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Chapter 1

The Glistening Lady entered the wormhole, and for a few moments, Captain Roberto Levi felt as if the universe had consumed him, as if time itself had opened up and eaten him and his crew. The bridge went dark. The monitors blinked out. And all systems fell silent. No alarms sounded in their absence, not even the usual beep that marked an unexpected shutdown, and more troubling, the battery backup systems did not come up to fill the darkness.

Everything outside was black as well. The stars were gone; the big red planet where Yellow Fire lay in alien captivity was gone; and even the glowing pink flames that had rimmed the edges of the rift were gone. It was as if he’d flown his ship into a giant bucket of tar.

He stared through the nearest window—or at least he assumed he stared through it given that, in the absolute darkness, he could but point his eyes in the direction of where the window ought to be. He blinked a few times, as if somehow his eyelids might scrape away the black paint that coated the universe. They did not. So he waited.

He measured time in heartbeats. Not very many, as Roberto was an impatient man, and just as he was about to ask if anyone else was still alive, the stars returned, and with them, equilibrium and his crew.

To be completely accurate, it must be said that some stars returned. Or just … stars. To call them the stars would imply that they were the same stars that had been there when the Glistening Lady went through. Which they were surely not. And, seasoned pilot and ship’s captain that he was, he knew it immediately. The realization wasn’t even all that startling, really. What else on the other side of a wormhole?

As the ship emerged from the rift, sunlight lit the bridge, blinding, like a frozen flash of lightning. Everyone aboard—all present and accounted for—raised forearms to their eyes in the universal gesture of Good God, that’s bright! The absence of a computer to auto-dim ship glass was a danger to the crew. Within the glare—creating it, actually—was a golden sun blazing large in the distance, visible just above and slightly beyond a planet that blocked a small but perhaps merciful fraction of the light.

Roberto blinked out from beneath his forearm, looking to his first mate, Deeqa Daar, who cursed as she began the slow process of restarting all ship’s systems … again. “We just finished rebooting the damned thing,” she snarled. “We just did this.”

The dim red lights of the backup systems were up now—not that they did much good in terms of illumination, but it was a good sign. Whatever had meddled with the ship was, hopefully, finished. Roberto tapped the com button on his bright purple lapel. “Okay, girls, you know the drill. We’re on it again.”

As he gave the order for his crew, all women but for himself and one newly acquired young wizard—assuming the lowly A-ranked transmuter Squints actually counted as a “wizard”—Roberto scanned the distance outside the ship again. He blocked the planet and the sun as best he could with both arms raised, peering between his forearms as if looking through planks on a boarded-up window.

The alien spaceship they’d chased into the wormhole, the vessel upon which Altin and Orli were captive, was barely visible in the distance, a brilliant silver spark angling off to Roberto’s right. At least the glare was good for something.

He pressed his arms to the glass, his face to his arms, marking the ship’s path in his memory, lining up its trajectory with the background of unfamiliar stars. Despite how big that ship was—thirty-one miles from stem to stern—the bright streak of its passing dimmed rapidly with distance. So he watched. It dimmed. Then it was gone.

“Damn it, lost them,” he said.

He took his arms away, pressing his forehead to the window instead, as if somehow that extra half inch would reveal the ship again.

It didn’t. There were only stars, barely visible through the glare. Stars he’d never seen.

He wondered where he was, where they were. Where he and his crew and his ship had come … or been taken to. However that worked. They could be anywhere.

He went to the bulkhead and opened a panel, revealing a stack of three drawers. He opened each in turn, finding the emergency kit he sought in the lowest one. Inside lay three pairs of pilot’s goggles. He pulled them out and delivered one to Deeqa and another to Tracy Applegate at the navigator’s station. He took the third one for himself and waited briefly for the filters to roll back until he could see properly through the windows. He returned to where he’d been and once again pressed his face to the glass.

The longer he looked around, the more he noticed. The most obvious feature of the star field into which Altin, Orli, and that damned ship had disappeared was a vertical streak of blackness, an oblong darkness rather like the pupil of a cat. Like a cut. Maybe. He couldn’t push his face any farther into the glass. He rolled the dimmer knob manually, back and forth, trying to adjust a little more for the brutality of the light, but to block it enough to be useful rendered everything beyond it pitch black. After a few minutes fiddling with it, he gave up, letting loose a string of profanity.

“What are you looking at, Captain?” asked Squints, twisting up his acne-scarred face with the question and earning his name as he peered through the glare.

“I’m looking at my friends vanishing into some goddamn alien universe.”

Tracy glanced up from her work, helping Deeqa reboot ship’s systems, and scanned the stars in the direction Roberto had been staring. “We might have these mapped,” she offered. “Wherever they are going, it will still have to make sense for life and the living. Habitable worlds are uncommon enough to keep things simple in terms of making educated guesses in that direction.” Roberto looked doubtful. Tracy shrugged. “The database is pretty big these days.”

“Not to mention, Captain,” Squints contributed, seeing the way the captain’s eyes had narrowed, “you were watching them for some time just now. You’ve got a line on their bearing. That’s hopeful, isn’t it? Seaman’s sense and all?”

Roberto stayed himself from some pessimistic retort, returning his gaze to the star field beyond the planet and the sun.

“I’m serious,” Squints went on. “I saw you following them with your eyes.”

Roberto ignored him and sat down in the pilot’s chair, getting to work himself on his own part of rebooting the ship.

Squints was used to being ignored, so he pressed on anyway. “The other ones, the four that came through from this side a few minutes ago—the ones that came to our side—they did that white light streaky thing at the arse end of their ships too. We all saw it, and then they were gone. We couldn’t see them go, remember, but you all knew where they were headed, sort of. Remember? Which means, your friends might be, you know, just over the horizon sort of too, being as you watched them go.”

Roberto turned back, frowning on reflex, but then nodding, even smiling, and with the smile some degree of tension left him. That was true, what Squints had said. Maybe they were just out of visual range. The damned helplessness that had come with the arrival of the aliens, the enormity of their ships, the seemingly complete lack of interest in or concern over any threat or promise that humans might present had gotten Roberto a little off his game. Orli needed him to be strong. So did Altin. So did his crew.

“Good point, Junior,” Roberto said. “But we’ll let the equipment figure out where they are once we get sensors up. For now, pipe down and let us do our work. In the meantime, if you want to talk to someone, why don’t you send Tytamon a telepathic note, let him know we made it through the wormhole alive.”

“Yes, sir,” Squints said as he closed his eyes and set himself to the task, which was, in truth, the only reason he’d been brought aboard the ship. A thief from the docks of Murdoc Bay, a scant one school of magic, and a mere A-class at that, he brought nothing in the way of technological skill and barely any of a magical variety. But he could speak as telepath for the ship, and in that, he was valuable. Plus, it was a great way to get him to shut up.

Five minutes passed, the muted thump of fingertips drumming on console glass the only sound, three pianists playing a dull monotone, before Squints sheepishly proclaimed, “Uh, Captain, I’m afraid Master Tytamon is gone.”

Upon hearing that, the trio at the controls turned to the youth in uniform dismay. Roberto said what the rest would have had he not. “What do you mean he’s gone?”

“He’s gone. His mind, it’s … he’s just not there.”

“He’s got you blocked,” Roberto said. “You talk so damned much you already pissed him off.”

“I didn’t. I only sent him exactly what you told me to. About that we were going inside the wormhole.”

“Then your little A-ranked pea brain doesn’t have enough bandwidth to handle the distance. Or something. There’s no telling how far away we’ve come. I knew you were a bad idea.” He turned long enough to hit Deeqa with a glare, but her head was down, eyes on task, so she was unaware of it. Or else she didn’t care.

“Telepathy doesn’t work like that,” Squints tried to explain.

“We’re through a wormhole, kid. We could be in another damn galaxy. Who knows how that crap works from here?”

“Technically, we could be in another time,” Deeqa said, confirming that she had been ignoring Roberto’s barb.

“Not funny,” Roberto said.

“Not a joke,” she replied, without looking up.

“Yeah, well, we have enough to worry about without making shit up.”

Deeqa did not reply.

Through narrowed eyes, Roberto turned back to Squints and studied the redheaded Prosperion for a time. He frowned at him, deeply, so the boy understood the seriousness of the task. “Well, keep trying. Keep at it until you find him. Tytamon is over eight hundred years old; there isn’t a man alive that we’ve got a better shot of finding on a time line. Assuming we are still somewhere in his stretch of history. Just be prepared to explain who in the hell we are in case you find him before he met all of us—which will be most of his whole life. But keep looking.”

“I’ll try,” said the boy. “And he is very powerful, so if he realizes I’m not getting through to him, he can try to reach me. That might make a difference if you think the rules of magic have changed.”

“I don’t know jack about the rules of magic. Just do your job.” Roberto tapped his com again, this time to ship-wide. “Okay, people, let’s go, let’s go! I need my ship, now!”

As if to spite him for saying it, Tracy muttered a low bit of profanity. He turned to ask her what the problem was, but saw where she was looking, out the window again, down toward the planet below.

It was a large world, perhaps twice as big as planet Earth, but rocky like Earth was. This one had oceans that he could see, not as large as Earth’s but substantial, encompassing half of the surface in long, winding bends like a global river, an ocean-blue snake constricting the world.

But that wasn’t what Tracy was looking at. He knew it immediately. She was looking at the three alien ships streaking through the space above the planet. From Roberto’s perspective they looked like bright lines in the distance, inch-long bars of platinum.

At first, he was sure the ships were coming for them, three colossal alien ships, likely as long as all the others they’d seen emerging from the wormhole, coming to crush the little sliver of nothingness that the Glistening Lady must seem.

But they did not. They flew along, moving from right to left across the visible face of the planet below and then off into the stars. The observation Squints had made pertaining to the lack of the bright white light that preceded the warp drive—or whatever those ships near planet Yellow Fire had used before streaking off toward Earth, Prosperion, or any other destination unknown—applied to these three ships as well. They traveled at a casual-seeming pace by comparison, and slowly grew smaller and dimmer with distance, just as the ship that held Altin and Orli had.

And like that one, these three eventually disappeared in the distance, lost from view through another dark slit in the star-speckled backdrop of space. It was a different slit than that through which Orli and Altin’s captors had gone, but it was clearly the same phenomenon, a narrow black smear that only became obvious after they’d gone through.

Roberto took a few moments to scan the space all around, this time searching for darkness that didn’t quite make sense. He found several others. Or at least, he found starless stitches in space here and there, but, without instruments, he could hardly know for sure. It wasn’t as if the universe set the stars down in some predictable symmetry.

Perhaps equally odd, though less menacing for the moment, was a strange ring of eight triangular wedges that hovered above the planet’s northern pole, like slices of pizza pulled out from the center until they were evenly spaced apart, crown-like, but aloft, above the planet and resembling a halo. They were bright white, like snow seen in brilliant sunlight, but otherwise featureless. He couldn’t say without instruments how large they were, but if he had to guess, they’d be measured in miles, and likely a few thousand from tip to wider end.

When the Glistening Lady’s crew got the primary backup power systems on, Roberto could finally run some scans. More interested in the whereabouts of his friends than the wedge-cut oddities, he got to work on learning what the dark smears were. He started with the nearest, then the one that the three ships went through, then all the others he thought he saw. They were, one after the next, the same. They were rifts, all of them. Each one another wormhole in space. Fifteen of them. Fifteen wormholes in a ring, evenly spaced around the planet.

“They look like the black gems necromancers wear on their ceremonial waist chains,” Squints said, watching rather than pointlessly trying to reach Tytamon.

That of course freaked everyone out, though perhaps Deeqa less than the rest.

Roberto, however, felt better shortly after, as the act of bringing the ship’s nukes online and powering up lasers put him at ease. “There’s something about a weapon that makes me happy,” he said. “Like the heft of a pistol or the sound of a laser powering up. It’s just so goddamn satisfying.”

“The same can be said of the scrape of a whetstone on your dagger and the ratcheting back of your crossbow,” Squints agreed. “Doesn’t matter if I’m getting ready for a night at the Harlot’s Pocket or readying for a raid on a dragon’s lair.”

Roberto laughed, appreciating the principle for a moment before realizing who he was talking to. “As if you’ve ever raided a dragon’s lair.”

“Perhaps not,” Squints admitted, “but I snuck into the museum in Hast one night and took down a hellhound single-handedly.” When no one made any remark as to how impressive that was, he explained, “I don’t know about on Earth, but on Prosperion a hellhound is worth any ten attack dogs. Their eyes glow like burning blood, and their mouths are filled with three rows of teeth, like shark’s teeth, only longer. A full-grown male can swallow you whole, easy as a pelican choking down a fish.”

Roberto nodded and peered into his console monitor. “Well, I don’t know about hellhounds or pelicans, but there’s another hole in the universe right there, and that one swallowed my friends. So, let’s get this damn ship running and follow them in. Maybe we can give it indigestion and make it throw us all back up.”




Chapter 2

“Tracy, come on, do you have the damn sector mapped or not?” Roberto barked. A full seventy-one seconds had elapsed since the computers were back up and the engines had been brought online.

“It’s almost done.”

“Deeqa, drop a probe before we go through. Let’s leave a crumb trail for any moron that might be dumb enough to follow us through that first wormhole. Set it to all-fleet message, let them know we were dumb enough to go into a second one. Position it over the top of that first rift, out of the way of traffic so it doesn’t get mashed by anyone coming through. And, if by some freak accident we actually find our way back here with Orli and Altin, we might need it to sort out which one of these space sphincters leads into the colon of our galaxy.”

“The trail of breadcrumbs gets eaten in that story,” Deeqa said.

“Nobody needs that kind of negativity right before their second wormhole plunge of the day.”

“Fully operational down here. All systems go,” came the announcement from Liu Chun in engineering.

“Tracy?” Roberto followed.

“Twenty seconds.”

He shook his head and blew out an impatient breath. “That damn ship is going to be so far ahead of us we’ll never catch up.” He spun to face Squints, who sat behind him in a seat that folded out of the bulkhead. “No luck with Tytamon, I take it?”

“No, Captain. I’m still trying.”

“And you keep trying, too. Seriously, as in never stop, okay?”

Squints nodded and went back to it.

“It’s done,” Tracy said. “All logged. The computer is working on a sector map. I’ll pull a new set of data points when we get to the other rift, add the second vantage point. Still not much to go by, but two points are better than one.”

“That’s more than Earth had for centuries in its sector, and nobody got too lost. So long as going through these damn things doesn’t scramble the ship’s brains, it will be fine.”

“Ready to move to the next rift,” Deeqa said. “Give the word.”

“Do it.”

Roberto plopped into his chair and went to work, he and Deeqa sending the ship in the direction the alien vessel that held his friends in it had gone. The ship cleared the distance in a long stretch of minutes, and soon after they approached the massive rip in the fabric of space, one of fifteen. It opened against the stars like the pupil of a cat, pink filaments flickering in the way of flames, licking gently outward around the edges as if the rift had eyelashes. Within the flames, no stars shone, no movements, no anything took place. There was only blackness.

“Entry in two minutes, fourteen seconds,” Deeqa announced.

“Tracy, send the coordinates for this rift to our probe along with a message that we went through it. Standard NTA access code. I know nobody is going to come looking, but it makes me feel better to do shit like this before I, well, do shit like this.”

“Yes, sir.”

The immensity of the opening dwarfed the ship to insignificance as they neared, proximity causing the rift to spread, as if yawning, to such dimensions that all stars were swallowed from view. As they got closer still, the pink flames were so far afield even they could no longer be seen with the naked eye.

“God damn, these are big rifts,” Roberto muttered. And then they were inside. They were in absolute darkness again. Not even backup lights.

Everyone held their breath.

Then, just as before, the bridge filled with light, and once more, it was nearly blinding. This time, however, the light was distinctly bluish. It was the light of a yellow sun, bouncing off an enormous world that appeared to be covered entirely by water or so close to it the landmasses hardly registered. A few little blotches of green marked where landforms were, but they were sparse, a handful of soup crackers floating in a very large bowl.

A brownish moon hung in the distance above the planet, partially blocking the sunlight. And the planet had, as had the planet they’d just left, a circlet of the massive white wedges hovering above it like the dazzling blades of a planetary fan. This world’s circlet was rotated counterclockwise, away from the northern pole, centered at roughly ten o’clock as if it were a crown worn tipped to the side. As the last planet’s had been, the circle was comprised of eight wedges, though these appeared larger, or perhaps closer together than the others had been, but beyond that identical in every other way. And in keeping with such symmetry, this planet was also encircled by wormholes, although there were fewer of them. Roberto noticed six, but didn’t look to see if there were more. The sunlight made it difficult, and he didn’t really care.

On a normal day, he might have been more curious about them, but for now, he cared only for his friends. He rose from his seat and went to the window, again donning his pilot’s goggles to address the glare. He scanned the surface of the planet and then the stars all around, seeking signs of the alien ship his friends were on. He already knew he wouldn’t find them. With a five-hour head start, the odds were beyond terrible. And of course he didn’t find them, but not for the reasons he’d expected when he got up. Part of what made them impossible to locate was the sheer volume of traffic buzzing around that world.

Ships were everywhere, coming and going from the planet, at least forty that he could count, a few moving around it, this way and that. Some moved slowly across the face of the planet, or across the face of the moon, some rising up, growing larger as they drew near, others diminishing as they descended to land. Some flashed like signal mirrors in the bright sunlight, while others flashed with thrust, after which they would streak away and disappear into the star-speckled night. Stars that were, once again, entirely unfamiliar.

There were three ships heading toward the planet as he watched, the nearest of them still at least twenty thousand miles off, and he was about to comment on that fact when another ship plunged into his view, filling the window at its top edge first, then engulfing the view entirely as the ship’s titanic mass passed overhead, apparently on its way to the planet as well.

“Crap, we’re right in the middle of the goddamn road,” he cursed. “We’re going to get smoked like we did back at Yellow Fire when those first alien ships came through.”

“The odds are against collision, Captain,” Deeqa said. “Despite how large they are.”

“Yeah, you said that before. I think that was right before my ship was doing cartwheels over Yellow Fire. Remember?”

“That doesn’t change the odds.”

“Just get systems back up. This goddamn restart thing is beginning to really piss me off.”

“It does seem like in the few short hours I’ve been traveling space with you people,” said Squints, “we spend most of the time with engine fires out and machines not working. Why do those ships not have that problem? Is it a matter of Earth machinery being, well, what was that you said about my planet, all backward and historical?”

Roberto cringed. Squints’ “ability to notice things,” the skill he credited for his ability to survive in Murdoc Bay, certainly came with a downside.

“Just get in touch with Tytamon. Maybe we’re closer now,” he said, rather than remarking on the critique of his spaceship. The Glistening Lady was the top of the line back on Earth, damn it. Damn sure not backward and historical.

Hopefully.

Squints started in once more trying to reach the great wizard back on Prosperion, while Roberto and his crew, for the third time in under ten hours, set themselves to the task of restarting the spaceship.


At length, and again just over the four-hour mark, they had all systems restored and running. The sensors came up, and Deeqa and Tracy immediately began scanning the alien ships within sensor range, hoping the computer could, if nothing else, make a visual comparison and find a match to the one that had Altin and Orli aboard.

It could not. There were no ships moving about anywhere in range that could pretend to be the culprit vessel. However, scans aside, something unexpected did draw everyone’s attention to the com. It was a green light, flashing next to Altin Meade’s name. As if he’d suddenly decided to drop them a line.

“Captain,” Tracy said, pointing with a movement of her head as she spoke. “Sir Altin’s com is back online.”

Roberto, already reaching for it, stabbed the console with a finger and opened the channel. “Altin! God damn, dude, where in the hell are you? Is Orli with you? Is she okay?”

There was no reply.




Chapter 3

Orli screamed as the alien ship plunged into the wormhole, leaving Roberto and the Glistening Lady behind. The stars winked out, the pink flickering edge of the rift drew near, moved past, and then she saw nothing. She watched through a window at least fifty yards thick, a tunnel bored straight through the hull of the alien ship and filled end to end with glass. She watched, heart sinking yet hoping Roberto and his ship might reappear if she just wanted him to bad enough. And it had to be soon. The window could vanish at any moment, same as it had appeared, instantly, and she would be swallowed up again, lost to everyone and everything—to everywhere—she had ever known. There could be no hope of rescue. Not for her, and not for Altin—wherever he might be—not after they went through.


There was only darkness. A long, breathless darkness.

Panting, she watched anyway, her face pressed against the rough surface of the window. The “glass” felt no different for having been transformed, and the wall, turned to transparency by the prismatic beam of the giant alien boiling behind her, grated against her sweaty forehead like sandpaper. She waited and hoped through the discomfort, watching out into the darkness, until finally hope received its reward. Some, anyway, for stars appeared. She was somewhere again.

Stars blinked to life in a rush as the night gave birth to a swarm of tiny lights, and with them one very large light, a golden sun blasting over an Earthlike planet with oceans that wound around it in bands, more like a loosely wrapped shawl than the watery blanket that lay upon Earth.

The sun’s glare filled the ship, so different than the red glare of Yellow Fire’s new star that she knew she was somewhere else. She tried to make out more details of the planet, to see if it might be an exoplanet she knew, but she could not. She had only enough time to notice a halo of white objects in a flat orbit spread out around the planet’s pole. They were triangular and identical and struck her as something intentionally made, but she had little enough time to notice what she did before the aperture through which she looked was gone. The window vanished, and in its place, once again, was the blue-white surface of the ship’s inner wall. She searched but found not the least trace of a seam to mark there’d been a window at all. It might as well have been a dream, the ship, Roberto, even the darkness itself.

A wail escaped her, one word, elongated enough to span the distance between universes. “Nooooooooo!”

She groped for the window anyway, fingering its absence. Her hand, the one that was not abysmally broken, clawed at the place where it had been, but there was nothing to hold on to. In time, she turned away, facing inward, into the blue glow coming from the massive cauldron behind her, a transparent thing, an alien aquarium, filled to the top with boiling water. Clouds of steam hissed upward, shrouding the ceiling far, far above. The humidity in the room gave the atmosphere weight and thickness, the air nearly liquid itself. It was almost as oppressive as the heat. Tentacles reached out of the boiling water, snaking into the steam clouds and working controls of some indescribable variety, operating the ship.

The tentacles belonged to an alien so immense Orli could not accurately surmise its size. Miles wide. Miles around. A giant alien, the leader of them all, or at very least the most essential alien aboard, the captain if these creatures understood such things. It had to be, for it was the singular entity of its type that she had seen. She’d been back and forth across the ship for some time, and there hadn’t been another like it anywhere.

This alien captain in all its bulk occupied the interior of the massive aquarium, swarmed all around by the servitude of hundreds of smaller aliens, hook-tailed minions that crawled and scraped and darted around their master, looking like mutant shrimp, puny and insignificant beside the monstrosity of their overlord. Orli knew better, though; those shrimps, hooks as she thought of them, were each at least fifty yards long. She’d had plenty of contact with their ilk since becoming trapped aboard this ship.

She turned back to the wall briefly, hoping perhaps the window had reappeared. Disappointed, she glanced around the huge chamber, hoping for a window maybe somewhere else. But there were none. She directed her gaze to the captain, wondering if the ship’s master might project another beam of light, a beam that would open another way to see out again. It did not.

She swore.

Pushing off from the outer wall, she drifted in the light gravity afforded her by the Higgs prism hanging from her belt, the belt her only clothing beyond the tattered remains of her sweat-and blood-soaked bra and underwear. Her body was battered and bruised, and cuts still ran with blood. Lumps and swelling were everywhere. Breathing was an agony, and her left hand was a mangled mess of broken bones. Food was a concept that seemed alien to her now.

She drifted to the edge of the aquarium—if a cauldron-like enclosure ten miles across could be thought of in that way. From the gravelly bottom grew large patches of ropelike plants, green and brown hues, that looked identical to the fields of kelp on Earth, though she knew they could not possibly be the same. The kelp fields made a patchwork carpet across the bottom of the giant bowl, the boiling water sending bubbles up through the stalks, moving them about as if by waves washing out and in.

Sparkling spheres at first, the bubbles flattened some by the speed of their climb and were bounced and bothered further by the descent of much darker spheres, which fell like marbles made of maple syrup, engine oil, or Goblin Tea. These descended more slowly than the boiling bubbles rose, and they originated in the body of the great alien captain, welling up, then rolling down its undulate expanse like beads of sweat before dropping to the bottom of the tank.

Many of the little hooks—little by comparison, anyway—stayed steadily at work harvesting the excretions where they fell. The smaller aliens skittered to the fallen brown marbles and gobbled them up as if they were candies. Exuded as many of these globules were from the underside of the commander high above, Orli could not help but think—or wish, perhaps—that many of them at least might be balls of shit. It would serve these monsters right!

Hard to say, however, for where would the anus be on a great globular monstrosity like the one within that tank? It had hardly any shape at all, much less a way to determine fore from aft. Its skin was a mottle of shifting color, blacks, grays, and gold, mainly, but occasionally erupting in rainbow beams of light, the type of light that it had beamed against the wall to create the window through which her last glimpse of hope had been seen.

Other hooks, besides those crawling around the bottom eating what excretions were sweated or grunted out, skittered about all over the captain’s body too, right on it, crawling around and, strangely, excreting their own emissions onto it in return. Blobs and globules pushed out of their tail sections, rounding out perfectly as they stuck to the captain’s flesh like diseased droplets of dew. There were a few types of these, colors, mainly gray and dull pink and brown. She recognized the brown-hued secretions, for she’d had her own experience with one of those. She’d been hit by a glob of it and been sent into an orgasmic seizure that had rendered her helpless and nearly dead, not to mention costing her bearings and any hope of finding Altin somewhere on this massive alien spaceship.

Thinking of it brought her thoughts back to the reality of the moment. Glaring into the aquarium with passing hatred, she was reminded of the new reality. The returned reality: it was left to her to find Altin. He was their only hope now, for sure. Only he could get them home. And she was the only one who could find him now that Roberto was gone.

Roberto was lost. He’d never find them through a wormhole. Not through a rip in space. She and Altin could be anywhere. Anywhere at all. Nobody from Earth or Prosperion was stupid enough to give chase. Not even Roberto. There was no way he’d come through after them. Not with his crew aboard. There was no telling what doing so might do to his ship. His ship was not this ship, not this alien technology. Even Roberto was not that reckless.

Probably.

Ugh, she thought. What if he did? He actually was that kind of an idiot from time to time.

But Deeqa Daar would never let him. Certainly not the others aboard either. Even as the terrified part of her hoped that maybe they might, she knew she didn’t want them to.

So, her work was as it had been these last God-knew-how-many days. She had to find Altin. Somewhere in all of this.

She let herself drift across the distance that separated the wall from the edge of the captain’s aquarium. She bounced lazily against it, pushing away with a negligible movement of her arm. She felt herself slipping into sleep. Probably dangerous, but that was fine. It was all dangerous now anyway. She was so tired.

When she came to, she was drifting along the wall, scraping gently against the rough texture of the sharkskin-like material. There was no way to tell how far around the room she’d gone. It all looked the same as she blinked sleep’s blurriness from her eyes. It was still the same chamber, however, the same awful place. Her whole body throbbed. She was starving and as thirsty as a bag of sand.

She looked into the giant alien’s boiling tank. She had no way of knowing how long she’d been unconscious, but nothing seemed any different than it had been within the captain’s boil. There were, however, two different sets of prismatic lights being emitted from the monstrous alien just then. One was high above, out of sight from Orli’s position near the floor at the base of the captain’s tank. Whatever the beam portrayed or activated was curtained from her view by a patch of the kelp-like plants. The other beam shone upon the wall closer to her, and it had opened another window, similar to the one through which she’d briefly seen Roberto’s ship before entering the wormhole.

She shifted her orientation as she drifted and, for a moment, considered going up to see what she might see through the new portal. But why bother? She wouldn’t know what she was looking at. There were no star charts or planetary lists she’d ever run across for space beyond a wormhole—and not like she had all the ones from her own cosmic neighborhood memorized anyway. And she was so tired. She had to save what remained of her strength to find Altin.

She didn’t know how long she’d been out, or where he was or might have been moved to by now, but she did know that he wasn’t here where she was. So she set herself into motion again.

Setting her Higgs prism to half Earth normal, she settled gently to the deck. Reducing it by half again, she leapt around the remaining distance of the alien tank, searching for anything that might be useful or suggest where Altin might be. Perhaps the captain had a beam of light opening a view on her captured husband somewhere on the ship. It did not seem unreasonable to hope it might be so.

And at length, having gone some 70 percent of the way around from where she’d first come in—by her best estimate at least—she thought she might have finally caught a break.

She spotted, way up near the top of the cauldron, what appeared to be an alcove in the wall. It was the same color as the rest of the wall, and the bluish glow from the tank made it nearly impossible to see. She only noticed it because something was hanging over the edge of it a bit, something dark and bent, like a boot or something of the sort. She hardly dared to hope, but she couldn’t help it. What if that was him? Stuck up there, brought to the big oil cloud of a captain for interrogation. Or perhaps for his amusement. Who knew why? But there it was, a foot. Maybe. She wanted it to be so bad it hurt.

She wasted no time and rolled the Higgs prism to zero. She pushed away from the floor and sent herself upward along the gently curving wall, careful not to launch herself too hard, for braking with the prism was difficult, especially given she only had real use of one hand.

She floated gently toward the alcove, her heart racing, her breathing fast. Could she possibly have found him? The edge of it came closer and closer. She strained to see more than the boot. It really might be him. Could it, just maybe, be?

No.

No, it could not. It was a beam, a long one, stretching forty feet into the alcove, which was at least twice that distance deep, though only ten yards wide and barely that floor to ceiling. The beam was a type of manufacture that she did not recognize, not from Earth, certainly, and not like anything she’d seen on Prosperion. It was certainly alien, yet uninteresting, though there were other objects lying nearby.

There was a slab of some kind of metal, rough and dark, as if it had been lying there corroding in the damp air for some time. There were two large polyhedrons, like giant dice with at least twenty sides, each face glossy and smooth, as if the things were made of glass. Farther in there appeared to be a halberd or something similar. It was a long shaft of a material that looked wooden, though only because it was dull and of earthy tones, and it was topped with a blade shaped like an ice-skate blade. She let go her first breath of real relief in a long time. A weapon, at last!

She rushed to it and realized as she did that the dim light and alien space had deceived her in terms of the weapon’s size. The weapon was much farther into the alcove than she had gauged, and by the time she reached it, she saw that it was at least twenty feet in length. Even with the help of the Higgs prism, she couldn’t make use of such a thing.

She tried anyway. She stooped and gave the axe-head end a heave. She could hardly lift it, even with a quarter of Earth’s gravity. She cursed and let it fall.

Whatever monstrous warrior wielded such a thing, she wouldn’t want to face it. Although she could use a few of them, whatever they were, here fighting on her side—not that the one using this weapon had had much luck, apparently.

That thought snuffed the hope that had flickered for a time. She sighed and set the blade down, noticing as she did that where the shaft was thrust through the eye of the axe-head, there was a ring of tiny little stones. They were barely visible in the dull light this far into the alcove, but as she leaned down to inspect them more closely, she noticed a familiar degree of oddity. They were gemstones, to be sure, dull but with an odd kind of luminosity. Or not quite that. The light went into them, and light seemed to come out, but different, as if some of it got lost.

She leaned closer and looked more carefully. They were small gems, hard to study without the advantage of a jeweler’s glass—not to mention more light. They were not well formed, barely more than chips of broken stone, but they had been cut to be decorative and to fit into the slots on the weapon’s haft. She squinted and leaned closer still. Doing so gave her a mild case of vertigo.

She frowned, wondering if it was what she thought it might be: Liquefying Stone.

It was the wrong color, though. It wasn’t yellow. It was more orange, closer to the red side of orange, too, definitely not the other way.

Did she dare risk touching it? She’d touched Altin’s Liquefying Stone once, and that hadn’t worked out well. Or at least, it hadn’t been a good idea. Sort of. It had, actually, in a way. She’d never have known Blue Fire if she hadn’t. But it had also nearly gotten her and Altin killed. It might even have changed the course of destiny. If there was such a thing.

She thought about taking out the utility tool in her belt, using one of the folding blades to pry one out. She didn’t have to touch it with her flesh. She could pop it out and wrap it up.

In what? she realized.

She hadn’t an extra stitch of cloth to spare.

Touching it would be stupid. Probably. But then again, maybe there was a friendly Hostile out there that could help them somewhere. Or maybe it was something else entirely. It could be a spell stone, cursed with something awful, like Altin’s fast-cast amulets, only this one set to explode. It was on a weapon, after all.

And yet, she really did want to touch it. That strange human urge to do something, that nagging gravity tugging at the underconscience, luring, seducing, whispering, “Oh, just go on.”

So she did, knowing full well as she did so that it was a terrible idea. She closed her eyes and braced herself, waiting for the emotional waves, the body-wracking weeping that had come the last time. She laid her hand flat on the blade and cringed in expectation of the hate and misery she’d known just three short years ago.

But there was none.

She waited a bit longer, allowed herself to open her eyes. Still nothing.

Of course there wasn’t. How foolish. She had no mythothalamus, for one thing. Without the organ of magic like the humans of planet Prosperion had, she couldn’t expect to simply touch Liquefying Stone and connect with the magic-powered minds of a living world somewhere. And, for another, she’d only reached Blue Fire in a dream, not the instant she’d touched it. Though it wouldn’t have been so bad to lie down and go to sleep right then. Her body still craved it, despite her recent rest.

She shook her head and cast the thought aside. Maybe that was the stone’s doing. Or not. She took her hand away. She was probably delirious even thinking it was Liquefying Stone.

She had learned a lot about the stuff of Hostile worlds, the magic-enhancing stone that gave new power to the stuff of magic that Altin called “mana.” She knew what it looked like when it was still connected to a living world, and what it looked like when the Hostile being was dormant. And she knew what it looked like when the Hostile host was dead. She’d seen it all during the work she and Altin and the rest of the team had done to transplant the dormant heart of the presumed-dead Hostile called Yellow Fire, Blue Fire’s mate. He’d been lost for hundreds of thousands of years, perhaps millions—there was no way to know—but presumed dead all that terrible while, leaving poor Blue Fire in agony for eons. But Orli, Altin, and their team had brought him back, resurrected his not-quite-ruined heart, the heart stone, and transplanted it into the red planet Yellow Fire now occupied. They’d brought him back to life. He was alive. And then the goddamn aliens had come. And now everything was going to shit again.

She scanned the area, searching through a loose clutter of alien objects for something else. Most of them she couldn’t begin to fathom a use for, but she hoped that perhaps there would be another weapon, something she could lift. Anything. She’d settle for a sharpened stick if she had to. But, of course, there was nothing. And there was nothing of Altin either. Nothing to give her a clue about where he was or if he was even still alive.

Perhaps in the end, Altin, like Orli had, had proven to have nothing of use for their captors. Perhaps Altin had been only marginally more interesting than she was, but when all was finished with their examinations, these aliens had done the same to him that they had to her: stripped him of his spacesuit, poked and prodded for a time, and then discarded him like trash.

It was the most likely scenario. None of his gear was up here with this other alien stuff. Nor was there anything of hers. She’d been tossed into the wind and left to plunge to her death miles down, flung into the boiling bottom of this monstrous ship. Her spacesuit, her helmet, everything. Only luck and stubbornness had spared her life.

But what if Altin had not been so lucky? He obviously couldn’t use magic upon the ship, or at least not effectively. He’d managed it once. A fireball, but then they’d blasted him with the weird yellow gel that had trapped them both for a time, and after that, he hadn’t cast another spell. So what if that was it? What if they had finished with him, thrown him into the boiling pit in the bowels of the ship, and he was already done for? For all she knew, he could have been dead for hours. Even days.

She shook herself. She couldn’t afford to think like that. She went back to sifting through the alien scrap heap. Maybe there was something here. It would be small compared to so much of the rest.

But there was nothing. Nothing of him, and nothing useful to help her find him.

After an hour of searching, an hour of fighting the onslaught of overwhelming bitterness, she resigned herself to the fact that there was no help for either of them in this steaming room. She was going to have to continue her search for Altin elsewhere. Alone and weaponless. On a very, very big spaceship.




Chapter 4

The alien that had snatched Altin from the examining table carried him off, away from Orli, and into the darkness. Trapped in a blob of ochre-hued gel, he lost his bearings almost immediately and could only look out hoping to keep track of the alien’s progress through the ship. There was little chance of that, however. Clutched in a tentacle, he whipped about crazily as the creature climbed up one level of grates, then another. Everything he saw was a blur, swaths of darkness smeared here and there with lines of light, all dim, some near, some far, pale colors that arced across his vision like drunken shooting stars.

Eventually the alien stopped climbing and stretched the length of its body into the howling winds that blew between layers of the ship, a torrential gale that filled the vessel with a perpetual howl populated by gassy puffs of steam. The alien was at home in such a place, and as it stretched forth its long, tubular body, the upper region, a great bulbous thing near the end, contracted a bit, then spat forth a huge, bowl-shaped billow of membranous tissue, a great sail made of its very flesh, which caught the wind and inflated near-instantly and with a thunderous crack.

The wind caught the filled billow and yanked the alien off the grating, carrying it to the length of the tentacles with which it had anchored itself. But before the long body of the creature could snap to the end of those tethers, before the storm-blown kite hit the end of its line, the alien let loose. Its tentacles unwound, releasing the grate like the last of the kite string slipping from the spool. Off into the darkness the alien flew, Prosperion passenger in tow.

Altin tried to count the decks above and below the one he’d just occupied. But the waggling tentacle in which he was held made counting impossible, as did intermittent gasps of hot steam that rose from below and obscured his view. Soon after, the whole stack of decks was gone, and with it his last connection to Orli in this place.

