silent, as was everyone around us.  Then she tipped her head back and laughed heartily, and every time she looked back down at my face she broke out into more laughter.  The others in the room slowly started to laugh with her.

	Then she abruptly stopped and slapped me hard before striding back to her throne.  She told Dianda, “This one, I like.  She's got spunk and makes me laugh.  I'm thinking tomorrow we try to break her with twenty or so Seekers, we're bound to find her limit.”

	She glanced at me again and did a double-take before offering, “Oh dear.  You don't grasp it yet, do you?  This ends only one way for you and your people if you don't help us.  The only question is, how long do I keep you alive after we've converted or killed all the people you brought with you.  Surely there is at least one that you really care about.”

	I shook my head, and wished I could stand just then, defiance looks much more intimidating from someone standing instead of being held immobile, sitting on the floor.  I said to the world before the Seekers tightened their hold, “Psychopath.”

	This just got more laughter, punctuating my assessment.

	


Chapter 17 – Biding My Time

	The rest of the day crawled by.  I know that whatever diversion my wife had planned, happened in the cover of night.  And by how vividly I could remember what I saw, it had to be this night or the next.

	Each time Aelwen came out with water for me, both she and the water mug were checked.  Unlike Eris, the others of her inner circle apparently weren't completely convinced that the ex-duchess was fully under control.

	It had me thinking.  About how they needed so many to control certain people, like how the Prime Seeker herself had two others boost her power for Aelwen.  Was it a battle of minds?  And a Seeker needed help from the others to overwhelm a stronger mind?  It shouldn't simply be wills since Aelwen may be many things, but weak-willed is not one of them.  Batshit crazy, maybe, but she was one of the most strong-willed people I've had the displeasure of meeting.

	If I was right, I would have viewed it as a weakness.  But one thing all Seekers would have in common would be exceptionally strong and well-developed minds, as their mind glow allows them to absorb all the knowledge they ever encounter in any form.  So very few without magic would ever be able to resist them.  Though as I've witnessed, those with a spark of magic take multiple Seekers to restrain.

	I realized I was just trying to find weaknesses in their abilities, but none really helped me here, I was just trying to keep my mind active while I waited for the diversion.  Nothing I have learned would help me here.  I just had to continue to gather power from them until I had an opening.  I was getting numb to the pain now, though I realized that I've channeled more before, but not ever held so much inside me for such an extended period.

	Blinking, I realized that maybe I had learned something that could help.  I already knew they had to make eye contact, even if it wasn't direct, peripheral, to use their power on an individual.  And they had noted that Donovan kept his eyes shut whenever they tried waking him.  But I also noted how Celeste and the others were fighting the Seekers.  Besides avoiding killing them, they kept their eyes firmly down.

	Was it that simple?

	I closed my eyes.  Ok, so it wasn't that simple, my muscles were still locked up.  I wished I had a more analytical mind to figure this out.  The one thing that was for sure was that if a Seeker dies, so did their control over their enthralled.  So why wasn't Celeste and the Cristea killing the Seekers to end this?

	The answer was obvious, and the same reason I would not have killed the Seeker that tried to sit me up if she had not been in Eris' inner circle.  Those who stood with the psychotic Prime were there of their own free will, partners.  The other Seekers were just as much victims of the woman as the Disciples.  All had lost their free will.  But how had Celeste known?  Did the Cristea know?

	I started talking, playing off of her hubris and desire to let me know how superior she was.  “How did the Cristea War begin?”

	She ignored me, but I saw I had her attention though she spoke in low tones to the others.  “I'm sure it was just a fluke that you defeated them and banished them from New Cali.”

	This got her to stop and turn toward me, her eyes gleaming not with magic, but anger.  Good.

	She said conversationally, “I guess it does no harm to give you a history lesson before I have no further use for you.  That damnable Mother Loretta was too clever for her own good.  We were moving my plan forward as covertly as we could.  Turning one Seeker after another to see my truth, to see my glory.  Until we had enough to take on the Prime and her little annoying First toady who said I tried to grasp beyond my reach.”

	She seemed agitated as she picked at her thumbnail like it had done her some disservice.  “Our numbers proved insufficient to the task it seems, so instead of converting them, we just killed them.  We had more Seekers loyal to me than to her and it was over quickly, turning the rest to see the light as it were.  We told the public that the Prime and her First were executed as heretics, who had lost their way, and that the Sect was there to make sure none were led down the blasphemous path of heretics.”

	She hissed at Dianda who chuckled at her. “That damned Cristea, Loretta was immune to our charms and was asking too many questions.  She noted Seekers she had known for years, acting differently. Then when we converted two of her own to silence her, they declared war on the Sect.  Unfortunately, she was pretty convincing to the people of Doctrina.  So we made those same people our army to fight against the Cristea, converting hundreds to our cause.”

	She was up and pacing now.  “The war was swift as the fools refused to kill those they saw as friends, and their damnable power made very few of them able to fall sway to reason.  To show my benevolence, I allowed them a choice of decorating the walls as a warning to all heretics not to cross the Sect, or banishment into the Lifeless Expanse where they could die a slower, much more satisfying death.”

	She stopped at the line she had painted on the floor just out of my range of mobility and accused the world.  “They are like jassic bugs or cockroaches though, and they won't die!  They come back, again and again, to harass our Seekers, doing raids.  We suspect they have a camp hidden somewhere in New Cali, else how are they surviving?”

	How indeed?  Oh... she was looking at me like she expected an answer.  How should I know?  Mountain Gypsies are resilient people, especially Cristea as we keep learning over and over.  She just kept looking at me like I was supposed to tell all.

	I wanted to know more so I asked questions in answer, “Maybe they're constantly on the move?  How many in the raiding parties?  Five?”

	She blurted, eyes wide as Dianda stood tall, taking a half step toward me from the throne, “Yes!  You know their tactics?”

	I shook my head and smirked as I rasped out, “That is the way of the Mountain Gypsies.  A unit is a Greva, which consists of five individuals.”  Then I asked innocently, “You don't know of Gypsy culture?  Even with the Cristea living among your people for centuries?”

	She shook her head.  “They are private people but dedicated to gathering knowledge like us.  It, unfortunately, makes them strong-minded.”

	I turned my head sluggishly and prompted the group, “Have you not heard their children singing the old teachings?  Nor their bards sharing history lest it be lost to the currents of time?”

	My rebellious inner demon had me prompting, “They speak of the Grevas in the ballad of Great Mother Muriell and the Grevas.  It was old before even the times of the Lower Ten realms of Sparo.  Shall I recite?”

	I knew they couldn't resist learning this piece of history from the People, as misguided as they were they still had that thirst for knowledge that their mind glows as Seekers demanded to be sated.  She nodded and I hid my smirk as I sang the best I could with the gravel my voice had been reduced to from the old magic burns my throat received in Solomon.

	They stood as if in a trance, eyes glowing slightly as I sang.  Then I stared directly into her eyes in defiance as I recited the final lines.

	 

	In the end victorious she,

	one Great Mother in a blood-red sea.

	The People saved from those so vile,

	she stood with blade, if just a while.

	Forever... will the Grevas live.

	Remembered all...

	for all, they did give.

	They stood in fives and braved the fire.

	 

	They were all blinking when I went silent, realizing I was finished, and I could almost see the song sinking into their minds, forever etched in that mind glow that Emily described.  Then I whispered to Eris, “Heed this cautionary tale, for those who refuse to learn from history, are doomed to repeat it.”

	She looked rattled, and as she hadn't struck out at me as I thought she might, I asked, “How many Seekers have you lost to the Cristea raids?  She shook herself as if shaking off a bad dream, then locked eyes with me again.  She smiled and pointed at me.  “Clever, but you cannot dissuade us of our destiny.  The war is over and the lost.  Your little lesson to children holds no validity here.”

	Then she smirked to brag. “Not half as many Cristea as we have killed in those same raids.  They target the Holy Ten.  And have killed half our number, but they refuse to kill anyone else.  So we've adapted, and stand others between us and their blades.  They've lost a dozen raiders over the years.”

	I looked at her, then past her to Dianda and the other two of her inner circle.  I had deprived them of a fifth.  These four were the targets, so the Cristea knew.  That is why they would not kill anyone else, they knew of their innocence.

	This was a war of attrition then.  And the Cristea were actually scaring them, half their number was gone.  These four had to keep the other Seekers enthralled in order to keep their army in line.  Time was their enemy.  And judging by the total numbers of Seekers, only one or two were born every year.

	The one thing the Mountain Gypsies had, was patience... time was on their side.  With the inner circle dwindling, they only had whatever nonmagic users were loyal to them like the jailer in my visions, and they could not keep the Seekers in line if the conditioning wore off before it could be reinforced.

	The only others I have witnessed following Eris of their own free will without that artificially induced blind devotion are the ones called the Three Generals.  Three large, heavily armed warriors, who reminded me so much of the marauders back home.  Their skin covered in self-induced scars in patterns, and piercings everywhere to make them look more ferocious.  They came into the receiving hall from time to time to report all clears from the patrols and to banter with the remaining Inner Circle.

	I just looked between the remaining Seekers of that Inner Circle, committing the faces of the two whose names I didn't know to memory, these four were the true enemy.  The ones who terrorized their own people, those who sought power over others while their infrastructure crumbled around them.  Aelwen and her contemporaries may have named me Kingdom Killer, but Eris embodied that distinction without knowing it was her very own kingdom she was killing.

	But there was one thing I could do, with all this power they have been feeding me for over a week, even if it killed me in the process, I could put a stop to all of this once Celeste arrived and I knew our people were safe.  I already knew I would follow through since I had felt it in that last vision.

	I sent a silent apology to my babies, and my wife and family.  But New Cali would be free, and my chain of sin may be lightened for it in my death.

	Dianda called out to Eris, who was just staring at me like she was willing me to share my thoughts.  I wondered what had gone so wrong in her life that she was reduced to... this. “She's toying with you, Prime, trying to get inside your head.”

	I tried to dodge the slap that hit me a second in the future before I snapped back to myself, but the others were holding me firmly.  She stalked away without a word as I grinned, tasting blood on my lip.

	When the shift change of Seekers came in for a third of those holding my mind, I experimented with what I thought I had learned from Donovan and Celeste and closed my eyes while I felt five of the restraints holding me rigid slip out of my mind like hot pokers sliding out of ash.

	I had some control over my extremities and almost sighed in relief as I flexed all my muscles, working out the knots.  The others couldn't gain purchase on my mind.  I could feel their magics sparking and flaring but I maintained a little control.  There would be one more shift change before sunset, so I kept my head down and opened my eyes to experiment.

	Right up until I raised my head high enough to catch the glint from their eyes, I maintained control, then my body stiffened.  It was true.  It was not only the line of sight for them, but for me as well.  Unless I actually saw the glow of their eyes, it couldn't ensnare me.  I was in an uncomfortable position, my head halfway down.  Damn it.  Next time I experiment, it's going to be on a feather down mattress.

	My plan was firm in my head now, and I prayed to Father Stone that their group would stay together up until Celeste came knocking so that I could end this with a single strike.  If not, then if I could as my final act, reduce the number of the Holy Ten further to aid the Cristea in their years-long struggle to free a people they viewed as their friends... it would be enough.

	As I've seen many times over the last few days, Eris seemed to get restless and bored lounging in her throne, lording over the lands she held under her thumb, cowering and afraid they would be made into the next Disciples.

	I realized why she wasn't walking out in her artificially adoring public and manufacturing more of those to worship her.  She was afraid to go out.  The Cristea had instilled it in her with the attrition of those who followed her without coercion.  She was in a glass prison of her own design, unable to enjoy the fruits of her morally corrupt plan for domination.  They sent the other Seekers to do their dirty work while they sat in the safest spot in Doctrina.

	What would it be like, I wondered, to be a prisoner of your own fear?  And unfortunately, a part of me knew the answer, as I was afraid to let the dark part of me free because I knew I would probably like it and never return from it.  So I played it safe with my magics, so I never had to look into that void.

	Is that what happened to her?  She dabbled in the forbidden?  Wondering how bad it could possibly be?  And each time she did it, it became easier and easier before she lost herself to it, to her own madness.  Was there something, any spark of decency and morality left inside of her that was fighting to get out of that darkness?  Again I wondered if I was speaking of her or myself.

	I exhaled, and chastised myself, I didn't have time for dark introspection, the final shift change before dark was coming up.  I knew because Aelwen had just shown up with water.  After she and the mug were checked and she helped me drink, Eris hopped up off the throne and stepped over to us.

	She stayed behind the rogue duchess and asked, “So, why do you hate her so much, pet?” as she set a strawberry three times the size of the largest berry I had ever seen, at my feet where I couldn't get to it without control of my body.

	The Prime backed out of the painted circle while my mouth watered at the sight of the fruit on the floor.  All I had to do was crouch to get to it with my teeth, but she knew I couldn't.

	Aelwen said as if she were in the fog of some deep dream, “She has all I have ever strived for, and the wretch doesn't want any of it.  The titles, the power... the throne.  She's just a commoner and Gypsy who had barely any magic potential.”

	She shook her head, eyes creasing in confusion. “She is co-ruler of all of Sparo yet she refuses to use that power for anything but helping those who have no titles, no lands, no nobility.  And she has been broken, and scarred, sacrificing her body over and over, losing fingers.  Imperfect.  Yet all who know her either love her or fear her.  That was all supposed to be mine.”

	At that she stopped talking, standing there with that vacant look of worship on her face as she gazed at Eris like she was wanting her praise.  Instead, the Prime Seeker looked excited, “She's missing fingers?  Show me.”

	Aelwen reached out and grabbed my arm and pulled it up, removing the gauntlet then pulling off my white silk glove to reveal my scarred hand with its missing finger.  I couldn't pull away, instead, I stood there like a broken doll, my arm hanging for the two women I hated most in this world to examine.

	All I could do was to look at what fighting for what was right, fighting for peace, had cost me.  The magic burns still throbbed in a dull ache without the heavily spelled silk glove.  But they had faded so much over the years, as healing magiks of the People worked on reversing the tissues burned by so much magic and energy that even Sylvia could not heal them.  So it was constant contact with healing magic over the years that has made any difference.

	I'd say that the scars had faded by half since the Battle of the Monolith.  And there was not even a hint of a scar over the stump of the finger I had lost in Solomon against the rogue Prime Techromacer, Kennick.  Instead, there was just smooth skin now, with no hint I had ever had the fifth finger.

	I shuddered at the thought of Kennick, with his hands aflame and his magic, choking the life out of me, leaving a faint outline of those hands on my throat and leaving my vocal cords permanently damaged.  I am ashamed to admit that killing him was one link on my chain of sin which I am happy to carry.

	It used to be all I could do to hide my scars, but now I embrace them.  They are part of who I am, and part of the journey which has led me to great heights as a mere chicken herder.  They teach me humility and are a constant reminder that there is a cost for happiness and a cost for peace.

	Eris looked at me, the glove, and my hand.  Then exhaled as she studied my face, her eyes on my cheek.  She said to nobody in particular, “Is it just me, or do the scars just make her look more... alluring?  Formidable?”

	Dianda said from where she was spinning Anadele on the side table idly.  “Agreed.  I'd want her in my stables if it weren't for the scars.  A rare beauty.  But I like my toys... undamaged.  That's for me to do.”

	I shivered.  I'd never be pretty and never understood why people said I was, but I was silently thankful that I wasn't Dianda's type.  She actually scared me more than Eris did.  They were both certifiable, but that woman?  She was a special kind of imbalanced.

	I was more than a little suspicious that it may have been her whispering into Eris' ear over the years which pushed the Prime into her delusions of grandeur, and she was just enjoying watching how her influence had corrupted the self-ascribed goddess.  Just another broken toy to her.