He wept for a time as the alien flew along, hopeless and miserable, but that passed eventually. He wasn’t usually prone to weeping, but usually things didn’t go this wrong. When the wave of it passed, he simply lay in his encasement, looking out through the rounded glass of his spacesuit helmet and, beyond it, through the ochre gel that painted everything in a hazy golden light. He watched as the alien carried him between layers of grating, levels of the alien ship’s decking that were measures in width and even more measures long. They would pass over endless-seeming lengths of deck and then fly out over emptiness, wide black expanses marked by nothing but the occasional dim wisps of steam. Not even other aliens flew by. It went on for quite some time, the time and speed of the journey giving measure to the enormity of the alien spaceship.

Eventually the alien arrived at a disturbance in the airstream, a turbulent column of air rising through the crosswinds like an invisible elevator shaft. The alien deflated its billow in the moment before striking the air column, curled its body, and angled upward bulb first. It spat its billow back out into the rising air, and in the next instant it was carried upward as if it were a balloon.

Altin, at the end of a tentacle farthest from the billow, was flung past the column of air for a moment and then snapped to a halt like a whipcrack when the alien’s trajectory changed. He swung down and flapped in the new wind for a time, until eventually the motion evened out enough that he could look around.

It appeared their destination was a dim ring of violet light on the ceiling high above. Altin watched the ring grow nearer with increasing dread, wondering if once again he might be subject to some experiment, once more pushed out of the ship, and perhaps this time, unable to even attempt to get Orli back. They wouldn’t let him have access to the mana again, he knew. It would be something else this time. Surely, they would never let him cast magic now, now that they knew he could.

The violet ring drew ever closer, and just when Altin was sure they were upon it, the alien tipped out of the air column, briefly retracted its billow, then blew it out into the crosswinds again. With a snap and a whip, once more, they were hurtling through the ship horizontally.

Not long after, however, as the alien flew low over another long expanse of grate, the alien tightened up the big parachute, slowing speed, and then reached with a few free tentacles to grab hold of grates both above and below. Momentum ceased abruptly, though once more with a whipcrack that set spots swimming in Altin’s eyes.

Altin glanced about, trying to get his bearings, but there was little light with which to see, only enough to make out dark, blocky shapes of alien machinery against the slightly darker background of the rest of the ship.

That didn’t last long, however, for soon after, the alien that held him began to glow. Its huge, cylindrical body with its two hourglass bulges began to radiate a pale blue light, so pale it was almost gray. The light grew and pulsed for a time, then Altin, marveling at the sheer size of the alien illuminated in this way, noticed more lights in the distance. Other aliens were coming toward him and his captor, dim lights growing as they drew nearer from points far and wide, above and below.

In moments he was surrounded, and a silent chorus of flashing lights encircled him. The towering aliens seemed giddy as they conversed in a spectacle of bodily light. There were eight of them, each roughly the same size as the other. And each had three round eyes, spaced evenly around the larger and centermost of their two body bulbs, silvery irises in black eyeballs that protruded from domed eye sockets nested in stacks of concentric black rings. These rings moved like a sea captain’s collapsible telescope, stretching out or contracting back.

Tentacles grew from the large central bulb, two sets of five, one sprouting from above the eyes, another from below, spaced evenly around. The aliens reached tentacles from the top set of their bulbs to anchor them to the grate above and more from the lower set to the grate below as if they were the lines holding a tent in place on a windy day. The number required to secure themselves varied from one to the next. For some, two up and three down was adequate; for others, there were four and four. Perhaps those aliens were of more rigid personality, or perhaps more insecure. Perhaps they were weaker than the other ones. There was no way Altin could know, much less use it to his advantage in any way. The only thing he was sure of was that, to the last of them, they were here to observe the human captive on display.

With the light of their conversations to illuminate the surroundings, Altin also saw that the creatures had arranged themselves before a long stretch of greenish-brown material, one of the blocky, dark structures he’d only barely registered before. It was an alien machine, nearly half as tall as any of the aliens nearby and perhaps twenty spans deep, its length running the full stretch of the grate as far into the darkness as Altin could see.

Upon seeing the human, the other aliens began to flash colors excitedly back and forth. Altin was then held up, his captor lifting him up into the space made by the roughly circular formation of the aliens. Their colors flashed more and more brightly. Then he saw himself depicted on their bodies, first upon one, then another, then on them all. It was as if his image had been cast upon them by some illusionist or projected by an Earth machine.

However it was being done, there he was, depicted upon their skin, shaped by the light mechanisms operating in their very flesh. Some of them showed big images of his face, others the whole of him. Still others, parts of his spacesuit.

One of these last types had flashed red and orange all around, and soon after, the alien holding Altin stuck three lengths of tubing into his back. The tubing, like everything else he’d encountered since being brought aboard, was made from the same brownish-green material from which the ship was made, and the grates, and the machinery. The stuff was everywhere, and in every state, thick or thin, flat or round, rigid or flexible.

His captor took the three lengths, and after some fussing about behind him, Altin felt three distinct thumps upon his back followed by a momentary hiss. Then the lights in his helmet blinked off.

He waited, heart rate rising all the more, expecting something terrible to happen. Surely some awful sensation was about to come, some pain, or at very least suffocation. But there came nothing at all.

The aliens continued to study him, gawking with their giant bulbous eyes, as they reached tentacle tips out to stroke the ochre gel encasing him. They flashed and fluttered all the more as if they could feel something interesting inside.

This went on for some time, and then, one by one, the aliens began to leave. Each in turn spat their billow from their upper bulb, where the wind would catch it with a snap and snatch them flying off into the darkness behind the fleshy parachute. When the last of them was gone, the alien holding Altin turned him about, orienting him in a way that gave him his first good look at the long stretch of alien machinery.

It wasn’t machinery.

It was a set of shelves. As obvious in its function as any he’d seen across the entirety of his life, a place for things, any things, be they books, reagents, or dinner plates.

The alien reached Altin toward them, its tentacle snaking through the wind. As Altin drew near, other objects on the nearest shelf came more clearly into view. There was something not twenty spans from him that looked like a spaceship. It wasn’t like any of the ones he’d seen on Earth, at least not exactly, but he’d seen enough spacefaring vessels to recognize one when he saw it. It was only a little larger than a sailing ship back on Prosperion, perhaps only a bit smaller than the Glistening Lady, but its function was clear.

As the alien lifted him toward a narrow shelf above the spaceship, he saw two smaller objects placed in pigeonhole compartments that were ten spans on a side. The first to catch his eye was a huge creature in a chunk of the ochre gel, identical to the one Altin occupied. The creature was squat and bulky, built rather like a tortoise, though its shell was angular around the edges like the facets of a gem, and it was flat across the top. Additionally, it had twelve legs, not four, and they were spread around it as a spider’s would be, though these were short and thick as pillars, built for power, not for speed or agility. At one end, a stubby tail protruded about half a span, and at the other, a hammer-shaped head emerged with an eye on either side: wide eyes, open, but unblinking. Altin wondered if they were lifeless as well. There was something about the shape of the creature’s mouth, a lumpy stretch of leathery flesh, that suggested in the twisting of it that the creature had been in the middle of a curse when it had been put into the ochre goo.

Altin discovered right after that he would be able to consider that unfinished curse for a very long time, as his captor set Altin down right beside the tortoise thing, right between it and the second item Altin had noticed in the pigeonholes: a creature twice Altin’s size that looked like a captured wad of cloth.

The alien set Altin down and then set another object down beside him, a blocky unit of the ubiquitous green-brown material from which the three tubes came, the same tubes that still ran into the back of Altin’s spacesuit.

With that accomplished, the alien went away.

Altin watched it go, unable to process what was happening for a time. He could turn his head enough to look at the cursing tortoise thing. One big, round eye at the end of its hammer head stared blankly ahead, as unblinking as it had been before. There was no boxy unit of the alien material near it, and no tubes ran into its ochre cage. Altin was fairly certain it was dead.

There came another hiss within his suit, and the air inside grew warm. Something smelled odd, and then he was simply staring out through his eyes.

He tried to look around, but he couldn’t move much within the confines of his helmet. Increasingly less so as moments wore on. It was as if he felt his body at a distance. Then he couldn’t move anything. Not his head, not his hands. He could barely move his eyes and tongue. He couldn’t tell if he was breathing. Then he wasn’t doing anything. Only seeing.

Like the tortoise alien was.

That thought dawned slowly, over a long stretch of time, over frantic thoughts of Orli and frantic thoughts of blame. He’d put them in the situation. Gotten them both killed. Though he wasn’t dead yet. The realization struck that he, like the tortoise creature and whatever that mop was, might be there forever now, a collectible placed upon an alien shelf, sentenced to an unknowable stretch of time. There was no clock. No window through which to watch seasons come and go. There was no changing anything.

What if this was his destiny? Just staring out of his eyes. His dead eyes, same as the tortoise alien’s. Who knew how long that tortoise had been there, how many uncountable millennia? How long had that … wad-of-cloth alien been there? How long ago had that spaceship on the shelf below flown its last mission?

When he ran out of ways to think about an unending life of nothing, he went back to blaming and cursing himself for a while. Then he returned to sorting through every lamentation, guilt, and hyper-detailed fret over whatever his sweet, lost Orli must presently endure. But eventually he came back to the core of it all, the dull thud of a dreaded possibility, the recognition of his own potential immortality, a terrible one, the literal definition of the fourth level of the nine hells.

What if the nine hells were true?

He tried to be amused by the fact that he hadn’t, at least, been so terrible as to rate a lower plane, but the stretch of time made wry humor impossible. There came a time of something like madness after, or at least he thought there might have been for a while. Eventually he returned to himself. He decided it couldn’t have been too long, for he wasn’t hungry or thirsty. He had no desire to urinate or move his bowels. No bodily anything occurred to him yet. He supposed that was something. At least he was not in physical pain. There was an upside to level four, he supposed.

A shadow passed over him, and shortly after a small alien climbed down from somewhere above. It was one of the aliens with the hooked tails and the three tentacles on their faces, wriggling nightmare mustaches. It reached up to the puckering orifice above its tentacles, where it plunged a tentacle in and drew out a melon-sized ball of something black that wiggled like pudding. The alien brought the stuff toward the ochre gel, nearest to where Altin’s right hand was. It pressed the little ball against the goo and began to rub it in as one might rub alchemist’s ointment into the welts gotten from a Corvonian fire wasp sting. Something about the pudding ball made the ochre goo begin to dissolve, and with the work of a little rubbing, the ochre stuff turned to liquid and ran off in greasy yellow streams, streaking the side of Altin’s gel encasement like rain on a window. Very soon, enough had liquefied and run off that his gloved hand was exposed.

Altin marveled at how quickly the process went and allowed himself to believe there was a chance he might actually be freed. But that hope ended right away, when the alien, with a flip of its tentacle tip, tossed away the rest of the black jelly stuff. Altin watched it fly off somewhere to his left, into the darkness and gone. Apparently, the alien was done.

But it wasn’t done with Altin.

The alien wrapped a tentacle around his wrist, and though Altin could still not feel a single thing, he could imagine the pressure of the tentacle as the creature worked. And it did work, for the thin strands of tentacle flexed in places up and down the coil encompassing Altin’s forearm, wrist, and hand. It was unsettling to be so disassociated from one’s own body.

Shortly after, the alien loosened the coil, and right after, it flung Altin’s glove away, tossed off over the edge of the shelf after the black stuff. Altin knew it would be gone, forever, too. The highest likelihood being it would fall through the grate and down into the unseen depths of this utterly massive ship. Which meant his spacesuit would now be useless. Not that Altin had any expectation of needing it again anyway. Not merely for the reasons of the moment, but for the fact that he’d abandoned any willingness to rely on his suit when he’d watched the aliens strip Orli of hers. He would go nowhere she couldn’t go. Except, perhaps, the fourth level of hell.

But he knew he wasn’t going anywhere. Not even to hell. Because these aliens weren’t going to let him die. He’d faced a lot of danger in his life, but he was abundantly aware of the fact that this time, he’d been outclassed. All he had left to him was patience. He had to wait. Either they would let him out of this place, or make some mistake, or he would go mad in time, and it wouldn’t matter anymore. That was what Altin knew.

That’s when the alien removed his ring. He couldn’t feel it, but he saw it.

Gripped in a little suction cup at the end of the alien’s tentacle, Altin’s ring swung into view, the green stone mounted in the underside pulsing brightly, its usual faintness made obvious in the dark. The alien curved its body, reaching its tail end around toward its bulb-eyed face, then reached out with the tentacle and hung the ring gently at the very tip of its hook. Altin watched breathlessly, expecting it to slip off and disappear like everything else had, falling down into the darkness. But it did not. The creature straightened itself out, and that was it. Altin’s ring had once again been taken from him.

Somehow these impossible aliens had figured out what it was. Through the goo. Through his suit. Through everything.

The hook-tailed alien reached into its mouth spout again, so deeply that it looked as if it were digging into its own brain, then hauled out a large round globe of ochre gel. The alien went to work caking the stuff back over the top of Altin’s hand, patting it into shape with deft tentacle movements, as if it were a child perfecting a mud pie. When Altin’s hand was fully encased again, the alien swiveled and skittered off. Altin watched in horror as the green pulse of the Father’s Gift, the token of Blue Fire’s affection and the source of Altin’s greatest magical advantage, dimmed in the darkness. Soon its light was gone, and with it, the only hope of ever getting Orli home.




Chapter 5

Orli woke up, startled by the fact that she was waking up at all. How could she possibly have slept? Again! She had no memory of lying down, but she had. She lay curled up on the floor, near the intersection where two tunnels crossed. Good God, she was hungry. And thirsty. And everything hurt.

Beyond the general outrage of her body, she became aware of a dim glow moving past above her. A hook alien scuttled along the ceiling of the tunnel, moving toward the chamber where the giant alien in the boiling cauldron was. To her left, two more hooks crawled along the floor, passing through the intersection of this tunnel and another, the dull light of their passing brightening the area a tad, if briefly, before dulling as they moved off into darkness again.

She rose and staggered, falling against the tunnel wall, sweat-slick thighs twitching. A cramp started in her left calf, and it was a herculean effort to flatten her foot upon the ground and stretch the agony away. This couldn’t go on a whole lot longer. The next time she fell asleep, she didn’t think she’d wake up again.

She adjusted the gravity prism to zero and jumped up into the corridor where the aliens were moving back toward the main body of the ship. That’s where she’d last seen Altin. At least out there she’d have the help of the winds to move and get the most out of her last reserves of energy. She would find Altin or die. Either way, at least this nightmare would be over.

In time, she found herself upon a wide ledge, immediately out of the tunnel the hooks had bored into the bulkhead. The ledge ran straight into darkness and steam and, as far as she knew, ran the entire length of the ship. The air was ghastly hot again, and the roiling boil of water thundered to her right, just off the ledge, as if an ocean were being heated all at once. It churned up suffocating clouds of steam, bloating the air, pressing down upon her like the hot thumb of an angry god. The sound, the heat, the steam—it filled the whole bottom of the ship, oppressive and deafening. She wasted no time in it and turned back, launching herself upward along the bulkhead, out of the worst of it, anyway.

She stayed near the hull, where hull and bulkhead met. The winds were much lighter at the edges, out of the main force of the alternating winds, layers of violent air currents, blasting out from vents at one elevation and sucked into vents at the next, switching fore and aft layer by layer from top to bottom of the ship. Being sucked in would be worse than being blown out, which she knew from experience, and the throb of her left hand made it impossible to forget.

She pulled herself upward, fingers and forearms pressed against the avocado-skin texture of the hull. It was wet from all the steam, sweating and slick, making the going slow. The higher she got, the more the condensation ran in rivulets, which she slurped greedily, lapping the wall like an animal. It didn’t matter that it was hot enough to make tea. It was the most refreshing drink she’d ever had in her life, and a few minutes at it found her feeling significantly restored. Restored enough to curse herself for having not thought to look for condensation before.

Clearly there were advantages with altitude, so she decided to get to the top of the ship and begin making careful back-and-forth searches of each deck. The odds were against her, but methodology was all she had left.

When she gained the uppermost deck of the ship, she pulled herself toward the nearest vent in the bulkhead, from which the massive flow of air emerged. The wind would, if she allowed it to, blow her the entire length of the ship.

She gazed across the black abyss that separated the bulkhead from the first of the many deck levels she’d have to check. Lights across the gulf marked the nearest edge of the next platform, a short constellation of stars in a line. Between her and it, streaks of color flashed, marking briefly the passing of long-bodied aliens. Tentacles and mushroomlike billows flared in the darkness like the ghosts of rainbows. She knew they spoke to one another in this way, but who knew what wicked words shone upon their pale skin.

Snuffling from below startled her.

One of the smaller aliens, a hook, had crawled out of the vent she lingered near, its body squeezing between the crossmembers like toothpaste, elastic and soft. Its shape snapped back to normal right after, shrimplike despite its relative enormity, and it made its way down the wall toward a dimly glowing line formed by others of its kind. There were two lines, really, nearly atop one another, as if parallel lines of ants angled their way up and down the wall, those coming up bumping heads sometimes with those descending, both pausing, moving enough to accommodate the other, stopping and starting, yet courteously allowing the other to go on about its way. The longer she looked, the more obvious this pale, glowing freeway became visible. It rose steadily upward into the darkness and descended into the same below, meandering a little, but distinctly directional, purposeful, and looking a bit like a phosphorescent vein. The fact she’d missed it coming up startled her, an indictment of just how delirious she likely had become.

More aliens trekked along the interior wall of the ship, coming from somewhere aft, and they crawled upon the bulkhead and headed down to join the line as well.

One came down and startled her as much as the one emerging from the vent had. It rushed right by her in a whoosh of air, and quickly squeezed into the vent and disappeared.

She moved out of the way, out of the road, as it were, in time for another to come down out of the darkness. This one pulsed unlike any others that she’d seen. She was a good forty yards from the flow of hook traffic, and this one was twice as far up the traffic stream, but despite that distance and the general haziness of such a steamy place, she was sure this one was doing something different—though she thought it might be delirium causing the light to play tricks on her.

It clung to the hull, moving directly beneath her, and then angled downward and to her left. As it passed and began moving away, the blinking was even more evident, the light bright green against the duller, paler gray green of the hooks’ natural hue. It was as if the blinking light was separate from the alien itself, waving around like a firefly buzzing around its backside. It reminded Orli of a flashing status light on a computer display, or a power light on some handheld device. There was definitely something odd about it, something different and worth following.

She pulled herself along the bulkhead, chasing after it once it had passed. It moved much faster than she could, so she adjusted gravity and allowed herself a measure of free fall. Soon she was right above the alien as it scuttled along.

She didn’t know how near to it she could get without it noticing her. The hooks in the hallways hadn’t appeared too concerned with her when she’d been moving through the forward section of the ship. She dialed up gravity a little more, allowing herself to inch closer, wanting to see what the light was before the creature crossed into one of the ship’s fierce horizontal winds.

The flashing light was definitely not part of the alien. Its origin was an object the alien was carrying, right at the tip of its hook. Puffs of steam wafted upward in hot gasps, however, shrouding it from view. She still couldn’t tell what it was. She hoped it was something useful, a grenade or, better yet, the green pulse of a fully charged battery pack powering a Colt M-9XR laser rifle.

Fearful of being seen, still she forced herself closer, shadowing the creature a few yards off and right above its hook. She was close enough that she could have reached out and grabbed the thing if she’d thought doing so was a good idea. She resisted the urge, however, as that might be suicide. But she was close enough to see it now.

It was a ring.

The light came from a silver ring. And she knew of only one silver ring in all the universe that pulsed like that.

In her desire to catch up, she’d gained too much speed, and by the time she realized for certain what it was, she was almost too far past it to reach. Then a hissing, flatulent sound erupted from below her as the alien entered a layer of outbound air blasting from a vent. It clung to the grates and didn’t miss a step, but Orli, too late, grabbed for her prism and tried to slow her fall.

The airstream blew her away from her quarry and carried her out over the darkness.

“God damn it,” she swore. But she knew this routine well enough by now, and so she adjusted her prism and dove down through it, angling her body toward the bulkhead, cutting against the wind by weighting herself with a bit more than Earth’s standard gravity. She free-fell to the next opposing airstream, cut gravity, and allowed the wind to blow her back to the bulkhead, where she struck hard, winced, and then had to wait for the hook carrying Altin’s ring.

It appeared a few moments later, thankfully, and again without the least twitch of a tentacle in her direction, it shuffled right on by and onto the next vent, once more clinging to the crossmembers and hauling itself down through the wind.

By the time she blew out and back across two levels, the alien had descended nearly to the next set of vents. Catching this thing was going to take forever, if she couldn’t hurry up and figure out how to match its speed.

What followed was a frustrating sequence of attempts to work it out, feathering too much gravity or not enough, overcompensating one way and then the next. So down and down she went. Blown out, then pinned down by the wind, blown out, then pinned down by the wind. By the time she finally mastered it, she’d nearly undone all her efforts to climb to the topmost levels of the ship.

She dropped through the inbound wind just before striking the rough surface of the bulkhead, and she came in pretty hot. Not so fast she couldn’t absorb most of the momentum with her legs, but the pain of doing so nearly blacked her out, the energy of the impact transferring like electricity straight into her broken ribs. But she held it together, and when the wave of spots swarming in her vision passed, she set herself to closing with the alien. It had reached the edge of the next vent down, and this time it was scuttling along the vent’s upper edge rather than down and through the wind. It was clearly headed in the direction of the starboard hull. This gave Orli a perfect opportunity.

She dialed up gravity and let herself drop toward it at about two-thirds Earth’s gravity.

Reaching back as she drew near, she took out her utility tool and unfolded the knife blade. The three-inch blade was laughable. But it was all she had. She locked it open and placed it between gritted teeth. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that. She wanted to snatch the ring from the alien’s ass end and leave. Maybe the creature wouldn’t even notice her. Maybe it couldn’t feel anything with its hook. The ring certainly couldn’t be lodged on the tip of it very well. Frankly, she was surprised that it hadn’t already fallen off. She hoped it would be easy.

It didn’t matter, though. Easy or hard, this was it. All or nothing.

She landed right on top of the alien, ten yards from the hook-tailed end, and forty from its tentacled face and the orifice from which the dangerous orgasmic bubbles came. Despite the fact that these aliens were by far the smallest on the ship, standing directly upon one reminded her that even “the little ones” were as big as whales.

Wasting no time, she scrambled toward the creature’s hook, just enough gravity to keep her there as she ran along its back. She got about two seconds and as many steps, thinking this one might ignore her as the others in the tunnels had, before its body changed color, becoming whitish with a pink tinge and no longer so pale. It stopped and curled back on itself, making a C shape of its body, the contortion coming so powerfully and so fast that she was nearly thrown off.

The hook end of the body lunged at her as the creature flexed, and rather than try to dodge it, she used the last of her balance to leap for it instead, hoping to catch it before she fell. It caught her as much as she caught it, and the point of the hook barely missed goring her. The inside curve struck her like the sweeping tusks of a mastodon and with nearly as much force. She folded over the hook’s curved surface and gasped, her vision dimming with the pain.

In nearly the same moment, a tentacle reached over and grasped her around the neck, a flat expanse of alien flesh, hot, wet, and leathery against her skin. She was still conscious enough to jam her little knife into it. Three times rapidly. Stab, stab, stab. The tentacle let go.

Her vision returned enough for her to spot the pulsing of Altin’s ring again. It was right there, in front of her. She reached for it.

Another tentacle, or the same one, grabbed her face this time. She stabbed it six times before it let go.

The ring was there again. She reached for it again. Touched it. Grabbed it. It was stuck there, at the very tip, barely there and just dangling. It looked as if it ought to slip right off, but it didn’t.

She glanced up, expecting another tentacle. But the alien had withdrawn them. The orifice on its face was puckering. The first curve of brown fluid was bubbling up, forming a dome.

Shit! Orgasm sauce! That would wreck everything. Not now. Not this close. Not death by ecstasy.

She pulled herself up and swung a leg over the alien’s mastodon tusk of a hook, straddling it as if it were a horse. She scooted around toward the tip and grasped Altin’s ring in her fist. She yanked at it. It wasn’t moving. Something was wound around it, holding it in place, thread-thin filaments like strands of hair—very strong hair.

The dome had become a bubble, big as a beach ball.

She yanked again. The goddamn thing was not coming loose.

The bubble swelled to at least three feet across. Its surface began to undulate like soft jelly.

She stuffed the point of her knife in at the edge of the ring, sawing at the strings, the wires, the infernal fibers of imminent demise. They finally gave way beneath her blade, and the ring popped off, spinning up into the air. It spun like a flipped coin, arcing up over her head. She cried out in the same instant that her reflexes sent her hand darting up for it—her broken hand.

The alien began running upward, perpendicular from the vent. The bubble was huge now, a bubble bigger than a dumpster.

Orli caught the ring and gasped. It was only partially by her own decision that she let herself tip over and slip off the hook, falling off the horse, as it were. Pumping adrenaline and raw determination were the only things that allowed her to maintain the grip on Altin’s ring.

The bubble blew back at her in that same moment, the wind of the alien’s running blowing it back at her with the help of gravity, a big quivering globe of brown fluid, thick and syrupy. It struck the section of the hook that she’d been straddling only a moment before. She thought she was clear but felt her ankle and foot grow warm, engulfed in the bottom edge of the viscous sphere.

She cringed and awaited the writhing bliss of a fatal orgasmic seizure.

She continued to fall. Still waiting. But nothing happened. No orgasm was upon her. She simply fell.

She hardly allowed herself relief before setting herself into getaway mode. She was close enough to the hull that she could push off with her feet. She used her good hand to lift her knife up and place it back between her teeth. With her mangled one, she tucked the ring into her bra, the act of doing so causing her hand to throb even more brutally than her ribs.

The angle of her escape sent her darting deeper into the interior of the ship, away from the hull and the bulkhead, flying as she did so out over the worst of the rising steam, and worse, the boiling death that birthed it, though the steam, thick as it was, might help to hide her from the aliens.

She glanced back to see if the hooked alien gave chase. It did not. She hoped that maybe it could not. She hadn’t seen them fly, not like the bigger ones could.

Then the blast of air hit her. She’d fallen into the next level of wind, this one blowing for the far end of the ship again. Which was fine.

Soon after, she found herself blowing over a grated section of what had to be the lowest level of the decks. She couldn’t be sure, but wherever she was, it was too close to the steam to be endured for long. But at least she was alive. The misery of that heat meant that she was still in the fight. And not only in it, now she had Altin’s ring. And better still, she’d seen where it had come from. Or at least, she mostly had. That was definitely a clue, suggesting Altin must be somewhere high above, on an uppermost deck. Her instincts had paid off, and now she had something to go on. Not much on a ship this big, but something.




Chapter 6

Altin watched as the hooked alien skittered off into the darkness with his ring. Green light pulsed at the tip of its tail, brighter than it ought to given the relative size of the source, but it was slowly consumed by the distance and mist until it winked out completely, like hope itself. And that was it. Exhaustion and frustration and rage and fear joined hands and squeezed tears out of him for a time. He slept. Or at least he thought he did. It was hard to say. No dreams came, none memorable, anyway. None good, most certainly. All he had to think on was the ochre prison he was in, the darkness, the heat, and, of course, everything he’d lost. In such circumstances, it is hard to know the difference between reality and nightmare—and it doesn’t particularly matter.

Dim light filtered through the puffs of mist blowing by, coming from the alien machinery above and below him. It illuminated to phantom form the creatures beside him on the shelf, the twelve-legged tortoise thing and the rag beast—assuming that was a creature at all. Who was to say? It might be nothing, an erroneous assumption on the part of his alien captors, proving their ignorance. Or perhaps it was his ignorance. It might as easily be an alien mop, left there after the maid came through. In the end, he supposed it didn’t matter either way. Whatever it was, alien, mop, or otherwise, here he was on a shelf next to it. Altin Meade, Sir Altin Meade—make no mistake!—the great Galactic Mage, stuck right up here with a cosmic mop, trapped in a hunk of goo, while his wife—the one he’d sworn to protect forever with all his greatness—hadn’t lasted one full week as his bride. Now she was long dead, or if by some miracle not yet, then doomed to be so very soon, and as a reward for his ineptitude, he would get to spend an absurd span of years as a museum piece, left for any who cared to come gawk at him and remember with him how weak and inept he’d turned out to be. And it might be a long, long time. Tytamon had eight hundred years under his belt, eight centuries to match his eight schools of magic. If one’s number of magical schools had any relationship to life span, then Altin had a good seven hundred to stew on what he’d done. He could imagine himself trapped here, staring out into this ship for that long, staring at those poor alien bastards beside him doing likewise. Just. Staring.


He spent some time wallowing in that pessimistic pool until it occurred to him that Blue Fire had done the very same thing, sitting alone in darkness, wondering forever at the nature of her lover’s fate. Her wait had spanned millennia, though. Perhaps thousands of millennia. Millions. Nobody knew. He supposed it was a lesson in perseverance for him, however. If he held it together long enough, perhaps, like Blue Fire and her beloved Yellow Fire, things might still work out.

A shadow slid across his vision, breaking his reverie. He blinked and looked with wide eyes, wondering if he’d imagined it. Something moved above him, but he saw it only briefly before it was behind him and out of view. His helmet afforded some range of view, but not enough, and he couldn’t move his head at all. Even if he could have, the darkness back there was nearly complete.

A few moments after, his eyes straining so hard into the corners of his eye sockets it began to hurt, he saw a shadowy silhouette, a thing darker than the darkness skulking around in the back portion of the shelf, well behind the tortoise alien. Something, or someone, was definitely over there. It was small, and he wanted to believe it might be human, but he couldn’t see straight on, only glimpses in the extreme periphery of his straining gaze. What if it was Orli? It could be. Blue Fire came for Yellow Fire after hundreds of thousands, or even millions, of years.

Whatever it was, or whoever it was, darted back into absolute shadow, and he saw nothing for a time. He refused to blink lest he miss it, forcing his eyes open as wide as they would go. He left them so for so long they dried, forcing him to blink. He saw it again, for an instant. It had to be human. Maybe Roberto had come aboard? But that was as foolish as thinking Orli was here. Wasn’t it?

He was half-convinced whatever was coming through those tubes that the aliens had rammed into his spacesuit was injecting poison into his airstream. It must be hallucinogenic, like sanza-sap or the meat of the Pijole cactus, beloved by the desert folk of Tok Rottan and Hast.

But then Orli was there.

Or at least, it sure seemed like she was.

She was looking right into his face, staring at him, mouthing words. She was practically naked, in her “bra and panties” as she unapologetically referred to them. She liked to tease him for his blushes whenever the two of them donned spacesuits, and more so for his narrow-eyed disapproval when Roberto or one of the other team members was changing as well. She’d always been stronger than him in those ways, those human ways. But not now. Now she looked vulnerable and exposed.

She held up one of the clever folding utility tools Earth people often carried with them everywhere. The knife blade was folded out. She grinned, then winked, then set to work carving away the jelly encasing him.

His heart pounded with excitement. She was alive. And she was going to get him out. There was still a chance. He would never admit that he’d thought she might be dead, even for an instant. Shame filled him. Weakness and doubt had nearly triumphed. He’d never admit that either. He’d never think it again either, no matter what. He vowed it silently as he watched her cut away the solidified gel. By the gods, she was so beautiful. She was the very air itself. She was sunlight.

But the act of carving him out was taking forever. Each pass of her knife hardly cut the stuff away. After seeing how the hook-tailed alien simply liquefied the gel for the wind to blow away, watching her with that knife was like waiting for rust to eat its way through a link of anchor chain. She was going to be hours and hours getting him free. A day even.

And she was in pain. Her beautiful face grimaced and cringed as she worked. She glanced up at him here and there as she went about it. She’d mouth, “I’m going as fast as I can,” or “This shit is hard as rock,” in her sweet, profane Earth way. She apologized for her poor progress as her body trembled and her tears mixed with the sweat and the condensation of steam that slicked her. She should have never had to apologize for this. She would never have been here, nor would he have, had he but listened to her.

From time to time, she would turn and scurry to the left edge of the shelf. She’d look around, up and down, then run to the other side and do the same, checking for incoming aliens. But none came. He suspected that now that he was stored away on a shelf, he and Orli might not be in much danger of the aliens coming back. Why should they? They clearly knew what they needed to know. He was little more than a jar of preserves at this point, and he was fairly certain she was supposed to be dead.

Orli’s knife tip clicked against his helmet glass. It startled him. Prior to that there hadn’t been a sound. Not a vibration. But then, click. Just once. It was a wondrous and optimistic sound. He could speak to her soon.

It took another twenty minutes before he could finally hear her.

“Are you okay?” was the first thing she said. “Can you hear me?”

“I can, I can!” he rejoiced, though the words formed thickly, his jaw uncooperative and his tongue heavy, moving as if it were half-frozen in his mouth. They cried for a while. She was exhausted. Her hands were shaking so violently he was tempted to tell her to stop. Blood ran down her forearms freely, both of them, though from the awful state of her left hand, she could not have used it for the work, making the blood on the right the result of working with the knife. He could not help staring at her left hand right after. Three fingers were angled oddly, and the centermost knuckle, the first, was pushed back into her hand, looking as if someone had buried an apricot beneath her skin. It was a total wreck and had to be excruciating.

Most of her was. Her face on one side was puffy and red, scrapes all over it. Her right leg looked as if she’d been mauled by lions or hacked by enemies wielding dull swords. Whatever had been done to her, he didn’t want to know. Losing his temper would do nothing for either of them.

When they could both think and breathe normally again, she set back to work. “I might have to stop and rest at some point,” she said as calmly as if they hadn’t just found each other for the first time in an eon, “but I’ll hide back there in the corner and get back to it as soon as possible. That is, unless you can channel mana. I’m thinking you can’t, or we wouldn’t be here.” She said this last as an afterthought, with a second afterthought added at the end. “Oh, and I have your ring.” She slid two fingers into her bra and produced it for him, holding it up proudly.

“My ring!” Relief flooded into him.

Perfect teeth sparkled faintly for a moment, then she looked down and made a careful show of returning the ring to its enviable sanctuary. “I’ll cut your hand free first,” she said.

“I thought that gone forever,” he commented as she went to work. He had to speak through clenched teeth in the way carnival puppeteers do, the blank ones, anyway, with no illusions to cover up the ruse. “And I thought gone with it was our only chance of escape. You are right about the mana. I cannot channel at all, not even with the ring. It’s gone. Mostly. When opportunity comes again, we shall be glad of your industry in getting it back. The mana came and went so quickly last time that if I have to channel slowly, the way I used to, there may not be sufficient time.”

Again, white teeth flashed as she glanced up from carving. Her smile, coupled with the relative brightness of her underwear, three bright places upon her long, tawny body—made so beneath the Prosperion sun, which pleased her more than anything he’d witnessed elsewhere—was the only thing easily visible in that place. “Well, you won’t have to channel the old-fashioned way. You’ll have your ring back soon enough.” She patted the ring in its cozy holster, wincing as she did.

“How did you find it, much less retrieve it from these monsters?”

She sliced off a few more slivers of the ochre goo and avoided looking at him as she replied. “I’d tell you, but then you’d start worrying and complaining about me taking risks. So let’s just acknowledge that I found it and move to the next question on your list.” She risked a glance at him after, and even in this terrible place, there was a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

He blew out some tension on a breath of resignation that he hadn’t felt himself draw in. She knew him as well as he knew himself. “Well, then I won’t ask,” he said, with an effort to match her mood. And she was right in what she implied. He ought not to worry about her as much as he did. She wasn’t helpless. When it came down to it, she was about as helpless as Taot in a cave full of bacon. After all, who was digging whom out of the ochre just now?

He watched for a time, focusing on his breathing and thinking more easily, at which point he recalled the obvious.

“By the gods, I’m a fool. The pudding.”

She didn’t pause in her work, but she did look up into his face shield. “The what?”

“The black blob. It might still be down there.”

“What black blob?”

“The alien, the little one that took my ring—it spat out a black blob of something and rubbed it on the ochre shell. It softened back to jelly, liquefied, and ran off as easily as water. There might still be some of it down there.” He pointed frantically with his eyes, darting them toward his left. “It threw it that way, over the edge of the shelf.”

Her expression remained doubtful. “You mean the orgasm sauce?”

That confused him, but he pressed on. “No, by the gods, Orli, look over the edge. It might be down there by my glove, if they both didn’t fall through the grate. Go look. It’s a black ball, about the size of a melon, perhaps less. I didn’t notice how much it used. But look. If by some chance Sobrei’s luck shines on us, it might have landed and stuck.”

Orli still appeared dubious, but she’d been on the ship long enough to know there was no telling what weird things could happen here.

“Be careful,” he called after her. He regretted suggesting she leave him the moment she passed out of view.

Several eternities passed, each one filled with anxiety and guilt, but finally she returned. It was, in actuality, only a few minutes that she was away. She slipped into his view from above, descending like an angel from the heavens, scaling back gravity with her one good hand, while cradling the black ball of alien pudding against her body with her free arm. As she descended, he got a good look at the broader scope of her many wounds.

“This?” she asked as she lighted on the shelf before him. She winced as she said it, holding it up with her good hand but having to keep it from wobbling off with the mangled one. She started to say something after but paused, staring into his helmet glass again. Whatever it was, it died unspoken upon her lips. She tilted her head a little and appeared to study him, and after a moment more, she laughed.

“What is it?” he asked.

“You,” she said. “You’re so pale you almost glow. What, did you think that I wasn’t going to make it back?”

“No,” he lied.

“Well, look, if I can find you in the dark, with no instruments, no weapons, and, hell, no clothes, all while on a spaceship bigger than most cities are, well, I think I can handle going across the damn alien road for a load of goo-melting … goo.”

“Your injuries,” he stammered, mortified by the huge black-and-purple weal around her side, a black stain spreading over her ribs and torso as if she were being devoured by a tunnel ooze in some dark Daggerspine cave. No wonder her bra and panties had stood out so brightly in the darkness. The flesh between them on that whole side of her body was nearly as black as if she’d been burnt.

She laughed, waving it off. “Oh, these old things?”

She was being brave for him, and he knew it. He’d seen the wincing and heard the muffled gasps and grunts as she worked on the ochre, almost every time she moved.

“So, what do I do with this?” She lifted the pudding stuff again.

“Rub it on the ochre. It melted it right off.”

She went at it for a moment, placing the black ball on the surface of Altin’s ochre encasement, but nothing happened. She moved it a little more rapidly, still not much. The ochre wrinkled some, like the thickening surface of a creamy soup starting to cool.

She pushed a little harder, using her good hand and the palm of the mangled one. The ochre softened all the more. She let go a grunt and a long breath, a stab of pain twisting up her face. “Ahh,” she said through gritted teeth. “Takes a little elbow grease, I guess.”

“It does,” he replied. “I’m sorry.”

“We’ll get it. Hang on. I’m okay.” She actually smiled again, somehow, and then set herself to the task.

Every movement made her wince and grimace. Every so often a grunt would loose itself, though she tried to stifle them. It was as if she stood on an electrified plate, the device of some torturous conjurer zapping victims with maliciously sized lightning bolts. Her face contorted; her mouth twitched. One eye or the other would squint, briefly, a flicker that she’d quickly suppress, though tears ran continuously. Sometimes she’d convulse, a singular contraction of the stomach muscles as some jolt of pain hit her so hard it all but doubled her over. He would have given anything, everything to switch places with her. He felt so completely and utterly helpless.

She saw it in his eyes. “Hey, this sucks, all right? And don’t think I’m not going to do a lot of whining later when we get back to Calico Castle. Because I will. But I told you I’m okay, and I am.”

She began rubbing again, in earnest now. The grunts turned from only pain to pain-inspired grit. Manifest fortitude.

She worked for a few minutes, getting the necessary pressure figured out in addition to figuring out how to use her left elbow in combination with her right hand, thus saving her from blacking out. She was making headway on liberating his right hand when a light began to glow off to Altin’s left.

He strained to see it, but the source was beyond the angle of his peripheral vision. It dimmed and nearly went away. He wondered if paranoia was causing him to see things.

It wasn’t. Orli confirmed as much when she muttered, “Shit!”

She began working frantically, sawing back and forth up and down the length of his arm with the black stuff in her hands. The ochre melted from his arm like hot wax.

The light grew brighter again and took on a reddish cast.

Orli reached into her bra and pulled out the ring. She stuffed it onto Altin’s finger. “Just in case,” she said.

She kept working, wiping furiously. She worked up his arm and around his shoulder, and then got behind him. She spent several minutes out of sight back there. “I’m pulling out these damn hoses,” she warned. Right after, three jarring sensations came one after the next, followed each in turn by the dull thud of the heavy lines falling to the shelf. A moment after, the clicking of switches preceded the lights and monitors in his helmet coming on.


Almost immediately, he began to feel his body again. He flexed his fingers and his arm, rolled his head around as much as possible inside his helmet. Doing so was an immense relief.

“Check your com. See if you can call out,” she said. “I really hope Roberto didn’t follow us through that wormhole, but if he is out there somewhere, try to bring him up.”

Altin reached, still a bit stiff, for his com controls, but the controls for his suit’s radio were on his left arm, still embedded in the ochre shell. “I can’t reach it yet,” he said. “Can you break off a bit of that black stuff? I can help with my free hand.”

The approaching light was bright enough that it became apparent they were going to have company very soon. Orli saw it too.

“Shit!” she muttered again. She came around in front of him again and gave him an apologetic look. She stuffed the black blob in his hand just as a long tentacle reached down and wound around her like a coiled spring. In the instant after, it had snatched her up and whipped her out of view.

“Orli!” Altin shouted. Not again. He couldn’t do this again.

He plunged his mind into the mana. He had his ring back.

But there was still no mana to be had. The gods-be-damned bubble of no mana remained upon this infernal ship.

The alien wound him up in another tentacle and snatched him off the shelf as well. He searched frantically for Orli and saw instead, like flashes of memory through windblown reeds, that the alien was also winding up the tortoise creature and the ball of rags. He kept looking for Orli. He thought he glimpsed her twice, a patch of pale white that might have been her barely clad backside, and a glimmer of wet flesh, which might have been any part of her, but he could not be sure.

The alien spat forth its big parachute billow, letting the wind inflate it. The alien and its captives were snatched off the shelf, off the grated deck, and into the currents that ran the length of the ship.

Altin was familiar enough with the darkness of traveling this way and spent the several minutes they were traversing the steamy winds trying to catch sight of his wife. But then the most unexpected thing happened.

Daylight appeared.

At first, he only caught it in flashes as he whipped about at the trailing end of the tentacle, but there could be no doubt. Up ahead, an enormous hatch had opened in the ship, and the wind was blowing him and his captor right toward it. The light grew brighter and brighter.

Altin’s heart raced. Maybe they were finally going to be free. If this alien let Altin get so much as a whiff of mana, he and Orli were gone.

The alien shot right through the hatch, sending tentacles out in all directions to catch hold of loops around the opening, moorings obviously meant for just such an event. The wind blew them beyond the hatch far enough for the mooring lines of those tentacles to run out of slack, and like the snap of a whip, Altin was flung out past the bulk of the alien, out over an opened ramp, and, for the briefest moment, over what appeared to be open ocean far below.

He hit the end of the whip so hard his vision dimmed, and it took a few moments to get it back. He nearly let go of the blob of black stuff Orli had given him, which was what startled him enough to gather his wits. He clutched it tightly, a lifeline, though not so tightly as to let it squish through his fingers and be lost anyway.

When he could see, he found himself waggling gently in the wind, the tentacles draped over the ramp as the alien worked to stabilize itself. It gave him time to confirm that there was absolutely water in every direction down below. Very far below. Measures.

As the tentacle twisted gently in the wind, he saw a landmass off in the distance way back beyond the ship, and on another pendulous swing, he saw some kind of floating fortress, a massive structure not too far in the direction they’d been heading when he was blown out through the hatch. He didn’t get a long look at it, but it struck him as being made from the same brownish-green stuff the spaceship was, and it had something running out of the bottom of it, a shaft of white material. Or perhaps of white light. It was very bright, whatever it was, and it shot straight down toward the planet and into the water. But he didn’t have time to focus on it or the land, or the sky, or the ocean, because the alien was drawing him back up onto the ramp. The colossal creature had gotten itself stable between its tentacle moors and soon after hauled him up onto the ramp like a trophy fish.

“Orli!” he shouted, craning his head around—uselessly—in hopes of spotting her in a coil nearby.

“I’m here,” she called back from somewhere behind him.

“Thank the gods!” he said. “Are you all right?”

He couldn’t hear her if she’d replied, because the alien slapped him like a slab of meat onto a wide, flat contraption similar in ways to a flatbed wagon, or perhaps more accurately like the gravity sleds on Roberto’s ship. It hovered above the loading ramp like one, though it was lumpy around the edges and had odd protrusions from which tubing poked. Some of the tubes glowed. The wind blasting out of the ship made the levitating platform move as if it were a boat loosely tied in a fast-running river.

“Are you all right?” he shouted again, once he was settled on the hovering flatbed.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she called back. “Mostly, anyway.”

“Then we’re in luck!”

“I don’t know about that,” she shouted over the wind. “I think this thing is about to nest on us.”

He had absolutely no idea what that meant, but right after she said it, the massive tangle of tentacles began to coalesce around him as if some giant had dumped a fistful of hot, wet pasta on them.

The alien settled itself upon the flatbed contraption, forming a limp, steamy heap of itself. The weight of the collapsing tentacles lying on him was immense and borderline suffocating. Where he was still caught in the ochre, there was no pressure, but where he wasn’t—his head, shoulder, and right arm—the wet grittiness became less about the sensation of slime and more about the sensation of being crushed.

He struggled for breath. The weight bent him forward, his neck and arm forced toward one another unnaturally. The suit helped, however, and thanks—ironically—to the surprising resilience of the remaining ochre gel, he managed not to die.

Orli had neither suit nor ochre.

“Orli!” he called with all the lungs he could muster. “Orli, are you there?”

It was dark within the folds, though not absolutely so. A foggy gray light filled the twisty spaces all around. And like in a fog, his voice bounced back at him. No notes of hers. He tried several times more, with the same result.

The alien did not move, and time began to grow long. Every second was one that Orli might be gulping for breath, pressed between the hot, wet folds of the murderous alien, likely more by its own stupidity than evil intent.

Several more minutes passed and still no movement. Not the least twitch from the alien that Altin could detect. He still couldn’t get to his control panel on his other arm to pull up a clock in the helmet display.

“Sweet Mercy,” he prayed, not typically one for such things, “please save her. Don’t let her die. Not now, not like this. They say you are supposed to save those whose love is pure. How is ours anything but? How is hers not? Please, I beg you.”

More minutes passed and more calls begging for Orli to answer him. No one heard his pleas.

And then the sky returned. And the wind was gone.

Altin slipped over the edge of the flat platform the alien had set itself on, the tentacle he was in hanging loose like a stray strand of hair. He dangled over the edge in the open air again. He wondered if it might be Prosperion. Or even Earth. He wasn’t high enough up to tell.

Water was everywhere below him still, one giant ocean, but no continents that might match a familiar world map he knew. The only thing he could be sure of was that he was moving, the platform now sliding off the ramp and away from the spaceship.

As the platform glided silently over the open ocean, he once more glimpsed the sliver of land he’d seen before. Very far down, and very far away, it wasn’t very big. It wouldn’t be very big if he were down there on it either. But it was definitely land.

It was brown, no greens or other earthly hues. No water broke the brownness other than that which was all around. It was not marked by any of the telltale signs of civilization. No patchwork of farms and towns, no spreading cityscapes, nothing like that. It was simply brown.

A gust of wind blew through the tentacles dangling over the platform, causing Altin to rotate. The tortoise alien was wrapped up the same way Altin was, hanging a few spans away, slightly above him.

“Orli!” Altin called again. He jerked his head and thrashed about as much as he could, trying to rotate the tentacle. “Can you hear me? Orli, please, are you there?”

More by the wind than by his own efforts, he eventually turned enough that he could see the rest of the tentacles hanging below the platform. Orli was there, as he’d hoped she would be. Barely three short spans away. Yet it might as well have been a thousand leagues.

The tentacle holding her lifted, and it brought her near him, as if the alien was reuniting them on purpose. He wondered if perhaps it had finally realized what it had done.

He saw her face. Her eyes were open, but she didn’t seem to see. Relief flared and then quickly began to wane. Was she alive? He couldn’t tell. She wasn’t moving. She didn’t blink or smile or attempt to speak. Then the tentacle let her go.

Just like that. The coil unraveled, spinning Orli down like a yo-yo unwinding the length of its string. Then she fell, plunging toward the sea.

He shouted her name. Screamed it. She didn’t turn. She didn’t look back. She made no move to arrest her fall. She just fell and fell and fell.

He thrashed uselessly in the coiled grip of that infernal alien. He could do nothing. He could only watch.

He watched her shrink with distance, growing smaller and smaller, and at no point did she make the least movement at all. No twists or contortions to reposition herself in the air. Not even spasms of fear. Nothing.

Horror paralyzed him. His heart pounded. His mind raced.

Mana. For gods’ sake, the mana.

Thinking it was like running in a dream, the impulse there, the desire, but each step is slow, as if trapped in honey, or, perhaps, an ochre gel.

He fought for focus, the thinking part of his mind battling with the terrified animal that had taken control, the part that stood wide-eyed and motionless, stunned to stupidity by panic. The alien gripped him more tightly now, too. Pain shot through his shoulder and elbow. Spots swam in his vision. Suddenly his ears hissed, crackling with sound. It grew louder and louder despite him fighting for consciousness and control. Static hissed. Someone said, “Altin! Holy shit!” He was hallucinating now. The voice spoke again, then faded some, as if talking to someone else, and right after came other voices, shouting, several people exulting in the background all at once. “God damn, dude”—the voice returned in full—“I can’t believe we found you guys. Where’s Orli? I’m not seeing her on the com.”




Chapter 7

Altin only knew one person in the entire universe who spoke English with a Spanish accent—not that he understood the nature of the dialect in any geographical kind of way—so the voice in his helmet could come from only one source. And yet such luck was too beautiful to be believed, so he had to ask the question anyway. “Roberto?”

“Altin! Can you hear me? Altin, come in, Altin.”

“Roberto! By the gods, come quickly!”

“Hellooo?” came Roberto’s voice again. “Altin, answer me.”

He could hear Roberto’s fist pounding on the controls as he spoke, dull thudding as if the Spaniard were trying to beat the buttons into working properly. There followed a string of profanity, and Roberto once again spoke to someone away from the microphone. “What the fuck is wrong with it?”

“Roberto!” Altin called again. His voice rose with the next six iterations, the sixth full-on shouting, as if raw volume might bypass whatever technical issues were at hand.

Then he realized why they couldn’t hear him. He wasn’t transmitting back. His left arm was still embedded in the hardened ochre shell, same as the rest of his body below the waist.

Fool! he cursed himself. And he still had the black gob of melting stuff. Twice the fool!

He set to work on his left shoulder straightaway. He couldn’t easily get to the rest of the arm, as it was caught beneath the coiled tentacle in which he was held, so he jammed the wad of black stuff in as deep as he could, hoping maybe the melting effect would seep into the covered parts despite a lack of friction and effort.

He glanced down again. Orli was barely a tiny dot in the distance. Maybe she was yet high enough that there would still be time. The water was very far away.

“Altin?” erupted Roberto’s voice again. “God damn it. Say something, you Prosperion bastard!”

Altin tried four more times to reply, but Roberto never responded to any of them.

More worried discussion came over Altin’s helmet speakers as Roberto conversed with his crewmates. Altin could dimly hear the calm, thoughtful notes, if not the words themselves, of Deeqa Daar behind Roberto somewhere. Finally, Roberto said, “Okay, maybe you can’t talk. But if you can hear me, stay cool, man. We’re coming. Twenty minutes tops.”

Orli didn’t have twenty minutes. She wasn’t that high above the surface.

Altin continued to scrub away the ochre gel with the black stuff, forcing his hand as deep into the coiled tentacle as he could, wriggling and probing with all his might. The black stuff oozed and mashed around his hand, which trembled with the effort. He tamped and pressed it into the cracks and creases. He gained tiny fractions of finger widths in progress. Painfully slow. But he gained them. The ochre continued to dissolve, like hard sugar candy getting wetter and wetter.


Finally, the thought occurred to him that he wasn’t in the ship. He looked up. The last protrusion of the vessel was nowhere above, and rather, the alien ship was now several hundred spans behind him.

The transport upon which the alien had settled itself conveyed them steadily toward the floating fortress—or whatever it was—where another hatch yawned, waiting, the mouth of some hungry giant. He had a better view of the fortress now, or station or whatever it might be. It was huge, definitely larger than the spaceship he’d just left, and it was shaped much differently. It was rounder, though only roughly round, with an angular top that reminded him of a volcano. And from the bottom, the shaft of white light he’d thought he’d seen appeared to be solid, though only because it did not flicker or waver in the least. It was absolutely rigid and straight as a plumb line. He thought it might be a column, holding the massive structure aloft. But if it was, it had to be made of a material far stronger than anything he’d ever seen or heard of before. It was so unfathomably long, and yet it did not flex, bend, or sway despite how relatively threadlike the distance made it seem. And in terms of distance, he was now at a considerable distance from the ship—where the mana had been blocked.

“Fool,” he chided himself again, this time aloud. Exhaustion had dulled his mind. In the next moment he cast his teleport spell.

He reappeared a few spans from the platform, the spell a test really. He wasn’t sure he could cast with the ochre gel still wrapped mostly all around him. But he could, and in doing so, he cast himself out of it. Now, he was falling. He looked for Orli but couldn’t see her, so with a thought, he teleported himself down to the last place he had seen her, the place where she’d looked no bigger than a gnat.

When he reappeared, his fall continued from the new altitude, but he still didn’t see her. He was high enough above blue water to have time before impact, but its color was dark, and her falling body, with distance, would be lost in that blue expanse. He squinted and hoped and begged all the gods in the universe for a glimpse of her, the white stripes of her underclothes or a glint of sunlight off her blonde hair.

He scanned a few seconds longer, then gave up on his eyes and cast a seeing spell, forcing his vision down before him much faster than his body could fall. He ran the magic sight back and forth, slithering downward, a panicked snake rushing toward the surface of an unfamiliar sea.

He pushed his vision to such speeds that sight became a blur. The surface was farther from him than he thought. But soon his magic found it, and for a moment his sight crashed down into the waves. He reversed course, turning his vision back and upward, looking into the sky through the froth. He lifted his vision out of the water, high enough above the surface to clear the rolling waves.

He searched again for her, hoping for more luck from this end of her descent. He scanned the azure expanse for the dark X shape of her body plummeting toward his view. There was nothing, only blue sky and the thin white column reaching up into it, climbing toward the spaceport and a strange formation of triangular objects above it that he hadn’t noticed before, a circle of wedge-like objects that were dim and pale like a moon viewed in daylight. He didn’t know what they were, but they were higher than the sky. Beyond it.

“Sweet Mercy, please …” he muttered as he continued to fall, using the pale backdrop of the sky wedges as contrast, searching for shape or motion, or anything that might be his falling wife.

Then he saw her. Or at least, he saw a spot. It was a tiny thing, like the little spots that swim in one’s vision before a faint. Just one. At first he thought he might simply be wanting to see her so badly that he imagined it. But it was real. A tiny speck. The merest mote of hope. The pale points of all eight wedges seemed to be pointing right at it now.

He ran his sight spell toward it at speed.

What if that was a bird?

He couldn’t let himself think it. Just run up.

What if that was him he saw? It was likely, actually. Him rushing up to see himself. Deep in the cast as he was, he had no way to know how far his body had fallen yet.

The speck did appear to have four limbs.

If that was himself he was looking at, then it meant Orli had already struck the surface. Water might as well be solid ground, falling at that speed.

Focus … get up there.

Sunlight glinted off bare flesh. Two narrow white bands marked where her undergarments barely covered her.

Thank the gods!

In the next instant he was out of the seeing spell. He cast a new teleport and placed himself beside her, the two of them plummeting toward the water. He enfolded her in his arms, and the ensuing teleport placed them both upon the last solid surface he could recall, the edge of the ramp at the back of the alien spaceship. Orli’s legs supported her for the barest moment, then failed her. She slumped toward the deck, forcing Altin to lower her as gently as he could.

Altin fell to his knees beside her. “Orli! Orli!” he called, shaking her. He couldn’t tell if she was breathing or not. He pushed two fingers against her neck, feeling for a pulse—what if the fall had given her a heart attack? There seemed to be a flutter beneath the soft, cool skin. His own hands were shaking so much it was hard to say. She was still warm, though, chilled but not the cold of death.

He cursed the gods that had given him every sort of magic but healing. That was the only one that mattered in the end.

Then he remembered Roberto. He sent a seeing spell onto the Glistening Lady’s bridge. Roberto and some young man with a Prosperion aspect were moving about on it. Altin looked into one of the cargo bays instead. Pitch blackness. He couldn’t see a thing. The ship was in darkness, at least most of it was. He didn’t have time to run his vision all over it, seeking rooms where the lights were on. They were obviously coming out of a restart. He was familiar enough with that to understand what was going on.

Tapping the key on his suit sleeve, he called out, the urgency in his voice unrestrained.

“By the gods, Roberto. Stop running around up there so we can teleport aboard. Clear everyone away from the back of the bridge. Orli’s hurt. I can’t tell if she’s still alive.”

“God damn, man,” Roberto said an instant later. “Fuck. Okay. We are. Give me a second.”

Altin glanced about him, then looked over his shoulder toward the alien station. The alien on the flatbed platform had stopped short of entering it. Altin suspected it was probably communicating with its friends, perhaps explaining that it had lost its captive.

“Is it clear? Please, Roberto. I don’t have time.”

“Yes, damn it. Go already,” Roberto replied.

A loud, dull thud sounded from above his head, something heavy and dense, but not hard, striking the edge of the opening into the ship. It landed right next to him, a huge wad of the ochre gel. It smacked onto the ramp with a wet thwack! The air filled with a loud humming as well, some sort of machinery.

He looked up. Two alien aircraft were swooping down above him. The ships were long, with curved, flat wings and canopies filled with water. Inside these glass domes floated aliens, one in each, looking rather like the hooked aliens he’d seen so often during his captivity, though much smaller by comparison. Neither of these could be much bigger than a horse. They peered down at him from their fighting ships with round black eyes, staring emotionlessly over their mustache tentacles and skinny, long noses like the beaks of hummingbirds.

The nearer of the two piloted its craft down and out of sight, diving past the edge of the ramp after having missed its shot. That gob of ochre beside Altin had surely been meant for him. The next shot might not be as poor.

And it was on its way.

“By the gods!” he shouted as another blob streaked toward him. It came at an angle and pounded into the deck too quickly for him to move. It landed right on top of Orli with a heavy, brutal thud as it splatted wetly upon the deck. She was engulfed in an instant, but the momentum of the shot, with the angle, was too great for the adhesiveness of the ochre, apparently, for the blob encasing her skittered along the ramp, bounced off the lip of the opening in the ship, and then went right over the edge. Orli was falling toward the ocean again.

Altin ran to the edge of the ramp, readying the teleport in his mind for the moment he laid eyes upon her.

The ramp lurched beneath his feet as he got there, jolting upward and catapulting him into the air. He struck the side of the hatch, gasping with the impact, then landed hard on the ramp. He regained his feet right after and scrambled for the edge, but the ramp was rising. He slid backward faster than he could make progress, and then rolled down into the ship.

He got up again and jumped to the edge of the ramp, the light beyond it already reduced to a narrow wedge, and narrowing. The gap at the base of the ramp was already too tight an angle to dare sticking his head through for a glance at Orli. He could see the two spaceships outside, watching, ready for him should he try to jump for the upper edge and climb out.

He’d never make it that high anyway.

The gap narrowed above too. It was barely half a span of daylight. He had to get out. So he cast a teleport anyway, hardly much more than the jump he couldn’t make.

He was falling again. The ramp snapped shut with a heavy thud as he fell past it. He twisted so that he might look for Orli. It was hard to get his bearings in this way. The thing he saw first was that one of the alien fighter ships was diving at him and surely preparing to fire another of those damned yellow gobs.

It did.

Altin managed a teleport just in time, appearing several spans to his left and another forty down.

The second small ship swerved to intercept him in his new location. It too fired a blob of goop. Again Altin dodged with a teleport, and with but an afterthought, he launched a fireball at the craft. It was huge, twenty paces in diameter. It struck the alien vessel, engulfing it in fire. Altin watched to make sure the flames had taken, only to witness the ship fly right through.

It fired another blob, and again Altin dodged with a teleport.

“Are you coming, man?” Roberto asked.

He twisted as best he could in the stiffness of the spacesuit and sought where his attacker was now. It had swung around and joined the first, along with a newly arrived third ship, all of which were diving down after him.

He cast another teleport, but this time, not on himself. This one was meant to merge them all together in the way he had so often done with Hostile orbs.

Ah, the reliability of teleportation magic and the box!

The three became one, a twisted mass of wreckage and alien limbs. Two of the three protective domes burst, while the third bulged from the side of the mass, unbroken. In that one, a squirt of dark blue blood jetted from the ruptured body of the alien, darkening the water as if with an injection of dye, and a moment after, a knot of tangled alien guts spilled into the bowl, pressing against the glass until the dome looked like a giant brain.

So, they weren’t invulnerable.

He twisted in his fall and once more sought Orli in her ochre cage.

Of course she was nowhere to be found. He’d lost his bearings jumping around. There were no landmarks in the air or on the surface to help him orient.

He teleported himself back down to the surface, to the same place where he’d been looking up into the sky to find her the first time. He plopped into the water as soon as he emerged from the spell and quickly began to sink. The last time he’d been down here had been with his magic sight!

He spent no more than a moment trying to swim before realizing his spacesuit made that impossible.

He thought about teleporting himself out of the damn thing, but then he’d lose contact with Roberto, who, as it so happened, began shouting at Altin again.

“Damn it, where are you, man?” Roberto said. “We can’t just stand here like statues all day.”

“I’ve run into some trouble,” Altin said. “I’ve lost Orli again.”

“Well … crap!” Roberto said. “Hang in there. We’re coming.”

Altin teleported himself to the place where he and Orli had been falling side by side, the place he’d gotten to hold her so briefly in his arms. He immediately began falling again, so he used the time to continue searching for her. He didn’t think she’d had enough time to hit the water yet, though he had no way to tell. Every second felt like an hour.

A blur of ochre in his peripheral vision turned his attention left. There she was, in a ball of ochre goo. Or at least, it was a ball of ochre goo. He hoped it was her. He couldn’t make out any shape inside. And it turned out that it was not. This one was coming straight at him, not falling. Then it hit him, spun him around, and, unfortunately, encased him as well. He hadn’t even seen the damned alien ship. From his position, slightly above it, and with the upward angle of its flight, it blended in perfectly with the surface of the sea.

He dropped as if he were strapped to an anvil now, hurtling down, the wind of his descent silent now that he was so encased, until at last he splashed into the ocean. Then he began to sink.

He reached for the mana, but of course it was gone. Once more he was powerless, and the spindly, tentacled bastards had done it to him again.




Chapter 8

Roberto stared at the blinking green light next to Altin’s name as if somehow he could make Altin answer him with sheer force of will. He’d gotten no reply to his initial attempt to reach Altin through the Prosperion’s helmet com. He tried again. “God damn, dude. I can’t believe we found you guys. Where’s Orli? I’m not seeing her on the com.

Still nothing.

“Altin! Can you hear me? Altin, come in, Altin.” More silence. “Hellooo? Altin, answer me.” Roberto let go a string of profanities. That didn’t help either. He went to Tracy’s station and bent down, glaring at the screen. “What the fuck is wrong with it?”

“He’s not answering.” What else could she say?

“Find him!” he snapped.

Of course Tracy was already tracing the signal back, and in moments she had coordinates. “On the planet. There.” The image on her monitor zoomed in and pinged a spot in the southern hemisphere, west of the meridian, and a few miles offshore of an island, one of the scattered and very few landmasses on the planet.

Deeqa was already setting a course.

Roberto leaned down and pressed Tracy’s transmit button, as if perhaps the problem had simply been with the controls on his own panel. “Altin? God damn it. Say something, you Prosperion bastard!”

He waited, his ear cocked toward the speaker, hope as apparent on his face as it was on everyone else’s, all but Deeqa’s, perhaps; hers was all focus as her fingers flew upon her controls. Roberto swore again, then transmitted once more. “Okay, maybe you can’t talk. But if you can hear me, stay cool, man. We’re coming. Twenty minutes tops.” He let go of the button and turned to Deeqa. “Don’t make me a liar.”

She nodded.

As they raced toward the planet, its round face grew, as if it were a pool of deep blue paint being poured upon the stars. The nearer they got, the more ominous the giant white wedges hovering over the planet became, and the course they were on took them directly at the massive things, albeit angled to pass well beneath them as they entered the atmosphere. But somehow that didn’t make the objects any less intimidating. They were huge, perfectly geometric, and obviously the handiwork of aliens.

“What are those?” Squints asked.

“Did I tell you to stop calling Tytamon?” Roberto snapped.

“He’s not answering. I’ve been trying nonstop.”

“Well, stopping is not part of nonstop, is it?”

“So, you don’t know what they are, then,” Squints remarked.

Roberto spun on him, eyes narrow.

“Hydrogen ice,” Tracy said, injecting the data into the moment like a mild sedative. “Identical in size: 3,900 miles long by 1,950 at the base, and another 1,000 thick, perfectly uniform in that. There are eight in all, each exactly 8,000 miles distant from the next, forming a circle between them with a diameter of 28,705 miles.”

Roberto glanced from the kid to his helmswoman and took a breath. The corners of her mouth twitched upward for a moment as she returned to her work. He looked back to Squints. “Happy now?”

“Not really. I mean, sure, so someone cut some spearheads out of space ice and made a ring, but I’m asking, what are they? As in, what do they do?”

“Hey, kid,” Tracy called over her shoulder. “Do yourself a favor and keep working on Tytamon. I’m not launching a second rescue pod for your ass.”

Roberto cocked an eyebrow at him that made it obvious that was good advice.

“Fine,” he said. “But just so you know, whatever those are, it’s buggering the mana. I don’t think I could reach Tytamon if he were standing there next to you.”

Everyone turned to him then, even Deeqa.

“Yeah,” he said. “See, now you all want to know what they are too, but no, I’m the arsehole for asking.”

“You didn’t mention the mana thing the first time.”

“Well, that’s true. But it’s one of those things I figured you already knew. It was so obvious, I mean, why would I? I guess with all this fancy machinery, I forget you guys are all blanks.” Saying that put a smile on his face of a variety that did nothing to calm the storm brewing upon Roberto’s brow.

“Just tell us what you see,” Roberto said. “What are those things doing to the mana?”

“Well, it’s hard to say—which is why I was asking—but, well, that planet looks like it’s sitting in a big, flat pool of mana, like, in it waist deep. But it’s frozen. The mana goes in through the sides all around at the middle, and they pull it out over on that one side near the top. It’s like pulling a handkerchief through a knothole, if that makes sense. Then it all goes up in a fat stack and disappears into those ice slices, and then, well, then it’s just gone. I mean, it’s all in there, but none of it’s out here, for me.” He paused, frowned, his eyes glazed, focused inward, then shrugged. “I can’t really explain it any better than that, which is, again, why I asked.”

The wave lines upon Roberto’s brow intensified, deepening the shadows shrouding his dark brown eyes. “In short, you’re saying you can’t do anything telepathic now? Like, you are about as magical as I am?”

Squints shrugged. “In a faerie’s fist, yes.”

“Well, this keeps getting better and better, doesn’t it?” Roberto turned back to the monitor tracking their approach. Fifteen minutes. It was taking forever.

Then Altin’s voice broke over the com, all in a rush.

“By the gods, Roberto. Stop running around up there so we can teleport aboard. Clear everyone away from the back of the bridge. Orli’s hurt. I can’t tell if she’s still alive.”

The urgency in his voice, the touch of hysteria, was terrifying. “God damn, man,” Roberto grumbled. He had to blink the surprise clear. “Fuck. Okay. We are. Give me a second.” He stood beside Tracy and glared at Squints, pointing to his seat. “Sit. Don’t move.”

The boy did.

They stared at the back of the bridge, all of them waiting for Altin to appear.

“Is it clear? Please, Roberto. I don’t have time.”

“Yes, damn it. Go already.”

“By the gods!” was all Altin said.

They waited. Still watching.

Nothing.

They could hear Altin breathing heavily. He grunted, and his breathing became increasingly labored. He was at something physical, strenuous. More grunting followed. Then silence.

“Are you coming, man?” Roberto asked.

More silence. The crew exchanged glances back and forth, dread constricting them.

“Heart rate very high,” Tracy reported, gazing into her monitor at the numbers coming from Altin’s suit. “His oxygen mixture is high, too. And he just cycled his video feed on and off twice in a row.” She slid a section of data to the corner of her screen and brought up another set of readings. “Several other systems are wonky, too.” Her frown deepened as she continued to watch. “Now he’s slow venting his starboard pack thruster. What the hell is he doing?”

“Casting magic,” Roberto said. “And it’s screwing with his suit controls.” To Altin he asked, mashing the transmit button again, “Damn it, where are you, man? We can’t just stand here like statues all day.”

“I’ve run into some trouble,” Altin said. “I’ve lost Orli again.”

Roberto wanted to scream, but he held it back, managing a more restrained “Well … crap!” He returned to his place at the com. “Hang in there. We’re coming.”

“I lost his feed,” Tracy said, her hands a blur, fingers moving over her controls like spiders at a barn dance. “It’s gone.”

“Shit!” Roberto gritted his teeth and had to draw a breath to calm the rising sense of helplessness and the rage that threatened to follow. There was still time. There had to be.

“Planetary atmosphere in forty seconds,” Deeqa announced.

“Hit it hard,” Roberto said. “We don’t have time to ease in. Time to find out if this ship can take as much of a beating as the warranty says it can. And nobody get anywhere near that bulkhead back there, in case Altin gets his chance.”




Chapter 9

When the fire of entry cleared, Roberto peered out the windshield and down into the blue ocean below them. The ship dove at a forty-five-degree angle, streaking straight for the last place they’d pinged Altin’s spacesuit transmitter. He might be anywhere now. Fifteen minutes … the aliens could have carted him off anywhere in that time.

Sensors located a structure near Altin’s last known position. A huge one—like pretty much everything else that had anything to do with the tentacled aliens. There rose from the ocean a great long shaft, fourteen miles due vertical, atop which sat a spaceport, by the looks of it, though at present, only one alien spaceship was docked there—or at least, only one that they could see or pick up on sensors. These bastards had better camouflage than the Glistening Lady.

“I’d bet money that’s the same ship we’ve been following,” Roberto said, squinting up into the main bridge monitor.

“Not a bet I’d take,” Deeqa said. “The dimensions are an exact match. They may all look the same, but there are definite variations in size, like dogs of a single breed. The longer you look, the easier they are to tell apart.”

“Yeah, well, that one has rabies, and I’m about to euthanize it,” Roberto said. He resisted the impulse to order the nukes armed and ready. “After we get our people out of there.”

“Last reading from Altin was well below that ship,” Tracy reported, scanning a readout scrolling up her screen. “Last contact was 271 meters above the ocean, 1,688 meters southwest of the structure where it breaks the surface.”

“What the hell was he doing down there?” Roberto asked.

“Heart rate indicated he was extremely agitated.”

“Yeah, maybe he was fighting one of those spaghetti dickheads. Fight or flight, anyway. He was breathing pretty hard as it was, and then something happened to Orli.”

Deeqa looked up from her controls, studying the image of the spaceport and alien ship in the heads-up display. She shook her head. “He may have fallen.”

“Why do you say that?”

She made a V with her middle finger and forefinger and pointed it at the image above. “The hatches are open, both at the back of the ship and on the station itself.” She zoomed the monitor in until it was clear that she was right. “Notice it’s not actually docked. There’s a gap between them. No bridge. There may have been an accident.”

“Or they jumped,” Roberto said. “Either way, if he did fall, he wouldn’t have hit the water. He was casting magic, so he could have caught himself with a teleport or something. He caught me when the wind on Yellow Fire blew me off the tracks of that big digging machine. If he could do that, and do it that fast from that far, then he would definitely catch himself and Orli before they went into the drink.”

“True,” Deeqa agreed. “Assuming he was able to continue casting.”

He turned to face her, shaking his head. “I swear, Deeqa, you are seriously fixated on finding the negative side of everything.”

“Pragmatism is survival where I come from.”

“Where you come from must suck.” He scanned the area beneath the ship, eyes darting futilely back and forth across the monitor, hoping to catch a glimpse of his friends.


“We need a plan, Captain.” Deeqa did not look up as she said it, but Roberto felt the ship slowing. She ran a sensor sweep, looking for incoming vessels, but said nothing more.

Thoughts raced through his mind, possible options. He rose and started to pace but then stopped in horror, realizing he’d gone right to the prohibited space near the bulkhead. A strangled breath escaped him as he stepped away. It would be just his luck to be standing there when Altin and Orli appeared; he knew what had happened to Pernie’s hand, and he’d seen what happened to a lot of Hostiles long before that.

He reclaimed his chair and resumed sorting out his thoughts.

They could try to get inside the alien spaceship and see if that’s where Altin went. Roberto understood well enough how teleportation worked: Altin had to know where he was going before he could teleport somewhere. Being that this was a new planet to them all, there wouldn’t have been anywhere else Altin could have teleported himself and Orli to that wasn’t someplace on that ship—even if they’d just jumped or fallen out of it trying to escape. So they were either on that ship, in the water, or nowhere.

But then again, Altin was even more familiar with the Glistening Lady, and yet he hadn’t come aboard. He surely wouldn’t go back onto the alien ship when he had the Lady there waiting for him.

Unless the aliens had snatched Orli back somehow. Then he would have had to go after her. Making the ship an even more obvious choice.

Unless they’d taken her into the spaceport. He could have looked into that open hatch a ways.

“Sensors picking up a lot of activity below,” Tracy said. “And there is a significant structure at the bottom end of that shaft, twenty-two miles down on the seabed. Or in the seabed. Or it is the seabed. It’s hard to separate what is natural and what is man-made—or alien-made—but by the geometry, it’s not entirely natural. I think.” She shrugged and made a wincing face, but nobody noticed.

“Great,” said Roberto. “So Altin and Orli could be somewhere on a thirty-mile-long spaceship, somewhere in the forty-mile-wide disc of that spaceport, or somewhere in the three-hundred-square-mile expanse of a deepwater alien city. Hell, for that matter they could also be somewhere in the almost forty miles of that damn shaft, stuck in the goddamn elevator. I mean, for all we know, that’s what’s happening in that thing. So, like, what the hell are we doing, people? I need ideas here!”

“Three vessels inbound, coming around from the backside of the station,” Deeqa said.

“Camo,” Roberto ordered reflexively.