	Eris dismissed Aelwen and moved back to her ornate chair and sat, brows creased in thought as she looked back toward the Upheaval through the high tinted window.  It was outlined by the bright colors of the sky as Father Sol surrendered the heavens to the Three Sisters.

	I closed my eyes when the shift change occurred, and when some released their grip on me, I let my arm fall to my side, it was aching from being extended for so long.  The other magics directed my way just slid off of me, as they tried over and over to assert their wills.  I had enough slack to do what I needed now.

	My heart beat in my throat in anticipation as I wondered if this were the night in my visions.  I just had to be fast when the distraction hit, before the fresh Seekers could finish restraining me again, all I needed was one second.

	I counted the seconds, ten, then fifty, then two hundred.  I didn't know what time it had been when I saw my brave girls rescuing our people with Verna.  Verna... gods was I happy.  She had somehow survived.  I thanked Father Stone for saving her from the fate of the others.

	Just as I hit five hundred seconds, I could hear muffled shouts outside.  The unmistakable sound of weapons clanging, and battle.  Eris hissed, “What's happening?  A raid?  Here?”

	Multiple sets of running boots rapidly approached then I heard one of the Three Generals stating, “The Cristea are attacking.  They have some sort of hell wraith with them.  A woman who fights like ten.  And she has magic which is not like the Cristea.”

	I smirked and said as I opened my eyes, looking down at my boots,  “That would be my wife come calling.  They call her the Lightbringer or the Harbinger of Wexbury.  Once she has breached your gates, your only hope of salvation is surrender.”

	Eris hissed at me as I heard many soft footsteps entering the room.  I almost growled.  That would be the slaves and Disciples surrounding the Seekers as human shields.  What sort of people used innocents like that?

	“How many Cristea?”

	The leader of the Generals said as if he didn't believe it himself, “All of them.  It is a full assault, not a raid.”

	Eris said in an almost preening voice, “Excellent.  We can end this once and for all, and rid the world of their annoying presence.  We have over a thousand Disciples this time, and we will not show them the same mercy as last time.  No banishment, I will see them all dead... now!”

	I chuckled.  “You've not faced an enemy like this before.  She was forged in battle, has fought in wars, and has forgotten more about dealing death than you could ever imagine.”

	The Prime Seeker stepped up to where I could see her toes at the painted line, and spat out, “We outnumber her and the Cristea by almost three to one, and the Cristea will not kill our defenders.  So it is over before it began.  I will see victory, and you will see the bodies of this wife of yours, and all the Cristea lining the walls on pikes by morning.”

	She sounded almost like a petulant child when she said cruelly, “Why are you smiling?”  She paced back away toward her throne.  “Don't you get it, nobody is coming to save you.  Who will fight for you now, Kingdom Killer?”

	There was a shout and clanging of steel on steel just out in the corridor, and my head snapped up when a body was flung into the receiving hall and a familiar male voice spoke in a gasping breath, “I've a little fight left in me.  Let's do this then, you and me.”

	I expected to be restrained the moment I looked up, but everyone else had turned to the broken doorway too, at the man in battered armor, covered in bruises and blood, his sword gleaming in the light of the candles and oil lamps in the room.  I gasped, not believing it as I squeaked out while tears flowed down my cheeks, “Bex?”

	Lord Bexington, Templar of Sparo, my friend, and brother to me just as much as Jace, stood there, looking not like his normal awkward self, but looking every inch a knight... a Hero of the Realm.  And he spared only a quick reassuring glance at me before leveling his blade to the Three Generals who charged at him, howling, blades drawn.

	I was reciting the moves we practiced ad nauseam as squires, and for the intervening years between then and now as Bex held his blade low side-stepping smoothly and deliberately to keep the oncoming enemy readjusting as they came in so only two blades could reach him at once.

	Upstroke, deflecting first blade, sidestroke, clearing the engagement envelope, backspin with arm and blade straight to move the enemy back.  Step, strike, block, upstroke, spin, sweep the leg.  Downstroke with parrying blade.  I winced at the spray of blood from the general's throat.

	Head down, upswing when the blade passes over.  Bex stood, the second general staring at him in shock, Bex's blade buried in his stomach, protruding out his back.  And instead of wrenching his blade free which would leave him open for a precious second, he placed a hand on the ground and pivoted his entire body, leg striking out lightning fast to impact at the side of the third man's knee before he could bring a massive serrated blade down on Bex.

	Without slowing, Bexington had rolled atop the man and punched the general's throat with all his might.  As the man grasped at his own throat, trying to breathe, not knowing he was already dead, Bex stood up swaying and gasping, the fire of Wexbury burning in his eyes.

	Then he placed a foot on the second man's chest and yanked his blade free.  He panted and gave me a crooked smile as he raised his blade in Eris' direction.  “I don't suppose you're inclined to release the Great Mother and surrender?  I'm a little worse for wear, and don't wish to draw this out any longer than necessary.”

	I whispered, “Bex, you're alive.”

	He grinned to me then looked at Eris as she smirked and yelled out, “Restrain him!  He has none of that outsider magic.”

	Another Seeker released me and her eyes flared, Bex winced as two Disciples rushed him.  But instead of being held by the mind glow of the Seeker, Bex took two slow steps forward as he growled out, “An object in motion, is apt to stay in motion... unless an outside force acts upon it.”

	With two swift strikes to their legs, he took down the Disciples, nonkilling blows... he knew too.

	Two more Seekers flared their eyes at him and he forced himself to keep stepping toward the throne. “The sum of the squares of two legs... of a right triangle... equals the square of the... hypotenuse.”

	He drew a dagger and flipped it in his hand and threw it with all the force he could muster.  It was a hell of a shot, the handle of the dagger struck one of the seekers solidly between her eyes, breaking the decorative wings on her helmet, and she fell backward in a limp heap on the floor.

	He turned to look at the other Seeker, who now had her hand out, as she shook with the effort.  He muttered through gnashing teeth, “Energy... can neither... be destroyed nor created.”  Then he added, “Sorry.”  As he punched her in the face and she went down like a wet sack of sand.

	Eris was yelling, “He's just a man!  Stop him, now!”

	I knew I had been right in my hypothesis.  It wasn't willpower, the Seeker had to have a stronger mind than their victim to bind them.  Their mistake here was simple, there was nobody in any of the known realms with as much brainpower as my blonde-haired pseudo-brother.

	And it all made sense now.  Why Bex was sent in while the others did what they did best on the field of battle.  They knew too, and he would be the one person that could do what he was doing now, taking the Seekers' attention and magic off of me to restrain a man with more brainpower than any of them could comprehend.

	This showed me that Celeste was counting on me to do what only I could do.  She always had more faith in me than I did myself.  But as Bex stuttered to a stop near me, finally restrained as more Seekers joined in.  I was virtually free.

	Now it was my turn to return the favor the brainy man had just done for me.  Bex, who looked as if he had fought a war on his own to get to this room, had just saved me, and now I would save him and everyone else by ending this sick sideshow now.

	I grabbed onto all the power I had been storing inside me which had been burning my soul since I was taken.  Just touching it with my mind burned and felt like I was channeling lightning again in Far Reach.  I knew all of this foreign magic was damaging me in ways I may never fully understand, but I would make it mine!

	My skin erupted into an explosion of white mist and crackling amber energy as I fought to shape it to my will.  It fought back, twisting and turning, trying to devour me instead of bending to my will.  It... would... be... I screamed out, “Mine!”  As the locks I kept on the seething blackness inside of me was burned away by the magic of the mind that was screaming back at me, trying to undo me.

	My scream echoed with a reverberating quality as my vision turned dark purple while my magic blackened with my rage.  The bonds which held me disintegrated along with my armor and cloak as I hovered just above the floor.  The column started crumbling as the stones below me started smoking and cracking.

	I spun toward Eris and at the last moment, realized Aelwen was standing beside her, so I redirected the energy that had already started to explode from me toward the last of the inner circle.  Dianda dove to the side just as magic, black as night, consuming everything in its path, left me in a raging torrent that mirrored my fury and blood-lust.  Columns exploded while the floor vaporized, along with the bodies of the last two of the Inner Circle, before they even had a chance to add their screams to mine.

	My rage knew no bounds, I thirsted for chaos and destruction.  The world would burn for what I had gone through, for what Eris and her people had done to this land.  I would kill them all, I would devour everything.

	The earth shook violently as the black force didn't stop in the building.  The back wall blew out as if hit by a dozen catapult projectiles at once, raining stone debris for hundreds of yards.  The ground beyond bucked and rippled like some ancient giant woken after an eons-old slumber to punish the world for disturbing it.

	Everyone was bracing themselves as the building shook more violently.  A crack in the very Earth outside opened up to swallow the land between us and the Upheaval.  Smoke and flame billowed up and with the faraway sound of the planet moaning in protest, the Upheaval shuddered and cracked... and it was over.

	I collapsed.  My sweat actually burning and evaporating in black crackling flame and energy.  This was me, this felt right, I wanted more.  I looked up to see Eris standing there, staring at me in abject terror.  I was there before I moved, time slipping, the floor between where I had been and her, melting into molten slag as I lifted her with one hand, her flesh sizzling.

	Her eyes flared with that blinding silverish blue light, but instead of it even touching my mind, it sparked and sizzled as it hit the black power coating me.  How dare she try to subvert me again!  I reached out into the air in front of her with my other hand and clenched a fist, imagining this new darkness that felt so right, circling around her magic, her mind glow.  And I yanked.

	I could feel me pull her magic free from her, tearing it from her very mind like tissue paper, leaving her with nothing, ordinary, powerless.  And I pulled her magic into me, making it my own.  I wanted more!

	She looked stunned and rasped out as she clawed at my hand, “No!  My magic!  Give it back!  You can't do this!  I'll kill you!”

	Who was she to tell me what I could and could not do?  I was going to savor taking her life now that I have taken her magic from her.  I was going to do it slowly to make her... I stopped and blinked when she made an urking sound and went rigid.  I stared down at the point of a familiar blade sticking out of her chest, the light of her life draining from her eyes as Aelwen hissed into her ear from behind as she twisted Anadele's blade, “Nobody kills the gypsy bitch but me.”  She must have been freed when I stole the Prime's magic.

	The woman coughed blood once and mouthed, “Kingdom Killer,” and I blinked in incomprehension for a moment as Eris went limp and lifeless, staring into my face, just as I told her she would.  She felt unimaginably heavy suddenly as the rage bled away along with the power that had tainted my very soul.  I dropped her, then collapsed onto the ground myself.  Every cell in my body was on fire, so much pain, and so much exhaustion.  My skin... it was bleeding from every pore.

	Some disconnected portion of my brain was aware of Aelwen's distorted and warbling voice, “Truce?  Until we can get the fuck out of this godforsaken land?  God I really hated that bitch.”

	My head bounced off the stone floor and I saw Dianda slipping out some sort of hidden doorway as the world went black.  And the nightmares never came in the darkness, had I finally died?  Was it time to be judged for my sins?  Finally...

	


Chapter 18 – Recovery

	I don't know when I realized I was still alive.  I only remember flashes, moments of consciousness after that.  An awful lot of people were saying my name in them.  Something about burns.  About healers.  Celeste snapping something about, “No!  She's stronger than that, she'll live!”

	My baby girls crying.

	Bex, and Verna... Kristof was there.  Had they all survived when the gondola plummeted to Earth?  I was glad.  They were good people.  At least I could die knowing they were still in the world, to fight for what was right.

	Screaming... so much screaming... was that my voice?  Hands holding me down.  Everything hurt.

	Pounding in my head.  A steady clang clang clang.  My eyes opened and I turned my head from where I lay, someone was at a makeshift forge a little way away, hammer swinging in a steady clang clang clang.  Muscles flexing, sparks flying.

	I couldn't speak over a whisper as I slurred out, “She's as muscled as Verna.”

	Misty said sleepily through a yawn, “Yeah, and Laura's pretty too.”  Then she sat up, eyes wide as she looked at me in shock.  She started yelling, “Mumsy!  She's awake!  She's awake!”

	She went to hug me excitedly but pulled back at the last second as she looked nervously at her arms then me, and opted for placing a hand gently on my scarred cheek.  I hissed.  It was like she was touching raw nerves.  I didn't care.  I was alive, and my daughter was safe.  I leaned into her touch wincing as I did.

	I looked over at the sound of running feet, to see Shanny and Celeste running up to the cot I was on. Celeste knelt and Shan dove at me, stopping herself just as Misty had.  My wife just knelt and took my hand gently, causing me to ask, “That bad?”

	People gathered around behind my family as Celeste shrugged and said with humor that was belied by the great tears falling from her cheeks, “About the same as usual.”

	I looked from them to the dozens of people crowding around, then to my other side where Emily and Donovan were propped up on cots of their own, looking gaunt and half-starved but strong.  Just beyond them was a huge man in another cot, eyes closed with Sarafine sitting on a crate beside him, holding his hand as healers worked over him.

	I knew they were healers because I could feel their magic bouncing around in my head like screeching feedback on an Avalon radio.  I winced at the feeling, it was as if my ability to taste magic was raw and exposed and the foreign magic scraped across it.

	I whispered, “Tennison?”

	Verna stepped up behind Celeste, laying a hand on her shoulder as she looked toward the big man.  “He's in bad shape, the healers are keeping him stable but we need Sylvia or Ingr.  The magic here isn't as strong as back home.”

	She looked at me and said, “Bex saved us all.  When we saw the Kantu go down, he wheeled the Outrider about to see Aelwen's airship gaining on the Highland.  We all silently agreed as he swooped us in to interpose the Outrider between that damned cannon and the Highland, to give you time to escape.”

	“After the first shot tore through the gondola, Bex told us as he maneuvered our airship right at the bitch's.  'We've got to climb up to the lift envelope.  The retaining clamps are damaged and I've lost most of the controls.'”

	Then she shrugged. “So we climbed... it wasn't a moment after I grabbed Bex's hand to pull him up that the gondola tore free and plummeted.  It was all we could do to hold onto one of the thin girders encircling the envelope while we made a slow plummet as we lost helium.”

	She grinned.  “We roared in satisfaction when you took out that damn gun.”  She sobered. “But about a hundred feet from the ground, the damaged girder started tearing away from the envelope, there was too much weight on it with all of us hanging from it.”

	Kristof joined her by her side as he growled out in anger as he looked at the injured knight, “The damn self-sacrificing fool said there was too much weight on it and to tell Sara and Karen that he loved them, then the fucking bastard let go.  He fell at least forty feet to the rocks below.”

	He shook his head and said, “He saved our lives.  And if a Cristea scout hadn't witnessed our descent, the oaf would have died.  The scout brought us to their encampment.  Their healers went to work on Tennison right away.”

	That was over a week ago... or was it more?  I had lost track of time.  And how much time has passed since the battle?  “He's still unconscious?”

	Celeste nodded her eyes on on me with unnerving focus. So I asked again.  “How bad?”

	She didn't answer so Misty did, “The healers say it looks like every skin cell of your body seems to have burst.  They've been making slow progress on reversing it.  They say the same about your organs.  That magic you used to put an end to Eris' reign, was killing you, mom.”

	Her big, watery tears were almost too much for me to handle.  I reached up to wipe her cheek with a thumb and hesitated.  My arm looked like raw meat. I dropped my hand.

	I nodded and then asked, “How long have I...”

	Celeste tried to smile as she teased, “You've been sleeping for a week now, lazy head.”  She pointed past the open forge area to a looming shadow beyond.  “We're almost done with repairs.  Bex and Laura say they'll be done tomorrow and ready for flight in a week.”

	She shook her head and said, “Bex is somehow making hydrogen to replace what was lost in the vessel, using water from the Cradle.  Electrosis or something he calls it...”

	Shanny offered as she rolled her eyes at her mother, “It's electrolysis mom.  You apply an electric current to water and it is broken down into oxygen and hydrogen.  Then you just capture the hydrogen gas from the negative terminal.”

	The smirk on my wife's face told me she already knew the science behind it and was letting my daughter show off her aptitude for the brainy things Bex is always spouting.  I felt odd, a warmth in my mind and Shan's words felt as if they were melting into my head, the memory already indelible.

	Celeste informed me.  “The brainy man has already restored power to their powerhouse.  It is a wonder actually, they have these generator turnstiles, where volunteers, the strongest men and women come in to push the long handles on the turnstiles, walking around in a circle to turn the generators.”

	Misty almost spat out, “It was an easy repair and he didn't know why they hadn't fixed it instead of letting it fall into disrepair.”

	I nodded and croaked out, “Their entire infrastructure has been in decline since Eris took over.  If it didn't result in her gaining more power, more worshipers, it was inconsequential to her.”  I thought on that a bit and offered, “I think she felt like an outcast... she was lonely...  and Dianda took advantage of that to craft her into a monster.  It just took a little push.”

	Was I feeling sorry for the psychotic woman?  No, it was because I was identifying with it.  Just a little nudge was all it took for me to lose myself in that dark magic that felt so good, I had wanted the world to burn.  I now had that insipid magic locked down in a vault inside me now and I swear I'll never open it again.  I was a monster inside and I was terrified that one day it would consume me, that fear was already eating at me.

	A regal looking, silver-haired woman moved over to the other side of the cot.  She had a strong bearing, deep intelligent eyes, and heavy laugh lines.  She wore the colors of the Cristea, and there was a blade at her hip that was the mirror to the one on Mother Elaineia's hip, Sabie Acasa of New Home. Mother Racina's blade from the time of the Cristea Exodus so many centuries before.

	Her clean crisp magics dragged across my awareness like a rasp over an exposed nerve.

	I rasped out in the tongue of the People, “Mother Loretta I presume?”

	Her wide eyes showed sadness and empathy as she smiled and bowed deeply drawing her blade and offered it to me, her head down. “Great Mother.  We thought the old songs were just tales told to wide-eyed children.  But here you are.  And the others have told that the endless mountains of Father Stone truly exist as well.  It is all true.”  I placed a hand on her shoulder, refusing her blade. And she looked up tears of joy swelling in her eyes.

	I looked at the blade, realizing why she too had the blade said to be of their mother who ushered her people out to the four points of the compass on an epic journey.  She must have had three others commissioned, so each group possessed one.  So they all knew she had complete faith in them and their undertaking.

	My whisper seemed to carry all around as I shook my head. “You are the wielder of Mother Racina's blade.  Femeie de Sabie of the people, Mother of the New Cali Cristea.”

	She looked around then leaned in. “Is it true that more of our band yet lives?”

	I nodded and smiled sadly. “To the west.  We know not the fate of the east.”

	Her smile wavered when she noted I had omitted the north, hearing the truth I did not speak.  She nodded in understanding.  “Perhaps one day our peoples, South and West will meet.”

	Misty blurted. “It is possible now.  What took months by land in your original crossing, takes but days in an airship.”

	The woman looked shocked as she just blinked at my daughter as she stood again and sheathed her blade.  I changed the subject with a little smirk. “You were a thorn in Eris' side.  She ranted about you, which tells me you're someone I would greatly like to get to know.”

	The expression on her face made her look younger and full of mischief as she said, “I did what was needed.”  Then in a more serious tone, she said, “The New Calians are our friends.  We could not allow such a subversion of their people, by one who was so... broken.”

	Celeste told her, “Mission accomplished.”

	I shook my head. “Not completely... Dianda is still out there somewhere.  Something inside me is sure she was responsible for creating Eris.”

	They all didn't look surprised and Loretta inclined her head. “We have people scouring the forests on either side of the Chasm of Tears.  She will be brought to justice.  The more pressing concern is helping our friends to regain their footing, and start rebuilding their society again now that you have freed them.”

	What?  I did nothing.  My part in all of this was nothing.  I took three lives during this ordeal.  It was Celeste, Bex, and the Cristea, even my daughters who were the heroes of this cautionary tale.  Hells, even though I am loathe to admit it, even Aelwen played a part in the liberation of New Cali.

	Then I found myself asking, “Chasm of Tears?”

	Celeste chuckled as the girls grinned like mischievous loons.  Mother Loretta offered in a matter of fact tone like I should know better, “The wound in the earth from where you struck down the Thief of Minds.  It burns with the unnatural fire of the tears the Great Mother shed for the people of New Cali.”

	Verna offered, “The walls of the fissure have been burning since Eris' fall, and they can't extinguish them.  You cracked their mountain, runt.  A little overkill don't you think?”

	My mouth worked soundlessly as I tried to comprehend what they were telling me, then I growled when Celeste and my daughters agreed in unison, “Just a little.”

	I grumped out, “I'm not that short,” to everyone's chuckling.

	Then Celeste got serious as she whispered as she gently took my hand again.  “I thought I had lost you.  You have to stop doing this, I don't know if my heart can take it.”

	All I could do was shrug.  It wasn't like I went out looking for this sort of thing, it seemed to seek me out instead, so I couldn't make any promises.

	I winced when there was screeching feedback in the background magic when one of the healers finished with whatever she was doing with Tennison and headed toward me.  My wife asked in concern, “What is it?  Are you alright?”

	Shaking my head and squinting I asked, “Why is all the magic so loud and grating now?  It's like I'm feeling it all without any filters, it is hitting like a hammer on stone on my raw nerves.”

	A warmth spread over me, and I realized Misty's eyes were glowing softly, her magic was cocooning me and I could actually feel what it was she was doing somehow.  She was using the defenses she has developed to keep the emotions and overwhelming input from all the life around her to filter the magics for me.  How insightful was she?  I gave her a warm smile of thanks and closed my eyes for just a moment to bask in the warmth.

	When I woke up again, it was night.

	I lay on the cot feeling a little better.  The healers must have worked on me some more.  I looked to my right where a hot green magic signature and a violet one were, thinking that they must be asleep because I didn't feel any bleed over of their moods.

	I smiled at Celeste who was sitting in a makeshift chair, Shanicia sleeping on her lap and Misty asleep on the ground beside them, on a bed of green moss and soft leaves that looked to have grown there for her to sleep.

	Hesitating, because it hadn't felt right when I turned my head I reached up and realized they hadn't told me everything.  I placed a hand on my head and winced a little at the tender feel of my skin.  Well at least it felt not so raw, but I found that I had no hair.  Like my clothing and my bindings... and the column and floor, apparently, my hair had burned off in that massive wave of darkness which came from the core of me.

	A voice to my other side said just above a whisper, “The healers say it will grow back.  The human body was never intended to channel so much power.  I know it's your hobby or something, but you really should cut back on that.”

	I turned the other way and smiled hugely at the man who was apparently assembling a whatzit or thingamadoodle on his lap, fingers moving deftly manipulating the parts.  I said to him, “My hero.  You really are something, Bex.  Thank you for coming for me.”

	He shrugged though even in the dark I could see his heavily freckled face darken in a blush. “Well, it was that or standing watch.  Idle hands and all you see, who knows what trouble I'd of gotten up to if I hadn't.”  He chuckled nervously.  There's the awkward squire in him I knew.

	Looking up into the night sky, seeing all those other worlds twinkling around in a cosmic dance, I said, “Well, I'm glad you chose chaos over doldrums, you gave me the distraction I needed to act.”

	He shrugged and looked at me as he continued to assemble the mechanical device, then he looked up into the sky as well, “I saw it... I mean I can always see that misty magic and the afterimages you leave behind when you move, the magik of the People.  And very rarely can someone like me, without a spark, see Altii magic, unless a lot is pooled in one spot.  But what you did... it scared me, Laney.  Then I reminded myself who you were, and I wasn't scared anymore.”

	I shook my head and rasped out an admission, “You're right to be scared.  It terrifies me.  When it happens, there is nothing of me, of Laney, left.  And I thought I'd not find my way back since part of me was reveling in it.  I had completely lost to it...”

	He said plainly as he tested a little lever on the doodad, “No, you hadn't.  It was still you in that mass of seething power.”

	Twisting to look back at the flickering glow of unnatural fire coming from behind some buildings at the Place of Learning up the hill.  I pointed. “Do you think I wanted... that?”

	He stood and stepped up to the cot and shrugged again, asking, “You really believe you were out of control?”

	I nodded and he sighed. “Laney, I watched as twice you stopped yourself.  I saw you starting to strike out at Eris, but Aelwen was there.  Why you didn't just end her too is lost on me, but you stopped yourself and redirected to the ones who were helping the Prime of their own free will.  Then again, you stopped, once Eris was dead, what was to stop you from taking it all down, killing everyone on the battlefield, killing me?”

	The man shrugged. “No matter how far the temptation or seduction of the power took you, it was you, Laney, who held it in check.  You made a decision not to kill...”

	He hesitated and asked, “Seriously though... Aelwen?  And a truce?”

	“Shut up.”

	“Well, you weren't of your right of mind I guess.”

	“This isn't you shutting up.”

	“I know, but I'm having so much fun knowing that you're too weak to hit... ow!  You hit me, wretch.”

	Ok, his little ploy was successful, I was smiling at the man and slapped his leg again.  “You deserve it.”

	Bex smiled and started back toward the patchwork, jury-rigged, mammoth beast of an airship that now had the colors of Wexbury painted over the other markings on the lift envelope.  “I'm glad you're ok.”  Then since he was out of striking distance, he turned back to say, “You'll start a new hairstyle trend back in Sparo when we return.”  He wiped a hand over his head.

	I called after him, “Brat!”

	Celeste said from her chair, “You two can wake the dead.  If you wake the girls after we finally got them settled again, I will load them up with hard candies from the confectioners back home and drop them with you while I go to attend some high-level game of cards, I mean security briefing.”

	I blushed then looked at her pleadingly as I pointed at my head.  She winked. “I don't know... once you have skin that isn't bright red, it'll be kind of sexy.  I'm told that hair grows half an inch a month.  So in a couple years, you'll never know.”

	Ok, it was a little painful when I blushed, with blood rushing to my face.  I really had done a number on myself, hadn't I?  I felt a warmth in my head, like the little fact she shared about hair growth rate had rooted itself within me.

	Then she said as she reached over to take my hand.  “Sleep, and maybe we'll try some solid food in the morning.”

	Ooo... ok, I could be a good girl for a bit.  Food sounded like the best idea I have ever heard in my life just about then.

	I nodded and shut my eyes, just to open them again and asked, “Aelwen?”

	She sighed.  “Under guard.  Did you really agree to a truce with her?”

	“I really don't remember, though I do remember her asking as I decided that consciousness was just a passing fad that I didn't need to prescribe to.  Not sure if I had said anything, but... love?”

	She cocked her head in question and I squinted one eye in pain at admitting it, “She's pretty much the only reason I had survived so long.  She saved me in there.  I think we should honor a truce, even if it goes against every bone in my body.”

	“If she did, it was to save her own hide.”

	Nodding, I agreed. “Of course, but it doesn't change the fact that she did.”

	Celeste just looked at me and I could see all the possible scenarios being calculated in her sharp tactical mind before she huffed and said, “Fine, but a guard detachment goes with her everywhere.”

	I nodded and then smiled at her and made a show of closing my eyes.  I wanted the promised food.  Odd that I wasn't more hungry than I was.  Probably a side effect of the healing magics.  I grinned and said, “Love you. G'night.”

	She said, “G'Night, Love.”

	Then the girls, who were playing possum, giggled out, “G'night, mom.”

	


Chapter 19 – Monster

	The next few days were excruciating, and not painwise as I had a semblance of normal skin, though it was very scarred and rough.  I was assured that with proper healer attention over the next few weeks I would be almost fully healed.

	It was so excruciating because it was mind-numbing, sitting in the makeshift Cristea camp that was set up around the Airship everyone had taken to calling Redemption. And I was not allowed out of the Gypsy Wagon assigned to me when their people started arriving from their home in the Uninhabitable Lands.

	All I was allowed to do was convalesce and could only leave the wagon to join everyone for meals.  Emily and Donovan were up and about in just a couple days, but with me, they babbled nonsense about my In-Laws not having ruptured most of the cells in their bodies.  Well if that was the yardstick...

	I whined every day to Bex, “How long does it take to generate enough hydrogen?”  He had it calculated down to the minute almost and shared the formula he used to do the calculation.  I felt that warmth in my head again, and it was starting to worry me.

	His last answer was given out of striking distance. “It'll take however long it takes.  You're pretty impatient for a Great Mother.”  I took the high road and stuck my tongue out at the evil man.

	I had so many questions, and since I wasn't allowed to do anything else, I pestered everyone with a barrage of those same questions.  My first victims were pushovers, and super cute.  I asked my daughters how they wound up in the dungeon, rescuing our people if they hadn't arrived there with Celeste and the Cristea.

	They were a little disconcerted that I knew that, until Misty snapped her fingers in realization and shared with her younger sister, “Vision.”  I nodded in confirmation.

	Shan dramatically laid across Misty's lap on her growing bed of feathery moss near the plank tables set out for the meals.  And as my eldest started braiding Shanny's hair she shared, “Three days after you left to seek help, riders came in numbers to the farm.”

	“They were riding with intent and were well-armed.  So Sara told us to come with her until they knew if these were friend or foe.  So we hid in the treeline.  Your royal guard, Monte, stepped out to meet them.  I felt magic and he just stood there, not offering any resistance as the others rushed past him to secure our people.  Aunt Sara wouldn't let me go to stop them.”

	She had lavender glowing in her eyes and I could taste her frustration, and I assured her, “Sarafine did the right thing.”

	Mist shook her head. “No, you don't understand.  They just took them, whatever witchery they had made our people just follow them without fighting it.  And then they...”  Her voice hitched and she hissed out in anger, “They just killed our wounded right there in front of everyone before leading them all back the way they came.  They just left the bodies of our people behind like they were nothing... inconsequential...”

	My girl continued, “The farmers helped us build the pyres, we sent them to the beyond that night.  Aunt Sara... well I probably owe her an apology...  she told us that we were going to stay at the farmhouse until mumsy returned.  Then we would go after our people.”

	I prompted, “Why would you owe her an...”  I trailed off and exhaled in frustration as I guessed, “You pulled rank and went anyway, or told her that as a Garda Personala, she's not supposed to interfere in any boneheaded decisions you make, just protect you if they land you in hot water.”

	Shan giggled. “All of the above?”

	My sigh could probably be heard in Sparo as I told them, “Both of you, when we're done here, are to locate your aunt and apologize for your recklessness.”

	They said in unison, “Yes, ma'am.”  They didn't sound repentant in any way, shape, nor form.

	I prompted, “What then?”

	Misty looked sheepish.  “We asked Gael to tell Mumsy what happened when she returned, then we went after our people.  We followed the road to the Cradle, then Doctrina.  For a few days, we scouted the wall and their defenses.  We scavenged while Aunt Sara hunted, moving all the time to avoid patrols.”

	Shan added, “Auntie Sarafine was following something.  Always checking trees, dirt, and plants, I didn't understand until we heard a bird call signal.  Jezelle joined us.”

	Misty puffed up in pride.  “She knew a way into the settlement and had been wreaking havoc every night to keep them in disarray while she searched for you.  When they brought the others into the small castle, she knew you'd be there too.”

	Jezelle said from behind me, making me jump a little, “That posed a little problem, I had almost figured out a way in to reconnoiter, but the arrival of our other people made a quick snatch and grab impossible.”