“I think we should try down below,” Tracy said.

“What makes you say that?”

“I’ve analyzed the last few seconds of his broadcast. Definite red shift to the wave patterns. Furthermore, and I admit this could be a lot of other things, but the nitrogen levels are slightly higher in that patch of ocean if we follow the red shift to the water. It’s windy, down there, and hard to be sure, but there’s a definite nitrogen emission coming from that spot. If he went into the water, that would be consistent with his suit thruster starting to vent, which it was, if you’ll recall. If you want an idea, that’s mine.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t change the fact he could have teleported anywhere after. Those bubbles could be seconds or even minutes old, still rising from where he was before he vanished again. Assuming it’s not just some damn fish with gas.”

“That’s true.” Tracy looked to Deeqa. The Somali was not inclined to argue.

“Fine, go down. Maybe that will help hide our heat signature from those three ships, assuming they somehow haven’t already spotted us. Hard to imagine they wouldn’t have, given our spectacular entry.”

“They never paid us much attention before,” Deeqa pointed out.

“I made a lot of money that way,” Squints said. “Being a runt has its advantages. Nobody takes you seriously.”

“Well, they’re going to find out what this runt can do if anything happens to my friends.”


The Glistening Lady slowed nearly to a stop as it approached the surface of the ocean, then tipped nose-down and slipped into the water with hardly a splash. Entering the water cast the inside of the ship in wavering blue hues as seawater filtered the bright sunlight.

“Okay, since this is your idea, Applegate, where did he go?”

“We’re not quite where he went in,” she replied. Requesting ship controls from Deeqa, she tapped a few keys and guided the ship to the exact location. In less than a minute they were there, at which point everyone but Tracy was pressed to a window, looking for signs of the missing Prosperion and his new bride.

“I can’t see anything,” Roberto said. “You got anything on sensor?”

“Nothing. Trying sonic pulses now.”

Roberto moved to a different window, again mashing his forehead to the cold glass.

“Three objects in motion below,” Tracy said. “Two descending, nearly identical in size and mass. Speed of eight meters per second, current depth approximately seventy-two hundred meters. The third is much larger and coming up from much farther down.” She squinted into the monitor and slid some data around on the screen. “It could be a sea critter, though.”


“So are the first two Orli and Altin?”

“They ping back bigger than a human. Sonic image up.” She put the computer’s visual interpretation of the sonic readings on the screen. Two roughly egg-shaped objects, a little over two meters long. “Probably not.”

“No, that’s them,” Roberto said. “Quick, get us down there.”

“Priming main jets,” Deeqa said, taking ship control back from Tracy. “Three minutes.”


“Three minutes? Do they have three minutes? How long until that sea monster gets to them? We don’t need some damn Jonah and the Whale bullshit after all of this.”

“Two minutes, forty seconds at its present rate. The creature is on a bearing for the nearer of the two objects,” said Tracy.

“Fuck me.” He blew air into the window uselessly. “Can’t you go any faster?”

Deeqa shook her head but did not look up. “We can go faster, but not without damaging the ship. The Lady’s got jets for a reason. You paid for them for a reason. This is the reason. You need to let them work.”

He swore again but knew she was right, so he cussed the salesman from whom he’d bought the ship instead. “And I told that asshole he was just trying to pad his commission when he talked me into a gas and liquids kit. And the torpedoes.”

“You’ll have to send him an apology when we get home,” Deeqa said. “And by the way, it was a fish, not a whale.”

“What?”

“Jonah. He was swallowed by a giant fish, not a whale.”

Roberto paused and glared at her. She didn’t turn to see it, but apparently she felt it, for she added, “It’s your religion, not mine. I thought you should know.”

“Just prime the damn jets.” Again, Roberto had to stop himself from pacing back toward the bulkhead. He distracted himself by barking at Squints sitting there, staring wide-eyed out into the darkening waters around the ship. “Anything from Tytamon?”

“I already told you, there’s nothing out there to hold on to. No mana. Not a drop. If I were a mana fish, I’d be dead.”

“When was the last time you tried?”

“When she said there were three alien ships coming toward us.” He pointed to Deeqa as if any wrath Roberto had ought to be directed that way.

“Keep trying. You never know when something might open up.”

Squints made a face that conveyed his irritation, an unspoken indictment of Roberto’s obvious ignorance on the subject of mana, but he was wise enough to nod and say, “Yes, sir.”

“Intercept in eighty seconds,” Tracy announced.


“Intercept who? Us intercepting that closest blob or the sea monster intercepting the farther one?”

“Us to the nearest one.”

“Well, how about the sea monster?”

“Fifty-seven seconds. It’s accelerating.”

“You think it thinks we’re competing with it for food?”

“It might. I have no way to know.”

Roberto turned back to the window, but the water was too dark to see now. He tapped up a spotlight and directed it downward. Tiny bits of debris, like dust in a sunbeam, rushed toward them in the deep blue darkness. He squinted and craned forward, hoping for a glimpse of the blob they pursued and maybe a glimpse of which one of his friends was in it—hoping it wouldn’t be a glimpse of whose body they were going to recover first. The thought started, but he tamped it down with force of will.

He saw it then, a distant shadow, black at first but slowly yellowing as they drew near. Just as he’d known it would be, it was one of those goddamn alien blobs, the gooey crap that the alien on Yellow Fire had trapped Altin and Orli in before dragging them into the ship.

The Glistening Lady continued to close on the blob. As it grew bigger with their approach, he could make out the form inside, a figure looking exactly like Orli and Altin had when they’d been captured in that alien goop on the spaceship ramp. Looking into the blob was like looking into a pint of beer, and the form inside was unmistakable: two legs, two arms, a head. A big head, but definitely human shaped. It was a spacesuit, but there was no way to tell which one of them it was inside.

The ship drew closer still.

Light grew brighter, coming up from beneath. Something bright and glowing red ascended from the depths, moving with astonishing speed. It rose past the blob containing the spacesuit and presumably one of his friends. It came on so fast it was hardly more than a flash of light, though Roberto was sure he caught a glimpse of an enormous eye. It skirted right past the window through which Roberto watched, larger than the window itself, a glinting black dome, like a small black hole captured under glass, rimmed in flecks of gold.

The gold encircling the darkness gleamed in the brilliance of the Glistening Lady’s spotlight. Then something shot out from beneath the giant eye, striking the ship two resonant blows. They were as loud as sledgehammers pounding, bam bam, against the hull, and Roberto braced for the shudder that would rock the ship. But none came. Only darkness came. The light from both the creature and the spotlight went out. Roberto could see nothing outside.

“What the hell was that?” Roberto demanded. A glance to his console showed nothing untoward. All systems normal. “Did we just … what? Teleport? Did we go through another goddamn wormhole? Why are my controls still up?”


“Mine are too,” Deeqa said, glancing left and right, taking in the other workstations and the dim interior lighting all around the bridge.

“If I had to guess, I’d say it’s ink,” Tracy said. She said it as if it weren’t the weirdest thing anyone could possibly say.

“What?” Roberto turned back from the window to look at her as if she’d lost her mind. “Ink! Like, as in Prosperion-feather-pens-and-parchment ink?”

“Creature is descending now,” Tracy reported. “One of the two objects in tow.”

“What about the other one? I saw a spacesuit in the one that was below me here. This is definitely our friends.”

“Do we give chase, sir? Or get the other one?” Deeqa’s voice was calm but insistent that a decision be made immediately.

“Shit. Can we catch that thing?”

“Yes. Seven minutes at its present speed. Although we will be amongst the structures below by the time we do. There may be others like it down there as well, but I don’t detect any for now.”

“How long to get to whoever is in that other blob?”

“Four minutes.”

“Damn it! Okay, go get that one, then, but keep an eye on the sea monster.” He began cursing and allowed himself to pace freely back and forth across the bridge—obviously, nobody was going to be teleporting aboard anytime soon.




Chapter 10

The figure within the second blob of alien goo sharpened into greater and greater focus with each passing second, shaping itself into the gentle curves of a woman, making the identity of the blob’s occupant obvious. It was Orli. And someone had taken her spacesuit. She was stuck in there wearing only her underwear.

A smoldering anger, hatred in need of a target, welled within Roberto as the ship’s robotic arm pulled Orli into the air lock. He was among the handful of people that were damn glad Altin had done what he did to Thadius Thoroughgood—even if Altin was not—and whatever had happened to Orli this time, Roberto was getting tired of it. It was bad enough within the human race, but now giant spaghetti aliens were messing with her too?

He forced the emotions down as he waited for the pressure to equalize in the air lock. Patience never was his strong suit. But eventually she was in the ship—inside of a gob of yellow goo, but at least inside the ship too.

He prodded the ochre barrier around her. It was soft to the touch, yet still firm, bordering on being hard. Nobody aboard had any idea what it was.

“Now what?” he asked Liu Chun standing beside him. “Can I cut her out of there?” He drew his blaster from its holster, intent on burning through the yellow stuff.

“I think that might be a bad idea,” she said. She grimaced, then added, “I don’t know if it is, but … maybe something less drastic first. Maybe start with a scalpel or a knife?” She pulled a laser scalpel out of the medical kit she’d brought and looked to Roberto to see if he approved.

“Fine, go,” he said.

She pressed the trigger and directed the beam into the yellow gel.

Nothing.

She spent a few more moments trying, angling the bright green beam into it, but, oddly enough, the light mostly disappeared. Not entirely, as a wispy thread of the laser beam emerged from the opposite side of the blob, but the line of it could not be traced passing through. It went in at the tip of the scalpel, vanished for the length of the blob, then reappeared as a dim, barely visible spot of light on the deck, a teardrop-sized ghost of its former brilliance. “Well, that’s weird,” she remarked.

“Yeah. It is. Kinda like that stone that Altin used to use, the Liquefying stuff that Her Majesty has such a hard-on for.”

“Maybe,” said Liu Chun.

Deeqa pulled a knife out of her boot, the blade nearly a full foot long, two inches wide at the thickest part. She glanced to Roberto, who moved out of her way, and she hacked at the blob as if she were chopping wood, one quick strike. The blade bit deeply, almost enough to bury the blade. She seesawed it out and hacked a second time from an opposing angle, breaking out a wedge-shaped chunk. She glanced back at Roberto again, and he nodded. “Go,” he said. “Cut her out.” He turned to Chelsea, who was also standing nearby. “Go get a deck saw. Go, go!”

The muscular redhead was off like a shot. She returned straightaway with the long power saw and set to work opposite Deeqa, the whine of the saw’s electric motor blending with the dull, wet thwacks of the Somali woman’s chopping.

Soon, they’d carved away enough of the ochre for Roberto and Liu Chun to get in and help pull off the rest. It was like peeling wax off a fancy wheel of cheese, except this cheese was bruised and battered all to hell. Everyone present wondered aloud at what terrible shape Orli was in, and Roberto swore louder and louder the more he realized how extensive her injuries were. But rage notwithstanding, they kept at the work until at length Orli was free.

They laid Orli’s limp body on the deck, and Liu Chun went to work immediately checking her vital signs.

“Nothing,” she reported straightaway. She began CPR, her palms pressing down regularly, bending Orli’s rib cage frighteningly as she ordered Chelsea to run for a defibrillation kit.

“You sure you’re not doing that too hard?” Roberto asked, watching the deep plunges of Liu Chun’s compressions.


“She’s got broken ribs by the way her chest is moving, and maybe a punctured lung. I doubt I’m doing her any favors with this.” She bent down and turned her cheek next to Orli’s mouth, both listening and feeling for breath. “Paddles! Where are the paddles?”

Roberto snagged the defibrillator from Chelsea the moment she appeared, then shoved it at Liu Chun, kneeling beside Orli. He felt stupid and helpless.

Liu Chun pulled the flat metal tabs out from the sides of the med kit tablet. They slid out from the machine on narrow, white-insulated wires, looking like silvery coins on lengths of string. She taped them to Orli’s chest on either side of her sternum.

“Clear!”

Orli jolted, her body rising off the deck. She gasped, looked up with wide, frightened eyes, then fell back onto the deck, the back of her head thumping against the metal.

“God damn!” Roberto exclaimed, nearly a sob. “God damn.”

It took Liu Chun a few moments to get Orli awake and arrest the spasms of fright and disorientation that followed. But after five tense minutes and many soft words and gentle reassurances, Orli was sitting up, wrapped in a thermal blanket and shivering, but definitely alive.

Not surprisingly, Orli’s first words were “Where is Altin? Did you get him?”

She was not happy about Roberto’s reply, and despite having been recently retrieved from the jaws of death, she found the energy to cuss Roberto out and demand to know why he was here with her and not chasing after Altin.

Which Roberto happily ignored for a time out of pure relief, watching her move ever closer to some semblance of her former self. When he was ready to accept she might actually be out of the woods, he asked for confirmation. “She’s okay, right?”

Liu Chun nodded. “She’s fine. Pretty jacked up. Definitely a few broken ribs is my guess, but maybe no damage to the lung. Which is good. And her hand, well, that’s a nightmare. I’m not sure what we’re going to do with that. Her leg, on the other hand, looks worse than it is, so we can patch it up easily. In short, you are free to do as she says and get after Altin.”

“Deeqa, let’s go.” Roberto turned and ran for the bridge, his first officer on his heels. “Don’t worry, Orli,” he called over his shoulder. “We know where he is.”

The Glistening Lady’s jet engines churned, driving the ship deep into darkness. Roberto kept his eyes moving between the sensor tracking the creature that had snatched Altin and the pressure readings on the ship. They were getting really, really deep, and while the man who had sold him the ship had said the Glistening Lady could sit on the bottom of the ocean “without so much as a creak,” he’d been talking about Earth’s oceans, not this monstrous water world. But down and down they went: five miles, seven. Then ten. Then seventeen. Still, no creaking yet, and the readings were only just moving into the yellow spectrum on the stress tolerance monitor. All the same, he couldn’t help imagining the ship imploding in a cloud of bubbles. It would happen so fast if it did happen, too. In an instant. One minute there would be a sleek, shiny aquatic spacecraft, and the next, a spew of little bubbles, the foamy gasp of instant death—probably tinted pink with the juices of the pulverized meat bags that had been its crew.

He shuddered and shook the thoughts off. He was about to ask Tracy how much longer till they caught Altin, when the dot marking him on the sensor grid vanished.

“Shit!” Tracy swore at her controls. She pressed a few buttons, slid some controls to a side monitor, and tapped into others rapidly. She repeated the profanity twice more and finished with “Fuck. I lost him.”

“What kind of ‘lost him’? Lost him like ‘can’t find him’ lost, or lost him like ‘he’s dead’ lost?”

“He’s somewhere in or under that alien city down there, or whatever it is. Nest. Reef. Whatever.”

“Did you see at least where he went in?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t think it is a good idea to take the ship into that, Captain.” Deeqa was leaning into her monitor, looking at the structure depicted by the sound waves. “Whether that is a city or a nest, in either case it will likely be defended. And my bet is that it is a city. If not a fortress.”

“Well, nobody down there has paid much attention to us so far other than the ink monster,” Roberto pointed out. “And those fliers up there never came in after us either. Just like you said they wouldn’t, remember?”

“I do, and they did not.”

“So, maybe nothing with a brain knows or cares that we’re here. Let’s cruise in there friendly like and hope nobody messes with us. They didn’t mess with us on Yellow Fire either … at least not until we started screwing with their ship. We should be good.”

Orli climbed up onto the bridge as Roberto said it. She was wearing a pair of coveralls that Liu Chun had scrounged for her before wrapping her in a silvery Mylar blanket, which crinkled audibly as Orli moved. She also wore an expression that looked extremely annoyed. “Turns out doing that was a pretty bad idea, wasn’t it? Too bad nobody warned you not to go out there and mess with those ships.” If sarcasm were acid, hers would have burned holes in the deck.

Roberto winced, knowing he deserved that. But at least Orli appeared to be holding up pretty well. That was a positive. Trust her not to let an I-told-you-so moment go. He put his hands up in surrender. “I know. I know. I fucked up. I’m sorry. If I could take it back, I would.” Looking at her all banged up, though, he could not help but flood with guilt. It was he who had pushed so hard to go check out the alien spaceships back on Yellow Fire—granted, with pressure from Altin, too. If he’d just let it go, if he’d used his damn brain, she wouldn’t look like that. In fact, none of this would be happening at all. If an I-told-you-so glare and a sarcastic jab were all he got, then he’d be getting off far too easily.

“Thirty seconds from the uppermost complex,” Tracy announced.

Shortly after and a few miles farther down, lights began to appear, dimly at first, but brightening as the ship descended. They could finally see with their own eyes the structures that the sonic images had shaped before. Now there could be no doubt: this was a city, or at least something very close to one. Part reef, part city, perhaps. Definitely intentional. There were patterns in the lights across the whole of it, distinct symmetry. Yet it had in ways a natural aspect too, a beautiful accidentalness. The convergence of mind and nature, a coming together rather than the oppositional way humanity built such things. But appreciate or dread it as they might, there could be no doubt that it was built by intelligent hands … or tentacles.

“Under that structure there,” Tracy announced, indicating a mile-long projection with a movement of her head. “That oblong one cantilevered out of the side of that mountain … or building, or whatever that is. That’s where he disappeared.”

“Take us down there. Let’s have a look.”

The ship glided slowly under the projecting structure, rather like they were looking up at the bottom side of an open drawer, and they found light coming down from within the space—as if the drawer were bottomless. Water rippled in the light, surface water, indicating that there was an atmosphere in there. “I think we found the door,” Tracy said.

“And it ain’t locked,” Roberto observed. “Take us in.”

“Captain?” That from Deeqa.

“Yes, Miss Daar?”

The line of her mouth shaped words she did not speak, but Roberto did not retract his command.

Deeqa piloted the craft into the opening. The ship surfaced and rose out of the water, which ran off it in a thousand waterfalls. She stopped the ascent a few yards above the surface and let the ship hover there. They were in an intake area, a large and empty hangar-like space, though relatively tiny by comparison to the rest of the complex into which they had just flown. This place was but a single drawer pulled out of an alien-made mountain range.

At the very end of the hangar, the ceiling gave way to a yawning expanse of darkness. It was spotted here and there with pale colored lights shining in the distance, looking like orphaned stars.

Slipping out of the water a few hundred feet from where the ship hovered, Roberto spotted an alien sliding itself onto a flat platform. The creature moved slowly and awkwardly, completely unlike the one they’d been chasing in hopes of retrieving Altin. It slopped and flopped its way over the rough natural flooring of the hangar, whumping messy heaps of itself onto the platform as if a tangle of wet noodles had come to life.

Roberto lit a docking lamp and spotlighted the creature, wanting to get a better view and a better sense of the possible danger.

It had a long, tubular body, sturdier than the tangled mass of the rest of it. The upper length of the body expanded in an hourglass shape with two enormous bulges, the lower and larger of which boasted three blinking eyes. These, looking suspiciously like the one that had glared through the ship’s window at him barely fifteen minutes earlier, were neatly spaced around the bulge. Its tentacles sprouted from above and below its eyes like overgrown eyelashes. They had to be approaching three hundred meters long.

Despite the familiar nature of those eyes, Roberto would not have suspected this creature to be the same one they’d been chasing … had it not been for a tiny-seeming drop of yellow that the creature hauled out of the water as it continued to thrash its way onto the platform. Everyone watching knew immediately that they were looking at the current residence of Sir Altin Meade.

“Let’s go,” Roberto said as the platform began to move, rising into the darkness at a slow but steady pace. “That’s our boy!”

The ship was within twenty meters by the time the platform had risen to the upper edge of the hangar area, the open ceiling through which the darkness yawned. Then, as if casting fishing lines, the alien threw several tentacles up over the edge, where they flopped like soggy rope out of sight. They drew taut right after, and the creature hauled the upper portion of its long body upright, bending itself off the platform so that its bulbed end was out of the hangar by a few dozen yards.

The uppermost bulb swelled, shortening in length and appearing to bloat; then it released in a great contraction, ejaculating a huge parachute from its tip. In an instant, the parachute was filled with air, exploding into a massive bowl-shaped sail, which snatched the creature off the platform. In less time than it took for Roberto to mutter, “What the fuck?” the alien and its human captive were yanked out of sight on a gust of air.

Orli, now used to such things, spoke to the vacant stares on everyone’s face. “Yeah, so they do that,” she said. “And we better get going before he gets too far away. These aliens don’t build anything that isn’t really big and really dark, so there’s no telling where that thing, or this place, might go.”




Chapter 11

The Glistening Lady followed Altin and his captor into the alien city. Darkness swelled before them, though here and there, seemingly at random, were small, persistent lights. Having spent as much time on the alien ship as Orli had, she thought to look for patterns. With help from Tracy running scans, she confirmed that purple rings marked updrafts and orange lights marked directional shifts in the ferocious winds. While less predictable than the back-and-forth sequence she’d encountered on the ship, at least they could be anticipated to some degree.

The scans also revealed the many platforms, ramps, plateaus, bridges, and tiers that crisscrossed the space, layer upon layer of them everywhere. Some were naturally occurring, others were not, some connected, some not, and all seemed to have been built by whim, chance, or madness. Columns thick and thin erupted from unseen depths below to support these chaotic surfaces, many of them climbing out of sight on their way to the unseen ceiling above. Tracy remarked, “It’s like being inside a giant block of Swiss cheese but with better geometry.”

“And a lot more wind,” Orli added, nodding that she agreed.

“Maybe whoever ate it was lactose intolerant?” Roberto laughed, but it was forced, and no one else did.

Humor was hard to hold on to, especially given that within those busy air currents were uncountable aliens, a whole dark city of them, sailing about behind their giant bowl-shaped parachutes, their long, bulbous bodies and trailing tentacles flapping and fluttering like tattered wind socks. And one of those aliens had Altin in tow.

“There,” said Tracy, pointing to her monitor. “I found him!” She zoomed the camera in for a better view.

Altin in his ochre-tinted encasement was held in a ropelike tentacle that wound around him like an electromagnetic coil. Just as they spotted him, the alien swung out of view over a ledge, plunging into a chasm that dropped down through the city floor—one of many all around.

“Go!” Orli blurted before Roberto could hit the controls.

“Strap in?” Roberto shouted back, motioning to a fold-out chair in one wall. “Make it quick.”

They flew past the edge of the chasm, far enough for Roberto to assess whether entering was safe. Ship’s lights could only illuminate a hundred yards down, where they watched Altin disappear into darkness yet again. “Get me sonar and radar,” he snapped as he arced the ship out in a long loop that brought them diving after his captive friend. “Get me everything.”

The alien disappeared into the tar-black depths, and the Glistening Lady plunged after. Shelves and ledges and grated platforms seemed to lunge up at them out of the darkness, forcing Roberto to weave and dodge as he descended. None of these structures showed up on sensors, which left only the lights and his reflexes to prevent the ship and its crew from becoming a stain on an alien floor. Fortunately, the alien began to glow in the darkness, making it easier to see.

“Why aren’t those showing up on my monitor?” he spat as he dodged another one.

“Beats me,” Tracy said. “There’s something disrupting frequencies. These rocky formations aren’t exactly rock, but I’ll figure it out.” She sounded anxious, though.

The alien had collapsed its billow and was free-falling into the unseen depths as fast as gravity would allow. That, however, gave the Glistening Lady the upper hand, and Roberto feathered the ship’s chemical thrusters enough to bring the ship within twenty meters. He didn’t want to risk injuring Altin or the ship, so he backed off and matched the alien’s rate of descent, using its movements to give him a clue as to where the next obstacles might be.

“Now what?” he asked as Tracy zoomed the camera in close enough to see Altin watching them in return, wide-eyed.

“He looks scared,” Squints observed.

“That’s exasperation. He wants us to hurry up,” Orli explained. “He understands the danger we’re in.”

“He probably thinks we’re dumb as shit,” Roberto said. “Speaking of which, you, back there, are supposed to be calling Tytamon. Why do you keep forgetting that? Do you want me to forget to fly the ship right now?”

Squints looked horrified. “No.”

“Then do your fucking job.”

“Oh my God, quit talking and shoot the damn thing,” Orli said.

“Then what?” Roberto asked. “The tractor beam is mounted on the bottom of the ship. There’s no room in this pinball machine we’re flying through to pull up and stop his fall. Probably rip Altin in half even if we tried.”

“Tracy, how far to the bottom of this section of the city?” Orli asked.

“Forty-one miles.”

“See,” said Orli. “We could still get him. We could fly parallel to the fall and send out the robotic arm. It’s a long way down. There’s time.”

“I know you’re not as into old-world games as I am, but which part of pinball machine didn’t register with you?” Roberto had to jerk the ship around another stack of grates, which jutted out from a column like levels of a 3D chessboard. “I swear that thing is doing it on purpose.”

“Then shoot it already,” Orli said.

“Dude, did you see what I just did? You seriously think I can dodge that shit and keep us close enough to an alien corpse long enough for you to run the robotic arm out there? And what’s going to keep a dead alien from smashing into one of these decks on its own? Altin won’t survive that.”

The alien cut sideways, shooting its billow out at an angle to its left. The parachute caught a layer of crosswind and jerked out of sight, snatching Altin out of the video feed.

It took Roberto a hundred yards to slow the ship and bring it back up and around. He swooped under a long, arching structure shaped like an old-fashioned train trestle, then angled back up along the chasm wall. “Tracy, where’d he go?”

“I have him,” she said. “I’ve mapped the area in thermal and Doppler shift. It’s not great, but we can at least sort of see.” On the main display, she pulled up a colorful wind map, a cube-shaped grid covering fifty square miles around the ship.

Roberto squinted up at it and shook his head. “That looks like a rainbow puked into a glass box. What the hell am I supposed to do with that?” A moment later a red dot was blinking on the map, carried along in a wind stream depicted as a yellow smear.

“There. That’s Altin.”

“Go,” Orli shouted. “Go, go!”

To get the ship back in pursuit, Roberto had to navigate around three monstrous columns, which between them supported six levels of grating similar to the decks Orli had seen on the alien ship. Like those, these were massive, and in the time it took Roberto to bring the ship to speed, they observed hundreds of aliens moving around. There were creatures of various sizes, big ones like the one they chased, and a variety of smaller, shrimplike things with hooked tails and three-pronged tentacle mustaches. There were other types as well, smaller, and too small in the distance to make out much detail, but all went about the business of doing whatever these aliens did.

The ship wove its way through the columns and up between levels until they found the airstream into which their quarry had redirected itself. Roberto turned the ship downwind, and once again they were after their missing mage.

“Got you, you slimy bastard,” Roberto said once they had Altin’s abductor within a few hundred meters. “I’m tempted to shoot your ass right now.”

“Watch for crosswinds,” Orli said, beginning to make sense of Tracy’s map. “And the lack of them. I bet it is going to change directions at that vertical blue streak. This is exactly how they move around on their ships.”

“What does blue mean? Is that bad?” Roberto asked.

“Low airflow,” Tracy put in. “There’s a column of dead air there, or at least relatively dead compared to the yellows, oranges, and reds.”

As predicted, the alien once again retracted its billow. The large parachute emptied and sucked back into the alien’s upper bulb. It lost speed, fell at an angle out of the airstream until momentum was arrested, and then dropped like a soggy knot of noodles.

Roberto threw a gravity brake on the ship, hell-bent on not shooting past the alien this time, and everyone strained against their seat straps as the ship stopped nearly as abruptly as it would have had it hit a wall—which it almost did anyway. He dropped the nose and brought the ship around in a corkscrew arc, once again diving after Altin.

“There’s an opening at the bottom of this canyon,” Tracy said, squinting at her map. “Look there, that orange spot. There’s a lot of turbulence right there.”

“What does that turbulence mean?”

“I don’t know. Probably wind running out of places to go. I think the alien is headed for it.”

“Hang on, everybody,” Roberto said into the all-coms, “this might get interesting.”

True to Tracy’s prediction, the alien dropped into the opening, a narrow hole that looked as if it had been drilled into the chasm floor by an enormous machine. The Glistening Lady plunged in after, the cat chasing a rat into a sewer pipe. Tracy’s map blinked out but reappeared again, simpler and all in green.

In the confined space, the ship’s spotlights worked better, and Roberto could rely more heavily on his eyes, a fact made easier due to the alien’s having once again begun to glow. The deeper they went, the brighter it became.

They chased the alien for a time, following it through a series of S curves and a couple of intersections with voluminous crosswinds. The alien forwent any of them, however, and navigated the turns with shifts of its tentacles, the suckers flattened out and used as rudders in the wind. Eventually it came out into a long vertical stretch.

“This tunnel ends in less than two miles,” Tracy said. “Dead end. Looks like water.”

“It will have to slow down before it hits the surface,” Deeqa said. “I can shoot it if it does. Captain, you’ll need to twitch the ship portside as far as possible, so I don’t risk hitting Altin.”

“That still doesn’t give you much of an angle, and he’s jerking around in this wind like a drunken butterfly. You sure?” Roberto asked.

“There is no way that thing can crash into the water at this speed. It will slow down or stop, and I’ll have a shot. If I don’t, I won’t, and we’ll just keep chasing him until we do. We know how fast it swims. In open water, we might even be able to do it Orli’s way.”

“Okay. I’ll keep us steady. Be ready.”

Deeqa’s theory proved right, and a few hundred feet before impact with the water at the bottom of the shaft, the alien folded itself backward, almost as if turning itself inside out. It did it so quickly Roberto had only enough time to realize it before the billow was unfolding right up at the camera like a white sheet blown against their window. In the moment after, they flew past the alien as its parachute brought it nearly to a halt faster than Roberto could react.

“Shit!” Roberto threw the gravity brakes on, stopping the ship a scant sixty meters above the surface of the water, which now shone deep blue in the ship’s headlights.

Tracy called up the aft cameras, where they watched the alien, its parachute now retracted again, falling past the cameras and down alongside the ship.

“Get it before it goes in,” Orli shouted.

“I will try,” Deeqa said.

When the forward cameras reacquired the alien, it looked like a giant mophead falling down a well, its tentacles waggling around it like a gaudy fringe.

“Where’s Altin?” Roberto asked.

Everyone glared into their monitors, checking the tentacle tips for signs of the mage.

“There,” Deeqa called out. “Two o’clock.” The billow inflated again as the thump of her trigger finger was audible against her console glass.

The bright line of the laser burned a hole through the alien flesh parachute. The wound smoked and blackened, and the alien’s body light extinguished where the laser struck, shaping a perfect ring of darkness. What damage lay beneath the puffed veil could not be ascertained, but the rest of its body turned red, a bright, angry glow like a bottle of wine lit from within.

“That pissed it off,” Roberto surmised, matching speed with the creature’s descent. It splashed into the water and, quick as a shot, was out of view beyond the edge of the narrow opening.

“Well, I guess it’s not dead,” Roberto said as he watched the red light fade in the seawater, which was now only meters from the ship.

“I nicked the top bulb and got the fatter part underneath,” Deeqa said, calling up video of the creature to confirm. She isolated a few fractions of a second in the video, right before the alien had vanished beyond the edge of the tunnel mouth.

The creature’s larger bulb had been split along one side, burst open like an overcooked sausage. The laser had burnt a gaping wound lengthwise down it, and right along the corner of one of its three eyes. Deeqa grunted, mildly content. “Not a kill shot, but got a good slice of the eye section. Maybe pain will slow it down.”

Roberto slowed the ship enough to ease them into the water even as he shouted for them to get to work priming the jets again.

He glanced out the window as Tracy and Deeqa worked. All around him the water glowed blue and luminous, lit by a massive shaft of light rising from the seafloor and out of sight above, lost to distance and darkness as with everything else in this place. He spotted the alien right away. Despite how bright it had become, it was quickly vanishing into the glare of whatever that giant beam of light was.

“What the hell is that?” he demanded, nodding toward the glare.

Tracy tapped her sensor screens and replied, “Some kind of ice.” She kept her focus on getting the ship moving, however, and Roberto didn’t bother to follow up.

They worked in silence, and finally, a torturous minute and a half later, were once again underway.

“Alien out of visual, but it’s still heading straight for that column …” Tracy’s voice trailed off for a moment as she took a closer look at her earlier readings. “Which is the same ice column we saw above the surface, propping up that weird spaceport. Same size, all the same properties. Told you it went deep.”

Orli, having not been aboard when they arrived, asked, “Ice column?”

“Yeah. It’s a thing. Couldn’t tell you what it’s for. We never got that far,” Roberto said. “So far, we only know it’s propping up a space station like a giant lollipop. Maybe it’s an elevator linking the station to their suboceanic restaurant district. We’ll figure that out after we get your boy back.” He pointed out the window to where Altin was now no longer in sight.

The alien swam steadily, and rapidly, toward the column. The ship gained on it, the brilliance of the light continuing to get more intense with every passing meter. The ice was much brighter under the water than it had been above, certainly brighter than any of the pie-slice sections above the planet, too, despite how massive they had been. Soon, Roberto had to increase the window tint so he could continue reading his monitors.

“Alien vessel coming from the east side of the column,” Tracy announced.

“Just one?”

“Yes. But it’s eleven miles long and three wide.”

“What kind of dumbass makes a submarine that big?” Roberto pulled it up on a section of his own monitor and let go a low whistle. “Okay, these guys are totally obsessed with size. They must have tiny little water wienies, because that’s ridiculous.”

“Maybe they’ll ignore us like the last ones did.” That came from Squints, whose existence Roberto had once again completely forgotten.

“Hey,” Roberto exclaimed, realizing that he had a mage—albeit a weak one—aboard. “Can you find Altin with that gimp-ass telepathy of yours?”

“I don’t know him,” Squints said. “It doesn’t work like that.”

“I am noticing that a lot of magic ‘doesn’t work like that’ with you.” He frowned at Deeqa, whose idea it had been to bring the lad aboard. Squints started to protest, but Roberto shut him down. “Just get back to finding Tytamon, damn it, and keep your mouth shut if you don’t have something useful to add.”

“I can’t. The mana is gone, remember. Or at least, it’s kind of frozen or something.” He pointed through the window, where the massive column of ice still grew brighter and bigger with every passing instant despite the dark tint Roberto had called up. “It’s all right there. In the ice. It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“Tell me what? You didn’t say anything about a column of frozen mana at the bottom of the ocean, maybe with an elevator in it, holding up a spaceport fourteen miles above the ocean’s surface. I would have remembered something like that.”

Orli hushed him. “Roberto, stop.” To Squints, she said, “What do you mean the mana is in the ice?”

“All the mana is right there, all compressed or something, as if someone rolled it up like dough and froze it solid. But that is the mana.” He pointed again to make sure they all understood. “That’s it. All of it. And I can’t touch it. With a hammer and chisel, Anvilwrath himself couldn’t channel that.”

They’d caught up enough to get Altin on camera again, near enough to the alien to focus on its captive despite the massive wall of light that the ice shaft had become. The column was getting very close.

“Crap. Now what? Do we risk another shot? If we hit Altin, he’s vaporized, and if we hit that column, we might all be.”

“Burn it with the thrusters,” Orli said. “Come at it and hit it with a chemical burn.”

“You’re wicked,” Roberto said. “But I like it.”

“Hurry!”

The alien angled right, as if only now sensing it had a friendly vessel coming to give aid. The Glistening Lady drew closer still. Roberto could see Altin with his own eyes now. If they got much closer, he could reach out the window and touch the ochre blob the Prosperion was caught in.

Altin’s mouth was moving. He was yelling something at them. Some of what he said was obvious, the most obvious being the regular return to Orli’s name.

“I already got her, dude,” Roberto said aloud. “Your lady is good to go, my friend. Now you.”

“She’s not going to be good to go if that ship gets us first,” Deeqa said.

“Just ready the thrusters,” Roberto replied. “And only a flick of the tongue. Don’t burn our mage, and don’t crush my ship!”

“Of course,” Deeqa said, not needing to be told.

Roberto pushed the ship beside the alien, driving past Altin now, past the trailing tentacles, drawing alongside its eye bulb, now grievously wounded, then past that to the upper bulb that housed the retracted parachute. Sections of the pale billow oozed out of a gash where Deeqa had nicked it, like a fleshy handkerchief partially plucked from a burnt box of tissues.

The alien angled away again.

“Gonna whip the ass end around. Be ready in three … two …” Roberto pushed the ship’s aquatic drives to their limit. “One! Go, now, fire!” He swung the ship across the alien’s trajectory, then threw the water drives into reverse the moment he passed, both anticipating the alien would move away and needing to counter the thrust.

Deeqa hit the aft thrusters as he did, and for a moment at least they were only four feet from the alien. She fired the left rear bank. Flames erupted, nearly as white as the ice before them, thirty-seven hundred degrees Kelvin, licking along the alien’s long torso as it tried to angle away. The water boiled and turned to gas. Its skin melted, and the eyes in its larger bulb burst like kernels of popcorn, flowering outward and spewing inky fluid clouds into the rising bubbles of superheated gas.

Deeqa killed the burn a split second after it began, and they all watched as the alien’s color flickered, faded, and winked out. It was dead.

“How you like that, bitch?” Roberto shouted through the window. “Take one of my friends again sometime, asshole!”

The alien’s body drifted, its tentacles limp like long strands of hair. All but one, anyway. The one entangling Altin swung down beneath the corpse and went straight as a plumb line. The coil relaxed as Altin’s weight hit the tentacle’s length, letting Altin slip away. At which point Altin, in his ochre encasement, sank like an anchor.

“Get him!” Orli yelled. “Hurry! That other ship is coming.”

“Give me a minute!” Roberto had to bring the ship around to go after him, and he still had to position the Lady properly for another rescue like they’d made for Orli. “Get ready to get him,” he called out, setting Chelsea and Liu Chun into motion on the lower decks.

Altin continued to descend and, on the sensors anyway, appeared to fall right through the seabed.