	Misty nodded. “And I insisted that it was everyone or no one.  We are of House Laney and none are left behind.”

	Jezelle sounded frustrated when she said, “The building was the most heavily guarded in all the village.  I figured that is where the leaders of the oppressors holed up.  People would go in under duress and come out later, passively, with vacant eyes.  Which complicated things even farther.  I noted that very few of the defenders seemed of their right of mind, so that precluded us from killing any.”

	Misty looked toward the Place of Learning and said through clenched teeth as she finished up Shanny's braids, “It took a few more days to formulate a plan Auntie Sara and Jezelle thought would have a marginal chance of success.”

	My eyes widened as I looked at the leader of the Great Mother's Own in disbelief. “And you led the girls in there?  With just a marginal...”  I trailed off as she looked at me with a plaintive, expectant look.  “Ah... on their orders as the Soras of the Great Mother.”

	Jezelle nodded with a smirk. “She's got your tone of voice down when she spits out 'decreed', like a mini you.”  Then she pointed at my daughters accusingly. “We needed some sort of big diversion or the plan had no chance of working.  So Sora Misty was going to have a stand of trees erupt in the middle of their courtyard.  When guards went to investigate the unfathomable, we would slip in and locate you and the others.”

	She chuckled. “And just as Father Sol set, seconds before we initiated our plan, an unanticipated diversion arrived in the form of an army of Mountain Gypsies led by the Lightbringer herself!”  She shook her head. “That woman is frightening, she just wades into the enemy without hesitation, leading the charge.”

	I felt the heat on my cheeks that didn't hurt as much as before and nodded.  Celeste truly was amazing, and she was all mine.

	I nodded and said, “So you used your mother's ever so minor distraction to sneak inside and down to the dungeons where you thought I and our people would be.  Restrained the jailers and guards with Misty's power while Shan went to unlock the cells as the rest stood guard at the stairs.”

	They all stared at me with wide eyes, shock on their faces.  “But when I decided to lose control... Misty, Jezelle, and Sara ran upstairs to see what the new threat was.  Unfortunately, that's when another guard made his way to the cells and confronted Shanny.”

	I smirked over the fact I was leaving them speechless as I reprimanded, “One of you should have stayed with Shan.  If Verna hadn't risen from the dead and saved her...”

	Jezelle looked sheepish and Misty blurted, “How did you...”

	Shan cut her off, “Her vision, remember?  Duh.  She said she heard me saying Verna's name in it.  I knew I felt mom's presence there.”

	Misty insisted, “No you didn't”

	“Yuh huh!”

	“Girls!”

	They looked at me and said in unison, “Sorry, mom.”

	Was fate just playing with us all?  What were the odds that both groups would have converged on the building at the same time?  And just where had Celeste and the Cristea come from?  They were all supposed to have perished in the Uninhabitable Lands, but instead, they had been running raids on the city for years.  They seemed pretty upset that the Mountain Gypsy groups were getting into the city somehow.  And how do you sneak a whole army past the wall?

	I had so many questions.

	Emily checked in on me once I let the girls know they were going to be confined to their rooms... forever, once we returned home.

	She just gave her, 'Hi I'm Emily, the super cute librarian who is telling you to get lost lest I get perturbed,' look.  Everyone scattered, but not before she gave my daughters rocking hugs, and in Misty's case, my girl held her grandmother off the ground and swung her side to side.

	She just seemed to study me, like she was looking for something in particular.  It was a little unnerving, but before I could question it she smiled warmly then asked in a tone that reminded me of Misty when she was getting into mischief but was trying to hide it from me, “Can you do me a favor and take a look at the first few pages of this tome, Laney?  Don't worry about reading it all.”

	I'm sure if I tried to be any more confused than I was, I'd have failed as once you hit the bottom, you can't get any further confused.  I admired the condition of the tome, the cover was in fantastic shape, covered in some sort of textured leather, with gold lettering.  I opened the cover that simply read, “Spanish 101 – Pre Sky Fire.”  Then I looked at the cover page.

	Its lettering was too precise, like the tomes and scrolls from the Before, only it stated it was a reproduction created by the Sect. I mentioned that.  “Do you have the machines from the Before that made the lettering in tomes so precise instead of using scribes?”

	She shook her head. “No, but we found writings about manual printing presses and duplicated them for our own uses.  It involves small carved letters that you arrange in rows on... never mind that now.  Just thumb through the first pages for me if you will?”

	Ooo... I wanted to learn about these printing presses she spoke of and wondered if we could use them in the Cedar Ridge Library to duplicate some of the reference tomes to send to all the realms.  But my cryptic mother in law was being cryptic, and I'm sure she'd go all double cryptic on me unless I humored her.

	I started turning the pages, the first few were like the tomes back home, full of rights of copying and marks of the trade and dates that made no sense, then legal disclaimers that the Wizards of the Before times seemed to put on everything.  They must have had rules and laws for everything we could possibly imagine, so it had to have been quite an orderly society, dedicated to knowledge and furthering oneself to help their community, with such a structured set of rules.

	I wasn't used to the sweltering heat, and with my raw sensitive skin, it was quite oppressive.  My head felt warm as I started to turn the pages, I started turning faster and faster, and it felt as if the pages were burning into my soul and I wanted more.  I was almost flipping from page to page with barely a glance until a hand rested on mine, stopping me.

	I looked up, wide-eyed. “But I'm not finished yet, I need more.”

	Emily looked grim, her lips pressed in a thin line as she said almost absently, “You can finish in a minute, love.  I just need to ask you something ok?”  

	I nodded wondering what she was on about now, and she asked, “¿cómo te llamas?  Me llamo Emilathia.”

	Giving her duck lips, I shook my head.  She knew I didn't speak the tongue of the New Calians.  First the tome, now... wait... was it a tome that taught Spanish?  Just the thought caused my head to heat and I could see the pages in my mind as if the tome was still open in front of me, and one of the first lessons in it was how to introduce yourself.

	It was a little frightening realizing that I knew what she had asked!  I whispered out as I started to panic, knowing what was happening, as I had been trying to refuse it since the night I was rescued by Bex. “Me llamo Laney.”

	I shook my head and started to hyperventilate.  

	 She quickly took my hands as she looked around quickly, speaking quietly but urgently, “Calm down, Laney.  Look at me... come on, look at me.”  

	I glanced up at her, and she was smiling encouragingly, a touch of sadness touching her expression.

	Even though I already knew the answer, I whispered, “What's happening to me?”

	She shushed me, calming me enough I could breathe before my magic started spiking, and that would alert every magic user in the camp.  I had suspected when I started feeling that warmth in my head every time I learned something new after I had regained consciousness, but I refused to acknowledge it.  It made me more of a monster than I already was.

	Her voice was soft and kind like it always was when she was teaching me new lessons in the library.  “I thought I felt something different about you after we were rescued.  Like I could feel a mind glow from you like I could with the other Seekers.”

	I shook my head, denying it for my own sake, but she continued, “Then I heard a story from the other Seekers, who were freed in the receiving hall after you killed the others of Eris' Inner Circle.  They are spreading the story of the outsider woman who tore Eris' magic from her and devoured it.  They swear they felt Eris' mind glow go dark.”

	Then she said as I started shivering in the heat of the day, “And you just proved out my hypothesis.  Is this a new aspect of your Adept powers?  We knew you could consume and unravel other magics directed at you.  But ripping someone's power from them and making it your own?  How long have you been able to...”

	In a whisper, I hissed, “Never!” I looked around in a panic, to make sure nobody could overhear us.

	She put a halting hand up to calm me and spoke my fear. “If this gets out, that you can strip magic users of their power, there will be panic and chaos.  You and any other current or future Adepts are going to be feared... or worse.”

	I knew that already, which is why I had been in denial about it until she tricked me into revealing it to her.  She sighed, seeing my fear... of her now.  “I'm not telling anyone, and I suggest you do the same.”  Then she smirked. “We're family, you are my daughter now.  And now you're also a Knowledge Seeker too.”

	She hugged me gently, knowing I was still quite tender. “I love you, lady.”

	I absently replied, “Love you too,” as I tried to corral my fear and compartmentalize it now that it had just shattered my wall of denial.  She was right.  Others would see me as a monster who could take their power from them, and some... would kill to make sure it wouldn't happen.  I was more afraid for my family than myself.

	Worse was the thought that this new magic inside me was that of a true monster, the one the people had taken to calling the Thief of Minds as they were still afraid to utter Eris' name.  I was still in denial.

	Then Em sat and seemed to decompress, something else creasing her brow in consternation.  I asked, “What is it?”

	Shrugging she said, “My people are broken.  They've lived like this for a generation under Eris' thumb.  And they are without leadership, the trust in the Sect is gone, and they are looking to the Cristea for the path forward.”

	I could feel through the taste of the magic leaking from her that her mind was racing, contemplating everything at once.  “Mother Loretta has asked me to stay on for a while, to shepherd my people back to stability until they can stand on their own again.”

	She scrunched her face at me when I snorted then pointed at her to tease. “Prime Seeker Emilathia.”

	“Yuck it up, you're not as funny as you think you are... Great Mother.”

	“Oh yes, I am.  I have it on good authority.”

	“Well, maybe just a little.”

	I blinked at her for making a short joke. “Hey, lady, I'm taller than you!”

	She exhaled and smiled, and I realized what she had just done, and I appreciated her for lightening my mood.  Then she said, “Here comes your blushing bride, act natural.”

	I blurted nervously as Celeste reached us, “Emily is short!”

	As Em gave me an incredulous look, my wife assured me, “Yes she is, pipsqueak.”

	“Hey.”

	We all chuckled and I shot an apologetic look at Em.  I know what we had just talked about, but she had to know that I would be telling Celeste.  She was the other half of my heart and I would not hide anything from her, but today was not the day for it.

	I looked up at her mane of flame-red hair as the hot breeze rustled through it.  Whenever I laid eyes on her, I always imagined her a cross between the princesses in the fables the girls favored and the brave knight who is willing to walk through fire for the love of his life.  She was and would always be the knight of my heart and I was so very lucky we had crossed paths by chance back in Cheap Quarter all those years ago.

	She looked concerned. “You're crying?  Are you ok, love?  Should I call the healers over?”

	I shook my head and just smiled warmly at her. “I'm fine.  I was just thinking about how much I love you.”

	It was plain to see she sensed something heavy had just gone down between Em and I so she lightened the mood. “I hear that from all the girls.”

	I slugged her shoulder.  “There better not be any other girls or you'll get a rude what for in your sleep.”

	She shook her head, looking pathetic as she looked at Emily. “Such violence.  Whatever am I to do?”

	“Everyone's a comedian.”

	Then she got serious.  “Time to get back in the wagon, healer's orders.  Celia says she'll be with you in a few minutes when she finished with Tennison.”

	I sat up taller.  “Any improvement?”

	She shook her head and I deflated some as she said, “They are good, but their magiks are weak.  They say over the centuries it seems to have diluted a great deal.  But the past few generations it seems to have stabilized at this low level.  They insist it is because they have lost favor with Father Stone.  They are sure from the stories and songs that someone who is still in favor with Father Stone could reverse the damage they cannot.”

	I offered, “Syl could do it in her sleep, and if not, Ingr is like our Mist, overpowered for someone so young.  She's been training under her mother to hone her ability as a healer.”

	She put a hand to her ear.  When she caught my questioning look she gave us a toothy grin and said, “Just listening for Misty's forlorn sigh when someone within a thousand yards says Ingr's name.  You do know that its only a matter of time that we'll be calling her our daughter.”

	I was all smiles at that. “Well, she couldn't have picked a better girl.”

	Celeste bowed slightly to Em. “Prime Seeker, might I steal the stubborn one away from you?”

	Emily's cheeks heated as she nodded.  “Rumors have already spread I see.  Mother Loretta's not so subtle nudging.  Why are all Mountain Gypsy mothers always so sneaky and wise?”

	As a Mountain Gypsy Mother I grinned, she rolled her eyes.  Hey!  Then she made a shooing motion and my wife pulled me toward the wagon.  I trudged beside her like a condemned prisoner.

	She assured me, “Last day, I promise.”

	I was about to get excited then got suspicious instead as I squinted an eye and accused, “Bex says we can lift off tomorrow, doesn't he.”

	Her lack of an answer was all the proof I needed, the sneaky wench.  Though my heart did speed up at the prospect of leaving this sweltering land of bad memories and going home.

	She asked as she helped me lay back on top of the cool sheets in the wagon which I suspected were spelled, “So what did you and Emily speak about?”

	I placed a hand on her cheek, then propped myself up on my elbows to give her a peck on the lips. “Later.  I promise.”  She just nodded and that was all she pressed on the subject.  I loved that about her, that she trusted me at my word unconditionally as I did hers.

	She looked between me and the door.  She had been helping to train volunteers, to defend against Dianda and whatever thralls she had left with her.  She had escaped Doctrina and none of Cristea scouts could find them.  She was sure to be a thorn in New Cali's side for some time, but now the people would be vigilant and aware of the signs of this sort of thing ever happening again.

	Then I sighed as she sat back in the bed with me, our fingers intertwined as she said, “They can do without me for a few minutes.  I just want a couple minutes with my wife.”

	I nodded and snuggled in the best I could with my sensitive skin and just basked in the closeness, closing my eyes for just a moment.

	


Chapter 20 – Goodbyes

	Damn it!  It was morning again when I opened my eyes.  I swear the healers know the same trick Sylvia uses on me whenever she wants me to stay in bed to aid in recovery and uses her magik to urge me to sleep.  And I fell for it again.

	Blinking at the little fuzzy face in mine, I sighed and reached up to pluck Bitsy off my face and looked around. Where were the girls?  I chastised the little thing, “Why are you off alone?  There are many birds and predators here that would be more than happy to make a little snack out of you.  Silly rockhopper.”

	I placed the rodent on the little table that folded down from the wall above the bed.  An ingenious idea I'd have to ask the gypsy wagon wrights back home if they could incorporate in Celeste and my wagon.  It made feeding one when they were confined to bed quite easy and made an excellent place to place a tome when reading in bed.

	With the morning light streaming in the colorful stained glass windows, I noted my skin looked a little pinker and a little less like I had stayed out in the sun a few hours... or weeks too long.  The old damaged skin had been flaking off like crazy the day before, the healers' magik encouraging new skin to grow quickly.

	I squinted one eye, cringing as I let my magic out, seeking, anticipating the raw feedback that had been settling to an uncomfortable dragging and prickling across my mind when I felt other people's magics.  I was relieved that it was almost back to normal, and now it only felt like a dull itch that I couldn't scratch.

	That must have meant I was recovering from frying my mind like I had my body.  I was concerned that was just how it was going to be from now on, and I'm glad it wasn't.  Everyone's magic except Misty's was too bright, ragged, and sharp with my mind so raw.  I think because Misty's is rooted in nature, it was the only warm magic that didn't hurt at that time.

	I could feel points of light moving all around outside.  Then I sat up suddenly, causing Bitsy to leap from the table in surprise, her long rear legs propelling her across the gap to the little breakfast table by the door.  I grinned to myself.  We could finally get out of this furnace and start the journey home today!  I was so through with adventure and just wanted to sleep in my own bed and never leave it again.

	I could taste the steel resolve approaching through a familiar, sharp magic and I grinned just as Celeste opened the door and stepped inside, smiling back at me. “Ah, there you are sleepyhead.  Time to get ready, everyone is gathering, it's time for us to start the trek back home.”

	She studied me a moment and didn't even react when Bitsy leapt and landed on her shoulder, nestling in the red hair pooling over her shoulders. “You look much better today.  The healers do good work.  They're just not as... efficient as Syl.”  We both nodded at that assessment.

	Then she sighed and pointed beside me.  My smile doubled and I tried to put on royal airs for her but giggled instead when she picked up the washbasin and moved over to me.  I have grown to love this ceremony, the cleaning, and dressing of a Femeie de Sabie.  Celeste and I reveled in the process as we felt completely exposed and vulnerable to each other as we stood with our souls and bodies bare to each other.

	I made a mental note to myself to ask Sylvia or Rain if the ceremony had a name when we got back home.  I should know these things in my capacity as the Great Mother.  I rose and stood before my love.  She inhaled looking almost bashful as she reached up and removed the light Gypsy robe I wore and let it drop to pool about my ankles.

	My face heated a little as I looked down, fidgeting on my feet.  I was still a mess, but the knight before me didn't seem to see that as she reveled at the sight of me, emerald sparks starting to drizzle from her eyes as she failed to contain her desire.

	So I stood there as she washed me then dressed me in some sort of amalgam of standard gypsy garb and an intricately knotted leather armor that brought up images of chainmail in my mind.  I found it fascinating how the same peoples could develop dissimilar cultures while maintaining their roots when separated by time and distance.

	She completed the ritual by arming me with my two blades, the dagger of the Great Mother, and the little blade I kept in my boot.

	We stood in silence for five long heartbeats, our eyes locked on each other, then she leaned in for a quick kiss, just to find a misty afterimage of me instead.  I giggled at the door and she spun to catch me by the waist, a crooked grin on her face.  And she kissed me.  As ever, it always felt like the first time.  My entire body sighed and melted into hers.

	I'm sure I had a suitably dreamy look on my face when she released me.  She swatted my butt as I opened the door to step out.  I squeaked and she said, “Well at least we know your powers don't seem to be impaired after what you did to yourself.”

	Everyone was bustling about, breaking camp, finishing loading up the supplies in the giant vessel.  It looked almost silly how small the gondola was compared to the lift envelope.  But it was built like the tank vehicles of Avalon, with thick armored plating, and with the gun turret that used to be below it, it must have weighed close to two or three times what the gondola of the Highland had.  So even with the better lifting capacity of hydrogen, the envelope had to be immense.

	I was still nervous that hydrogen was such a combustible gas.  I had read some of the research Bex had done on dirigibles which he had gathered before he built the first Outrider, and understood why he chose helium for lift.  A photograph picture in the tomes showed a huge flaming dirigible that I couldn't get out of my mind.  I tried not to think about the fact that now saying that was a truth since I truly never would be able to forget it, or anything else from now on.

	But we needed to get home, by now they were likely mobilizing a search and rescue mission and we needed to get back before then.  It was a calculated risk.  Not to mention, how they would react, seeing Aelwen's Avalon vessel on the horizon.  That would be why the colors of Wexbury had been painted on the Redemption everywhere we could manage.

	All eyes were on us as we strode purposefully to the group of our people who were congregated by the small armored door of the gondola.  I was nervous to see many Seekers there.  I could feel their mind glows and I was terrified they could feel mine.  The leaders of the Cristea were with the group as well.

	I looked around the area which looked to have been a small cornfield inside the wall once upon a time but had been abandoned long ago, perhaps when Eris took over.  Hundreds of people were gathering at the fringes of the field, just behind the ring of Mountain Gypsy wagons.  They were here to watch us depart.

	Camille was there, standing next to Emily as her First Seeker and we exchanged nods of acknowledgment that only two victims of the woman, who everyone was calling the Thief of Minds, could understand.  I didn't want to know what she suffered through with Diandra, I'm sure it was much worse than I had endured.

	I looked at Em as we joined them and smiled up at Donovan who stood behind her, his hands resting on her shoulders.  I gave her a questioning look and she sighed wearily.  I nodded in understanding.  She accepted their pleas and would be staying behind until they could get their infrastructure and government up and running.

	Then I cocked my head at Donovan.  He shrugged and said, “I go where my Emily leads.”

	I smirked internally knowing Fred was going to have a conniption fit.  Not only was Wexbury going to be without their matron of the Library for the foreseeable future, but their Prime Techromancer as well.

	I squished my lips to one side and prompted him as he reached one hand out over Emily to cup my cheek, “So, who will perform your duties while you're away?”

	His grin was mischievous as he said, “Well that would be the person in Wexbury who holds the brightest spark beside me, and as you are Great Mother, and Fredrick is Duke... it would either fall to your mother, Lady Margret or...”  He hesitated. “...or Karen.”

	We all shuddered.  Not Lady Karen.  I hated that woman, I think everyone did, judging by all the sour faces around us.  Celeste blurted, “I think we can convince mother to perform Prime Techromancer duties until your return, father.  Karen is an ass.”

	Everyone chuckled.

	Then Emily straightened up and said in her level, no-nonsense librarian voice that seemed to travel farther than a shout, silencing the growing crowd.  “People of New Cali, please bear witness.”

	All eyes were on her as she gathered her hands around her hair pulling it in front of her.  I almost gasped when Camille slashed down with a razor-sharp sickle, cutting off the bulk of Emily's hair.  The children squealed in distress while I just stared, wide-eyed at the travesty, as Emily's voice rose above the murmurs, shaking her head so her hair settled at her shoulders, making her look like a completely different person. “My mission has ended, after all these long years, and my new path begins.”

	The crowd went insane with applause, roaring cheers, and whistles.  Was this some sort of ritual for returning Seekers?  All I could do was blink in horror.  Her beautiful hair...  a young boy accepted the copious amounts of severed, flowing hair and dashed off with it.

	Then she turned to me and I had to force my mouth closed as I gaped at her, looking so much... younger now with her hair so short.   The crowd silenced as she said with a smirk on her face, “Great Mother Laney of Sparo, the people of New Cali and the Knowledge Seeker Sect owe you a debt that can never be repaid for liberating them from the oppression of Eris' rule.”

	I started to protest as I rasped out, “But I didn't do any...”

	My complaint was cut short by her finger over my lips as she continued,  “And as such, you will always have our gratitude.”  She put her other hand out and Camille laid a sash in it and Emily reached over and draped it across my shoulders.  It was blue with silver clusters of feathers embroidered in an octagon at the ends.

	She inclined her head. “As Prime Seeker, I give you the sash of Knowledge of the Sect, the highest of honors, giving you all the rights of Keeper.”

	What was a Keeper?  Why was she doing this?  I whispered to Celeste as the crowd started cheering, and Em turned to the Mother of the Cristea. “She knows I only had a small part in...”

	Now Celeste had her finger on my lips.  She whispered, “The people need a symbol to look up to after all they've been through it gives them hope.  Now shush, mom is speaking.”

	I watched as Emily addressed the silver-haired woman who looked hard as the stone in the mountains, wise as an ancient oak, yet playful like a young nymph.  “Mother Loretta, friend of New Cali.  The Cristea never abandoned our people, even in defeat you fought to free them from the oppressive rule of Eris.  Without your people, all would have been lost.  For that the people of New Cali and the Knowledge Seeker Sect owe you a debt that can never be repaid.”

	Her smile was genuine for the Gypsy Mother as Camille handed her another sash which Em had to stretch to put around her shoulders.  “And as such, you will always have our gratitude. As Prime Seeker, I give you the sash of Knowledge of the Sect, the highest of honors, giving you all the rights of Keeper.”

	The cheering was even louder and I whooped along with everyone else.

	Then Emily put her hand out and Camille put another sash in her hand and the scrappy librarian grinned at Celeste and slapped the sash to her chest almost giggling out, “You, Celeste, are just crazy.”

	Everyone chuckled then Em sighed and took the sash back and draped it properly over my wife's shoulders and said, “You are awarded the symbol of Keeper for fearlessly leading the Cristea into battle, all the while leading by example in taking no lives of those whose wills were enslaved by the Thief of Minds.”  She tiptoe kissed her on the cheek.

	Hey!  No fair, I didn't get a kiss!  I cheered with the crowd.

	Emily reached back again and yet another sash was placed in her hand as she looked around.  “Now where is that boy?  Bexington?”

	We heard a crashing and clanking inside the vessel, and Bex calling out, “I'm ok!”

	The newly minted Prime Seeker sighed fondly and she handed Misty the sash, “Can you make sure your Uncle Bex gets this?”

	Misty saluted her and then the sash was pulled from her hand as Shan dodged her grasping hand. “I'll do it!” Shan ran squealing behind me. “Save me!”  Those two.  I just shook my head at their antics, loving how they were more than sisters in name as they acted as if they were sisters in blood since birth.

	Emily shrugged and her eyes welled up in tears as she squeaked out, “I'm all out of ways to stall.”  

	I hugged her tight and so did Celeste and the girls.  Then we said our goodbyes as Celeste shouted orders to load up.  Quarters were going to be tight in the gondola as four of the makeshift seats Bex rigged upheld the stretcher with Tennison secured to it.

	It felt as if we were inside some sort of utilitarian tin can as we boarded.  It was even less comfortable than the troop carriers used in the Avalon War.  I blinked when Mother Loretta stepped aboard carrying a cross between our military rucksacks and an equipment bag.  She looked at Celeste. “Permission to come aboard?”

	We all just sort of blinked at her and she gave us a crooked smirk as she said in the tongue of the People,  “It will do me no good waiting for an invitation.  You spoke of other people of our band, and a possible meeting in the future.  So I thought to seize the day.  My Soras can coordinate with the Prime Seeker until my return.”

	Celeste nodded and offered her arm. “Then welcome aboard, Mother.”  They grasped forearms then the woman moved on to where we were all almost shoulder to shoulder and she whispered to me with wide, expectant eyes.  “Does Father Stone truly touch the heavens?”

	I nodded and sighed before I said, “And more.”

	The door was sealed and the girls slid the armor plate down on its window and started waving at everyone.

	Celeste slapped a girder twice, sending a gonging sound through the gondola, “Bex!  We're secure!”

	He bellowed back, “Aye aye!”  Then he was shouting out orders to the lords and ladies he had drafted into operating the complex vessel,  even though he had automated a lot of the systems.  He was impressed that Aelwen had been able to fly the ship at all in her escape from Avalon.  He said it was possible, but you'd have to be running all over to the various stations.

	Speaking of Aelwen... the voice that set me on edge and made me grit my teeth at the sound of it chimed out from behind us.  “Oh girls, it's been too long.  Give your Auntie Aelwen a little love?”

	We turned to find the ex-Duchess standing behind us.  “Misty, darling.”

	“Psycho.”

	The woman took a half step back, her hand absently going halfway to her broken nose in the memory of Misty breaking it... twice.  She shook it off and gave my youngest the grin of a snake as she opened her arms. “Shanicia?  Say hello to your favorite auntie?”

	Shan thrust her head forward, and with a crack, impacted Aelwen's nose with her forehead.  The woman swore and almost tripped over the people behind her, she looked at the blood on her hand then at us and tipped her head back to laugh.

	Shan started hopping.  “Ow ow ow.  How do you do that all the time sis?”

	Misty shrugged and said offhandedly, “The pain is worth it.”  She pointed at Aelwen who was hissing as she reset her nose again.

	Then we all steadied ourselves when with moaning and creaking and protestation of metal, the vessel lifted from the ground in a drunken swaying ascent.  The propellers were almost deafening.

	Avalon definitely designed these things for a single purpose, and comfort was not it.  I asked the resident psycho, “Where are your crew?”

	She shrugged.  “You killed our gunner dear girl.  And Eris' toadies killed the rest as heretics.”  She showed no remorse for their deaths at all like they were tools she had no more use for.  She and Eris were not that different, and if Aelwen had the sort of power that the Seekers do, she would have done the same thing, I have no doubt in my mind.

	Yet here we made a deal with the devil.  She had helped me in my captivity, and she is supplying our way home.  In exchange, the most wanted person in Sparo will have her freedom.  A twenty-four-hour head start when we get back home before she is hunted again.

	We went to sit where we could, the girls piled on our laps to make room for the Mother of the Cristea who sat with us.  I looked first at her then Celeste.  “You never did say how you found the Cristea and how you got an entire army inside the gates without detection.”

	My wife smirked and leaned back as Bitsy hopped from her to disappear into Misty's sleeve.  “Once upon a time...”

	I elbowed her in the ribs, she mocked pain and said, “Ooof.  You want the story or not?”

	Shanny blurted, “When mumsy got to the crash sites, she couldn't find Uncle Bex and...”

	My wife started tying our youngest's long braids over her mouth and looked down at her with an expectant look.  Shan squished her head down to her shoulders with the cutest sorry not sorry look.  Celeste booped her nose then told Misty, “Gag the little sneak if she tries to tell the story again.”

	Not good.  Misty was nodding and looked moments away from rubbing her hands together in anticipation, she would actually do it, I knew.

	When they settled in, Celeste said pointedly, “As I was saying, there was no trace of Bex and the others at the crash site, so we moved onto the remains of the Kantu, and we found blood and other signs of carnage, but there were no bodies.  And... I could feel eyes upon us.”

	Mother Loretta shook her head slowly and offered, “I still don't know how you knew.  I was well hidden in a rubble pile a hundred yards off.  I and some hunters were watching the crash site, because your odd Bexington and the others insisted you would be there soon, hunting for the bodies if you had survived.”

	I shared, “It's a weird seventh sense she has, I think it is tied to her magic.  She knows when she's being watched.”

	Loretta chuckled and said, “I thought we had a hard enough time detaining your Lady Verna there, she's as strong as any three of my men, but Celeste had all six hunters incapacitated in less than seven heartbeats when they stepped out to stop her approach to me where I hid.  We still hadn't assessed the danger your people might pose.”

	She smirked. “Imagine my surprise when she called out in the tongue of the people for me to come out.  Then I saw she wore the legendary green piping of the Great Mother on her odd hybrid cloak and armor.”

	Celeste cocked an eyebrow at the woman who closed her mouth with a grin as my wife complained, “Does anyone else want to tell the story?”  Her hand shot out behind her, lightning-fast, pointing at Verna who was manning one of the motor controls, her mouth half-open to speak.  Ok, it was things like this which reminded me how long those two had been best friends, anticipating each other like this and it was quite humorous for the rest of us to witness.

	My red-headed temptress smugly continued, “It took a bit, but in the end, I had convinced Mother Loretta that we were who we claimed.  That we came from the land of her ancestors.”

	She straightened Shanny's tunic and kissed the top of her head, stalling before saying, “We sent the crew of the Kantu to the beyond that night.  I have some of their things to give to their families.  It seems Bex had saved everyone on the Outrider by his quick thinking, and Tennison had sacrificed to assure it was not in vain.”

	Verna picked up the narrative anyway from her station. “The Cristea healers saw to our minor injuries and have been able to keep Tennison alive throughout this ordeal.  They are miracle workers.”  I could feel one of those healers who had come along to keep Tennison stable, her magics not as smooth as the silken sheets Syl worked with, but just as amazing.

	Mother Loretta beamed in pride for her people.

	Celeste's eyes lit up as she shared, “When we gained her trust, and convinced her I was the Great Mother's consort...” I crinkled my nose at her and she rolled her eyes then shared, “She trusted us enough to show us how they've survived all this time in the Uninhabitable Lands.”

	Kristof offered from another motor station, “They brought us into a crack in the earth herself, concealed behind some debris... it was the most incredible sight I've ever witnessed.”

	My wife spoke up over all the other conversations to ask, “Excuse me?  Who's the one telling the story?  Anyone else want to dogpile on it here?”  When Bex cleared his throat from the ship's controls, she closed her eyes tight and warned, “Bex, I swear to the gods, if you open your mouth...”

	He snapped his mouth shut as the others chuckled.  She complained to the air, “I remember a time where the people around me respected me.”  

	I leaned up and kissed the tip of her nose.  This seemed to placate her.