“What the fuck is that?” Roberto spat. “Where’s he going?”

Tracy was gawking into her monitor, watching the blip that was Altin sinking past the line on her grid map that showed where the water ended and the planet began—a reading much easier to make sense of now that they were out of the alien complex. “I have no idea,” she stammered. “More things that don’t register on my sensors, apparently. There’s nothing there, Captain. That should be sand and limestone. Or some indication of an opening. There’s neither.”

“Well, there’s something, God damn it.” He pushed the ship over the place where Altin should have landed, watching Altin’s blip until it was under them. He looked out the window and down. Sure enough, a whole new gulf opened beneath the ship, a wide, dark chasm, plunging into darkness that was somehow shielded from the light of the column despite that column rising up out of it. “I thought we were already at the bottom of this damn ocean,” Roberto said as he angled the ship and slipped into a slow dive to pursue. “Can you shape that cavern with sonar or thermals again?”

“This is an excavation,” Tracy remarked, already running the stretch of her sensor options. “It’s three miles wide, roughly square. Something’s weird, though. Sea density alters ninety yards down. No, wait …” Her voice trailed off a moment. “That’s not water. Shit. Stop! Stop the ship!” She was shouting at him.

“What?” he asked but brought the Glistening Lady to a halt.

“There’s something wrong. That’s not water. It’s … I don’t know.” She squinted into her monitor, glaring at it as if it were insulting her. “The readings—or lack of them—suggest it’s similar to the stuff Altin is already in. That yellow shell like we cut Orli out of.”

“What does that mean? He’s still sinking. We don’t have time to worry about that shit.”

“Roberto, get him. Hurry before he hits that new surface,” Orli shrieked. “The ship won’t fly through that stuff. If he goes into that, we might never get him out. God, please hurry.”

“I’m working on it.” He hit the com key as he worked. “Liu Chun, Chelsea, you guys ready?”

“We’re on it,” came the reply.

Altin’s blob continued to sink, the distance between him and the odd surface steadily shortening. The surface of the new material spread like an oil spill around them as they drew closer and closer, the darkness within its confines nearly complete. Only the ice column was visible within it at all, rising up and through the center of the excavation as if it were a post in a posthole, and that was only visible for a few hundred yards down, dim and ghostlike compared to the blinding brilliance of the column once it emerged into the blue waters of the sea. When the ship’s spotlights reached the surface, they revealed the ochre hue—the same ochre hue as the stuff in which Altin was trapped.

“This pit is plugged full of that crap, like with hot wax,” Tracy remarked. “A lot of wax.”

“They must buy in bulk,” Roberto remarked as he angled the ship to get under Altin. “Let’s just get this rescue done.”

Too late.

Roberto had to pull back before he hit the stuff, unable to get under Altin and, if nothing else, catch him on the top of the ship.

Altin in his blob settled down on the surface of the amber-hued alien material. He didn’t settle for long, however. He merely slowed and continued to sink as if stuck in a tar pit rather than an ocean.


“Damn it!” Roberto said, and moved the ship over the top of him, rolling the belly of the ship down and with the air lock oriented on the sinking mage. “Quick, Liu Chun, get him.”

“I’m trying,” she shot back. “The tractor beam isn’t working.” A moment later she said it again, her voice higher, frantic. “It’s not working!” She and Chelsea exchanged words too quickly to be intelligible.

“Hey, talk to me!” Roberto demanded.

“One second” was all he got back.

Tracy pulled up the video from the hatch feed, and they all watched breathlessly as Altin slipped slowly deeper into the goop. From this angle, looking straight down into it, they could get a sense of how much farther down it went. It seemed like the bright lights ought to have illuminated more, deeper, which struck Roberto as familiar somehow, but he didn’t have time to chew on the idea.

Agonizing seconds crawled by as the ship’s robotic arm reached out, the end of it opened like a crab’s claw. Altin watched it too, eyes still wide and the ship’s light making them brighter, even through the ochre gel. He was halfway buried in the stuff.

“Got him,” came Liu Chun’s voice as the claw closed over the top of Altin’s encasement like two fingers pinching the top portion of an egg. Chelsea’s voice could be heard in the background: “Easy, or it will slip off.”

“I know,” Liu Chun snapped. “I got him.”

The arm began to retract. Another painful eternity. It appeared to flex under the weight of Altin’s prison. The claw slid closer to the top of the oblong sphere.

“I told you,” Chelsea said, her voice shrouded by distance from Liu Chun’s mic.

“Hush,” Liu Chun hissed. She reset the claw, daring to let Altin sink a little farther, and even more daring, pushing the claw into the honey-hued tar pit to get a wider grip.

They all felt the tug on the ship this time when she began to retract the arm, and the lights dimmed for a moment when she did it. But then Altin’s encasement popped free like a cork.

Everyone on the ship shouted at once, a cacophony of “Thank God,” “Yes,” “Fuck yeah”—that from the captain—and one “Huzzah” from Squints.

“Damn, that was close,” Roberto muttered as everyone watched the arm retract into the ship and the doors shut behind. As soon as they did, Orli was out of her seat and headed for the lower decks as fast as her battered body could go.

“Look at the walls,” Deeqa said as Orli ran off. Something in her tone caused Orli to pause and glance back from her place at the top of the ladder.

“What’s wrong with the walls?” Roberto asked.

“Look” was all Deeqa said.

At first, he didn’t see anything. Nothing alarming, anyway. But then he noticed it. So did Orli when she came back to look out the window. What light did manage to return to them glinted dully through the jelly ooze, shaping the angles of uncountable crystals coating the surface of the hole that had been cut into the seabed.

Orli was the first to mutter “Shit” this time.

“I don’t believe it,” Roberto said.

“Believe what?” Squints asked, leaning forward in his seat and squinting into the monitor.

“That does not bode well for Yellow Fire,” Orli said. “This is bad.” Her face grew grim, and the enthusiasm of regaining her husband was muted momentarily by the discovery, though not for long, and she quickly resumed her sprint toward helping cut him free from his ochre prison.

“It’s fucking unbelievable,” Roberto said as Orli disappeared down the hatch. “How many of these things are there?”

“How many of what?” Squints asked. “What’s happening? What is bad, and for who?”

“They dug up another one,” Deeqa said, though more in contemplation than reply.

“By the gods!” Squints was edging toward panic. “Another what?”

Roberto shook his head. “Another goddamn Hostile.”

“Captain,” Deeqa said, directing a finger toward the display that tracked the inbound alien vessel, “we need to go.”




Chapter 12

Roberto’s first instinct was to take the ship up, straight up, right up the line of the ice column and, as he put it, “the fuck off this planet and out of here.” A scan of their situation, however, revealed that they were still underground, or at very least, still within the confines of the alien structures, despite the open water into which they appeared to have chased Altin and his captor.

“Did we get lost chasing that thing?” Squints asked upon Tracy’s announcement of a domed ceiling seven miles above them.

“Too thick to blast through,” Tracy added, ignoring the Prosperion’s question.

“We’ll have to go back and retrace our path through the city,” Deeqa said. With a tilt of her head backward toward Squints, she added, “So you better hope we didn’t.” Acknowledgment settled him some, and it occurred to him he ought to resume his attempt to contact Tytamon, as futile as doing so clearly was. He didn’t, but it did occur to him.

“Why does that idea make my anus bleed?” Roberto remarked as he turned the ship and headed straight for the opening from which they’d first emerged into this strange, ice-lit monstrosity of a chamber.

“Alien vessel will intercept in forty-seven seconds,” Tracy announced.

The ship’s engines churned, and they raced toward the aperture and the narrow vertical tunnel within. From their present distance, it was a tiny thing, a black spot on the underside of a wall. A hole in the ceiling of this place, the floor of the next. Everything unthinkably massive in scale, one cavern inside of another inside of another.

“Eleven seconds,” Tracy said, the black spot still very small with distance.

“I don’t know,” Roberto said as he slid his fingers up the speed bar on his control panel. “That’s really far.”

“Six seconds.”

He glanced at the rearview monitor. “That is one speedy son of a bitch,” Roberto said. The alien pursuit was close enough they could see it perfectly.

“If it’s got forward mounted ballistae, or whatever they use,” Squints remarked, “I’m not going to get my Earth credits, am I?”

“Nope, you won’t,” Roberto said. Under his breath he muttered, “Come on, baby, just get us there. I know you don’t like to swim.”

“Two seconds.”

The alien vessel was so close it filled the camera’s view, near enough that the texture of the hull was apparent, brownish green and wrinkled like prune skin. Roberto grimaced, clenching his teeth as his eyes darted from the vessel to the opening ahead. At least that seemed bigger now, too, not big enough for comfort, but he no longer felt like he was about to thread a needle at 140 knots. More like threading a keyhole instead. Much better.

Then the Glistening Lady was through. The speed they had upon entering the tunnel was enough to launch the ship up into the shaft nearly eighty yards like a whale leaping from the water. And as with a leaping whale, flight is temporary without wings. The ship’s water propulsion system did nothing to propel them, and so their momentum was arrested by gravity. The ship slowed, hung weightless for a moment, and then slid right back down toward the water, gaining speed.

“Gravity zero,” Roberto shouted as he mashed the control with his palm. Deeqa feathered the thrusters enough to catch their fall, but let off as the ship began to angle toward the wall. Soon after they were rising again, albeit slowly.

Other than anxious breathing, silence filled the bridge as they worked, furiously trying to retract the water jets and get the proper grav-panels in place to keep them stable in the narrow confines. They couldn’t risk full thrust if they couldn’t keep from bouncing off the walls. It was taking forever, and Roberto didn’t have the patience for it. “Pull them in wet. We can ditch the water later. Go, go.”

“Something’s coming in after us,” Tracy said.

“It’s too big,” Roberto snapped. “Stay focused. Get the jets in. That ship can’t follow us.”

“Uh … no. It’s coming in. With something.” Her monitor showed a tonguelike object stretching up out of the water.

“Jets in,” Deeqa announced. “Stabilizer panels in three … two … one, go.”

Roberto hammered the throttle and sent them on their way up at max thrust.

“That tongue thing is growing,” Tracy said. It was. Quickly. Its length extended up into the tunnel after them as if they were watching an anteater at work from inside the termite mound. The tonguelike appendage flopped and squirmed from side to side as it snaked up after them, but despite the spastic appearance, it was after them at astonishing speed, only a few meters behind.

Roberto reached over and tapped the chemical burn again. “Lick this, bitch!” he taunted. It didn’t appear to frighten the thing off, though. They gained separation due to the thrust, not the burn.

“You’re not going to make that turn,” Tracy shouted in response to the burst—just before the ship bounced off the wall so hard it caused the lights and monitors to flicker.

Roberto had it handled, however, and juiced the throttle again as soon as they had a straightaway. Another curve loomed before them a scant hundred yards up.

“Damage?” Deeqa demanded in Tracy’s direction as she herself ran a series of scans.

“She’s fine,” Roberto said. “She can take that crap. That’s what I paid for.”

“So, like, bad pilot insurance?”

The tongue wrapped around the bend behind them and lunged forward, having lost almost no time at all.

“You can tell me how bad a pilot I am over a beer,” Roberto said, mashing the throttle controls forward all the more. “And do you realize how long that tongue thing has to be?”

“I know—” Tracy started to say as acceleration pushed her deeper into her seat. She didn’t finish, however, choosing instead to grit her teeth and brace for another impact.

The ship stopped short of slamming into the opposite wall, Roberto burning the gravity brake and braking rockets, and even throwing the forward docking thrusters into reverse. Once again everyone slammed forward into their restraining harnesses, heads and hair snapping forward audibly, before they all jerked sideways as Roberto blasted the ship around the curve and hammered the throttle again.

“Jesus,” Tracy muttered. Squints threw up.

Another S curve like that one and a long straightaway found them launched out of the narrow tunnel like a shot, reentering what Roberto called “Downtown Alienville.”

A swarm of aliens hung in the winds around the opening from which they emerged, obviously intent on intercepting them. There were hundreds of them.

“Damn,” Tracy let go. “They knew we were coming.”

“It’s fine,” Roberto said. “They’re all naked. I swear, if even one of those assholes tries anything, it’s on for real.”

It turned out that “even one” did. Twenty-one, to be precise. The nearest cluster of the lampshaded tentacle creatures threw brown balls of some kind of liquid at the ship, launched from the swinging tail ends of their bulb-topped cylindrical bodies. It was like a barrage of wet cannonballs, all the color of a stout beer, flung from the curving whips of their bottom halves. Every one of them found their mark, splashing nearly at once like so many syrupy snowballs over the Glistening Lady’s hull.

It would be dishonest to suggest that Roberto, along with the rest of them, did not cringe and await something terrible. But nothing terrible came.

“Okay, assholes, that was your chance and you fucked it up,” Roberto said, leaning into his monitor. “Deeqa, do them. Hard.”

Deeqa let loose a spray of laser fire and ion cannon bursts. The aliens struck by the ion bursts went dark, their lights extinguished like birthday candles on a cake. The aliens that were hit by the lasers shriveled around the burns. Tentacles twisted and writhed in obvious agony, and many fell clean away like hair hacked off by the shears of a deadly barber. For several long seconds, Deeqa’s precision worked havoc amongst the cloud of hovering aliens bent on ambush. Soon there was a path straight through.

“Damn straight, bitches,” Roberto swore as he sent the ship full throttle through the opening they’d cut in the alien flotilla. Once beyond them, he turned upwind, and soon realized none of the alien contingent gave chase. He laughed. “Stupid bastards can’t even navigate their own airstreams.”

His triumph would have been more triumphant had a slew of aliens not begun to appear up ahead, coming downwind—a fact that Tracy pointed out immediately on the heels of his gloating remark.

“At least two hundred incoming, close enough to pick up on scanners,” she said. Trying to mirror Roberto’s mood, she added, “If there’s an upside, they do add to the list of things we can sense and, therefore, navigate by.”

A few flicks of her fingers and the 3D map included them. The inbound aliens appeared as tiny dots on the grid, a thick cluster sliding along the air currents like pearls on strings. More approached along wider avenues from above, farther away still, but certainly adding to the potential swarm. Altogether, there were a thousand blips of light, as if some alien god had blown salt into the wind.

It occurred to Roberto as he contemplated the map to ask, “Trace, is there any reason why we can’t just cut across all these lines? Anything nasty or something I need to know about besides in these black and gray spaces? Like, those are the bad places, right?”

“If it’s gray, stay away,” she said. “Those are grates with wind blowing through. Black is bad, too. Definitely rock. Anything colorful ought to be wind. Unless there are grates with thin crossmembers or openings wide enough to not interrupt airflow. In which case, we’re screwed.”

He looked at the mass of creatures coming at them, most of which would be as long as his ship if not as massive. “Okay, then we’re not going to zigzag back the way we came. That’s what they want us to do. Maybe they are dumb enough to think we need air in here. I’m cutting across the streams.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Tracy said. “But you might be right.”


“I am,” he said, and with that he shut down the nav computer’s suggestions regarding retracing their entry path. Beyond a few close calls with outcrops lost in turbulence and a few narrow grates, they quickly outpaced their pursuit and found themselves back at the air lock—or water lock—that had given them access to this alien place.

“No signs of incoming,” Tracy confirmed, “and nothing down in the water evident.”

“Then let’s get wet,” Roberto said. “Deeqa, be ready for intercepts, just in case. Don’t hold back. If there’s anything out there that you don’t recognize as friendly, shoot it. I don’t care if it’s a ship, a fish, or a goddamn duck, do you hear? Everyone I give a shit about is already on board.”

“Roger that,” Deeqa agreed. Her fingers twitched bare millimeters above readied lasers, ion cannons, and missiles, which were still being loaded into place.

They splashed down into the water, and everyone aboard had to endure the plague of Roberto’s impatient profanity as the sea engines were once more enabled and engaged. But at last, they were moving again, driving for the surface with all eyes glued to the monitors, breath held, hoping, for once, for a bit of luck.

No pursuit followed them from below, and when the Glistening Lady burst forth from the ocean, she gleamed in the brilliant sunlight like a rising star. Roberto burned nearly all the chemical fuel they had left thrusting for the upper atmosphere, doing so even as they pulled the water engines back in and set up for proper flight. The ship fishtailed as it climbed, and Roberto made crude adjustments with docking jets. “No time for that shit” was all he said despite no one aboard having suggested waiting for the gravity panels to settle into place.

Fourteen minutes later, they were beyond the bright skies of the world and streaking away from the planet at speed. The giant pie slices above the planet slowly shrank in the rearview monitor as the black rip in the fabric of space through which they’d come grew wider and more promising.

“Nothing on our tail?” Roberto asked, confirming what he himself saw in the sensor feeds.

“Nothing,” Tracy said. “I think we might actually be clear.”

“Do you think we should go through?” Deeqa said as they approached the rift. “Am I the only one who thinks our getaway has been too easy?”

“Yes,” Roberto snapped. “You are.”

“I think it may be possible there are aliens waiting for us on the other side.”

“No way they can communicate through one of those things,” he said, jamming his finger into the monitor, where the rift spread like a rip in a nightmare. “No. Way.” He pronounced it with absolute certainty. At first. Then after a protracted silence, he amended, “Can they? I mean, if we can’t get an entanglement feed going, then, well, there isn’t anything else, right?”

Deeqa jerked her thumb over her shoulder at Squints, who had recovered from his fright and nausea and was now sitting there grinning as if he were on a carnival ride and had not thrown up mere moments ago. “Ask him,” she said. “Maybe we can’t, but there is always whatever it is that his people do.”

Roberto looked at the pimply-faced kid sitting behind him and frowned.


“Can you pull mana yet, Junior?”

Squints squinted momentarily, then shut his eyes completely for an instant after. When he opened them again, he shook his head. “Nope. Still solid as rock. Or ice, I suppose.”

“Yeah, see,” said Roberto. “There’s no other way. Magic is borked, too. So they got nothing.”

“We have no idea what they’ve got,” Deeqa said. “And, as you will recall, Sir Altin was casting magic when we came in.”

Roberto started to respond, then stopped. That part was true. “Damn, you’re right. Crap.”

“Are we going in or not?” Deeqa’s tone was flat, leaving the decision to him.

“We’ve got a ship coming our way,” Tracy announced. “Leaving the planet’s atmosphere, now.”

“Is it the one that was chasing us? How’d it get through the keyhole? Is there some kind of gate in that giant underwater dome?”

“This one is bigger. It could be the one Altin and Orli were on when this all started. Or one like it.”

“God damn it. Not those assholes again. I hate them more than the last assholes.”

“So, in or not?” Deeqa asked. “They’ll see our heat signature. Camouflage won’t cut it. We’re hot. We need to decide. Now.”

“It disappeared,” Tracy said. “They’ve gone invisible.”

“Shit. Then go through. Let the wormhole cool us off so we can be too.”

“I’m not sure that will work. And we’ll be visible on the other side.”

“We’re visible now. Just do it. Go through. And the second we get in, put all backup power back into camo, and, well, then we try not to have horrible luck for once.”

And once again, the Glistening Lady entered a wormhole in space.




Chapter 13

Altin’s body shook as he held Orli. They both shook. The ordeal upon the alien ship had been long, brutal, and torturous. For Orli, it had been more grueling physically, but for Altin, it had been a torture of guilt. Every torture Orli endured he’d put on himself, and he’d already had to endure losing her too many times to count. On at least three different occasions, he had been certain he’d watched her die. The tremors that possessed him as his beloved was finally folded into his arms were nearly seizures. She winced only once, muttering, “Ugh, my ribs, easy,” but beyond that, they melted together, two parts of a whole that ought never to have separated.

The four crewwomen who had worked to carve, cut, and saw Altin free of the ochre encasement made a point of finding other things to do, Liu Chun offering to go find him a pair of coveralls. He thanked them and thanked the gods for them, for coming through for her when he could not. For coming through for him. Gods whose existence he’d mocked so many times before. So he held her and trembled and marveled at how pointless life without her would be. And he had every intention of keeping the vow he’d made during captivity. He’d sworn it for her, but he’d sworn it to those doubtable gods, whose power to torment him he no longer doubted at all.

He would take her back to Prosperion and make a family with her. That was the promise. Babies. As many as she wanted. And he begged those selfsame gods to help make it so. “Save me from myself,” he prayed silently. “Find a way to force me beyond myself, beyond selfish whim chasing and the gratification of all my curious desire. Get me home and keep me there, that Orli might finally have a chance at happiness. If I can’t do it on my own, then you do it. For once, prove that you have the power for good that they say you do. I confess my weakness and ask only that. Get us home and give us leave to stay.”

He breathed into the silence of their embrace, blowing the breath into her neck. Her skin smelled musky, a bit of stale sweat, the arduous experience aboard the alien spaceship not yet erased by the luxury of a bath. It was still heavenly. She could have crawled out of a pigsty for all he cared, and he’d not trade that scent for a room full of jasmine and a mountain of gold.

He pulled away far enough to look into her face, her so beautiful face with its perfect narrow nose and lustrous sapphire eyes. The side of her face was scratched up along the cheek, and there were bruises around the outside of her eye. Her beauty dazzled him at first, projected through the filters of his love, but then the injuries began to register.

“Good gods,” he muttered. “Look at you.” He leaned away, pulling her hand off his shoulder, and saw it wrapped in white medical tape. He blew out a disgusted breath. “It’s my fault. All of it. You told us not to go out.”

“I did,” she agreed. But she smiled, warmly, lovingly, with a hint of smarminess. “You’ll listen next time, won’t you?”

“I will. I swear it. As the gods are my witness, I do.”

“I won’t hold you to it,” she gibed. “Although it would be nice.” She hugged him again.

And then all the lights went out.

Used to such things as they were, neither of them was startled. There were no alarming sounds or vibrations on the ship. They held each other a moment longer, but then it occurred to Altin to ask, “Who did that?”

“What?”

“The teleport. Is Tytamon aboard?”

“No,” she said. “At least not that I know about. I hope he is. This is a nasty place.”

“I should say it is. I feared I was going to watch you die yet again when our brave and foolish friend gave chase, risking all of your lives for mine.”

“Well, Roberto does have his moments of cosmic stupidity. But he seems to work in just the right amount of bravery when it counts, so I forgive him the dumb part most of the time.”

Altin laughed. “As do I.” Emergency lighting flickered on, washing the ship in dull red light. A brighter white light popped on at the same moment as Chelsea clicked on a flashlight.

“Are you okay to walk?” Orli asked.

“I am,” he replied.

“Let’s find Liu Chun and those coveralls, and then we’ll go see who teleported us,” Orli said, helping him up and supporting him with an arm around his waist. “I don’t care if it was the devil himself, as long as he sent us home.”

“I’ll second that,” Altin agreed.

“Here,” Chelsea said, handing him the flashlight. “Go on up to the bridge. I’m going to guess we went through a wormhole is what happened.” She turned to set herself to work doing her part to restart the ship, but paused and turned back. “Hey, if it does turn out that Tytamon is aboard and just brought us all back home—Earth or Prosperion, either one—you tell him I’m buying rounds and getting him drunker than he’s ever been in all his eight hundred years. And I might even be good for a hot tub and massage while we’re at it.”

“I’ll certainly relay your message,” Altin said, a touch of red kindling in his cheeks. He was certain Tytamon would have no interest in such an offer, no matter how well intended it was. Or at least, he was fairly sure. The longer he lived in this universe, the less and less he discovered he knew about anything.

He and Orli came upon the bridge, where they found Roberto, Deeqa, and Tracy all working with measured urgency to get the ship’s systems going again. A young man Altin did not recognize was up and looking out a starboard window at a large planet that filled the bridge with light.

Even Altin didn’t have to ask if the ship had returned to either Earth or Prosperion, as the planet beyond the window was clearly neither. It was large and round and had landmasses and water, to be sure, but the oceans on this world wound around it like a snake constricting round a ball of rock. He wondered if perhaps that was the world they’d just been on, the teleport some necessary risk to escape enemies.

Altin glanced around the bridge and verified that Tytamon was not aboard, but also noted that the redheaded fellow gazing out the window had the garb and aspect of a denizen of Prosperion, though perhaps one of less than fine repute. A new recruit of the NTA, perhaps. Whoever he was, he must have been strong enough to teleport a ship some distance across space. Unless … what was it that Chelsea had speculated in the absence of Tytamon come to rescue them? Something about a worm’s hole?

While Altin tried to assess the situation from his position of total ignorance, Orli asked directly, “Where are we?” She too recognized that they were above neither Earth nor Prosperion—nor Yellow Fire.

“We don’t have a name for this,” Roberto answered, “because it’s not on any charts. None of this is. We are seriously down the rabbit hole right now, thanks to having chased your ass through those rifts.”

“Rifts? As in more than one?” Altin asked.

“Yes, rifts. I don’t know what you guys were doing on that alien ship, but your adventure time with those spaghetti bastards included jumping through two wormholes.”

“There was a second one,” Altin mused. “Interesting.”

“Look,” Roberto said, pointing toward a window. “You think two is interesting—how about fifteen? That one over there … or maybe the one next to it—Tracy knows which—is the one that opened up above Yellow Fire.”

“Then we can go back through it and get home?”

“You better hope so.”

“I do.”

The ship lurched violently, and all who were not strapped in were thrown to the deck, where they slid up the wall and were pinned to the ceiling against the bulkhead, the three of them in a pile as the ship went into an end-over-end spin.

“God damn it,” Roberto snarled, still strapped to his seat and, like Tracy and Deeqa, unable to do anything with the backup gravity. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the heap of people stuck up against the bulkhead. “Orli, can you get that panel below you open? It’s stuck in default. Roll it to negative three, and that should offset the spin for now.”

Orli rolled over and tried to pull herself down the bulkhead, grunting as her battered body suffered for the motion and contradicting force.

“Altin, give her a shove,” Roberto said, seeing her struggle.

Altin did as instructed. Between them they managed to get her near enough to reach the panel door, which she had to wrestle open, as the spin preferred to keep it closed. Inside, a small red light illuminated the controls. She dialed the setting back—or as close to it as possible—which countered the spin and dumped them all down onto the deck again, her at the bottom of the heap, Altin next and Squints landing last. All three grunted on impact, Orli’s followed by a string of profanities. Fortunately, Orli’s calibration had been a best guess, so gravity was a little light, which prevented further damage beyond the jolt of pain.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Roberto said. “But you might want to strap back in, because that’s going to happen again when we stop this spin. You need to be ready to be thrown back at the ceiling when the computers come back up.”

“Well, give us a warning before that, will you?” Orli said, being helped to her feet by Altin and Squints.

“What hit us?” Squints asked, stepping to a port window and searching for signs of an attack.

“That,” Tracy said, tipping her head toward the starboard window. Through it could be seen the alien ship that had been chasing them. It had followed them into the rift, dropping its invisibility as it slid through, and now, from very close, they could see how monstrous it was.

“Yep, too big,” Roberto said, getting himself back at the controls. “Definitely compensating.”

Deeqa’s fingers were already tapping rapidly upon her controls. “Okay, we’re in full camouflage. Hopefully, they didn’t see us. We’re going to need to route backup power to the aspect lenses, or else someone is going to have to go outside and light the damn docking jets with a torch. We can’t restart while we’re doing cartwheels.”

“Technically we’re doing somersaults,” Roberto said.

“Either way, it’s going to take forever without power.”

“We’ve got ships coming up from the planet,” Tracy said. “Three of them—no, wait, four.”

“At us?” asked Roberto.

“I’ll tell you in a minute.” She had to wait for the Glistening Lady to spin all the way around before her window had the right angle to see the oncoming ships again.

“I’ll go out and light them,” Orli said. “Let me get a suit on.”

“Your ass is too gimpy to go outside.” Roberto mumbled what sounded like loco de la cabeza under his breath and then added, “Besides, Deeqa was kidding.”

“Maybe I was, maybe I wasn’t,” Deeqa said. “I’ll let you know. We’re going to have to shut down all ship’s gravity to redirect to the grav panels to stop this spin. There really is no way to control the burn on the docking jets without computers. If it was reasonable to send someone out, I’d do it myself.”

“Well, if you require fire,” Altin said, “I need neither match nor computer to light one. You need only tell me what to do.”

“Yeah,” Squints said. He was suddenly staring at Altin as if he’d just realized who had come into the room. “Oh, damn—that’s right! The Galactic Mage don’t need a torch.” He wore a wide smile and didn’t blink. He could not have stared harder if he’d wanted to.

“No, he doesn’t,” Orli said. “He doesn’t need fire at all.” She turned to Altin. “Teleport the ship home. The spin will stop when we get there. You can do that, can’t you? Stop the spin?”

“Yes, of course! I can.” He shook his head, as if clearing a daze. “I should have thought of that myself. Thank the gods your mind is still functioning!”

He reached into the mana and made to make the cast. The heat of backlash flared in his mind in the instant before he hit the floor. Were it not for the lighter-than-normal gravity provided by Orli’s slightly off adjustment, he might have done more damage to his face than he did.

When he came to, Orli was above him, wiping blood from his ears and nose. He could barely see her, as if viewing her through a black veil someone had laid over his face. She slowly became more visible, but only slightly so in the dim red light of the ship. She gasped when she saw him and sobbed, then fought back the emotion and stared at him. She let go a long, exhausted breath. “He’s back. He’s awake.” The sounds of several others breathing relief followed.

“What happened?” she asked.

He blinked his way to clarity and let her help him sit up. It took a second to gather his thoughts. “I’m not sure.” He rubbed his temples, feeling the slickness of the blood that had run from his head when he struck the deck. “I think it’s not there,” he said.

“What isn’t?”

“Calico Castle.”

“The castle’s gone? How could it be gone? Like, not on Luria anymore, gone? Or … gone, gone?”

“Yes, all of that. Or more than that, perhaps. It’s as if Prosperion itself isn’t there.”

“What?”

“I think it’s gone.”

“The whole planet?” Roberto asked.

“Yes,” Altin replied. “Or, well, maybe. I mean, I don’t remember ever casting anything that felt like that before, seeing or teleportation. It’s just not there.”

“Well, that’s fucking fantastic,” Roberto said. “Where’d it go?”

“Did those aliens destroy it?” Squints asked. “With their big-arsed ships? Maybe the ones we saw shooting away right before we left? Maybe they flew in and blew it all up!”

“It’s probably too far away,” Orli said. “We have no idea how far off Prosperion is from here. There may actually be a distance too great for even the Galactic Mage.” She leaned against him and folded him into her arms, pressing her cheek against his.

“No chance,” Squints said. “Not for a Z-class ’porter. Not a Seven, no way. I’m thinking the whole planet got blown to ash. Imagine the power those aliens have! No dragon, no titan ever did anything like that!” He actually seemed to delight in the prospect. At least at first. But his enthusiasm waned as he started to consider other things. Although, even as the implications set in, for others as much as for himself, he still didn’t seem quite horrified. He had other planetary options in his universe now. He did ask Altin, however, “Right?”

Altin shrugged. “I cannot say.” His head throbbed and his ears rang. “I can try again to find it later. Or perhaps I’ll look into the problem further first, though I haven’t a proper divining spell memorized just now. We will get home, as I shall figure it out.”

Squints shook his head, envious. “What I wouldn’t do to be a Seven,” he said. “Damned near any spell I wanted, whenever I wanted. I’d be so rich.”

“Well, if the aliens did blow your planet up, we’ve lost all our magical allies, which makes us clinically screwed,” Roberto said. “So how about Earth? Can you get us there at least?”

“I’m afraid to try,” Altin answered, allowing Orli and, at her beckoning, Squints to help him get to his feet. “Something is terribly wrong.”

“Well, that’s actually pretty shitty news,” Roberto complained. “Because, as we’ve already determined, getting the ship out of this spin on backup power is going to make our restart painfully slow. Meaning, we’re going to be a while just getting to the next goddamn rift, so we can then start all over again.”

“More ships coming,” Tracy pointed out as the planet once more rotated into view. “They are spreading out.”

“Do you think they’re hunting us?” Squints asked.

“Probably,” Roberto said. “Let’s get this thing stopped. Take down everything we can except for camo. Even life support. There’s enough oxygen for now. Tracy, you’ll have to do the math yourself.”


“It’s fine,” she said. “I’ll get us stopped. Give me ten minutes.”

“I don’t have to take us home to stop the spin,” Altin said. He didn’t even wait to ask if they were ready. He glanced out the window, focused on a place that might have been a quarter measure away, and sent the ship to it with a thought.

Immediately upon reappearing from the cast, the ship went dark for a moment, and everyone not strapped in immediately thumped to the ceiling as if it were the floor. The ship’s momentum had been stopped by the teleport, but the ship’s gravity was still set in reverse, a detail of which Altin had failed to make a mental note.

“God damn it!” Roberto swore. “I told you that would happen. Are you okay?”

“No worse than I already was,” Orli said, her voice strained. “Altin?”

“I’m fine,” he said. He didn’t sound like it, but at least he answered, and he was trying to sit up.

Deeqa unbuckled herself, went calmly to the panel where Orli had initially reversed the ship’s gravity, and slowly rotated it back. Without the spin of the ship to compete with it, everyone simply floated gently down. Once everyone was properly on the deck, Deeqa returned the setting to Earth normal.

“All right, good,” Roberto said, then into the ship-wide com: “Okay, people, let’s get it fired up. We need to fly out of here the old-fashioned way.”

As the crew of the Glistening Lady went about their well-rehearsed restarting of the ship, Altin went to the window near where Roberto sat at his controls. He wiped at a trickle of blood still running from a nostril as he gazed out at the planet beyond. A few more alien spaceships were rising up from it, growing larger as they came. They fanned out from the others that were closer, as if simply out for a casual flight around the planet.

Altin’s attention was drawn soon after to eight large white wedges arranged neatly in a round pattern above the planet’s northern pole. He’d seen something similar as he sought for falling Orli on the planet he’d been rescued from, though dimly and from the surface looking up into the sky. By the scale of them, they had to be enormous. Thousands of measures long at least. They were far too … geometrical to be moons. Or so he assumed. He’d certainly never heard of wedge-shaped moons, although he had to admit he had limited experience with such things. He supposed it might be possible. So, he asked, “What are those?”

“Some kind of ice,” Squints supplied, beaming and obviously delighted to be of service to Prosperion’s preeminent mage.

“Nobody knows,” Roberto said. “And, if I’m being honest, I don’t give a shit. Once I go back through that wormhole, I’m never coming back. They could be galactic jizz-sicles for all I care. Fuck this place.”

Altin’s brow scrunched up as he tried to work through that, his hand reaching to the place where his amulet with the enchanted translation spell usually hung, a habit when he did not understand the things that Earth people sometimes said. It was more frequent with Roberto than with many others, Altin found.

“I am not familiar with what sort of sickle that is,” he said at length, “but those wedges do look a bit like the glowing column that rose from the pit in the center of the alien fortress back there on that planet you and your crew so graciously rescued me from. It looks to be the same material, if the intensity of the bright whiteness means anything. Which suggests that whatever it is, it must be very important to them.”

“Oh, shit,” Roberto said, suddenly stopping what he was doing, which in itself came as a surprise. “Altin, Orli didn’t tell you?”

“What?” they asked in unison, Orli coming to stand beside Altin now.

“That thing, that bright ice column you’re talking about … the pit it was in: that was a Hostile, bro. That pit was totally full of crystals that looked exactly like the ones in Yellow Fire. I mean, exactly like them.”

“Are you sure?”

Orli nodded that it was true.

“I’d show you the video if we had time to screw around. I will when we get back to … somewhere other than this shithole. But yes, I’m sure.” He went back to work again, his fingers dully thud-thudding on the console glass.

Altin turned to Orli, frowning. “What does it mean?”

She shook her head and crinkled up her brow. “I don’t know. It could mean a lot of things.”

“That pit was filled with the same material encasing you,” Deeqa said over her shoulder, not looking away from her work. “Or at least a material that appeared identical in all but viscosity. Filling that hole required an incredible volume of it.”

Altin’s lips curled in as he thought about it. He slowly began to nod. “Well, it would make sense for them to do that,” he surmised, “if their intent was to mute a Hostile’s magic. The material certainly works on me, and it may have something to do with what the ship itself is made of.”

“That stuff knocks out your magic?” Roberto asked, then answered himself anyway. “That explains why you didn’t just roast those tentacle bastards when you had the chance.”

“Yes, there is definitely some kind of inhibitor in that material. I was without mana both times I was so encased. But I was also locked out of the mana when I was free of it and moving about their ship. So, I’m not sure what to make of that.”

“Well,” suggested Orli, “if they have enough of it to melt down and fill a pit as big as the one the ice column was anchored in, which was … how big was that, Tracy, do you know?”

“The hole itself is a little over three miles wide, and we have no way to know how far down it goes. My guess is, given the size of that shaft … far. The shaft is thirty-six miles from the level of seafloor to the station we saw up above, plus whatever is in the hole. And it’s a mile and three-quarters thick the whole way as far as I can tell.”

“Then we can assume it’s very deep, as scale is obviously not a problem for them. Meaning, if they can fill a hole that wide and that deep with it, there is no reason to assume they don’t use it to build ships as well,” Orli went on. “They’d only have to change its properties, which clearly they can do. I saw them do similar things to the ship when I was in what I think was the central control area. An incredibly big creature, floating in a huge tank of boiling water, that seemed to be the captain of the ship. Or the brain of it. Something. It was making portions of the ship invisible. I saw right through it. I even saw you guys. I was looking right through the hull, as if it had turned to glass, or to nothing, and then, well, that’s when we went through the wormhole—which, by the way, I can’t believe you were dumb enough to follow us through. God, Roberto, what is wrong with you? You could have gotten everyone killed.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I could have. But I didn’t. You could have been some alien shithead’s fuck toy, too, so be glad I am dumb.”