	She smiled as if remembering the wonder. “The Cristea... they found one of the oceans under the planet's crust where it is wafer-thin in this area in a planetary context.  There's an endless cavern down there flooded with water, which goes on for hundreds of miles according to their people.”

	She waved her hand in a sweeping gesture. “They've got a system of thousands of large, highly polished obsidian, volcanic glass mirrors bringing in the sunlight and lighting up large swathes of the cavern.  They have a large camp down there on the shore, and light enough to grow foodstuffs to survive.  They fish these odd flatfish which have no eyes, that live in the waters below.”

	Then she told me, “You've never seen anything its equal, love.”

	Now she looked smug as she shared, “And, it wasn't long after their banishment, they discovered the underground river that feeds the Cradle.  It is a short swim through a tunnel they had found which empties out into the lake near the pier... inside the lake gates of Doctrina's wall.”

	Ahhh!  Ok, so that's how they conducted their raids inside the city, and how they smuggled in most of their people for the final battle to free New Cali.

	I gave my wife a patient stare as she kept wiggling her eyebrows.  I finally rolled my eyes and caved, “Yes yes, very impressive.  I swear you are worse than the kids sometimes.”

	She brushed it off, not impressed by my not impress-ation as I tried my hardest not to smile.  “So when we returned, a couple of days later than we anticipated, to the farmhouse, we found only the farmers, and Gael shared the story and Misty's message.”

	Bex finally got up the nerve to break in. “And it took a while to come up with a plan to rescue everyone, and it turned into something more.  When the Cristea impressed upon us their worry for the Great Mother, Celeste informed them that of all the people taken, that the Sect made a mistake by taking you.  That at any given time, you were the most dangerous person in the room.”

	“Bex!”

	“Sorry, Celeste.”

	My wife gave me a “why me” look then gave everyone else the stink eye and finished with, “I knew you'd be planning something, that you'd just need some sort of little diversion to enact your plan... so I brought an army.  The rest is history.”

	Ok, now I had to break and give her a crooked grin as I mimed balancing some scales. “Little diversion... army.  Yeah, like those are the same thing.  Only you could find an army handy in the Uninhabitable Lands, love, only you.”

	Loretta offered in English, “Eh, we weren't busy that night anyway, so why not?”  

	The vessel erupted into uproarious laughter.

	The repairs that Bex and Laura Smith had made had given the Redemption only partial functionality, and we were even lucky they were able to do that much.  The top speed of the airship was greatly reduced and it took us almost five days, fighting a headwind before the green limb of life was seen on the horizon.

	Our supplies were almost exhausted since we hadn't had decent lift capacity and we had loaded enough to last us a maximum of six days then we had enough of the bland ration packs that were salvaged from the wreck of the Highland for three more days if we had to stretch it.

	I had to hide my face an hour after we passed over the Southern Weigh-Station on our way to the Southern Outpost when Bex called out the sighting of Sparo.  I felt a fool for the big tears that were streaming from my eyes that I couldn't stop.  Home.

	When I composed myself, I joined the girls at the slits in the armored front of the crowded gondola.  There it was, green that meant plant life and trees, with just a hint of the jagged peaks at the end of the Whispering Walls range.  And...  I pointed at something odd at the forefront of the growing mass of habitable lands.  “What's that?”

	A few seconds later we all knew, my wife put it succinctly, “Well shit.”  

	I sighed, though we knew it was likely to happen, at least we made it back before they left.  As our lumbering airship crept up toward the Fringe, I gaped at the dozens of airships that dotted the landscape around the outpost, two heavily armored airships taking to the air to challenge us.

	I knew the markings... the Artemis and Hades.

	The big ports open on the prows that we knew housed two ballistas each, specifically designed for air warfare.  The barbed hooks on the shafts of the projectiles that were as big around as my wrist was attached to oiled ropes and heavy weights that would be pushed out after setting the ropes aflame, once they impaled an enemy's lift envelope.

	I looked at Celeste in alarm, pointing and prompting, “Umm... flaming ropes and hydrogen do not mix well.”

	She actually snorted at me as Bex was calling out an all stop and started the compressors to start our descent to the rocky terrain below.  We were still fifty miles short of the outpost.  Then I watched the snorty knight pull out a mirror, sticking her hand out through one of the slots and started to signal the incoming vessels.

	But I knew that since we were landing now, she wasn't as confident as she tried to project if she wasn't sure they wouldn't fire on an Avalon vessel... with Wexbury colors... signaling friend not... foe.  Ok, so I could see it now.  I'm not the swiftest, but I eventually get there.

	As soon as we hit the ground, dragging along it and crashing through some volcanic formations before screeching to a stop of screeching and groaning metal, Celeste was barking out, “Ok, we have friendlies incoming, an hour out.  That's how long we have to get clear of the Redemption.”

	Ah, she was even more concerned things might go sideways than I thought.

	Misty asked, “Did they bring the whole fleet?”

	Verna said, “Looked like two-thirds of it at least, not a courier in the lot.  That's one hell of a search and rescue expedition.”  I swallowed, knowing why it was so large.  If it had been King George missing the return window, the Realms would move heaven and earth to find him.  He was the ruler, and he was loved.  They were here because of me... George's co-ruler.

	I knew the Altii accepted a Mountain Gypsy sharing equal rule with him and were mostly trying to adapt to the new change, but I had always thought they just tolerated the concept rather than embracing it.  But here they were, warships from all the realms, moments away from venturing off into the unknown to go get their co-ruler back.

	It was nerve-wracking after we were all clear of the airship, watching the two approaching vessels growing in the sky as they came in at flank speed.  The whole time, Celeste and Kristof were flashing the signal mirrors at them.

	It wasn't until they descended like giants of the sky and were close enough to identify Celeste that they started flashing back, the big ballista port doors closing.  I finally exhaled and said, “Well that was bracing, in a long and drawn-out sort of way.”  This got nervous chuckles from those in earshot.

	Before long the vessels were landing and loading our people up onto the gunships, the Captain, Lady Zoe, was asking, “Is this everyone, highness?”

	I glanced around and then asked Celeste, “Where is...”  I stopped when the propellers of the Redemption started whupping up, and the sound of gasses being released into her lift envelope started hissing... I shook my head and finished, “Aelwen.”

	The captain's eyes widened and blurted, “The Rogue Duchess Aelwen?  Shall we pursue?”  She was calling out as the bay door started rising, “Ballista stations!  Start emergency ascent procedures!”

	I placed a hand on her arm and shook my head.  “Stand down.  She's under a flag of truce.  She was promised a twenty-four hour head start for her assistance in getting us all home.”

	She just stared at me like I was speaking a foreign language before exhaling and bowing to me. “Yes, Great Mother.”  Then she was shouting out, “Stand down!  Station keeping!  Prepare to lift off.”

	I smiled at her look of consternation, she wanted to be the one to bag the most wanted criminal in Sparo, but a truce was a truce, and if you broke it you also broke your honor.  She said, “Well shit.”

	Nodding I assured her, “I know exactly how you feel.”  Then in a smaller voice, I asked her as my kids came over to hug me, “Can we just go home now?”

	


Epilogue

	As we marched through the crowds toward the imposing castle in Highland, I absently reached up to touch my hair, which had grown halfway down to my shoulders in the six months since our return.  I shoved Tennison's shoulder.  The big oaf looked like he was a giddy papa ready to burst out in pride.  Well, fine, I guess I can't blame him.

	Thinking back on that fateful day of our return from New Cali.  All the realms had assembled their finest, and the Mountain Gypsies families had sent their finest trackers and healers, so it was no surprise that Mother Sylvia of the Lupei was among them.  I'd have to chastise her at some future point for putting the leader of any family in possible danger, but I didn't want to face the repercussions.

	I can hear her now. “No, we wouldn't want to put a leader in harm's way now, would we... Great Mother?”  I was imagining it with her accent and all and I still felt sheepish even though she hasn't said it yet.

	Tennison had regained consciousness the following day under her and Ingr's care.

	Gah... Ingr.  I love her like a daughter, but the way she and Misty went on, you'd think they hadn't seen each other for years.  Those two are hopeless, though completely adorable with their young love.

	There may have been tears on my part when the big knight woke, and I won't admit to seeing them welling in Sarafine's eyes either.  A week after the ordeal he was already at one hundred percent in the practice yard.

	I wish I could say the same for me.  It took weeks under Sylvia and Ingr's care before I stopped shedding dead skin like some sort of snake and I looked like me again.  I refused to wear the wig the official Highland wigmaker for nobles had fashioned out of clippings from the box of familiar long blonde hair supplied to them by someone in our party.

	I didn't know there was an official wigmaker, did that many nobles need one?  They had crafted a hairstyle like my old one and dyed it in the same basic color I had but added highlights.  Why did I need to wear a wig?  I knew I'd grow my hair back in a year or so, but Everly made me promise to wear it at any royal engagements like the Masquerade.

	I did it because she begged, but I felt silly, like I was wearing a hat or something.  The rest of the time, Sparo got just me.  I was enough for me, so I should be enough for them too.  Celeste seemed to really like it and would run her hands through the stubble all the time when it was growing out and it felt sinfully delicious and I may have purred when she did it.

	Speaking of Everly, she and George were at the Southern Outpost, to see off the search party just hours before they launched when we were spotted above the horizon.  When we landed, they were first to greet us when we disembarked.  Our troops cheered our return.  And I had to have the difficult conversation with my co-rulers about the people we had lost.  They agreed with me that their families would be taken care of and each raised a rank in nobility posthumously.  I was glad the law that allowed the stripping of a spouse's or child's title if a noble died, had been revoked long ago, right after it had been done to my mother before I was born.  Their families would want for nothing.

	Sylvia was irate with me that I refused to be looked at by her until she saw to Tennison, I had to debrief the King and Queen before I saw to such nonsense.  I was fine, up and walking, Tennison wasn't.

	She did wait until introductions were made to the Mother of the Cristea of New Cali before rushing off to see to the big man.  Loretta was dumbstruck, first, she met the Great Mother, someone only sang about by their minstrels of the days before Exodus, now she had met the Mother of another band of the Mountain Gypsies.  She spoke as if she weren't sure she wasn't just living in a fairy tale.

	The girls swarmed Everly, attempting to hug her silly as we stood, gazing out into the Uninhabitable Lands while I told the royals about Emily and Donovan staying behind to help rebuild the New Cali government and infrastructure.

	George asked carefully, “Just what happened down there, Laney?  You look like you've dragged yourself out from the pits of hell.”

	I nodded and said in a faraway tone, “I did.”  Then I sighed and straightened, assuring them, “We've told you the basics.  I would very much like it if we could speak of it more in detail after I get home.  I am completely done with this adventure and would thank you to never convince me to do something like this again.”

	Everly snorted and covered her mouth, then chuckled. “That's like asking for it to not snow in the Whispering Walls, Laney dear.  Don't let this lout promise you anything he cannot guarantee.  Trouble follows you around, dear one.”

	George squinted one eye in mock pain as he said, “It's true, Great Mother.”  He motioned around.  “Why do you think a simple search party includes a veritable army?  We knew if you were overdue without sending the Outrider to dispatch a message, then things were dire in New Cali.  And now we learn this may have been under-kill if Aelwen was involved.”

	I nodded and sighed as I said, “Umm... about that.  Before you hear about it from someone else.  We sort of promised Aelwen a twenty-four-hour head start under a flag of truce.”  I winced at their looks of disbelief.  “She kind of did save my life.”

	Everly blurted, “What?”  Then she added, “After she tried to kill you?”

	I shook my head.  “Looong story.  Please, can we just go home first?”

	George nodded as he looked me up and down again, his eyes glowing like he wanted to kill someone.  “Of course.”  Then he looked around and motioned with his hand, at the Fringe. “Curious thing this.  You see this circular bulge at the Fringe?  Where the heavy troop transports are?  It seems it isn't on the current survey maps and the Duke of Far Reach can't explain it.”

	I squinted one eye and said, “Yeaaaah, about that.  Misty sort of...”  I wiggled my fingers at it and they gave knowing smiles.  I asked, “Umm... sorry?”

	They chuckled and Shanny blurted out to them, “Isn't it awesome?  I claimed it for Shantopia and the Junior Regiment.”

	Misty chastised her. “Hey, brat, I made it, you can't claim it.”

	“Yuh huh, I called dibs.”

	Misty looked at Ingr who had become glued to her the moment they squeed and ran to each other when we landed.  Then she motioned a hand toward her little sister like George could talk some sense into her.

	The man rubbed his chin then shrugged. “I don't know, she did call dibs.”

	Misty's eyes bulged, which just egged the evil man on as he said to Everly, “It isn't on any of the maps, which means it is newly discovered territory...”

	Everly looked at him, she'd talk sense into the silly King.  “And if a newly discovered territory has no indigenous people on it, then isn't it the rule of right of first claim?”

	I had to put an end to this as Shanicia just crossed her arms obstinately and beamed at Misty smugly.  “George, stop playing around, man.”

	He shrugged, winked at Shan, then led his wife off on his arm, leaving us with, “I'm pretty sure that I'm King.  Isn't there some sort of rule that my word is law?”

	I called after him, “There is, but I'm sure there a law against a ruler who is clearly off his nut.”

	Their chuckling didn't seem promising.  I won though, right?  The way Shan started marching around the new chunk of habitable land, calling out to everyone, “Welcome to Shantopia,” I just wasn't sure.  Just like I, and nobody else, was sure if Misty were really a Junior Templar or not.  There's no such thing, right?

	Misty whined, “Mooom?”

	I shrugged.  “I don't know, baby girl.  That man is unfathomable.”

	Misty called out, “Get over here, runt.  You're causing a scene.”  When she didn't comply with the wishes of the big sister she was currently tormenting, she ran right over when Ingr cutely brought her hand up to her face and beckoned my youngest over with a finger.

	Ah-ha!  You have to fight cute with cute!  They cancel each other out.  I'll remember that for later.

	We all went chasing after the rulers who had joined up with Celeste.  They were all in a deep conversation about the rogue duchess.  Jezelle was adding as we stepped up to them and the girls all sat down around a rock to watch Bitsy hop around for them. “On the journey home, some of the nobles overheard Aelwen talking about this whole misadventure, trying to get some of them to join her because though things didn't go as she planned in New Cali, it was a lucrative venture.  And something about funding her efforts for years.”

	I prompted, as Mother Loretta walked past us quickly toward the kids, “What did she mean by that?”

	We turned when Loretta asked the girls in a tone of disbelief, “Where did you get that, child?”

	Shan was spinning some sort of fist-sized green crystal on the rock near Bitsy.  And she shrugged and held it up for Loretta to look at. “I sort of took it from a pouch Auntie Psycho had between her...”  She pushed her upper chest together like she had bosoms. “...when I broke her nose.”

	The mother of the Cristea asked as we joined them, “May I, child?”

	Shan shrugged again, handed it to her, then turned back to play with Bitsy and the girls again.  Our eyes went wide when she opened her hand for all of us to see the most humongous, impossibly clear, brilliant green emerald I have ever laid eyes upon.  And there are some spectacular ones in the royal treasury, but nothing even a quarter the size of the one in Loretta's hand.

	She whispered, “The Mind Stone of New Cali.  It is the treasure of the people there, it signifies the bright future they have together by being unified in purpose and the pursuit of becoming more than the previous generations.”  She growled, “That woman has no scruples at all.  Robbing a people oppressed and enslaved?  This is a piece of their culture, their past.  This needs to go back to its rightful spot, in the Place of Learning.”

	I nodded and answered before George. “Of course,”  Then I asked Shan, “We're going to take this and get it back to its proper owners, ok baby?”

	She glanced back. “Ok, mom,” before putting her finger out for Bitsy to hop on, then the girls ran off when the silly rockhopper jumped up onto Ingr's shoulder.

	I looked at the stone, then Shan, and I narrowed an eye in suspicion.  Celeste looked from me to our daughters as they ran off.  She said absently, “I wouldn't doubt that she knew exactly what she was doing, love.”

	Precisely my thoughts.  Our daughter emulates Rain far too much for the things she does, acting all innocent, to be random acts.  They almost always turn up being useful or have more meaning than we put into them.  Oh no, she truly was acting just like a certain former Great Mother, we were all doomed.

	Everly was watching us closely then flicked her eyes to Shan and I could see her starting to think the same thing.  Then she turned with the rest of us when George said as he gazed northward, “Ah, here we are.  The reason the fleet hadn't departed yet.”  He pointed at the sky and said, “This was going to be presented to you at the next Masquerade, Laney dear.  But the dirigible yard had just finished her shakedown cruise once everything was completed to the Conclave's specifications.”

	“The Conclave gathered at the Meeting Spot on Father Stone and wanted to participate in the search and rescue as we said, but they wanted to do it in a Mountain Gypsy vessel since you were involved.”

	I had to blink, I had looked away to him while he had said that, and when I looked back up, the distance the incoming airship covered was half again faster than the second Outrider had been.  What was coming at such a high rate of speed?

	Others had spotted it and people were pointing.  And as it swooped in close enough to make out the details, my mouth just hung open.  Even Celeste was speechless as George said, “Laney, the Altii of Sparo present you with the Jewel of the Great Mother.  The Jewel for short.  The fastest airship ever created, using third generation designs from Templar Bexington and the finest Mountain Gypsy artisans.  Her keel was laid eighteen months ago.”

	Mother Luna, it was already upon us, descending to the edge of the new Fringe.  It was possibly the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.  The gondola was smaller than the second outrider but about three times the size of a gypsy wagon.

	It was an exquisite work of art, constructed in the Mountain Gypsy fashion.  The colors and stained glass windows, and carved exposed wood were breathtaking.  And instead of a lift envelope the shape of a loaf of bread, it was more that of a spinning top.  The rigging and girders were artistically crafted and looked more like vines growing around the canvas, which was dyed the dark green of the Great Mother.

	My mouth was working but nothing was coming out as what looked like two skids extended under the gondola which looked like the timber rails under the sleds the ice mongers used to transport those huge blocks of ice down to the towns in Wexbury.  It landed softly... there were no... anchors?

	Then I noted how quiet it had been even with four oversize propellers.  They had wooden enclosures around the propellers circumference that resembled the middle bulge of a barrel.  I couldn't even hear it over the slowly whupping blades from other airships that were prepping to return to their home realms.

	George continued as twelve Mountain Gypsies in the colors of most of the bands disembarked, “We figured that since your co-rulers had the Highland... which by the way, you crashed... that our co-ruler deserved her own transport.  One that befits her station as Great Mother.  And here we are.  It bears the crest of the great mother and is not beholden to any realm.”

	I sputtered out as I saw the Gypsies had noted our presence and were rapidly coming our way, “I... I don't know what to say.”

	Everly said, “How about, thank you, silly girl.”

	George said, “Yes that, and that you're happy to pay for the construction of another flagship for me out of your stipend.”

	I kissed his cheek, then Everly's and said, “Thank you.  And good luck with that, your high and mightiness.  Wasn't it you who insisted I take the Highland?  And every iron penny of my stipend goes to the commoners most in need in all the realms.”

	He tutted.  “I guess I can't take from the mouths of those in need, can I?  I suppose you're right.  Aren't you supposed to be the sweet one?”

	I crinkled my nose at him and said to his wife, “I don't mean to be rude... Ev, but I'm dying to see this grand Gypsy vessel.  Shall we?”

	She chuckled as George made some faux indignant sounds before we all went to meet up with the approaching Mountain Gypsies to see the work of art they had flown in.

	The intervening months left little time for me to even catch my breath.

	Now here we were for a grand celebration, my family being smack dab in the middle of it all.  And to top it off, Everly shared that they had an exciting announcement for the kingdom afterward. Even if Ev hadn't insisted on Jace's wedding be held in Highland Castle, her teasing this new development for the kingdom had me intrigued and I would have come anyway.

	It was a simple matter now as the Jewel could make the journey between Templar Hall and Highland Reach in just over a half a day now... faster with a tailwind.

	Rain and Syl walked almost regally beside our group as we headed through the columns of guards who cleared a path to the castle for us, the girls all walking with them.  Ranelle asked, “Any news on that detestable Aelwen?”

	I huffed in exasperation and Celeste patted my hand in the crook of her arm as she shared, “Still not a trace of her.  Wherever she has hidden the Avalon airship these past years, we can't find it.  You'd think it would stick out like a beacon from the air, but search parties have even flown over a hundred miles out into the Uninhabitable Lands with no signs of her or her groups of Rogues and Marauders.”

	Baring my teeth like fangs I added, “And Emily shared this morning when they arrived from New Cali for the ceremony that there is no trace of Dianda and the Seekers and Disciples still under her thrall either.  It seems that we just keep making more enemies and the threats to our peoples just keep growing.”

	Rain said sadly, “Welcome to the curse of ruling, Laney.  It is the way of things since the dawn of creation.”  That was a somber, but true statement.

	I paused when I heard a line from a new ballad I've been catching bits and pieces from lately.  When we left the Hall, after stopping in Wexbury to pick up my brother and his bride to be, I caught snippets in the Market.

	 

	The wills of the Cali enslaved...

	The heavens,

	they did stand witness,

	as the Thief of Minds was unmade.

	 

	And just then, I heard a Gypsy Minstrel who was here with the Lupei who crossed the Gap to carnival at Highland for the wedding.

	I played it back in my head, and it was as if I were standing right in front of the bard with his lute as he sang lines from the song.

	 

	At her limit at last,

	passing judgment and wrath...

	For the voices called home,

	by the Father of Stone...

	So that their souls may be free

	and their whispers will always be known.

	 

	I halted and turned around, and prompted, “There it is again.  What is that song that the minstrels and bards are singing everywhere as of late?”

	Celeste covered her mouth as she snorted, mischief twinkling in her gorgeous green eyes.  Sylvia's eyes widened in surprise as she asked, “Oh.  You really don't know?”

	I groaned, having my suspicions and Misty proved them out by almost chirping in excitement, “That's the historical ballad of Great Mother Laney and the Thief of Minds, mom.”

	Shanny nodded enthusiastically and mocked punching out the air. “It's awesome.  An epic battle.”  Ingr grabbed Shan's flailing fists to calm her down as I rubbed my forehead, I was sure I had a headache coming on.

	I asked,  “Why me?”

	Rain had not a single merciful bone in her body.  “It's your own fault.  A burden of heroes.”

	“But I didn't do most of the things people are attributing to me.”

	Celeste shook her head, “It is the burden of leadership.  It was under your watch that these things occurred, and people need to have ideals to look up to.  It isn't who or how something happened, it is the fact that they happened which is important.”

	I looked over at Tennison with Sara and Karen in their stunning gowns, “That doesn't even make any sense, she's just stringing words together and trying to sound sage.”

	They just grinned as Celeste insisted, “They are sage words, and just because you don't like what they say, doesn't make them any less true.”

	Verna said from behind us, “So sayeth Faceplant.”

	I snickered as the two friends started slinging bantering insults between them about the time my wife quite literally faceplanted into a river while she had been a Squire.  I so love my family.

	Speaking of.  The squealing from the girls indicated... yup.  There was mother, standing at the castle doors in a deep, likely philosophical, conversation with George and Everly.  They all stopped to give the girls hugs.

	Then when we reached them, they resumed the deep, world-changing discussion they had been in.  Mom held out her hand, “See?  I told you, and it looks adorable on her.”

	The royals sighed and each handed over five gold coins to mom, who just handed it to the girls, and they dashed off when she made a shooing motion.  They'd be handing out those coins to the commoner children who looked most in need in the crowd.

	Celeste asked, “Betting?  Why were we not included?  What was the wager?”

	Everly sighed and gave us each a cheek kiss as she said, “Your mother had bet us that you'd not wear the wig I had commissioned for you to your brother's wedding, Laney sweetheart.  But we were positive you would look your best for him.  But here you are, and I can see that we were in err because your hair has grown out nicely and is adorable at that length as she says.  It was just slightly too short the last we saw you what?  Coming on two months ago now?”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “You two just lost ten gold to my mom?  Well you should have known better and you've no sympathy from me.”

	George chuckled and said to Ev, “I much preferred it when she was but a slip of a girl who was afraid to speak with us, much less make eye contact with us.”

	Everly backhanded his gut and said, “Oh poo, old man, I much prefer her with her new confidence.  She's finally come out of her shell, and she's spectacular.”

	“Yes, Everly.”

	We chuckled at the poor man, then he made a gracious ushering motion and we headed into the castle, and the grand ballroom where the Masquerade was held in each year.  The cavernous space was filled with rows of chairs that were filled with thousands of people from all the realms, both Altii and Gypsy.  Mother Luna, how had my brother's simple wedding with a handful of family and friends turned into a who's who of Sparo?

	I suspected it was partly because Jace was the brother of one of the rulers, but also because of this announcement the royals had for the Kingdom later.  The invitations to the dukes and duchesses were just like the gilded envelopes which announced the Royal Masque only they were even more opulent, coated in copper foil.  I didn't even want to think about how much copper foil invitations would cost, as the most precious metal in the world due to its short supply and high demand for all things technology.

	The castle grounds today overflowed with guards from every realm watching all the high-value dignitaries.  There hasn't been a gathering like this that included all the dukes and duchesses since the war councils during the Avalon conflict.  Today, this was the most secure place in the known lands.  There were even two gunships patrolling the airspace over the keep and I saw sharpshooters from the Great Mother's own with their bows at the ready at every high point in the castle, adding to the security.

	Wasn't all of this overkill?  Who in their right of mind would dare attack this gathering?

	I shuddered at the answer.  There were a couple who weren't exactly in their right of mind who might actually chance it, or send in others on a suicide mission for them.  I understood how Dianda could get people to be blindly devoted to her, but Aelwen was even more frightening because she instilled that same sort of devotion without using magic to subvert her followers' wills.

	I looked around as our friends slipped into their places in the second row, and our family sat in front of them in the seats reserved for the family of royalty.  The place looked like a fairyland. All white silk sheets draping and swooping everywhere, and strings of those new tiny twinkling electric lights made the entire ballroom sparkle.  How they made the bulbs so small was a mystery to me.  There wasn't anything we couldn't do in there modern times it seems.

	The raised platform where the ceremony was to take place was covered in white flowers and draped in more swooping white silks.

	I kissed mom and Celeste's cheeks as I and the girls stepped up to the platform to stand with George, Everly, and... Duke Fredrick?  What was he doing up there?  Misty and Shanny were the ring bearers, or as Shan insisted, they were the ring 'bears', complete with growling and making claws with her hands.

	Once we were in place, the crowd quieted down at the booming sound of the ballroom doors being closed.  I stood up straighter then looked to the side as everyone turned their heads and there was Jace, in his dress armor and dress cape in the colors of Wexbury, his sash showing the crossed blades behind the crest of Wexbury and a gold star above them indicating his squire's rank.  Then below that the other crests of his station.  House of Laney, House of Celeste, and finally Crest of the Great Mother.

	My poor brother was almost as burdened as I was with titles and their associated crests.

	I glanced over to see mom, smiling widely, tears welling.  Don't do that to me mom, if you start crying I'll start bawling.  Celeste hugged mom to her and Donovan hugged Emily who was tearing up too where they sat next to mom.  I forced my eyes back on Jace, who took to the platform three stairs at a time with his powerful strides.  I felt pride for my little brother swelling in my chest and I fought off the tears fighting to well up in my eyes.

	I held a hand out and grasped Jace's hand as he beamed at me.  Then I fussed over his sash, and he pattycaked my hands away to the mirth of the chuckling crowd.  I whispered, “I'm so proud of you.”  Then I licked my finger and smoothed down an errant hair on his head.  He whispered in a whine as people chuckled again, “Laneyyy.”

	Then he cocked an eyebrow as he took his place on the left of George.  “New armor?”

	I glanced down, my new armor was crafted similarly to the last, but instead of the roguish scoundrel feel to the look with the hunting cloak, it was more elegant now, but still functionally the same as before, giving me free range of movement for fighting.  And my hunting cloak looked more like a hooded robe now.

	This time they didn't even try to pretend the tiara was anything but that by proclaiming it was a forehead protector, with all its carved silver feathers and leaves.  I gave up fighting them about it and grudgingly wore my little crown as penance for daring to rise to co-ruler of the realms.

	The pan pipes started playing a haunting melody and everyone stood excitedly and turned to the doors that swung open again.  Then Elise Baker stepped in.  I had never seen her look so beautiful.  The elegant and delicate white gown with a ten-foot train that Everly commissioned for her just made her look angelic as she strode down the aisle, stopping the row behind us to hug her parents and her sister Karen where they all sat with Tennison.

	The music ended with her last step as she reached the top of the platform and faced my brother, who looked completely mesmerized by the shy beauty who stood before him.  Everyone sat.

	Then George cleared his throat, and all eyes were on him.  He glanced at Duke Fredrick.  “Wexbury, you had a point of business?”

	Fred inclined his head. “I did, Highland.”  The formal addresses, using their realm names, what were they up to?

	Fredrick stepped up to Jace who stood at rigid attention, and the duke picked an invisible piece of fuzz off of Jace's cape as he said, “I understand your original plan was to be married after you were knighted?”

	Jace nodded and Fred said, “Then your sister, our Great Mother, threw a wrench into the works which has thrown all schedules out of whack, resulting in the postponement of this year's knightings?”

	My brother smirked and said clearly for everyone, “She did.  She's a propensity for such shenanigans, my Liege.”  Hey, why was the crowd chuckling?

	Fred said, “Well let us fix that oversight so you can proceed as you had planned, young squire.”  He patted his fine suit's pockets like he was looking for something. “I seem to have misplaced my blade.  Does anyone have one I could borrow?”

	The sound of hundreds of blades from the ring of soldiers at the periphery of the room sent up a metallic hum in the air, he chuckled and said, “Not you lot.  I was thinking more...”  He paused when he looked my way to see Misty with Anadelea laid on her arm, Shanicia mirroring her with the dagger of the Great Mother... again?  Grr.  That girl.

	The Duke cocked his head at the girls then rolled his eyes and addressed me, “I can think of no greater honor than for your brother to be knighted by your blade, Great Mother Laney.”

	My smile bloomed and I automatically started to unsheathe Anadele, but then thought better of it as unless you've handled her, it was easy to misjudge the unnatural sharpness, and I quite liked my brother with both arms, so I switched hands and drew Hera from her sheath and presented her to the Duke.  “Fred.”

	He bowed his head and took it then turned to my brother.  “Squire Jace, please take a knee.”  

	My brother did as Elise covered her mouth, tears starting to flow.  I reached out to take her hand and give it reassuring squeeze.

	Duke Fredrick looked around then addressed his vassal, “Squire Jace of House Laney of Wexbury.  With the power vested in me by this bloke...”  He nudged his chin toward the King.  “And my title as Duke of the Realm of Wexbury, blah de blah, pomp and circumstance... I knight thee Sir Jace of Wexbury.”  He tapped his shoulders with the flat of Hera's blade then handed the blade back to me.  I sheathed it as he said, “Please stand Sir Jace.”

	My brother stood and the duke put an expectant hand out.  Jace understood after a second and removed his sash.  Everly handed Fred another sash and he looked over to Misty, who was crying happy tears for her uncle who was more like her sibling as their ages were so close.  Then Fred handed it to her.