“I’ve already dodged that fate once, so trust me, I am glad. But it was still dumb.”

“And what do you think that ice is for?” Altin asked, diverting the conversation. “Did your machines study them at all when you came after us?”

“We only know a little. It’s frozen hydrogen.”

Altin hummed. “That doesn’t tell me much.”

“Maybe it’s a windlass,” Squints suggested.

“A what?” Roberto seemed to be perpetually annoyed by the young man.

Altin and Orli both turned to Squints, who continued to stare starstruck at Altin, the Prosperion celebrity. He blossomed in the sunlight of Altin’s attention. “You know, a windlass. Look.” He pointed outside. “You see how those all shape a wheel like that? Well, the mana runs right up through it. That’s why the mana is all messed up here, I bet. Same as on that other world. Like they got it frozen or something. I know for sure it’s why I can’t reach Tytamon telepathically.”

He surveyed the bridge and realized everyone was staring at him now. Even the captain. For once, it appeared, the lad had found his ability to blush, which he made worse by fidgeting with a lumpy bit of acne on his jaw.

“Okay, well, I’m not sure if that’s what’s happening, but it sure seems like it,” he went on. “I mean, maybe it isn’t. But I’m just saying I never saw mana like that before, is all. So it might be. Does this planet have one of those long ice sticks stuffed into it somewhere too? I bet it does.”

Altin had turned back to the window before Squints had finished defending himself. Hiding the action in the deep pocket of his borrowed coveralls, he slipped off his ring and glanced into the mana. Sure enough, Squints was right. The mana was nearly rigid. It encircled the planet in a broad, flat plane, stretching outward in all directions from the equator, ringing the planet like an endless version of Saturn’s rings back in Orli’s solar neighborhood. Its texture reminded Altin of taffy, pink and stretchy, not convulsive and fluid as it ought to be.

This thickened mana was being sucked into the planet somehow, pulled straight into the surface and up through the planet as if through a filter, where it emerged in a thick column from the northern pole, flowing slowly into the white wedges, where it disappeared. It looked to Altin as if it were being pumped.


The purple shaft, as it oozed into the wedges, turned black in places as if bruised by the violence of whatever was being done to it. But despite this, he knew what he was seeing. He’d seen taffy-like mana before, a whole plane of it just like this. He’d seen it around Blue Fire. That was a Hostile out there.

Altin stuck the tip of his finger into the ring and looked again. The mana was, once more, as it always was for him now, pink mist all around—though he could vaguely shape the shaft of mana being sucked up through the world, wraithlike but evident as a shadow moving through the fog now that he knew what he was looking for.

Those ice wedges were doing something to this world, and Altin knew immediately what it was.

He took a moment to cast a seeing spell down to the planet’s northern pole, hoping to confirm what he already knew to be true. And he found it. Just as Squints had surmised. Another long, white shaft of ice, like on the last planet, held aloft an alien structure, and this one was serviced by at least a hundred ships. But there could be no doubt. It was the same sort of machinery.

“By the gods,” he muttered as he let the mana go and slipped his ring back on. He turned back to face them; even Deeqa had stopped long enough to see what had brought such a tone into the wizard’s whispering.

“What is it?” Orli asked.

“A Hostile,” he said. “That planet, it’s a Hostile. Much like Blue Fire. And the lad there is right. Those ice formations are doing something to it. They’re doing something to the mana. And I expect I know what that is.”

The expression on everyone’s face was of absolute impatience as Altin worked through the thought before going on.

“They’re harvesting it,” Altin finally said.

“Harvesting mana?” Both Roberto and Orli asked that at once.

“Yes. I believe that is precisely what is happening. It can be nothing else.”

“For what?” Roberto asked. “It’s not like I’ve seen them casting anything. Their ships are weird and all, but they, at least from what little we’ve seen, work on the same rules ours do. They don’t ignore physics and stuff like you Prosperions do.”

“That I cannot speak to. But I suspect our young friend’s windlass idea is not far from the facts of it.” He stopped and went to the boy. “What’s your name?”

“Squints,” said Squints, suddenly as awkward as if he were in the presence of the War Queen. “You’re the greatest wizard that ever lived.”

Altin made a face at that. “No, my master, Tytamon, is the greatest wizard that ever lived. But I appreciate your kind words, all the same. And your clever observation about this ice. You are your own bit of divining there.”

“Th—thank you, Sir Altin,” the youth replied, glowing at the compliment. “Observation is sort of my gift.”

“Indeed it is,” Altin agreed. He turned back to the window and looked out again, shaking his head.

“If that hypothesis turns out to be true, then we also know what they were planning to do with Yellow Fire,” Orli said.

Altin nodded. She had spoken his thoughts aloud.

“We have to do something,” she went on. “We can’t let them stick some mana pump in him and suck him dry. He’s barely recovered from being nearly dead. He might not have the strength for it.”

Altin had known that would be what she said next, and he might have said so, but Tracy brought his thoughts around to things more immediate when she announced, “They’re leaving.”

“Who is?” Roberto asked.

“The alien vessels. All of them. Look.”

“Where are they going?”

“Through the rift.”

“Which one?”

“Ours. The one that will get us back to our galaxy. I think they think we went through.”

“Shit” was the last thing Roberto said that wasn’t directly related to restarting the ship.

It would be four long hours before they were finally underway, this time giving chase to the aliens that had only recently been giving chase to them. Or so they had supposed.




Chapter 14

The Glistening Lady emerged from the blackness, passing through the wormhole as edginess shifted everyone uncomfortably in their seats. The talk upon the bridge had been whispers, speculations as to how many massive alien ships would be waiting for them when they emerged.

“They knew we would come through this rift,” Deeqa said. “They gave up sweeping the sector above that planet right away. If they are clever enough to build ships and capture Hostile worlds, they are clever enough to know which way we’d run.”

“You’re probably right,” Roberto agreed. “It’s what I would do if I were them. So, well, Altin, you need to be ready to do your thing soon as you can. If not, I guess we take our chances.”

As the silvery ship slipped out through the rift, Deeqa and Tracy’s fingers were poised above their blacked-out consoles, ready to begin the redirect of battery power straight to camouflage. At least that much had worked for them before. It came down to how the coin toss of fate saw fit to arrange the enemy when they came through.

The red glare coming off the massive planet they now thought of as Yellow Fire filled the bridge. The bloodied light colored the inside of the ship, reflecting back and forth off polished surfaces and the mirrorlike screens of dead black monitors. Altin, Orli, and Squints were stationed at windows and assigned the task of spotting in the absence of sensor activity, peering into the glare, scouring space for gigantic spaceships.

“Nothing,” Orli reported right away.

“Me neither,” Squints said from his place to Tracy’s right.

“Nor on this side,” Altin said. “At least not that I can see.”

“Can you see the mana?” Roberto asked. “Like, can you see Prosperion or Earth or something in that crap, and get us home?”

“A moment,” Altin began, but Orli’s “Oh no” gave him pause. “What is it?”

“Look.” She was staring out the window, her shoulders, her whole being, seeming to deflate. “They’re doing it to him too.”

Altin went to her and looked out in the direction of her gaze. He recognized immediately what had drawn that gasp from her: ice wedges, encircling a planet again. But these were done differently. They surrounded the planet evenly, not simply a ring above one small part. There was a ring, two actually, halolike above the northern and southern poles, but then there were all the rest. Hundreds of them. All around, evenly spaced as if they were pounding spikes into an invisible planetary shell.

But the process did not appear complete. The halos encircling the north and south poles appeared to be finished, as they were smooth, giant, and triangular. And many of those around the rest of the planet were as well. But most were not. Perhaps two-thirds of them remained at varying degrees of development, some barely slivers, some wide crescents being worked toward a narrow point, with jagged edges and blocky gaps in need of filling and smoothing out. And not only were they not perfectly geometrical, they were abuzz with alien activity. For above each were alien vessels of varying sizes, some enormous and of the variety they’d become familiar with, while others were much smaller and differently made, shaped like cigars, pears, and objects less easily defined. He could only watch and shake his head, eventually muttering, “Oh dear,” to no one in particular.

He scanned the area, squinting and shielding his eyes from Yellow Fire’s red glare. Surely there would be NTA ships nearby, observing at very least, if not already preparing a defense. But there were none. Nor was Citadel present or anything else from Prosperion, not even an old shack under a Polar Piton’s dome. Perhaps there hadn’t been time yet. Which caused him to reconsider what he was looking at, the scope of it. “By the gods, they have built these very rapidly,” he said. “Neither Her Majesty nor the NTA has sent anyone to help him yet. These aliens are astonishingly capable, given the size of those things.”

“Or else they did come and attempt a defense. And then got wiped out,” Roberto said. “Dude, look at that crap. Look how big it is, and how many. This is not good, man. You need to find Prosperion. I’m getting a really shitty feeling about this.”

“Right!” Altin immediately set his mind into the mana, though this time tentatively, unwilling to risk the near disaster he’d suffered only a few hours before, and from which he’d hardly recovered at all. Doing so had felt like having a herd of woolly rhinos stomping upon the plank floors of his brain.

Pain drew a moan from him that he himself never heard as he pushed his mind into the pink mist, forcing feelers outward to find the places he knew were there, first Earth, then Prosperion. An odd queasiness came upon him as he set upon finding each, nausea not unlike seasickness, though different, rooted in his brain. He wrote it off to being the aftereffects of the near disaster of his last attempt. He fought through the waves of it, and eventually, with more difficulty than he ought, he found them. “They are there,” he announced, letting the mana go and having to catch his balance against the window. “The location is wrong, somehow. But both planets are there.”

“God damn, thank you, Jesus,” Roberto said. He turned back to Altin, eschewing his controls to waggle his fingers at Altin like two spiders having synchronized seizures. “Can you get us the fuck out of here, please?”

“Indeed.”

Twenty seconds later, the Glistening Lady sat in the meadow beyond the gates of Calico Castle. Sunlight filtered through gray clouds, casting the ship in wan light. Water beaded on the windows as rain fell, running down as if the ship herself wept for joy at being home. The same joy washed over everyone aboard, and the whooping of the crew echoed the length of the ship.

Roberto leapt up and crushed Altin in a bear hug. “You are the handiest son of a bitch I’ve ever known. Seriously!”

“I too am glad to be home. The last few days have been long and stressful.” Altin’s browed wrinkled as he spoke. “Or perhaps it’s been longer. I confess I don’t really know.”

“Six days,” Tracy provided. “One of the worst weeks I can remember in a while.” She looked to Roberto. “Can we disembark, or do you want the ship restarted before we go aground?”

“Restart after we get some rest and something to eat. The Lady ain’t going anywhere else today.”

The helmswoman made no effort to hide her relief.

Tytamon met them in the courtyard as they came through the castle gates, his expression so joyful it struck Altin as out of character for the ancient man. The wide eyes were gleeful, but the open mouth bespoke something else—less “Huzzah!” and more abject wonderment.

Tytamon strode toward Altin, then slowed, his head cocked slightly to the side. He studied him for a moment, marveling, it was obvious. He shook his head, barely discernibly, then smiled as he gripped his longtime apprentice by the shoulders. “Couldn’t let an old man be the only one, could you?” he laughed. “And you had to show me up as well. Bringing yourself, your wife, and your friends back from the dead is precisely what I’d expect from you.” He laughed again and gave Altin a mighty hug. “Astonishing!” He pushed Altin out to arm’s length again and studied him once more, squinting into his face as one might at a newly discovered object. Altin’s expression was the one that looked the most confused. Tytamon didn’t seem to notice. “Astonishing,” he repeated. He went to Orli next, grabbed her by the shoulders, and studied her as well. He glanced down the line at the rest of them, his gaze bouncing off each in turn. “Resurrected,” he muttered. “The whole lot. Absolutely astonishing.” He appeared truly bewildered by it all.

“Oh, I don’t know about all that,” Altin said, frowning. “Close to death, most certainly. But I am as glad to be home, all the same. We have Captain Roberto and his brave crew to thank for it, however. It wasn’t any work of mine. I fear that had they not come after us, Orli and I would have had the briefest marriage in interplanetary history.”

Tytamon paused, a question drawing down one of his bushy white eyebrows and twitching his lips beneath the partial concealment of a matching mustache. “Well, what an adventure you must have had. Where have you been since?” Rather than waiting for Altin to respond, he leaned in toward Orli, so close his whiskers tickled her nose. She could smell the sweet scent of his pipe tobacco and perhaps a hint of the bacon he’d had for breakfast. He leaned in so near and for long enough that she couldn’t help the “What are you doing?” look that appeared upon her face. She didn’t want to insult him by leaning away, but he was lingering rather long. She blinked raindrops out of her eyes and focused very hard on not moving even a twitch.

The scrutiny of his beloved was near enough, and long enough, and odd enough, to stay Altin’s response to Tytamon’s question, and he settled for watching the old wizard and wondering what he was after.

When at length Tytamon pulled away from Orli, he said nothing by way of an explanation and instead returned to Altin and did likewise, leaning right in and squinting at him from close up, as if trying to read tiny words written in the tiny lines around Altin’s eyes.

After a few moments doing it, he pulled away and moved to Roberto. He stepped to the captain, leaned in close as he had done with Altin and Orli, frowned, and once more appeared to search for something very small etched upon the pilot’s flesh. The study went on so long that Roberto, incapable of remaining silent in awkward moments, could not help but say, “If you’re going to kiss me, let’s just get it over with.” He risked looking to Orli for support, but she said nothing, so he looked forward again as Tytamon kept at his prolonged scrutiny. After another few seconds, Roberto added, “And no tongue. You’re way older than me and totally not my type.”

“You’re quite right,” Tytamon said, pulling back to a less uncomfortable distance. “I am ‘way older,’ as you say. And you are not.”

Roberto, of course, had no idea what that was supposed to mean, but his shoulders settled some, as the tension that had lifted them abated in the absence of the old sorcerer’s extreme proximity. Tytamon then went down the line, taking less time, but leaning in to look at each crew member in turn. He harrumphed. “None of you have. Not one day.” His study lingered a moment on the acne-ridden face of Squints, after which he made a single upward movement of his chin. “His complexion hasn’t cleared. Not a jot in seven years. That simply cannot be.”

“Seven years?” Altin asked. The question shaped itself upon the expressions of his companions like ripples moving across a pond.

“Indeed. Seven years. Seven long years, at that.” The stern curiosity in Tytamon’s countenance transformed as he realized they had no idea what he was talking about, shifting to sympathetic honesty. “Lad, you’ve been lost for seven years. All of you have. I’ve been to funerals for each of you—all but you two.” He pointed to Altin and Orli. “You, I would not allow it, being that I had a say in such things. Not while there was hope, though I confess to having lost most of that a year or two ago. Hope, however foolish, fuels denial, and that’s what got an old man through the rest. And an old woman.” His eyes grew vacant for a moment; then he returned. “Poor Kettle mourned you for a full five of those seven years, and she still does in her way. She finally took off the black for Winterfest two years back, but I haven’t heard her yell at anyone since you die—disappeared. Imagine Kettle without anyone to scold. With Pernie gone, she hasn’t got much like family left to care for beyond the handful of us old skeletons still walking around this place. Certainly nobody to cook for or fuss over that needs it much. I’m hardly suitable for fussing, nor is Gimmel, and she and Nipper go at it like a bag of cats.”

“Well, she can have us back,” Altin said. “I’ll go to her right now, and she can yell at me all she wants.” The rest were looking back and forth between them, still muttering about “seven years,” wondering if it was possible—or if the eight-hundred-year-old wizard was getting a bit dusty up in the attic, so to speak.

“Yes, let’s do that, and get out of the rain,” Tytamon said. He turned to face them all. “Welcome back. I am so very glad that I did not abandon hope. However, I should think you’ve all got a few more surprises waiting for you, so brace yourselves. Much has changed.”

“Like what?”

As if to answer that question, thunder sounded from high above, or at least what seemed so at the time. A blast of wind followed, and upon it arrived a massive crystalline sphere, which hovered eighty spans above the Glistening Lady beyond the castle walls, filling the sky like a small moon. The sphere, clear as glass, held within it a fortress made of white stone, polished to gleaming even in the dull light of an overcast day. Its high towers rose like spears toward the clouds, and a central structure, well behind the walls, seemed a mountain, capped at its top by a great golden dome, the whole of it like a vision seen in a soothsayer’s crystal ball.

“Citadel!” exclaimed Squints. “Even the War Queen is glad to see us. We are going to get a huge fortune as a reward!”

“If that’s Citadel, then she got a huge facelift,” Roberto replied, turning to Tytamon to verify.

“You are correct. That is not Citadel,” Tytamon said. “That is Opulus 9.”

“Op-you-what?”

“Opulus. That is the ninth of nine space fortresses commissioned by the queen …” He let that die off awkwardly, pronouncing the word queen conspicuously—which of course prompted several of those around him to look at him with evident curiosity. “As I said, there is a lot you have to catch up on. But—” He nodded to the meadow visible through the open castle gates, where a second, less robust rumble sounded, announcing the appearance of a small tower, blockish, with three stories crudely crowned by toothy battlements at the top. “We have company for now.”

“What is happening?” Orli asked. “There’s something freaky in your eyes.”

“You are about to get a taste of it, my dear, and I advise you all to hold your tongues and your tempers throughout whatever comes next. All will be made clear in time.” He swung his gaze to Roberto, glaring from beneath lowered brows, raindrops beading in the wiry hairs like miniature versions of the crystal-encased fortress hovering above. “Whatever happens, you keep your teeth together, boy.” It was almost savage.

Roberto’s expression pleaded innocence, but he nodded mutely.

Tytamon led them back to the gates, where he stopped, barely a step beyond the entrance to his ancient, magic-beaten keep, and waited, forcing the rest of them to stand together within the stone gate frame.

Three men approached from the redoubt in the meadow, two wearing black cloaks and silvery mail armor, and one in the orange robes of a conjurer. The two soldiers were expressionless beyond the grim lines of their mouths, and the conjurer’s face was entirely hidden in the shadows of his cowl. Two more redoubts appeared right after, one after the next, preceded by concussive blasts that bent the wet meadow grass toward Tytamon, pressing the black cloaks of the approaching soldiers to their calves and the backs of their knees, and whipping the wizard’s robes around enough to briefly reveal the round contours of his soft body as the blast wave passed. By the time the first three men were within a few paces of the gates, there were nine more figures standing in the meadow behind them, none of whom approached. Six of these were wizards by the look of them, the others, soldiers in black cloaks. Two held crossbows, cocked and loaded with quarrels that glowed yellow at the tips. Not a propitious gathering, by Altin’s estimate.

“Captain Cindergut,” Tytamon said in a voice filled with formality and respect far beyond what the man’s rank ought to command. “What brings you and your men to my meadow on this wet, gray day?”

“You know as well as I do, Master Tytamon. Let’s not make more of it than needs be.” The captain, a pear-shaped belly bulging beneath his conjurer’s robes, stood rigidly, as if barely holding on to patience despite the conversation having just begun. He pulled back his hood as he spoke, revealing a middle-aged face beneath a balding dome, his pate a bay of pale skin encircled by a mouse-brown shoreline of hair that looked brittle if not yet gone to gray.

“He’s only just home,” Tytamon said. “They haven’t eaten, nor even had time to wash up or visit the latrine. They’re certainly not dressed for court. Look at them. Surely she can wait that long.”

“She cannot. He will come now.” Tytamon’s use of the pronoun clearly irritated him. He regarded Altin very carefully, then glanced to Orli, and from her to Roberto and then the rest of them in a row, studying each in turn, all but Squints, whom he took in and dismissed almost simultaneously. “They all will.”

Tytamon protested further. “They have wounds that must be attended. I will see to those, and then I will bring them along myself. You have my word on it.”

“They will come now.” It wasn’t a threat. It was a statement, a flat one, more bureaucrat than bully.

A low rumble sounded in Tytamon’s throat, his posture rigid, but he fought it off before turning round to face those gathered within the frame of his castle gate. “You ought to go.” His teeth were clenched, and anger seethed behind his ice-gray eyes. But those were the words he said, adding only, “Watch yourselves. Nothing is as it was.”

“That’s enough,” snapped the wizard captain. That time it was a threat. He jerked with his head toward the redoubt in the grass beyond. “All of you, come along.” The two soldiers that had arrived with him moved to flank them on either side, crowding them in the narrow confines and shoving Deeqa and Squints first, given that they were at the ends of the line. Squints stumbled forward, but Deeqa only turned her body to dissipate the force. She looked to Roberto, her left hand twitching near one of two nine-millimeter pistols strapped to her thighs. Roberto bounced her look to Altin and cocked an eyebrow questioningly.

Tytamon saw it at the same time the orange-clad wizard did, and both said, “Don’t,” at once. “Just go,” the ancient magician added. “I’ll be along as soon as I can to … pay my respects to Her Majesty as well.”

Altin could teleport them all out of there in an instant, or at least those who didn’t resist the teleport reflexively. Orli wouldn’t. Tytamon wouldn’t, nor would Roberto for that matter, most likely. But Deeqa wasn’t the sort to be manhandled in any way, teleport or otherwise, especially not with her warrior hackles up. Not without warning. The rest of the crew he could not say, but he wouldn’t leave any of them behind, which meant he couldn’t take any at all.

Not only was he unwilling to abandon anyone to chance, but whatever this was, it was clearly something political. And he really didn’t want to be a fugitive in the moment of his return—seven years later, no less. Clearly something had happened with the War Queen—or perhaps to her. He could wait long enough to find out what was going on. He only hoped Roberto and the Glistening Lady’s copilot—and Altin’s own hot-tempered wife—could play along with whatever was happening long enough to prevent someone from getting killed. Whatever it was, Tytamon’s example seemed the best one to follow for now. He returned Roberto’s gaze and shook his head negligibly.

The face Roberto made showed that he was not happy with that decision, but he turned immediately back to Deeqa, and whatever he did resulted in the woman’s strong hands falling motionless at her sides, though there was murder in her eyes.

“Good,” said Captain Cindergut, elongating the word condescendingly. “Now that we’ve worked that out, come along and let’s be about this business reasonably. Her Majesty is very enthusiastic to see you again after all this long time. And I assure you, the royal medics will see to your companions’ wounds immediately.”

“Thank you,” Altin said, “I’m sure we shall be very grateful.” With one last look over his shoulder to Tytamon as he brushed past, he allowed himself to be led to the redoubt that had first appeared upon the grass.

As he waited for everyone to be ushered inside the lamplit confines, a familiar shriek cut through the rain. He turned back and saw Kettle hitting the end of Tytamon’s grasp like a dog that has chased a passing wagon to the length of its chain. She shouted something to him, but Altin couldn’t make it out over the wind and rain. But he did hear “My sweet Altin,” then something he lost, followed by “Thank the gods.”

She looked ecstatic, nearly hysterical with joy, but Tytamon prevented her from running to Altin and crushing him in a flour-clouded hug. Her expression changed right after, eyes narrowing as she glared at his captors. She lunged against Tytamon’s restraining arms again and raised a powdered fist, shouting something that, fortunately, the wind carried away. Which Tytamon did to her person as well, hefting her off the ground high enough that he could haul her back into the castle, where she was safe.




Chapter 15

Ensign Pernie Grayborn entered the high-ceilinged cafeteria and took a moment to survey the terrain. Rows of too-bright lights glared down upon more rows of long tables that were for the most part unoccupied. The room had been designed for a different time, and certainly for a bigger crowd than the small clusters of uniformed men and women who ate together now, little packs of them bent over meals, chatting like wolves whispering over a carcass. Of the thirty-eight present, most were male, only three women aside from Pernie in the room. Which was fine. Pernie didn’t like women much anyway. Not that men were any better. Less catty, perhaps, but obnoxious for their inability to conceal their desires, even when they tried. But at least that was predictable.

She made her way down the aisle between two table rows, long stretches of sterile eating surfaces that smelled more of disinfectant than food, too clean, like the too-bright lights. The NTA overdid everything.

She could feel their eyes on her as she walked in. They’d take turns looking. Someone facing the door would spot her, whisper, “There she is,” or something like it, and it would start, one head at a time around the ring of them, overacted casualness as they turned to see her as if by chance. Then they’d turn back, so the next could yawn and stretch and carry on until, one by one, the whole pack had witnessed the alien oddity.

It was always the same, every time she was transferred somewhere new. They all watched her. They whispered. “That’s the one from Prosperion,” they said. “Look at the scars,” they said. The scars, of course, were the purplish warps of flesh on her neck, three of them, each beneath the electrodes on the collar she still wore, a device to prevent her casting magic. It wasn’t until her third full year with the NTA that she’d finally stopped trying to cast spells. Stubbornness made it take that long. And she still wanted to cast every day. She still practiced in her mind every day. Practiced and waited for the day she had what she needed from these people and could take the barbaric thing off—take it off and then slit the throat of that goddamn NTA officer who’d first put it on her back at the Reno PD headquarters. The Mexican forces now at war with the NTA had a special form of violence they saved for their most hated enemies, a thing called a Colombian necktie. She figured that NTA officer would look good in one of those.

That day was drawing closer too. Seven years of training now. She was almost eighteen, only a few months away. And today was the first day of the last piece of her pilot training. She had a squadron now. A practice squadron, but still, she was finally on her own. No more training officer babying her from the back seat. No more holding her hand. She hadn’t needed it anyway. She could have flown perfectly fine on her first day. Everyone on Earth was a miserable weakling. Not one of them would make it a week on String. Not one.

Eyes lifted unsubtly as she made her way to the vacant food line, and heads turned in sequence, as if moved by some magnetism emanating from her. And, of course, more whispers followed in her wake. “That’s definitely her,” someone said, and a few heads later, an audible “That ass is magic, for sure,” which garnered chortles from the speaker’s cohort, giving his location away. Pernie didn’t care. She’d heard it before. And worse. She didn’t bother to beat them anymore.

She got a tray of food and went to the farthest empty table she could find, a spot near the exit and a garbage can. Tomorrow she’d get to take her plane out, a small gravity Tesla RF-3. They wouldn’t let her do anything important, of course. Just a quick flight plan, take off, five map points, and back. Nothing fancy. No showing off. She wouldn’t, either. She knew how the game worked now, and she had gotten much better at controlling impulses.

Her principal trainer, Major Warner, had been good for her in that. She’d hated him at first, the way he leaned into her face all the time, spitting when he was angry, often calling her out on the feral I-will-destroy-you look on her face, daring her to act on it. “Do it, Grayborn,” he’d say, face inches from hers. “Fucking do it!” And of course she had.

He was the only person she’d met since Seawind who was quick enough to fight her. He wasn’t as fast as Seawind, but he was burly and powerful, and without her magic, she had to fight him on his own terms. She could hit him often enough, but hurting him was the problem. She might as well beat on an oak tree. And when he did manage to land a punch on her, well, each one struck like a cannon blast. He broke her cheekbone the third day of training, and after that she decided it would be easier to go along.

She understood well enough how all of this worked anyway. It wasn’t so much different than her time on String. Learn what you can, then go home. Docility was a familiar state of mind, the fire of her anger lidded and out of sight, but never gone. However, Major Warner had helped some with the burn, for beyond flight and fighting in Earth ways, he’d also taught her how to meditate. The process wasn’t so different than looking for sugar shrimp, except instead it was looking for your own mind. At first it was very difficult to see, but in time, she’d gotten good at watching herself losing focus on things, letting her thoughts wander around. She still did it all the time, but at least now she knew how to be more mindful of herself. Sometimes. Like now.

She did not need to make a face at the three young men gawking at her from two tables away. Three years ago, she would have gone over there and asked, “What do you think you’re looking at?” and been ready to pound one, or all, of them into a bloody mess. But not now. Let them gape.

Another pilot was coming her way. She glanced up from her tray. He smiled, a big, warm, friendly thing. He would be one of the ones that pretended he didn’t think she had a “magic ass” or something like it. He lifted his tray slightly, eyebrows rising in unison as he queried, “Mind if I sit here?”

“No.” She had discovered saying yes to such questions only made this process more tedious.

He set his tray down, then stepped over the bench seat and sat across from her. “I’m Armon, but everyone calls me Talc.”

She knew she was supposed to ask him why he was called Talc, but she didn’t care. Eventually he’d give up and go away.

“It’s because I get a grip,” he supplied anyway. “You know, like gymnasts and stuff, they chalk up and stay smooth but solid, you know?”

“That’s great,” Pernie said in a monotone.

“You want me to leave you alone?” he asked. “I’m not here to bug you. First day can be weird, is all. Didn’t want you to feel like you are all alone.”

“I’m fine.” She glanced up and gave him a polite smile for that. He’d earned that much. “Thanks, though.” She considered that to count as what Major Warner had told her: “At least make an effort.”

He smiled back. He started to get up, then changed his mind. For a moment it seemed as if he might settle in and eat, but then he asked, “So is that a ‘Yes, you should stay’ or a ‘No, go away’? I’m having a little trouble reading you on this one.”

“Whichever,” she said. “Like you people always say, ‘It’s a free country.’”

“Sometimes I wonder about that,” he said. “It sure doesn’t feel that way, you know? Not like it used to, anyway.”

She looked up, finally, into his face. He had thick, dark eyebrows over brown eyes. His hair was cropped short, of course, and there was a playful quality about his mouth, which smiled above a square jaw and a deeply dimpled chin. Even military regulations could not dim the shadow of the beard he must barely keep at bay.

“Why do you say that?” she asked.

“Well, you’re not from around here,” he said—it was something of a question the way his voice toggled up at the end, and he waited for her to nod, confirming she was who he thought she was before he went on—“so I guess you have no way of really spotting the differences. But my dad was an NTA pilot, and I’ve lived on bases all my life. There didn’t used to be a whole lot of difference between base life and life in any other city on Earth. But everything is tense now. Old cameras that used to be turned off or even broken have been replaced. They’ve got those DNA sniffers everywhere. You can’t talk about ranking officers or politicians anymore. It’s all old shit right out of the history books. Pick your continent or your era. Somehow, I guess I was raised thinking we were finally past all that stuff, you know, after the big war that basically ruined everything forever. We were supposed to have learned, but it feels like we’re backsliding. Got whole new worlds we could colonize now, the chance to travel anywhere at all, even beyond the range of any ship, and yet here we are back at war with our own damn selves, right here on Earth. And, of course, all the crap that comes with it.”

Pernie really didn’t care at all about Earth history or its politics. She heard enough about it from her one longtime friend here on Earth, Jeremy—who, like Talc, apparently, had a tendency to go on and on about that stuff. Pernie wasn’t interested in things that happened so big, things that took place on organizational scales. Pernie was only interested in what she herself could control. All the rest was, as Earth folks liked to say, bullshit.

“So, what do you think?” he asked.

She had no idea, because she’d tuned out the last half of whatever he’d said. “I think I want to hurry up and get to the course and prove I am right.”

“About what?”

“How to fly. They fly like old men who spend all their time giving lectures on safety.”

“Oh, really? Do you think you can beat the old record?”

“In my sleep.”

“So how fast, then?”

“Seventeen point three three eight.”

He laughed but cut it off immediately. “Seriously? Seventeen? As in, for all of it?”

“No, for the first pylon. Then I’m going to land and have a nap. Maybe get to the rest of the course over the weekend.”

He harrumphed. “I’m not trying to be negative here, but that actually can’t be done.” He put his hands up defensively as he said that last part. “And I’m not saying you aren’t a great pilot. Rumor has it you got through all your simulator work in half the time of anyone else in your class. But I am saying that physics and design are going to be a problem.”

“The physics and the aircraft are both perfectly fine.” She scooped up the last of her meal—bland but not terrible food that she had learned to tolerate, though she did sometimes still dream of Kettle’s cooking back home—and then got up to leave. She stopped a few steps away, mindful of her rudeness, and turned back. “Thanks for sitting with me.” She stacked her tray atop others on the garbage can and went out.

She had to go meditate and prepare herself for tomorrow’s flight. There were preliminary maneuvers she would have to complete before the last stretch on the flight path, and it was going to take all her effort not to push that plane straight to the pylons at the end and shut the wagging doubt-holes of everyone in the academy. Patience and discipline. Like everything else. Like she just had to make it to age eighteen and then … she was out. There was nothing left to do here now but that. Afterward, it was a matter of legal technicalities. She needed to get “legal” and complete the damn contract so she could get out of here. There was nothing for her here. Nothing anywhere, really. All her dreams were gone. Dead. The price of maturity. But in a few more months, well, she’d be done. She’d be a pilot, which was something, she supposed. But more importantly, she’d be free. Free to go home. Free to go back to String. Where she would stay. Forever.




Chapter 16

Tytamon’s announcement that those who’d returned on the Glistening Lady had been gone for seven years had come as a shock, but only in the way of things received in words and words alone. It was rather like the difference between being told, “Oh, did you hear that so-and-so was murdered by a man with an axe?” and walking in on the scene itself, subjected to the sights and smells of a savaged body lying strewn about a blood-smeared room. Tytamon saying so was the former. Stepping out of the redoubt after being teleported into the queen’s private clean room was the latter.

For one, the teleport to the Palace was done by the teleporters guildmaster himself, who was, surprisingly, Ivan Gangue. Gangue was not only new to the guildmaster post—at least as far as Altin was concerned—but also newly appointed as head of the TGS. This particular arrangement itself was new, as no one person had ever occupied both seats at any time since the formation of the transportation services subset within the original Teleporters Guild. Merging two such powerful seats set a dangerous precedent to Altin’s mind. A guild as large as that ought to have arguments before large, difficult decisions were made.

Gangue, a dark-haired figure, wings of gray at his temples, watched Altin warily when the Galactic Mage stepped out of the redoubt accompanied by Captain Cindergut and his two Palace guards. The guildmaster’s surprise was not the sort that suggested he hadn’t known the Seven was coming, but rather that he hadn’t believed it possible. Altin saw it in the way the man worked to hide his blanch, and he saw it in the way Gangue moved, his head pivoting no matter how he turned or to whom he spoke, never letting Altin leave at least the periphery of his sight. Altin also noted that Gangue wore a ring in which was mounted a large crystal of what was obviously Liquefying Stone. The crystal lay flat in the setting, the ring a C-shaped clamp, pinching the stone in place lengthwise along the finger bone in such a way as to ensure the stone was ever in contact with his skin.

If that wasn’t evidence enough of how much things had changed in Altin’s absence—not to mention the simple change from red to black now worn by the Palace guards—the final bit of shocking evidence that seven years had truly passed was provided by the two mechs standing guard at the Palace gates. It seemed the Palace was now being protected by both warriors and war machines from planet Earth. That not only presented proof of changing times, but also challenged Altin’s understanding of magic and technology. Earth machinery was known to glitch and falter in the presence of magic, and he thought it foolish to have such equipment near the most enchanted place on all Prosperion. He could only imagine how much damage would be done if even one of those machines were to become untethered from the constraints of its various electronic circuitry—about which Altin knew essentially nothing. He knew only that the war machines, these “mechs,” were capable of mowing down men by the score and making craters of whole city blocks at a time.

Despite the chilling sense of dread that swelled within him, he recalled Tytamon’s last bit of advice, which had been for him to keep his mouth shut, so that was exactly what he planned to do. With a cautionary glance to Orli and Roberto, he indicated that they should remember Tytamon’s advice as well. Each nodded that they understood, but Altin knew the two of them well enough to remain nervous on that front.

They were led past the mechs and through the gate, Ivan Gangue, the captain, and both guards evenly spaced around them.

Altin couldn’t help himself. “Are we prisoners?”

“No,” said the first councilman.

“Kinda seems like it,” Roberto observed, taking Altin’s cue and already forgoing Tytamon’s advice.

The final and confirming evidence regarding the nature of their lengthy absence became clear as they strode through the open doors of the throne room, past more black-cloaked guards, and into position to view the woman they all knew as the Marchioness of South Mark seated on the throne!

“What in nine hells?” Altin let go before his better judgment could prevent him.

“Silence,” commanded the captain. “You will not speak profanely in the presence of the queen.”

“The what?” That just came out, too.

“Speak without permission again, and I will have your tongue out,” the captain snarled. He meant it; that much was clear.

Fortunately, Orli silenced Roberto with an elbow to the ribs, sparing them all whatever remark he was about to make. At least she could adhere to Tytamon’s ultimately simple advice.

The marchioness wore the royal crown, and in the moment of that observance, all was made at least relatively clear. She was no longer simply the marchioness. Beyond that, she wore a black dress, embroidered in gold thread, not entirely out of keeping with her normal attire, but Altin saw poking out from beneath the blooming lace around her bone-thin wrist a cuff of soft leather, indicating she wore armor underneath. It was not so unlike the leather armor the War Queen’s Royal Assassin, Shadesbreath, had used to wear, in both color and suppleness. He supposed seven years was long enough to enchant it heavily as well. The thought of the elf caused Altin to glance up to the assassin’s usual position behind the golden throne.

As if Altin’s glance were some ritual signal, the assassin appeared. He regarded Altin, offered a single, barely discernible nod, then took two steps forward, the second leaving him with a foot on the top stair of the dais, just before he disappeared, still in the act of descending.

Altin wondered if that nod was a gesture of “Hey, good to see you back; everything has gotten strange while you were gone, but I’m glad you are still alive” or if it was more a “Hey, I see you are back, and I know you are trouble, so, for the record, I am now going invisible and will be back here somewhere behind you in case I have to cut your intestines out and give them to my new queen.”

From the shifting feet beside him, Altin judged his companions were wondering likewise.

The new queen stared at them, her eyes expressionless, or at least haughty, cold, and distant but in a way that was familiar enough upon her skeletal-thin face as to be normal. She watched them shift about, and it was after a long, poignant silence that it occurred to Altin to bow. He did so, and, in succession like a wave, so did his wife and compatriots.