	My eldest stepped up to Jace and draped the new sash, indicating he was a full knight of the realm now, over his shoulders then gave him a peck on the cheek then slugged him in the gut when he just smirked.  Causing more laughter as he oofed.

	Fred said to the room, “I give you Sir Jace, Knight of the Realm of Wexbury.”

	Everyone cheered and when they settled George looked at Fredrick.  Then he made a shooing motion with his hands. “Now shoo if you're done stealing my thunder.  I've a wedding to officiate.”

	Only those of us on the platform were treated to the finger he flipped the King as he bowed deeply and graciously.  “Of course, Highness.”

	George chuckled at the man then stood tall.  The ceremony that followed was the first time I felt blessed to have the curse of the glow of mind magic inside me as I committed every tear-inducing moment to my memory forever as one of the happiest days of my life.  My baby brother got married.

	I had told Celeste about what had happened when I stripped Eris of her magic.  She had already deduced that I had claimed the magic as my own.  And she didn't treat me as the monster I felt, she just saw it as the next evolution of me, and she loved me.  The kids, of course, had been sneaking around and overheard, but none treated me any differently and are sworn to secrecy... but Sylvia knew right away, and of course would tell Rain... what good is a secret if everyone in the Inhabitable Lands knew it!  It was just as bad as when we tried to keep the fact I was an Adept a secret.

	After a short intermission, the castle staff turned the wedding hall into a banquet and reception hall.  And after a bit, we saw off the happy couple on their new life together as they ran outside to a waiting courier airship to parts unknown.  The castle shook with the sheer volume of the cheering of the crowd outside.

	Once again those of us gathered in the ballroom silenced when there were two short blasts from the royal trumpets.

	We all turned to see Everly and George standing at the bottom of the sweeping staircase up to the second level of the ballroom, and the grand balconies that circled the space.  Everly stepped up two steps to see everyone and said, “There are two celebrations today, and as we saw a new couple as they were joined as a new family, I am pleased to announce an addition to our royal family as well.”

	Murmurs rippled through the crowd in speculation.  My eyes widened as I surmised what this was and I wanted to jump up and down in glee.

	The royal crier stepped forward from the entrance for royals at the top of the stairs and called out in a clear and concise tone that carried well, silencing the speculation below, “Her royal highness, daughter of King George and Queen Everly of Highland, the crowned Princess, Shavon of Highland Reach.”

	The royal trumpets played a fanfare as two doormen seemed to just materialize by the doors, and they pulled them open.  A young girl, possibly a year or two older than Shan, her ebony skin positively glowing just like her bashful smile as she stepped to the top of the stairs in a royal gown of silvers and golds that looked to be spun from fairy silk from folktales told by the fire.  She was every inch that fairy tale princess as she seemed to glide down the stairs.

	A strangled cry broke the silence of the entranced crowd.  Shanny blurted out in a sob, “Desiree?!”

	The new heir to the throne almost stumbled on the stairs as her head snapped up, eyes searching almost desperately.  I tried to grab Shan as she darted past, pushing people out of her way as she dashed through the crowd.  The princess blinked in incomprehension for a moment, then her dark eyes went as wide as saucers as she hiked up her skirts and practically leapt down the stairs as she blurted out, “Shanicia!”

	My youngest batted away a blade that one of the guards instinctively drew to block her path, then she spun low, leg sweeping the guard, sending him tumbling unceremoniously to his ass, and came up to grab the princess in a hug as they spun around in glee while the King and Queen looked on in shock.

	Then it hit me.  She had called out  Desiree... not Shavon.  That was the name of her sister who we have been hunting for for many years, ever since we fostered Shan.

	We had learned that the people we had fostered our daughter from, the Weavers, weren't actually her birth parents.  Her parents had died in a marauder raid when she was four, and she and her sister were taken.  The marauders had sold her to the Weavers, who ran a group of thieves, and she never knew her older sister, Desiree's fate.

	We had spent hundreds of gold coins searching the entire realm of Hell's Gate for Desiree to no avail.  I had always thought the worst.  Marauders were barely human as they had no morality nor remorse.  They were violent to a one, and some wouldn't bat an eye at abusing a child, and some of the cannibalistic groups of marauders even saw them as a delicacy.

	I thank Father Stone every day that all they had done to Shanny was to sell her for profit at an illegal slave market in the first town they passed after killing her parents.  We had a slim hope that they had sold Desiree too.

	Yet... there they were.  And why wouldn't my tears stop?

	We were all whisked away to some private chambers, where we learned the truth of it all.   Desiree had been sold in that same slave market, to a Fisher couple in Solomon who wanted someone to help out on their boat.  They renamed her Shavon.  And when Everly first laid eyes on the girl when they were on a diplomatic mission in Solomon, she had fallen in love with the scrappy, iron-willed girl.

	After negotiations with the Fishers, they finally closed a deal where they would be given titles and lands in Solomon if they fostered Desiree with them.   Desiree arrived in Highland a month ago and has been the court secret so they could present the kingdom's heir to the court in grand fashion.

	Just seeing how Desiree... or Shavon, interacted with Everly, showed that the Queen's love was mutual.  The girl adored Ev.  And this was all a dream for her.  First her parents were killed in front of her, then she was sold into servitude and thought that was to be her life forever, and that she would never see her little sister again.

	Then the nicest lady she had ever met befriended her.  And this lady kept revisiting for months, and they did so many things together and saw so many amazing sights that she thought to never see.  She had thought that that must be what having a mother who loved her would be like.  And when she was asked if she would like Everly to foster her, she had broken down in tears.  It wasn't until after she agreed wholeheartedly that Everly revealed to her that she was Queen of Sparo.

	We sat in the Jewel watching as Shan showed her sister all about the airship as we watched.  It didn't seem to phase Shan that her sister was Crowned Princess of all the realms.  And it seemed to us like the two had never been apart.

	I almost broke down myself when Shanny introduced Mist to her. “Desi, this is our sister Misty.  She's got magic and can talk to animals.  She's awesome, you'll love her.”

	My happiness had no bounds, and I knew that there was nothing that could ruin that moment.

	With that thought, I was falling through the world speeding east far beyond the Fringe.  And I found myself standing in a world on fire as people around me with pikes roared out a challenge across the valley.

	Well fuck.

	The End
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Sample chapter of my Scifi/Paranormal/Space Opera, Worldship Files: Leviathan...

	Chapter 1 – Irontown

	I navigated my hovering Tac-Bike through the streets of Irontown on C-Ring, Beta-Stack.  Another disturbance was reported in the bulkhead corridors.  People moved out of the way as my warning beacon strobed.  Air traffic was light and I considered heading above street level.  This inner ring, like most of the inner rings, was inhabited mostly by Humans and a few unsavories like Sprites, witches, and a few shifters.  Which is why I get dispatched here.

	I usually get the shit calls, since I was Human too.  Why should the Enforcers Brigade be any different than anyone else on the Worldship?  Equal opportunity bigotry is the one thing leftover from the old world, that old home called Earth that is just a legend to most of us here on the Leviathan.

	I've always thought the stories were just old folktales to keep us lower races in line, that idea that there ever was a place of Open Air, where machines and the ship's oxygen processing systems were not needed to keep us breathing, to keep us alive.  But I have questioned it a few times when I've met a couple of the Old Earth Fae who say they were there on the day five thousand years ago when the Leviathan left the orbit of that dying planet.

	And Fae... well everyone knows that the Fae cannot lie.  Which makes them the best deceivers of all the races, they can spin the truth to make you believe anything they wish and not tell a single lie while doing it.  And being in the Brigade, I've seen the outer rings, the lush forests and villages, and rivers that they modeled after Earth.  I can almost imagine what it would be like if those forests went on forever instead of being constrained to just a mile wide strip in the fifty-mile diameter torus of the A-Rings.

	It is hard to believe that each of the four A-Rings has almost two thousand square miles of space, four times that of the crowded C-Rings.  Even more than the surface of the seven-mile diameter asteroid encased in the Heart sphere located... well located in the heart of the Leviathan.  The workers and ore extractors there have virtually no gravity, so they can't even come farther out than the small D-Rings without requiring exoskeleton support or magic buffs to support their brittle bone structure in the higher gravity of the spinning rings.

	I went past the outer markets then parked and mag-locked my Tactical Bike at one of the many entrances to the labyrinth of corridors, living, and working units of the slums in the bulkhead spaces, assigned to the people who couldn't afford to live outside in the cities and villages crowding the ring's environmental envelope.

	An advertisement for cybernetic eye implants was playing across the door, damn taggers with their interactive graffiti were getting so commercial lately.  Whatever happened to simple gang tagging or art expressionism?  Now it was all about making an extra token chit or two.

	I tapped a code on my wrist panel, to inform engineering to come out and strip the programmable paint from the structure as I just shook my head.  It's no wonder us humans have such a bad reputation for being slacker trash that's only good for reclamation for fertilizer for the farms, or sucking hard vacuum in space.

	It wasn't worth reviewing the surveillance footage to track down the tagger, it was a minor offense and wasn't worth having his or her meal cards set to rationing mode for a month.  That sort of thing just promotes the rash of homeless in the lower rings when they can't eat properly to stay healthy enough to work.  Not everyone had jobs that made enough chit to supplement their meal cards with fresh food if needed.

	Sometimes as an Enforcer, we have to choose our battles.  The others from Beta Squad, either call me soft because I let minor infractions like that slide, or null because, like all humans who weren't witches or shifters, had no magic of my own.  Ahhh there's that Leviathan bigotry in action again.

	Speaking of... a large tiger saw me step into the bulkhead corridors and it hissed and backed off as it changed to human and slipped into a living unit.  Ok, maybe the Brigade isn't as popular here in the lower rings as elsewhere on the ship, or 'on the world' as we locals say.

	I checked my wrist unit again, and muttered, “Oh go suck vacuum, Bulkhead J?”  Of course, it would be the maintenance corridors out by the Skin.  I sighed and started jogging through the semi-crowded corridors, people moving aside as I started the quarter-mile journey.  I should have just taken my Tac-Bike like the entitled asses of the other squads do, siren wailing and forcing people out of the way.

	The deeper I went, the fewer people I passed, until it was only the back hall vagrants.  I kicked the hoof of a Satyr just to make sure he was still breathing.  What the hells was he doing down here?  When he groaned and opened his eyes, he started cursing me in Old Fairy.  Who used Old Fairy anymore?

	I snapped at him in the same tongue, “Get up, get out, and get sober.”

	He staggered to his hooves and took the bottle of spirits with him, muttering, “Fuckin' null.”  Ok, apparently he spoke Ship Common too.

	I snorted and sighed, then started jogging toward the reported disturbance.  Could they at least have classified it?  Was it just someone shitting in the corridor or someone threatening to open a breach in the Skin?

	On that thought, I paused at one of the massive breach seal blast doors as I passed from the section, at a sound.  I saw flickering lights around the door seams of the emergency manual door release.  I stepped over, shook my head then pulled the small door open and growled out, “Hey, get out of there, now!  I'll pin your wings and haul your little asses in right now if you don't make yourselves scarce.  And hey!  Put that linkage back!  We'd all be sucking vacuum if there was a meteoroid strike and this section decompressed without us being able to operate the door.”

	One of the glowing, five-inch tall humanoids with large moth-like wings hissed at me and waved me off. “Get lost, null.”

	I muttered to myself, “Sprites.”  Then I said as I pointed back toward the exit, “Out now, you filthy scavengers.”

	Two of the trio looked up from where they were trying to pull a linkage free, their eyes shooting from my face to my scatter armor to the badge and guns at my waist.  They looked at their companion then took flight, leaving a trail of that damn itchy wing dust in their wake.

	The third called after them in his... or her... or its squeaky voice; I always got pronoun headache with a three sex-species like Sprites, “Cowards!  We can get ten chit for this!”  Then it looked at me, harrumphed, then slammed the little access door in my face.  The cheeky little shit.

	I yanked it open again and the Sprite had the balls to cast at me.  I didn't even bother dropping my talisman reinforced visor on my helmet with a thought.  The spell sparked from its finger and dissipated against my scatter armor as it lived up to its namesake.

	I reached into the box and grabbed the little ass by the wings, pinching them together as I hauled it out to hold up in front of my face.  What had it been thinking, even without my armor, Sprites were the bottom of the magic community food chain, right below Faeries.  The most it could accomplish against a human is to sting or make a slightly uncomfortable rash with its magic.

	I asked as I cocked an eyebrow,  “You want me to add assaulting an Enforcer to the list of charges?  If you're lucky, they'll have you cleaning out grease traps in the food districts instead of the urinals in the D-Ring.”

	It swung little fists at my fingers uselessly as it dangled from its wings.  “You're like all the other Bigs.  If I were your size you'd be quaking in your fancy-schmancy boots like every other man.”

	“I'm a woman, are you visually impaired as well as stupid?”

	It growled, “Man, woman?  All you nulls look the same to me.”

	I sighed and said, “You aren't winning any points here.”  I scanned it with my wrist unit and an ID popped up.  Ah, a third gender, a pollinator, I would have mistaken it for a girl, but I could see the feminine androgyny in it now.  “Graz.  No surname?  You're not that old are you?”

	The Fae and other preternatural races became known to the humans of Old Earth when they stepped forward to help construct the Leviathan so that all the races could escape the slowly expanding sun.  In those days most preternatural people had only a single name.  They didn't start taking surnames until a few hundred years after the Exodus launch to Eridani Prime, the new world our people will call home at the end of our ten thousand year journey.

	We were only halfway there, and I and every Human on board would never see it, only the Fae and the Vampires had the chance of seeing the end of our voyage.  Us Humans were not blessed with long lives, we burned bright for just around two centuries, then died.  So it would still be thirty or forty generations before a human would set foot on the Ground, under Open Air.

	It harrumphed and crossed its arms over its chest, and gods be damned if it wasn't cute as hell.  “My parents were traditionalists, living on a farm, and couldn't pronounce grass right.”

	Answered like a true Fae, it wasn't exactly a yes or a no, why were they always so evasive?  The lesser Fae could lie, unlike the Greater Fae.

	I sighed and said, “I tell you what Graz, I'll overlook your little indiscretions if you just make yourself scarce and promise not to scavenge from critical emergency systems again.  I'm on a disturbance call right now back at Bulkhead J, and don't have the time or desire to deal with you too, besides the paperwork is a bitch.”

	The purplish-pink color drained from Graz's face and it said, “Bulkhead J?  The screaming?  You don't want to go back there, it's...”  The Sprite trailed off, shook its head and asked, “Just... it's better to walk away officer...”

	I offered, “Shade, Knith Shade.”

	“Shade.”

	Letting the Sprite go, it buzzed its wings to stay in my face and asked, “You're going back there anyway, aren't you?”  It actually looked scared... even though it was virtually immortal... well as long as nobody killed it.

	I nodded. “It's my job.”

	The Sprite looked back the way I came as it licked its lips, contemplating my offer.  Then it did the last thing I would expect a Sprite, which were flighty annoyances who looked out for only themselves, to do, and said, “I can show you where the screams came from.”

	Then it added quickly, “Not that I care what happens to another Big.  Just if something happens to you, I'm stealing those MMGs you're carrying.”

	I snorted and patted my stunners, or Magic Mitigating Guns, as I pointed out, “Like you could even lift one, you flying rat.”

	It buzzed up and sat on my shoulder grabbing the edge of my helmet. “You've got a smart mouth for a Big.”  Then before I could retort Graz pointed, “That way.”  Then it muttered, “Shade means nobody.”  I knew that, but like everyone else, we don't pick our own names.

	I sighed then started jogging in the direction it pointed.  Gods... I hope nobody from the squad finds out I was taking directions from a Sprite.
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