“I had begun to suppose that in seven years you had forgotten how to comport yourself at court, Sir Altin—as you’ve certainly forgotten how to properly dress. I am glad to see that your memory has recovered.”

“Yes … My Queen,” he said.

That hesitation twitched the corners of her thin lips, though only for the barest instant, like a blink.

“What news do you bring me of things beyond the rift?”

“I … well, I—” He couldn’t help but glance at Orli standing beside him. She blanched, as at a loss as he was, but the way she widened her eyes at him right after made it clear she thought he ought to get on with something straightaway. “Umm, well, we are, indeed, just back from the rift,” he said, stalling as his mind raced. “Obviously, of course.”

The black-clad monarch arched an eyebrow oh so slightly.

“The aliens—a new variety, it seems—saw fit to abduct us—Orli and me, not all of us, of course—and they took us through it. I—or we, Orli and I—were captive there. On a ship. Not in the rift.” He paused and turned to Orli, who nodded and tilted her head, encouraging him to go on. He turned back and continued, gaining his footing a little as more long seconds passed. “That is to say, we were on a ship in the rift, and then through it. And then on through a second rift as well, or at least as I understand it, anyway. And so we were in a spot for some time aboard their ship and, after, unloaded onto a planet made largely of water, as I could tell, and it was going quite awfully the whole while until good Captain Roberto here—and of course his brave crew—arrived on the Glistening Lady and pulled us from the dragon’s jaws.”

The queen stared down from the dais in silence. She said nothing. Her face indicated nothing. She made no motion, no irritated flick of eyebrows, fingers, or lips. She simply looked at him. Waiting.

“So … here we are,” he amended, “and, if I may be honest, a bit disoriented by the, uh, lost time we have experienced. It’s rather something of a shock to one’s system, you see.” He glanced to his companions then, all of whom nodded that they agreed.

“I’ve unseated her,” the new queen said. She spoke the pronoun derisively. “As I know the question is fermenting there in the stagnant puddle of your normally passable wits. My predecessor embroiled us in one too many wars, killing by her decisions several hundred thousands of her subjects who might otherwise still be alive. So, I removed her from power. The throne is mine.” She let that settle for a moment before continuing. “Is this going to be a difficult adjustment for you, Sir Altin?”

His eyes bulged, but he was smart enough to shake his head. “No … of course not.” He could feel the Royal Assassin lurking at his back, the damn elf compelled by treaty and some strange elven version of honor to protect the crown—though clearly he’d failed poor Queen Karroll on his previous watch. Altin wondered how and why. That alone didn’t seem possible.

“Good. Then you’ll swear fealty to me now.” It was not a request. It was not even an order. It was a simple statement like one might make to announce that a message has arrived by post.

“I—” He turned to Orli. Her eyes again flashed wide, her expression clearly saying, “Oh my God, just say yes.”

“Right, of course. My oath to the throne, my sword and my magic in service to the rightful Queen of Kurr.” He knelt, if too slowly for her approval, and bowed his head.

It wasn’t elegant, but it was enough to turn the woman’s icy gaze to the rest. Orli did likewise without hesitation. Altin actually thought Roberto was going to point out that he wasn’t a subject of the crown and make an excuse to not do it, but, thank the gods, he knelt and said the words.

The others followed the lead of their captain, and poor Squints looked as if he might be about to wet himself. Not for worry or even interest in what had happened to the last ruler of the land. It was simply that the boy had, in the course of a very short span of time, completely relocated himself socially. He barely held his elation in check, his expression pained for doing it, and were he a puppy, the rest of him would have given it away anyway, tail wagging, knocking things off furnishings, before he piddled right there on the floor. None of the rest of them could begin to compete with the degree of obsequiousness he offered her.

That actually helped them, as the queen obviously approved.

“I want no trouble from you, Sir Altin,” she said. “And now that you have, apparently, risen from the grave, I should like to command your services as my Galactic Mage in time—after, of course, I can free Councilwoman Redquill from her current projects and demote her back to where her lowly P-class belongs.”

“Of course, My Queen.”

“Very well, be off with you.”

They all began the bows and curtsies that would set them backing out of the throne room and into the great hall beyond.

“And, Sir Altin, I will be watching you.”

“Yes, My Queen.”




Chapter 17

“So, it all went straight to hell after we left?” Roberto asked, summing it up from his place across from Altin. He looked up and down the length of the long table, bountifully set by a giddy Kettle, as he spoke. “Like, us leaving somehow popped the cork on a whole bottle of betrayal?”

“Hardly that.” Tytamon spoke from his usual seat at the head of the feast. “I assure you, our new monarch has been working diligently for well over fifty years to get herself into that golden chair, and she’s had the great fortune of finding the perfect counterpart on your world to bring about the opportunity at long last.” The ancient mage lifted the mutton shank he’d been gnawing on and pointed it round the table at the Earthlings gathered there, starting with Roberto and swinging through the Glistening Lady’s crew to Orli and then finishing with a thrust toward Angela Hayworth, seated between Orli and Deeqa Daar. “Angela there can tell you that story, the man they call Jefe and his right-hand man, El Segador.”

All turned to the woman who had served as Orli’s attorney during Orli’s ill-fated—and nearly fatal—imprisonment in Fort Minot. Angela shrugged and chased her last mouthful with a sip of wine. “There’s not much to tell. Just like the Marchioness of South Mark spent decades plotting to take over Crown City, Jefe, his real name Javier Zapata, and his army of thugs in Mexico have been lying in wait to snatch back as much of the old continental US as they could, or at least all those parts they believe theirs by rights and history. It’s essentially the same exact story as the one here on Prosperion but with some different details—you know: who did what to whom, and what the name of the city or region was where it happened. But otherwise, same old story.”

Altin shook his head. “Humans are not very smart creatures, in the end. On any world.”

“Nope,” said Roberto. “But we get credit for inventing stuff like this.” He held up his wine glass and then threw it back in one swift gulp. “This is what redeems us in the end.”

Altin snorted and looked to Tytamon, whose lips carved an ironic smirk between his mustache and long, white beard.

“What?” Roberto asked, looking to the others for what he’d missed. Only the Prosperions were in on the joke.

He turned his questioning gaze last to Kettle, who had come around the table to refill his goblet. She offered him a motherly smile just before she poured, explaining as she did, “’Tis elven wine, m’dear.” She topped off the cup and patted him on the cheek, her eyes glinting in the bright candlelight, letting him know that she appreciated the sentiment anyway. Altin and Tytamon, however, were less indulgent, and the loosing of their laughter caught amongst the rest, who had a few moments’ amusement at Roberto’s expense.

When the merriment passed, Orli observed, somewhat in Roberto’s defense, “At least humans have laughter.” That didn’t appear to have much effect, so she added, “And we have love. I’ve never seen anything like either in the eyes of the elves I’ve met. Love is humanity’s best quality. It is our strength. I don’t believe Altin and I would still be alive without it. In fact, none of us might be.”

Altin nodded, as did a few others around the table, but Deeqa, ever pragmatic, and perhaps an elf herself in a previous life, shook her head. “Love is weakness,” she explained. “The two of you survived despite love. Where I come from, love is used against people. It’s not for the fear of loss that I say this—at least not my own. My pain is acceptable. But the pain of love makes us vulnerable. People like us …” She stopped and pointed around the table at everyone. “Our very existence puts those we would care about at risk. If we are strong or unassailable, evil will take our loved ones and torture them to strike at us. If we are in the hands of evil, our loved ones will suffer for our absence and for fear of our pain. They will do foolish things to save us. Things we would not want them to do.” Her gaze, level, steady as an anvil, shifted from face to face, some approving, some surprised, some in open rebellion. Deeqa went on, unperturbed. “I think love is not such a good thing. At best it is an old pistol with a bad cartridge somewhere in the clip. Its reliability is faith, which is nothing when it misfires and blows apart.”

“And for an encore,” Roberto said, “Deeqa will skin some puppies and make mittens for everyone come winter.” He shot a frown at his copilot, then flashed a big fat grin to everyone else. “That’s my first mate, everyone; count on her to bring you back to reality. Fairy tales are for pussies, and romance is a sin.” He turned his attention to Orli then. “And then there is our sweet Orli here. If you want fairy tales and romance, the first time she saw Altin, she practically fainted and started drooling everywhere like she had rabies. She’s lucky she didn’t short out her console. Sappiest damn thing you ever saw.”

“It was love at first sight,” Orli said, correcting the record. She smiled to Altin. “He cast his spell on me.”

Altin began to smile but stopped, looking shocked. “I did no such thing. You know perfectly well I did not. I would die first.”

Now everyone laughed at him—all but Roberto, who made fake vomiting sounds, and Orli, who knew the memory of what Thadius Thoroughgood had done to her with siren’s blood potion was behind his defensiveness.

“You are so damn serious sometimes, Altin,” Roberto teased when his pseudo-nausea had passed. “A one-track mind. But that’s what we love about you.” He turned to Deeqa and hoisted his wine cup at her, sloshing a little over the edge. “And you, my brave and very stern first mate, I think you’ve had too much of this. Even you aren’t usually that dark. Besides, one of these days, some dude is going to come along and make you all soppy and goo-goo eyed, just like Orli over there. You wait and see.”

Deeqa shrugged. “I suppose it is possible. But if we are going to imagine things, I imagine I’ll tell you the same when the subject comes up again.” All the same, she raised her glass and tapped his, then poured the contents down her throat.

“That’s very sad,” Orli said, watching her. She clutched Altin’s arm and touched her cheek to his shoulder. “I love love. I can’t imagine life without him now. I wouldn’t want it.”

“You make my point for me,” Deeqa replied, avoiding eye contact so as not to encourage more on the subject.

“Well, love and loyalty being what they are,” said Tytamon, taking her cue, “and humanity and power being what they are, there is a new order worked out amongst all the human worlds now, and it’s an order that will have no love for any of you if you do anything to unbalance it.” His bushy brows lowered as he spoke, like wet wool blankets to snuff the hearth fires of the preceding merriment. “The power structures that were in place when you disappeared are entirely different. The TGS has complete control of interstellar travel, and while they must play nice when upon the worlds of Earth, Andalia, and Prosperion, they do not play nice amongst the stars. So, love one another as you like—and you’ll likely need it before this is played out to its end—but for the love of Mercy, you must all remember to speak of other loves or loyalties with great care. This is not the same galaxy that you left seven years ago.”

The ease with which words like interstellar and galaxy rolled off Tytamon’s tongue struck Altin perhaps harder than anything else as evidence of how much time and change had passed. Altin himself hardly used such language well, and yet there Tytamon—eight hundred years of a life rooted in the magic of Prosperion—was rattling off words that spoke of things, of events, of changes that were beyond unimaginable for all but the last tiny handful of his years. But he spoke them as if he’d said them a hundred thousand times. It was unsettling. Seven years suddenly seemed like an eternity, making it apparent that Tytamon’s ninth century was now well underway.

“So where are they keeping the ex-queen?” Deeqa asked, making sure the conversation steered itself away from sentimental pap. “You told us upon our return from Crown City that the new queen had taken her, but where? Can we get her out? Can we restore order?”

“There is order,” Tytamon said. “There is nothing but order now, I assure you.”

“If you mean ‘I order you to do this’ and ‘I order you to do that,’ there is,” Angela injected. “Between Ivan Gangue, the skeletal witch in Crown City, and the warring powers on Earth, you can’t go anywhere without getting all the order you could possibly imagine.”

“Then we must get her out,” Altin said. “If she’s still alive. It is our duty.”

“Wow, dude,” Roberto said, suddenly serious, almost as much so as his first mate. “You aren’t even, like, three hours out of the belly of a captured Hostile world, nearly buried at the bottom of the ocean on it, no less, right after finally getting off an alien ship that kidnapped you and dragged you through a wormhole—no, make that through two wormholes—and now, three hours later, you are already looking to go bust out the old Queen—the one they called War Queen, by the way, the one who used to piss you off more than pretty much anyone else on Prosperion, as I recall—just so you can get things back the way they were before we left, which was what feels like barely five minutes ago. Does that make any sense to anyone here? Because it sure doesn’t make sense to me. And, if we are being honest, you haven’t—none of us have—been back long enough to know if it even actually sucks here yet. What if it’s awesome now?”

Altin drew back from the scathing diatribe. Though it wasn’t sent his way with malice, the point of it was rather sharp.

Orli answered for him. “How awesome did that little visit to the Palace seem to you, Roberto? Because it didn’t seem awesome to me. And so the answer to your first question is yes. Yes, we are ready to rescue her, if that’s what’s right to do.”

“Why?” The usual glimmer of humor in Roberto’s dark eyes was gone. The question came upon a breath of bewilderment, cynical and incredulous.

Orli didn’t want to fight about it.

“I …” Altin began, but he let it trail off. He didn’t want to argue either. Nobody said anything for a time, and for a while there were only the sounds of silverware on plates, the mushiness of mastication, and the slosh of wine being poured. Eventually Altin began anew. “Perhaps you are right, Roberto. I imagine it is a reflex. We’ve been at war for so long now, I simply—perhaps I do need to spend some time letting others do things and decide things. I suppose we are rather far behind the times, though it doesn’t settle well for me to do nothing. Inaction does not align with my natural disposition.”

“That’s because you are a control freak. You are like a lot of smart people I know.” Roberto looked to Orli and pointed with his fork. “Like her. You figure you got to step in and save everyone because they’re not smart enough to save themselves. You don’t do it in a mean way—maybe it’s not even a thought, more like a reflex, as you said—but you do it. And sometimes shit is bigger than you think, more complicated, and I’m not going to bring up God or anything, but maybe you’re missing some details. And maybe, you know, sometimes the shit has to hit the fan. You just have to let it. You have to relax and let it blow where it blows. Give it some time, and eventually it all dries up and doesn’t even stink anymore. Hell, it might even fertilize something. But whatever. If you let it be, then everyone can move on. But that’s not what you do. Neither of you. You go jamming your hands into the fan blades every time the shit monkey slings another fistful. And for what? It doesn’t change anything. Not really. It’s still shit. It’s still everywhere. And now you have mangled fingers and crap in the cuts. You’ll probably get sepsis and die or something.” He looked as if he wanted to keep going, but he’d run out of acreage for his fecal metaphor. Somewhere in the middle of it he’d stood up, which seemed to surprise him when he realized it, so he sat back down, punctuating it all with a firm nod, followed by a draught of wine.

The vehemence of his statement brought silence from the table again. Altin and Tytamon both wore frowns, the two of them obviously working to figure out what the Glistening Lady’s captain had said. The power of translation magic was a modern marvel, but sometimes the things people said could make even great enchantments work too hard, especially with Roberto. Orli understood what he’d said well enough, however, as did Angela, Orli’s father, and the rest of the Glistening Lady’s crew.

“I think,” said the young attorney, “that for the most part, I would agree with you, Captain. But if you saw what they are doing now on Earth, I think you might change your mind. I thought I hated the NTA—I did, and I still do; I have as many reasons to do so as the general and Lady Meade there—but the level of NTA deceit and greed has been put into a new perspective now, given the nature of Mexico’s surge—the Reconquista’s, technically—into NTA-controlled territory. What Miss Daar said about love, these people understand better than anyone. They are brutal. They cut people up and send body parts with messages stuck to them to families, media outlets, and government officials. They make videos of burning prisoners of war alive. They make videos of lowering people into vats of acid and boiling oil. It’s like all the worst moments in human history have been visited on us again. And the Queen of Kurr is helping fund it all.” She turned to Tytamon. “You keep calling her the new queen, but she isn’t new. Seven years of brutality is a very long time for humans on Earth—the blanks. And it’s the same for the blanks here on Prosperion. She is a partner in Jefe’s crimes on that world as much as he is a partner in the slavery and butchery she perpetrates on this one. None of this is ‘new’ anymore. Not for the victims. We blanks don’t live to eight hundred like you do.”

Tytamon nodded, taking no offense at the rise of emotion that turned her remark to something nearly accusatory. “That is true,” he said. “For a man of my years, I suppose it is easy to lose sight of such things. And, yes, seven years is a very long time to spend in misery.”

“So what, then?” Roberto asked. “You all want to … what? Mount up on some dragons and gryphons? Maybe get the general to call up some of his retired mech pilot friends? Storm the Palace? Snatch old captured Karroll out of there and … then what? Shoot the sitting queen in the face and slap the old one back in the golden hot seat?”

“If it could be as easy as that,” Altin said, “then certainly. But I suspect it will not be so.”

Orli leaned her head close to Altin, near enough that her hair, now clean, silky, and pendulous after a bath and loving ministrations by a doting Kettle, brushed against his neck. “He’s being sarcastic,” she told him, pretending to whisper and glowering at Roberto seated across from her. “But I’m sure he didn’t mean to be rude.”

“Hey, I’m just saying,” Roberto said.


“Well, stop saying. We get your point.” Orli looked back to Altin, who had a characteristically serious expression upon his face, which he directed at Tytamon.

“Have there been any attempts to rescue Queen Karroll? Does anyone know where she is? Have they looked? What is the history on that?”

“I did,” Tytamon replied, leaning back in his chair and letting his meal settle awhile. “I spent considerable time seeking her in the first days after it was learned that her throne had been usurped. I looked while chaos was still abundant. But soon the mechs were everywhere, the royal seers and diviners combing through the mana streams—armed to the eyeballs with Liquefying Stone, no less—and it became clear straightaway that her position was secure. Equally clear was the fact that the TGS had become hers as well, a powerful tool in a new political alignment between the stars. She controls everything through it. No help could come from Earth to rescue deposed Karroll after that. And General Pewter’s requests were not only ignored; he was forced into retirement.” The ancient wizard paused and glanced to the general with an apologetic look.

The general nodded and gave the barest “What can you do?” sort of shrug, his resignation visible in the flickering candlelight.

“But then came the worst of it,” Tytamon went on. “At least for me. I—well, you were gone, and I did some searching, and …” He let his voice trail off, leaning forward to grab his cup and drink from it, eyes down and hidden by the white fluff of his eyebrows. When at last he leaned back, the candlelight glimmered wetly off what had welled beneath those bushy curtains. “And I confess to having not bothered to look for her in the weeks that followed my failure to locate you. Kettle and I suffered the same malaise for a time. When they told me you were gone, Altin, and when I for all my magicks and all my schools and all my years and alliances, when I could not disprove the claims that you were dead, I—” He picked up his wine cup again, staring into it as if the words he needed might be somewhere at the bottom, waiting to be dredged up. “Let us say simply that I arrived at the same conclusion our good captain here so eloquently espoused, and I resigned myself to letting blown manure dry.”

“I understand,” Altin said. “But it is our duty as countrymen loyal to the crown. And more importantly, if we had not, all of us, or at least many of us, called Queen Karroll friend, then I would say, yes, let the powerful do as they may. It simply does not feel right to abandon her. Especially to someone who chooses to condone the sorts of things Miss Hayworth has spoken of as well.”

Roberto stared at him, mouth open, unable to comprehend it. “Dude” was all he could say. He looked to Orli next to him. “What about her? You just barely got her ass back. Don’t you want to make babies with her or something? Settle down? Stop being a hero? I mean, even for, like, nine months? I don’t know about you, but I’m fucking exhausted. I’m tired of this bullshit. I just want to be rich.”

“You wanted to be rich before you followed Orli and me into the wormhole,” Altin replied. “I appreciate your fatigue. And you are right, I do want a family. But by the same sentiment that caused you to follow us into that rift, I can’t help but feel so inclined for our rightful Queen. My mind, and my body, scream at me to shut my mouth, but it would be dishonorable.”

“Fuck honor. She’s a queen. Sword of Damocles, bro. She knew that shit when she sat her ass in that golden throne two hundred years ago or whenever it was. I don’t want to die for the government, dude. That’s what you are really talking about. My blood for someone else’s power. It’s not like her hands aren’t bloody as hell for all that time she had sitting there, running everything and conquering shit. Maybe it’s just God making things right.”

“I cannot speak for the gods. But she was friend to me. And to you. Or at very least, business partner who did make you rich. And she was betrayed. And, if I recollect Tytamon’s narrative this afternoon properly, her own man Vorvington turned on her, and he being all but the last of her family. Whether we put her back on the throne again is a different argument. But if she is still alive, it is the right thing that we find her and get her out.”

“Friend or not, trying to cross the marchion—the queen, maybe even infiltrating the Palace, is reckless. And dumb. It’s a death wish,” Roberto said.

“So is flying into a wormhole,” Orli pointed out.

“That was different. And I love how you are taking his side, even though I can see in your eyes you don’t give a shit about jumping straight into another fight.”

Orli ignored the barb. “Please tell me why it’s different.”

“You know exactly why.”


“No, I don’t. Tell me.”

“Because I actually like you,” Roberto said. “You might as well be my damn sister, okay? Any friendship I might have with Queen Karroll is the kind you have with … like … with your boss or something. It’s not the same. Not even remotely the same. And I’m not from here, so I could give a rat’s ass about ‘Gods, Queen, and Country’ or whatever you Prosperions say.”

Others around the table were nodding.

“Okay, fine. It’s not the same, then,” Orli conceded—to a degree. “At least, it’s not the same, as in identical. But it does matter. If she’s still alive, and Earth is under siege by brutes, I think we owe her more than a quick dismissal over dinner. At least that.”

The nods, some anyway, appeared to have swung back slightly the other way again.

“Fine,” Roberto said. “But I’m not risking my neck and the necks of my crew for her. For you, I will fly straight into the fucking sun if I think there’s a chance to get you out. I’d go alone if I had to. But not for Queen Karroll. She chose that life, not me. She chose it when she buckled on that golden armor and called herself War Queen.” The nods turned back his way again. “That’s right, I’ve heard the histories. Drunk Prosperions love to talk about that noble exploit crap. She took that throne. By force. No different than the marchioness did. More brutally even, depending on which stories you listen to.”

“It is accurate to call the history of her ascension brutal,” Angela said. “I’ve read them all. The histories, I mean. Depending on which version of history you read, her unification of the seven kingdoms saw well over four hundred thousand dead. For a time, many dubbed her the Butcher, though I think that would have been somewhat unfair to say. It was, as most wartime labels are, a designation entirely political. Earth history might as accurately have labeled Alexander “the Butcher” as it did “the Great”—surely his victims did.

“Queen Karroll was accused of everything: on one end of the spectrum, the stories claimed to have evidence that she is the chosen of Anvilwrath, queen by divine right, destined to unify the people and bring about a golden age of Prosperion greatness; on the other end of the spectrum, her detractors accuse her claim to the throne of being completely false, arguing not only that she was not next in succession, but that she hasn’t got the least drop of noble blood in her at all—that comment about Lord Vorvington being kin notwithstanding. There is a legal proceeding I came across, or a portion of one, in which Vorvington sued for his rights to an earldom, under some nebulous claims about his relationship to her—or more accurately, her relationship to him. I couldn’t find all the documents from that time, but it appears to be one of those boring but vital bits of history in which, or at least by which, the lines on maps are drawn. I haven’t given up searching for the rest of it, but I’m not convinced the librarians at the Royal Library are operating their magic-mirror catalog system as thoroughly as my questions require, despite my so-called ‘clearances.’ Their cooperation is surface level at best.”

“You’ll have your association with me to thank for that,” Tytamon said. “Listing Calico Castle as your residence is not the fine credential it used to be, not here in the age of thought monitoring and subject-loyalty ranking systems run by diviners and bureaucrats.”

“Which is all fine and dandy,” Roberto said. “But I still don’t care. The whole idea of bloodline succession is stupid anyway. Whether she’s the firstborn or a twentieth cousin ninety times removed, raised by inbreds on a pig farm in backwoods Turdville, it’s all the same to me. I say we let sleeping dogs lie. Queen Karroll was my business partner. Altin’s right about that. But that was all. I liked her okay until she started dicking with Yellow Fire and Blue Fire, and then I decided she’s just another asshole with power. I’d call her friend only in the most distant sort of way.”

“Blue Fire!” Orli shouted, startling several around the table with the outburst. “Oh my God! Altin, have you checked on her since we’ve been back?”

Altin, among the startled, shook his wide-eyed head. “No.”

“Oh God, hurry. Is she okay?”

Altin, after a moment more to recover from Orli’s onset urgency, closed his eyes and sent a seeing spell out to the living world of Blue Fire. He sent sight rather than telepathy because, truth be told, he wasn’t prepared for the emotional onslaught that speaking to a living world required. Planet-sized feelings were overwhelming, often to the point they threatened to subsume his own personality, and he’d endured enough in recent days to be leery of further internal violence, especially if it could be helped.

When his spell vision arrived inside of the great chamber of Blue Fire’s body, her womb, as she thought of it, all was as it had always been. He looked upon a great chamber, a cavern so immense the walls spread away as if into forever, the surface of them everywhere studded with crystals that radiated a warm amber light. She appeared perfectly fine.

He pushed his vision to where he knew a smaller chamber was, the narrow space that held her loving, pulsing heart. When he arrived, he found the space exactly as it ought to be as well, like a rough-cut closet, filled also with the yellow stones, glowing dimly as they were around one central patch of green. The green crystals occupied a span of space nearly an arm’s length across, and from them came a pulsing light, steady and rhythmic. It was the Father’s Gift. The gift of life, taken from her father’s own heart and sent from somewhere across the galaxy—it was a piece of this very same stone that pulsed in the heart of Altin’s ring, barely a marble of it hidden in the thick silver mount, inverted, unseen but for a small part that pressed against the flesh of Altin’s finger when he cast.

Determining that she was in no particular distress, Altin dismissed the spell and reported what he’d found. “She’s fine.”

“There are no aliens there?” Orli asked. “Nothing digging into her? She’s not all filled up with that ochre jelly?”

“None that I saw,” he said. “She’s fine. Bright as day down there in her belly, and the beat of her heart is steady and strong.”

“Thank God,” Orli said.

Everyone else appeared equally relieved, the reason for Orli’s worry having become clearer with each tense moment of Altin’s semi-absence during the casting of his spell. “I admit,” said Roberto, “I was kind of afraid you were going to tell us there were big ice pizza slices in the sky or something. While I think the whole living Hostile planets thing is pretty weird, I know you guys think a lot of her.”

“I expected much the same news,” Deeqa said. “I am glad of that. Great effort went into liberating her mate.”

Orli looked sad then. “I wish there were something we could do about that. But even I’m not crazy enough to suggest that. Not after what we’ve been through.” She turned to Altin. “Is she still talking to him at least?”

Altin shook his head, obviously uncomfortable. “I didn’t ask,” he admitted. “In fact, I didn’t actually look in orbit either. I don’t know about the wedges of ice.” He sighed as Orli’s eyebrows rose impatiently. “I shall look again.”

In moments he confirmed it. There were eight. A circle of them, hovering over the northern pole, a few hundred measures above the atmosphere. Several alien vessels were in orbit above the planet as well, each with a line of ice in tow, long tails of massive comet-like objects, trailing in their wakes like strings of steaming pearls. He thought at first they might still be working on the wedges they’d put in place, but then he noticed two of the ships slip into the atmosphere and disappear beneath the cover of storm clouds.

He followed them into the storm and then down, beyond the clouds to where another ship was coming up from the surface. A bright object jutted up from the snowy ice field below it, whiter than the snow, shining as if it were a beacon meant to guide him through the blizzard winds. He pushed his vision toward it.

It was a jagged column, like a broken tooth, thrust up from below the surface, rising out of an enormous hole that had been dug into Blue Fire by alien digging machines similar to those he’d seen back on Yellow Fire, enormous things with windmill-like blades of giant churning shovels. They’d dug right down into her, measures and measures deep. Most of the machines were at the bottom of the hole now, motionless and covered with snow. Around them were enormous cylindrical objects, squat, wide, and flat-topped, that reminded him of the storage tanks he’d seen the Earth people use in places like Little Earth and Fort Minot. And it was from the bottom of this excavation that the column rose, perfectly round and smooth but for the very top, which was jagged and obviously still under construction, presumably made from the ice the ships were bringing in.

There could be no doubt: that was the same sort of ice shaft he’d seen on the alien world where Roberto and his crew had rescued him. The only difference was that this one wasn’t done. At least not yet.

Panic struck him. What had he missed?

He plunged his vision down through the bottom of the dig, past the machines, following the ice column into the soil and rock of Blue Fire’s world.

Except the column did not go beyond the bottom of the hole.

That seemed odd. He pulled his vision out of the darkness and ran it round the column again. Then back into the frozen ground.

The column appeared to simply be sitting on the bottom of the hole.

He pushed his vision downward anyway, in the direction of Blue Fire’s heart. He wasn’t precisely sure where it was in relation to the bottom of the hole, but he had to assume it wasn’t far.

Sure enough, after a few moments descending blindly, he burst into a wide cavern, lit dimly by the pale green luminescence of what he knew to be her outer layers of skin. It would be spongy to the touch, as he recalled, and she could shape it and move it about as if it were independently alive. Recognizing it immediately, he knew he was near her womb and heart. But why weren’t the aliens cutting through?

Perhaps they didn’t need to.

Or perhaps they were waiting for something.

But what?

He had no choice but to try to communicate with Blue Fire now. The danger was evident and imminent at best. He let the seeing spell go and went straight back into the mana, reaching out to touch her mind.

She was there. Still alive. But terrified. So terrified she could not communicate. Or would not.

She wore terror like a shell. It made her mind impenetrable. He couldn’t read it. Couldn’t decipher the origins. Was it fear of what was already in effect upon her, or fear of what was going to happen once the construction was complete?

On the other side of the rifts, in that other part of the universe, Altin had not seen where the ice columns had attached to the Hostiles there, so he had no way to know how these mechanisms operated. Perhaps the columns did not touch the heart chamber or the greater body of Liquefying Stones. Or else they did. Perhaps the real effect was when the ochre liquid was poured in. He wondered if that was what was in those giant tanks. If so, again, what were they waiting for?

Regardless of what the specific roots of her terror might be, one thing was certain: she wasn’t putting up a fight. No orbs swarmed the alien ships; no battering rams of iron and rock attempted to bust them open and thwart them at their tasks. He wondered if perhaps that war had already been lost. Seven long years ago.

Somehow, however, Altin thought it might be worse. As he tapped upon the shell around her, knocking to see if she might let him in, he tried to glean her thoughts by weaving in his minor divination spell. The nature of her isolation was suddenly familiar to him, like a familiar spice that’s been used in a new dish.

She was not afraid for herself.

Blue Fire was a selfless creature. The only thing that mattered to her was Yellow Fire. She’d spent an eternity believing him dead and her life an unending curse. But she’d gotten him back. And now the aliens had him.

She was seeing what was happening on distant Yellow Fire’s world, feeling it. She knew. While she would not, or could not, tell him directly, Altin was certain of it. And it felt as if it was still occurring. Which meant that it was precisely as Deeqa had said, almost prophetically. This terror Blue Fire wore could only be for a loved one.

With a shudder, he unwound himself from the spell. The experience had raised a sweat on him, which he wiped away with the sleeve of his freshly pressed robes. The crowd around the table watched him return impatiently, but he could not speak straightaway. He let his chin drop to his chest and let himself settle for the span of several breaths.

“God, what is it?” Orli asked. She already knew, though. She knew as well as he. She too knew Blue Fire, and her intuition was greater sometimes than a divining spell.

“A moment,” he said.

He cast another seeing spell, this time out to distant Yellow Fire still set upon by aliens, working under the watchful, pink-lashed eye of the wormhole. He sent his vision down into the heart chamber, so carefully shaped by the work of so many hands, his own and Orli’s, Doctor Bryant and his crew’s, even Doctor Singh’s. It remained unscathed. But the rest of the great chasm did not. Peering down into the depths of all that muted Liquefying Stone, Altin realized the cavern was already halfway filled with the thick ochre fluid he’d seen at the bottom of the ocean back on the alien-occupied world. Pushing his vision around, he found great flows of the stuff, like honey being poured from above, several openings spewing it downward in steady, glistening streams. He followed one of the spouts, drawing his vision upward from the heart chamber until he found the main alien excavation, much as it had looked on Blue Fire. There was no ice column started this time, but there were many of the great tanks, far more than were on Blue Fire. Great cosmic cisterns, all filled with the ochre fluid and ready to be dumped. Alien machinery worked constantly to pour the stuff down into the smaller holes, as ships descended from the skies to refill the tanks.

He let the spell go.

“It’s worse this time,” he said. “He was dead to her before. Now he is alive and tortured before her eyes.”

“Can’t she help him? She wiped out an entire planet once, everyone on Andalia. Can’t she fight the aliens off and save him?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t get her to talk to me. She is aquiver. Violently so. I need time to think before I can try again. I only know she makes no effort to defend herself now. And I’ve seen why.”

Orli put her hand on his arm, looking alarmed. “Why?”

“Yellow Fire is on the brink of capture, I believe. Or enslavement.” He pursed his lips, lost in thought, but glanced up right after. “Oh,” he added, as if it were but an afterthought, “the aliens have built Roberto’s wedges above Blue Fire as well, or nearly so. And one of those ice columns is underway.”

“Shit,” said Roberto and Orli together.

“Indeed.” That from Tytamon, whose gnarled fingers went to his beard, stroking it in a slow and troubled way.




Chapter 18

The plan to get to the War Queen began at the conclusion of a series of divining spells cast by the master of Calico Castle, with all the advantages of his eight schools and upper-alphabet class. Cast in careful secret with the help of Doctor Leopold—who, in the absence of cozy friendships with well-connected and actively traveling Earth friends, had lost access to his supply of weight-loss pills some years ago and had since put back on all his weight and, as he put it, “an uncomfortable extra two stones to tote about as punishment for defying the form the gods had chosen for him.” Between them, they’d determined at least where Her Majesty was.

Tytamon credited their success to his failure seven years before. Once he’d exhausted every possibility of finding Altin, Orli, and the rest—once hope was crushed by the unyielding absence of anything in his divinations to sustain it—his enthusiasm for politics had waned right along with belief they might still be alive. He had given up looking for Queen Karroll as well. He told himself it was simply a changing of the guard, more or less, and as such hardly his first transition of power in what was now going on nine centuries.

Noticing the cessation of Tytamon’s magical inquiries both for Altin’s whereabouts and for the deposed monarch, the usurper queen had apparently accepted that Tytamon had in turn accepted the new order. That such a great mage would do so, supported her own conclusions that Altin and his friends were in fact dead, and therefore she had also clearly concluded as much regarding any rebellions the ancient wizard might have had underway. In making those assumptions, her efforts in obscuring truth had waned. Even if only the slightest bit. But enough that a great wizard like Tytamon, with the aid of another great one in Doctor Leopold, had magic enough to slip through the cracks.

The two of them sifted and sorted through the thoughts that lingered upon the mana stream, picking like beggars through a heap of Palace trash, seeking the drunken murmurs of Palace courtiers, the whispers of whores whose paying suitors muttered and boasted, and even the dreams of the guards and confidants of the new queen, all ready for the gleaning like peasant treasure in a refuse heap. It was slow work, but they worked together, each pass of magic combing out the tangles as if the dreamscape were a long mane, each subsequent effort increasing what they knew. Each time they cast and conferred, they could reshape the inquiry of the next cast and, in so doing, remake what was possible to divine. And in the end, they found her, the dethroned War Queen, a prisoner, somehow, in the Fire Fountain.

Tytamon went out immediately upon the discovery to tell Altin and his friends.

“She’s where?” Altin all but spat.

Roberto followed suit, equally as incredulous. “You mean, like, where all those demons are? The big shitstorm in a box?” He lowered the cable cutters he held, abandoning his work. He stood upon a gravity sled, he and Deeqa, hovering a few feet off the grass, heads and shoulders deep in the underbelly of his ship, repairing damage incurred during their hasty and rather violent flight retreating through what they now referred to as Jelly City—Jelly being the name applied to the squishy aliens and their propensity for emitting gelatinous substances in which they imprisoned folks and worse, according to Orli’s stories.

Roberto squatted on the sled, so he could see Tytamon better. “How can they keep her in the middle of that bullet bath, with all the fire and stuff? She in a magic bubble or something?” He slapped at the back of his neck, as if at a mosquito bite. It was a spark from Deeqa’s weld, landing inside his collar as if summoned by the mere mention of bullets and magical flames. A shower of similar sparks rained down on the gravity sled and into the meadow beneath, spitting and hissing as they landed in the wet grass.

“Yes, that’s precisely where she is,” Tytamon confirmed. “And all of those features are quite intact. Our new monarch has a keen sense of irony in choosing that place. I’m not sure on the bubble portion of it, but it must be something on that order.”

“Irony and a keen understanding of what makes for a good prison,” Deeqa said. She closed the panel in the belly of the ship and then hung the plasma torch on a rack at the front of the gravity sled. “I can’t think of a place I’d less like to be, and I’ve only seen the Fire Fountain in videos.”

“How in the nine hells are we going to rescue the War Queen from inside of that?” Squints blurted it bluntly, dumbly, and even as the last word exited his mouth, his expression revealed that he realized he’d said it aloud. His bumpy red face turned redder with the scrutiny of so many lofty and intimidating personages staring at his blunder. He attempted to attenuate the damage. “That is, if you were thinking of such a thing, which obviously you wouldn’t be.”

“I thought you said you found this boy in Murdoc Bay?” Tytamon remarked, frowning first at the boy and then at Roberto.

“I did. Maybe we scared him stupid.” The gravity sled settled down into the grass, and Roberto glared at Squints as he stepped off. “We’ve been talking about divining and dream snatching for the last half hour. I don’t even have a goddamn A-class … whatever, and I get this shit. I know these guys are intimidating, but if you can’t handle it, I’m sending you back to the Harlot’s Pocket, where you can rot out the rest of your life ‘paying attention’ to chump change. You hear?”

“You’re right. I’m sorry,” Squints said. “I am … I’m off my gryphon is all. Like you said, a week ago, I was watching opportunities for coppers. Now, I mean …” He pointed at Tytamon, Altin, Deeqa, and the Glistening Lady. He paused, his expression finishing the idea. “And, I mean, there were aliens. I didn’t know there was such a thing as aliens before, and then, well, now I’ve nearly been killed by them. You know?”

Roberto nodded. “Fine. But pull it together. We’ve got no room for dumbasses.” He didn’t wait for a reply, turning back to Tytamon and Altin. “So, now what?”

“We’ll discuss it in my study.” Which everyone knew meant away from potential prying eyes, not to mention shell-shocked pickpockets on their first high-end galactic rescue run.

In the warded warmth of Tytamon’s great tower, Altin, Orli, Roberto, General Pewter, Deeqa, Liu Chun, Angela Hayworth, and Doctor Leopold sat together amongst the clutter, roughly around a table that had been cleared but for stacks of blank parchment, several inkpots, and three tablet computers belonging to Orli, her father, and the young lawyer from planet Earth—young even though now, technically, older than Orli, which was an odd reversal for both of them.

In short, the problem was that the War Queen was locked in a box, barely eight feet square, but one with no bottom. It was open underneath and simply sitting upon the Fire Fountain floor, thus making it unteleportable in the way of boxes and teleporting. Which in and of itself might not have been a problem, but for the fact that the box itself was wrapped within the confines of a powerful anti-magic spell, cast by a concert of one hundred wizards, and whose central caster had been none other than Peppercorn herself, the inventor of the spell, and the one who’d spent considerable time in recent years perfecting it so as to make it more efficient, stronger, and less in need of constant refreshing. It still needed to be reinforced, but Tytamon explained that four times a year was more than adequate, and that doing so needed only a handful of enchanters to shore it up. In short, Altin could not capture the box and a bit of floor beneath it, in hopes of creating a box effect.

That left only the choice of breaking her out. They quickly ruled out coming in from above or on any of the sides, as the accidental release of the demons upon the land was an unacceptable risk, and the only outcome viewed as worse than leaving the status quo. The only possible course, therefore, was to dig up from underneath. Altin suggested they find a digging spell to do it, but Tytamon warned that such spells would surely be high among the types of magic on the watch list for diviners as well as built into the wards around the anti-magic fields.

However, digging was not the problem. They had the equipment and the know-how, as Doctor Marks Bryant could surely be reached to help them find the gear they needed to excavate, just as he had on the worlds of both old and new Yellow Fire. However, after long consideration, even that, in the end, turned out to be too risky to attempt. If the tunnel gave way or the fountain itself collapsed and the demons got out, well, again, it was too much risk. The NTA was at war with the invaders from Mexico, which meant there was no telling how depleted they were in terms of mechs and Marines to help should that occur, and Tytamon did not believe the usurper queen had a tremendous arsenal on hand—not that tremendous, anyway. How many tens of thousands might die before the demons could be locked up again?

Everything they considered led to the same concern: What if the demons got out?

At which point Deeqa, ever straight to the point, pointed out simply, “Then we’ve got to take the demons out.” When they all looked curiously at her, she added, “At the source.”

“Impossible,” Altin and Doctor Leopold exclaimed at once. Doctor Leopold went on to say, “The whole race of dwarves, with elven help, couldn’t stop the onslaught once it was underway. We won’t simply waltz into wherever that endless horde was conjured from and have better luck with the handful of us. Such a thing will never be done. It is the will of the gods.”

“And no one knows where they come from,” Altin added. “The best diviners in the land couldn’t find them, and they searched for the better part of a century.”

“You say that,” Tytamon said, “because you have not read Melane Montclaire’s book. I have. And I know exactly where they come from.” He paused, sighed, and for a moment looked very sad, an age of heartbreak passing over him like the shadow of a storm cloud. “And so do you, Altin, if you think on it very hard.”

“By the gods! Kolat!”

“Exactly.” Tytamon pronounced it as if Altin had said the most obvious thing in all the world.

But Tytamon and Altin were the only ones who shared the epiphany. Orli’s expression suggested she might have a guess, but for the rest, they were all staring blankly back at the two powerful Prosperion sorcerers.

Altin was still running through the possibilities in his mind and so didn’t notice their bewilderment, leaving Tytamon to explain. “This has been the great secret of my life,” Tytamon said. “It killed one of my star pupils, a genius of a woman. But the demons she found are not from another dimension at all. They are from an island deep in the south seas. It is called Kolat. I lost my wife there. It is also the place where I found the Liquefying Stones. The portals that summon demons draw them from that place. Someone, something there makes them. The Liquefying Stone is everywhere, and it aids in the magic, aids in corrupting it, crafting a perversion of what we know as magic here, on Kurr, as humans. I don’t know precisely how it works, but that’s where they come from, birthed there and imbued with the malignance of untold thousands upon thousands of years.”

“So Liquefying Stone played a part in evolution there,” Orli said. “That could explain a lot.”

“It could,” Angela concurred. “But why wouldn’t they have spread across the world? Can they not fly? Can they not swim? If they are mutations of creatures of this world, should not some of them have flight?”

“And yet they do not, thank the gods,” Tytamon said.

“Well, having fought a few of them,” Roberto surmised, “and spent some close, one-on-one time, I can tell you they aren’t exactly dark-energy theorists. Like, I think they are dumb as dog turds. It probably never occurred to them to fly. Especially not if there was stuff to kill nearby.”

“Well, that big one wasn’t dumb,” General Pewter said. “The titan with the spindly legs and the very long arm, that one was plenty smart enough.”

“Yes,” agreed Tytamon. “That one the orcs called God. That one was intelligent, certainly. Smart enough to get the gates opened by the orcs, and nearly smart enough to take over the entire world.” He paused. “I suppose the elves would have been safe enough, but that would have been the end for humanity, as it was for the dwarves—and not all that long ago, if we put time in perspective here.”

“So, uh, not to be rude or anything, Tytamon,” Roberto asked, “but if you knew where they were all along, why didn’t you, you know, take them out?” As he was wont to do, Roberto wriggled his fingers to convey how simple it must be to cast spells. “Couldn’t you have just, like, nuked the island with a giant fireball and finished them off? Saved a lot of lives—maybe not the dwarves, but, you know, everybody else?”

“I’m afraid I was dead at the time of the most recent onslaught,” Tytamon reminded him. “But yes, I do see your point. The truth of the matter is, I never foresaw the need. When I returned from the island and … recovered my wits”—he cast a long look to Altin, who nodded and lowered his eyes—“I did a great deal of divining on them. What I saw and sensed presented no reason to think that after all the thousands and thousands of years those creatures had been there exactly as they were, they would ever be anywhere but. And I was right. Right up until I wasn’t. Youthful arrogance, I suppose.”

Altin put a hand on Tytamon’s shoulder. “To be fair, Master, you were heartbroken. No man thinks clearly in such a state, not at any age.”

Tytamon nodded. Altin was the only person alive who knew the story of lost Kelline, Tytamon’s one and only wife, dead now for over seven centuries.

Altin’s recent experiences made his empathy all the greater, given the close calls he’d had so regularly over these last few years, all the times he’d nearly gotten Orli killed as the result of his own magical ambitions. Altin thought of lost Kelline often, remembering the frail, shaking body of wracked Tytamon recounting the story of what had happened to her, remembering the scars the weathered wizard wore for having survived to recollect.

Altin knew Kelline’s story so well it felt rooted in the pit of his churning stomach even now as he sat beside his sweet Orli, whom he’d nearly lost so many times. He felt it and understood it keenly, even as he considered this next reckless course. It was as if no matter how hard he wanted to simply live a normal life, forces outside of him conspired to keep him from it. Even Orli sometimes did. And once again he found himself welling with a familiar anger, a frustration. Why must he always be so powerless? Why did others have so much say over his happiness? Why the usurping marchioness, yes, but why the War Queen before her? Why the damnable gods of so many worlds determining everyone’s fate? Why couldn’t he have been the one to choose? He would have done it differently. He would have given himself a different fate at least. A different temperament. A temperament that could let unjust and unfinished things go.

But none of that helped. He was who he was. And he was a Seven. Not helpless. And he had a core in him that understood what was right, even if the obligation of seeing to it was horrible and unfair. And he didn’t have to face it alone. Orli was first among the brave to risk doing the right thing. And he had friends, powerful allies, not the least of which the great Tytamon, an Eight, and a man back from death itself. Perhaps there was just one more fight. Perhaps this was the last one the cruel gods had planned for him. Then he could come home.

He laughed. Out loud, and everyone looked at him. Tytamon had been talking. He waved away their stares. “Nothing,” he said. “I’m not crazy. Please, go on.”

His eyes glazed again, shaking his head at his own foolishness. Of course there wasn’t just one more fight. There were a thousand “one more” fights. An unending stretch of just one more that slid out of sight into eternity.

He shook himself out of it. He’d had this same cycle of thoughts again and again and again for years now, as well. Always ending in a pointless vow. The vow to “never again” and “just this once.” Over and over.

It was the price of power. The price of power was black and white. Use it for yourself, or use it for others. He’d already seen what selfishness had done. Nearly killed Pernie. Nearly killed Orli. Nearly killed himself. It did kill his sister, and his parents before her. So he had no choice. It must be spent in service of other people’s needs.

Again.

Orli saw it in his face and took his hand in hers. “Here we go again, eh?” she said, plucking the thought right out of his mind. “But this time, let’s at least keep Doctor Leopold close.”

“I should think I’m far too old and fat for adventures the likes of which you contemplate now, young lady,” he said. “If a loose demon rips you in two, I’ll have nothing for it. And I’ll be damned if he’ll have a go at me once you’re finished. I must look quite the morsel to the sort of monsters you lot are out aggravating beyond the stars.”

“You’ll come all the same,” Altin said. “Once we figure out where we need to go.”

“We’ll see about that,” he said. “There is no bravery in my bag of medicine.”

“Hey, why do we have to go anywhere?” Roberto interjected. “Seriously. You know my idea about Tytamon nuking that place a minute ago—I get it doesn’t exactly work that way for him, but you do realize I can nuke it, right? As in, I can launch actual nukes from straight up there.” He pointed to the sky. “I’m not even kidding. I can level that island. We already know demons die easy enough to regular weaponry, and if I’m hearing you right, this island of yours has nothing but those things on it, right?”

“Yes.” Tytamon’s eyes sparkled, hope giving light to the darkness of sad memories.

“If there were something else, it could only be worse,” Altin said. “The Liquefying Stone is everywhere; all casts go awry. What isn’t a demon will be a thing of nightmares.”

“How did they get the Liquefying Stone?” Deeqa asked.

General Pewter, equally curious, added, “Was Prosperion a Hostile world at one time?”

“No,” Tytamon said. “Or at least I think not.” He paused and took a moment, his mouth twisting in the bushes of his beard and mustache as he seemed to look into his eyebrows for a degree of certainty. “To be honest, I do not know. The work I did divining the nature of demons all those centuries ago did not include my having the least awareness of your Hostiles and their distant worlds. I would not have recognized any suggestion of them had the spell included it—and for all I know, it might have. That’s how divination works.”

“Oh my God, I know how,” Orli said. She said it slowly, softly, but there was something in her tone that froze everyone. They stared and watched as something dawned upon her. She shook her head. “I’ve known all along.”

“Known what?”


“It’s Blue Fire’s baby.”

“What?” That came from pretty much everyone.

“The Liquefying Stone. It’s Blue Fire’s baby. It’s why she never attacked Prosperion. Think about it: Prosperion meets all the criteria needed to spawn a new Hostile world. She was supposed to make a baby with Yellow Fire. She said they had started one together but that it died. It died because he died. Yellow Fire’s sun flared, and he died—or at least, close enough to make no difference.”

“But if they’d already conceived a child, then what difference would it make if Yellow Fire died?”

“The Father’s Gift,” Orli said, speaking it as if, like Tytamon’s declaration from a few moments earlier, it must be the most obvious thing. “The crystals die when the heart dies. You saw it yourself on Red Fire before the transplant.”


“Yes, but I also saw how they were on Yellow Fire before we moved his heart. They weren’t quite right there either, remember?”

“Yes, but they weren’t the same. You saw. Red Fire’s heart was gone. Truly gone. His crystals in the body cavern were brittle with the absence of his soul—yes, that’s what I’m calling it, so sue me if you like. But now, they are alive again.”

“You lost me,” Roberto said. “So, you’re saying Blue Fire’s baby is, like, dead but not dead? Like a Hostile zombie or something?”

“No. God! Roberto, can you at least try to be serious for once in your whole life?”

“Hey, I am. All I’m saying is you aren’t making sense.”

“I think Orli’s conjecture is,” Altin put in, “—and correct me if my warhorse is charging for the stables here—that the reason the Liquefying Stone works on Kolat is because it is the womb crystal of living Blue Fire. So, since her heart has always been alive and healthy, that Liquefying Stone functions fully. Correct?”

“Exactly.”

“And you are suggesting that somehow the death of Yellow Fire snuffed out the heart stone that would have animated the infant Hostile here on Prosperion?”

“Exactly,” Orli repeated, clapping. “That has to be it.”

“So are you also suggesting that now that Yellow Fire is returned to life—or mostly so—the infant might once again begin to … gestate?”

“Oh …” She covered her mouth. “Well, no. Well. Maybe. I hadn’t thought of that.”

“How do you guys even know if there is a heart stone here?” Roberto said. “Do you have any idea how far away from here Fruitfall was? The old Yellow Fire orbited a sun that was a damn long way away. How do you know—even if we assume you are right about that Liquefying Stone being from Blue Fire and not some other Hostile—how do you know it wasn’t, just, like a chicken’s egg? You know? Like, she laid it, but it never got fertilized. That’s a long way for sperm to swim, even Hostile ones.”

Orli opened her mouth to argue, admittedly a reflex whenever she and Roberto started discussing anything deeply, but she had to stop. She grimaced, pushing her lips around as her shoulders drooped. “I guess I don’t. That could be true.”

“Well, it doesn’t change a lot of it either way. If you are right, that is,” Altin said.

Deeqa turned sideways in her seat and pulled off her left boot. “I’m not sure how any of this matters in terms of rescuing the Queen,” she said as she shook out bits of metal left over from sparks that had worked their way inside while she’d been welding earlier.

“Me either,” put in Liu Chun. “Like the captain said, let’s drop a nuke or two on the island. We put some people in place outside Crown City to blow a hole into the Fire Fountain when it’s clear, and they snatch the Queen out of there for Altin to bring up to the ship. Once everyone is aboard, Altin snaps his fingers again, and we’re all somewhere else: Earth, Andalia, Blue Fire … somewhere in space, it doesn’t matter. I read that Queen Karroll is one of the greatest tacticians in Prosperion history. Make her figure out what to do from there.”

“Coming from the daughter of one of the finest tacticians in all of Earth history, the simple beauty of that plan is not surprising at all,” Roberto said. “It works for me. Like I said, I can take the ship and do the nukes from literally right up there. Take me fifteen minutes tops, then some flight time for the nukes to get there. I’d have more trouble making an omelet than frying that Hostile egg.”

“Roberto!” Orli gasped. “What if that is Blue Fire’s baby?”

Roberto’s smile froze on his face. Then it melted, perhaps much like steel buildings in the heat of nuclear reaction. He looked into Orli’s face, watched her, then saw it, what was there, behind the expression and the words.

“Oh—my—God!” he said, enunciating each word slowly and with dread. He leaned away from her and put a hand up defensively before she could counter what she then knew he was about to say. He said it anyway. “Orli … I swear. Don’t start with this again. This whole ‘poor Hostile’ shit is what got a lot of bad things going around here. Every time you decide you want to save a goddamn Hostile, I end up nearly losing my ass. Like, my actual, physical ass. Enough already.” He turned to Altin pleadingly. “Blue Fire never said anything about a damn dead baby, right? Like, her whole deal was thinking Yellow Fire was dead, right? Get her husband back and she can be happy again: that was the problem that started everything going straight to hell, all the way back to Andalia’s entire population getting hosed. And you don’t have to answer, because I already know. There was nothing about resurrecting a goddamn zombie baby. Nobody ever said anything about that.” The way his left eye began to narrow suggested his anger, his real anger, was only a hair trigger squeeze away.

“No,” Orli snapped before Altin could. “She never said that. You’re right. So you and your fucking ass are safe. And you don’t have to save her child if it’s still alive. Nobody said anything about it, so it’s fine. Besides, she’s used to it being dead. She always thought it was. So don’t sweat it. Go blow it up.”

“Orli!” The general’s tone was scolding, parental.

Altin repeated her name, echoing the impulse her father had had, an impulse for peace.

She glared at them both, then at the rest of them, all of them, regarding them one by one around the table. There was not one among them who looked the least inclined to take her side. She let go a short sort of sniff, barely audible, and muttered a simple “Wow” before rising and walking to the door. She stopped, spun, and glared at them, pointing a trembling finger at them like a pistol. “Nobody here has a problem murdering a goddamn baby? Really?” She spun and disappeared down the stairwell, the wall not thick enough to contain her “Wow. Just fucking wow.”

Roberto leaned into Deeqa as if speaking to her alone, but doing it loudly enough to make sure Orli heard as she descended the stairs: “Let her be pissed. I don’t care. Enough of us have died. Planets full of us. If a goddamn Hostile finally has to take a bullet, I say it’s about damn time.”




Chapter 19

Even with the Glistening Lady’s windows tinted to filter the light, when the nuke went off the flash was bright enough to make everyone look away on reflex, all but Squints, anyway. He watched, unaware of what he was looking at, and so it was he who commented first, uttering, “By the gods! I thought your people had no magic!”

“We don’t,” Roberto said. He sounded glum, at odds with the young Prosperion’s enthusiasm.

“But that’s the biggest fireball I’ve ever seen. The biggest I’ve ever heard of. Not even the stories of old say anything like that.”

“Well, it ain’t magic. It’s money. Three million credits. And we just shot it all into that big toilet hole down there.”

The hole, of course, was the large opening they’d found at the center of Kolat. The demons, roaming the island in massive packs, devouring each other and waging an endless war, poured steadily out of a cave at the bottom of a large valley, issuing from it and filling the whole of the valley like septic backflow into a toilet or tub. But the ship’s sensors, wonky and intermittent as they were given the magic that interfered, eventually picked up enough data to make sense of it. Between Tytamon’s guidance and the determination to apply every variety of sensor they had, they’d finally found the source.

Nearly three miles beneath the surface, there was a magical mutation, identified by an inexplicable mass of biological material nearly a quarter mile in diameter, infused with the dust of Liquefying Stone. More surprising—or perhaps less, depending on one’s perspective—the mass lay upon and within what seemed a nest of Liquefying Stone as well, not dust but larger crystals, surrounding it on all sides as if it lay in a deep puddle of broken egg yolk. From this mass emerged one after the next, several at a time sometimes, demons and more demons. It was endless, a constant birthing of them. Whatever it was, it had across the millennia become a demon spawning ground, a fountain, and evidently the source of the aptly named Fire Fountain near Crown City.

The first missile, a small three-ton conventional bomb, had been fired into the valley to clear out the area and blow open a crater large enough to start the digging process. It flashed, dirt and rock flew, and demons were melted and vaporized by the tens of thousands. Roberto then had to use the rest of his conventional missile arsenal to blast the rest of the way down to expose the cavern in which the demons spawned.

The first of the nuclear missiles was a medium-sized tactical nuke, sent down to destroy the core and the area beneath, a honeycombed layer of stone that they hoped to crush. As expected, the core was decimated, and the pressure ballooning through the underground space snuffed everything below. According to the readings Tracy made, the area beneath the island was compromised and, in places, beginning to collapse. Fissures opened visibly in places on the surface of the island, confirming what her readings said.

However, to be certain that there were no lingering demons, the work had to be complete, the destruction total, so a last, and largest, missile was sent, the biggest nuke in Roberto’s arsenal—“Two and three-quarters million credits for one shot,” he’d muttered continuously the whole time they were arming and loading it. He must have counted the cost at least five more times as it was flying toward its target.

His pricey projectile packed enough charge to obliterate everything that remained on the wrecked island, vaporizing every tree, shrub, and bit of moss that grew anywhere, and it was hot enough to turn most of the beaches into something a lot like glass. And it was this last missile that they had all just watched through the darkened windshield glass.

The flash came, the mushroom cloud rose, and the blast waves blew over the island, and out over the water for several miles. It sucked back after, bringing a misty fog with it that shrouded the shore. The rocks and sand began to glow in places nearest the blast, and fissures opened in the way cracks do in ice over a frozen pond. The cracks widened, forked, and forked again, spreading faster and faster, and then the whole center of the island collapsed and fell into itself, dropping in places a full five miles. The dust that rose from it shot skyward, and the wind blew the ship back; the only thing keeping it from flipping end over end was Roberto’s reflexive compensation, which compensated just in time. All that remained of the island was a deep rocky bowl, the jagged edges of it like broken teeth, the gaps between allowing ocean water to pour in great, misty waterfalls.

Squints shook his head as he stared down into the swirling dust. He saw the ring of water spreading outward from the blast too, a wide rise of seawater radiating like a lone, mutant ripple from the blast, a wave he could not know would translate to dinged-up boats in harbors across the southern parts of Kurr. All he knew was power when he saw it. “I still don’t understand what your ‘credits’ are, exactly, but I’m damn sure glad I’m getting a bunch of them. They’ll buy me better magic than I’ll ever cast on my own.”

“You should be thankful you’ll never have magic like that,” Tracy told him. “Our civilization almost didn’t survive the discovery of that kind of power. We only barely managed to not commit total planetary suicide and, much less successfully, barely prevented too much in the way of genocide.”

“She’s right,” Roberto said. “Not to be judgmental or anything, but I’m not sure your civilization would avoid blowing the whole planet up. It takes a whole bunch of us to make one of those things. A lot of rules and regulations. But you guys, well … if one of you medieval wizards could do that all by yourself, come on, you know it would happen eventually. One guy gets too drunk and too pissed off, maybe his wife leaves him or his dog dies, and then along comes some political shitstorm that sets him off, and … game over, man. Total annihilation. You guys could do to yourselves what the Hostiles did to Andalia. Stay away. Bad idea.”

“No, we wouldn’t,” Squints said. “We already had a chance to wipe ourselves out. And we didn’t do it. And we didn’t need as much magic as all that down there.” He pointed out the window to make his point. “Those demons were all that it would have taken to clear us off this world. In fact, they did clear the dwarves on Duador, remember? Your people aren’t any smarter than mine. And we learned.”

Roberto shrugged it off. He hadn’t read enough Prosperion history to debate it, but by Tracy’s expression, she was satisfied with Squints’ reply. “Good point,” she conceded, and went back to watching the monitors.

When they’d waited long enough to verify that—speaking of genocide—the work of obliterating the demons at the source was complete—which it was—they were able to call the mission a success.

Roberto called up Deeqa’s com badge on his panel, his copilot accompanying Altin and Tytamon back on the continent of Kurr, at the Fire Fountain. “Deeqa, you there?”

“I am,” she said.

“Okay, we’re done. Looks like an easy win. Tell Altin to take a peek and see if any more demons appear on the next cycle in the fountain. If not, then you guys are a go.”

“Understood.”

“Okay, peeps,” Roberto said. “Let’s take it back to Calico Castle and hope that Tytamon and Altin know what the fuck they are doing. Because if not, a whole lot of bad shit is about to go down.”




Chapter 20

Mechs stood at even intervals around the great concrete block that was the Fire Fountain, five on a side, with four more on the roof. Archers in Palace Guard uniforms paced back and forth between the rooftop mechs, each with a bow undoubtedly enchanted for extra range and a quiver of arrows that would produce fire, ice, or transmutation to stone—likely a great deal of the last for fear of demons escaping from the box. More Palace guards were arranged between the mechs on the ground as well, though these gripped pikes and halberds in their mailed hands and, to the last of them, stood not a finger’s breadth under two spans tall. Above all of it, on a bronze disc held in the air by levitation spells, were three magicians, two in the brown robes of transmuters and one in white, a follower of Mercy, presumably as healer and spiritual guide, but, Altin supposed, as likely the deadliest of the lot.

Altin, viewing it from the vantage of his seeing spell, pushed the magic sight around the huge structure, evaluating the defenses. The lengths to which the new queen had gone to secure the Fire Fountain spoke volumes about her determination to hold on to the deposed War Queen—and to her crown.

The most telltale sign of the new queen’s intentions came not simply from the increased number of guards now visible, but rather where those guards’ attention was directed. And to the last man, woman, and machine, all watched outward. Every set of eyes, every type of sensor was pointed first and foremost away from the Fire Fountain. These guardians anticipated an attack from beyond. Not an escape. And it was not simply a matter of public safety, a small show of strength to keep gawkers from trying to get in. It wasn’t even meant merely to prevent some lunatic hells-bent on destroying humanity from getting close, some suicidal imbecile motivated by rage or by the twisting reason of some holy writ or righteous charlatan in robes. No, that many warriors, that many mechs, aligned in such force, meant only one thing: the new queen was expecting them. And given their outward watch, she appeared to be confident enough in the measures on the inside to feel them up to preventing even Altin’s Z-class teleportation abilities. It was well-placed confidence too, given that should he manage to crack through the anti-magic and other wards, the spray of magic fire, real fire, and a whole swarm of bullets would make mincemeat of him anyway. And even if he could somehow manage to circumvent or survive all that, he’d still be left with the demons popping out of nowhere constantly—or at least that is what the usurper queen believed.

The one thing she could not have anticipated was the end of the demon appearances. That was the simple brilliance of Roberto’s plan. If Roberto’s bombing run on Kolat worked, the demons would stop. The portal would be closed—or at very least, the portal would open onto nothing, a place populated only by ash.

Upon the announcement from the Glistening Lady, Altin pushed his magical sight through the concrete walls into the Fire Fountain. Two demons had just arrived, and rows of Gatling cannons along the ceiling of the Fire Fountain spewed a gray haze of bullets into them, blasting away chunks of black-armored carapace, which landed heavily upon the floor, incinerated on the spot, steam rising, hissing, in the heat of the consuming flames. The larger of the two spun and flailed, its many legs whipping and grasping as if from seizure, a twelve-fingered claw clutching at nothing as the ensuing flames devoured it. The smaller demon simply fell, one of its two stumpy legs blown out from beneath it, causing it to tilt like a swamp house collapsing into the muck, piling onto one side as bullets shredded it into something that might be fit for sausage. The fires followed and ravaged the meat.

Altin watched it all and could not help but shake his head unconsciously as he maintained the magic sight, awed by the power and brutality. But soon it was over, and all that was left was a bit of ash and a few wisps of smoke rising toward the ceiling where the guns and the cameras were.

The cameras would be the real danger. That was the risk. If anyone still monitored them closely—anyone in the nearby Little Earth compound or out on the Tinpoa moon base in orbit around the gas giant Naotatica or even on Earth far, far away—if anyone anywhere was watching and paying attention at this precise moment, the mission to rescue the War Queen was doomed.

Watched or not, by camera or by seeing spell, the time was now.

Altin waited for the next wave of demons to appear, as they had appeared every few minutes now for some ten long years—at least on this side of the portal. He watched and waited. No demons came. He waited beyond what he ought, another breathless pair of minutes. Still nothing. Any longer and the lack of activity inside would draw suspicion from without. It was time to go.

He released the seeing spell and turned to Orli and Deeqa. Orli’s middle finger tapped anxiously upon the flat top of the large hydraulic ram-jack she stood beside, the device as thick as a waist-high pine stump made of steel; the risers within it, viewed from the top, were not unlike the rings of a stump as well. Deeqa wiped grime from the small control panel of a second jack, similar to the one Orli held, though taller and slenderer. This one stood nearly three-quarters as tall as the Somali was. Altin did not know how to operate the jacks, but he knew what they did. If he could not get the stone box of the War Queen’s prison pried open magically, the jacks were the backup plan. “Old school,” as Roberto called such measures.

“Ready?” he said to the both of them.

Orli nodded. Deeqa let the scrap of cloth she’d been using fall to the ground. Both women readied their weapons, Orli a laser rifle taken from Roberto’s ship, and Deeqa one of her nine-millimeter pistols. “Ready,” they replied.

In the next instant, the three of them were inside the Fire Fountain. Altin immediately began an illusion spell, casting a scene depicting demons and the sound of them roaring. He added into the illusion the dry roar of the Gatling guns firing and the smoking flames that flashed at the end of the spinning barrels. They all knew that the illusions would not fool anyone watching via camera, but they would not set off the Gatling cannons either. The motion detectors, like cameras and computers, were not fooled by such things. Humans, however, any observers outside, would believe the illusions were true if they happened to be viewing them through the windows in the roof and along the sides—as would anyone watching via magical sight. So Altin made sure to hide the rescuers beneath the thrashing image of a giant five-humped demon with hammer-like limbs and great pounding hooves.

Once that bit of cover was in place, he set himself searching for the thread that held the anti-magic enchantment in place around the War Queen’s prison. While casting, he moved as little as possible so as not to set off the guns—Angela Hayworth had looked up the motion-sensor types installed in the demon trap and learned that the computer triggers were programmed not to be activated by human forms. However, she’d also cautioned, “That may have changed, now that you are back, and that also doesn’t mean that you, hunched over, in robes, standing up against a ram-jack won’t look more like a demon than a human, so watch it.”

Plunging his mind into the mana, he sought the main magic input line, that one elusive tendril with which he could unravel the protective bubble that locked out magic in the anti-magic shell around Her Majesty’s prison box. With that gone, getting to the Queen would be easy, and getting out would be a snap.

As he worked on the anti-magic, Deeqa went to work setting one of the ram-jacks in place upon the unadorned stone chamber that held the Queen. Orli crept around the box in slow, measured steps, sentry while they worked, rifle at the ready and prepared to unload on anything that moved, be it demon or automated weaponry. Nothing did on her first full pass around.

So far, so good.

Deeqa kicked down two metal extensions from the sides of the jack, laying them flat upon the Fire Fountain’s concrete floor. She pushed a button and two loud cracks, like gunshots, sounded, one from each extension, driving finger-length bolts into the floor. A whir followed as the wedged blade of the lift began grinding its way into the hair’s-width crack where the War Queen’s prison sat heavily upon the floor, the steel crumbling the stone to dust as it vibrated side to side so quickly its blade became a haze. In less than twenty seconds, Deeqa nodded, and with another tap on the control panel, the whirring stopped. She dragged the jack that Orli had been standing beside around to the other side of Altin and began the process again. So far, so good, everything going according to plan.

Altin, however, was having a less exactly-as-planned experience. He’d found the end of the anti-magic spell, the single thread that bound it all, but the thread ran right up out of the Fire Fountain, through the ceiling, and made straight for Crown City itself. Whoever had tethered the magic in place took the extra precaution of, in essence, setting the lock in place behind the Palace walls.

He tried to cut into it, but it was woven strangely, and it had woven into it an odd mesh of magic from every magic school, like netting, or perhaps more like loosely made chain mail. He couldn’t break through the sheath of it because the damned thing had in it threads from the infernal Healing sphere. With time, he could have unbound the rest, but his lack of Growth magic stymied all his attempts.

So he had to chase the thread back to the source. He followed it through the walls and saw where it ran into the Palace itself, right over those walls and up to the top of the highest tower, a full half mile in the air. It went straight to what Altin knew would be the most guarded of places on all of Kurr.

He let the mana go. To chase the magic over the walls of the Palace would surely alert the usurper queen to his intent. That meant he was not going to get the deposed War Queen out with a teleport. At least not until she was all the way out of the box. So, it would be Roberto’s old-school methodology.

As he emerged from the spell, he noticed Deeqa well underway with the second jack. Orli was nowhere to be seen, presumably on the other side of the box as she patrolled around. “I can’t get to the magic,” he reported. “They’ve anchored it in the Palace.”

“When I tell you to,” Deeqa said without looking up from her work, “push the red button on the left, and then slide the lever up when I do.” She nodded to the small control panel on the jack she was working on.

Altin knew immediately what she meant for him to do.

He glanced up and thought he saw movement in a small square of glass above, a window in the roof for those above to look down. He filled the ceiling with a long, slow-burning fireball, real fire, and enchanted in place, the flames meant to provide cover even from eyes viewing through the camera. Assuming they hadn’t already been seen. He should have thought of that before.

“Go,” Deeqa said.

Altin pressed the red button and slid the lever image along the line, moving it up the small square of console glass. It took but the barest pressure of his thumb.

A thud sounded, an impact upon the concrete floor that he felt in his feet, followed by a low whining noise. The jack Deeqa operated emitted the same sort of sound. The whine became strained, rising, but there followed a second thud, then a click. The whine normalized for a time, then the pitch rose again, straining, and once more a thud-click combination. The block encapsulating the Queen didn’t move visibly, though the edge where it rested on the concrete began to show the line of it rising, at first like a shadow-hued stretch of fine thread, but slowly widening as the gap grew. Another thud-click and dust blew out from under it.

And so it went: thud-click, thud-click, thud-click. Each time, the wedges under the box rose another tenth of a finger’s width. The box prison slowly tilted, lifting on the one side with what felt like the speed of erosion as the jack teeth inched ever higher, climbing the sawtooth steps encased within their respective cylinders.

Altin dropped to his knees, leaned down, and pressed his cheek to the floor, trying to see underneath, into the enclosed space. There was only darkness.

The ram-jacks continued to thump and click. Progress was agonizing.

“We’re going to have trouble soon,” Orli announced, coming around the corner into view.

Altin looked up and saw her pointing toward the ceiling. Following the gesture revealed several of the cameras mounted up there had all swung to point right at them.

“Shit,” said Deeqa, drawing her pistols. “This is going to be tight. I was really hoping your magic worked on this.”

“Me too,” Altin said. He pressed his cheek to the floor again and peered underneath the slowly rising edge of the box. Still too dark to see anything. Thud-click. Thud-click.

A loud blast sounded across the Fire Fountain, the telltale wind of a large teleport having completed itself. Altin, along with his companions, turned in time to see two mechs had just arrived inside.

In the moment it took for Altin to realize what had happened, one of them opened with a spray of fifty-caliber bullets. Instinct alone put the wall of ice up in time to prevent them all from being shredded. Altin hardly realized he’d cast it in the time it took for it to appear.

The mech stomped onward anyway, blasting chunks out of the two spans of ice as it did. A blue tongue of flame lit up on the mech’s fire nozzle, a short barrel mounted in the machine’s belly section, making it clear that its pilot meant to melt through the barricade. The stamping of its metal feet, the twisting limbs, the flame at its gut gave the machine the aspect of a demon, as if the portal had coughed up a new batch after all. The thought made Altin glance up, in hopes that perhaps the automated weapons mounted on the ceiling might come to their aid, but they did not.

Deeqa saw him look and shook her head. “They will turn the ceiling guns on us, though. Won’t take them more than a minute to get them to manual. Best hope we have is that nobody on duty has any practice with that.”

“Orli, can you get in under it?” Altin called as he got to his feet. He noticed the second mech wasn’t moving yet. He couldn’t see clearly through his ice wall, but from the way it simply stood there, he assumed that teleporting it in had caused its electronics to malfunction. A bit of luck, he thought, but then, as if waiting for that moment to dispel any optimism, that mech lurched into motion too.

“Grenade,” Deeqa called out. Altin wasn’t sure what that meant, but she lifted the pistol in her left hand and began firing up over the edge of the ice wall. A flash of fire erupted above them, and a rain of shrapnel spewed down after, two shards of which ripped into Altin, one into his shoulder and another into his foot. They burned, but he could still move. A second grenade came right after the first, preceded by a hollow coughing sound as the mech launched it out of a tube. Deeqa shot that one down as well. The shrapnel pattered upon the ice and the side of the War Queen’s cell.

Orli threw herself to the floor and pressed herself against the narrow opening. “Another six inches,” she said, trying to scoot her slender body under the edge. “Your Majesty,” she called into the darkness, “are you in there?”

Altin didn’t have time to hear the answer. The two mechs were launching grenades over the ice wall even as they ran swiftly toward its opposite ends.

Deeqa shot the lobbed grenades out of the air again as Altin surrounded the area round himself and his friends in ice, thickening it three spans.

“The ceiling guns!” Deeqa cried. “Sir Altin, the ceiling!”

He looked up and saw them all swiveling together. They snapped into place and angled downward, pointed straight at the would-be rescuers. His thought was just fast enough to put an ice lid on their frozen fortress as the spew of so many massive cannons cut through it almost immediately. He had to keep casting it, casting another on top of the first, raising it and refreshing it to keep it from giving way. Bits of concrete blasted up from the floor in the places where the bullets got through anyway, some sending biting bits of stone into the flesh of the magician and his frantically working friends. Chunks flew from the War Queen’s prison here and there as well.

Water ran under Altin’s bare feet. He turned to see that more mechs had been brought inside, several of them hosing down the ice wall with fire that looked like the blue feathers of some monstrous bird.

He shouted a curse and used the anger to swell the ice above them so thick it touched the top, dulling the sound of the guns that still blasted away.

He used the time to scurry to the ice nearest him and place his hand upon the cold. He had to concentrate, trying to remember the transmute-to-stone spell that Aderbury used and had taught him so long ago.

He thought he had it right, so he let it go, unfurling it all in an instant and hoping he got it right.

The whole of the ice on that side turned to sand, wet sand, and it collapsed all at once. He was washed back toward his companions on a wave of it, landing nearly half-buried underneath. The ice ceiling tilted that way and fell. It only didn’t crush him because it landed upon the mound of sand, slapping the mush, with him in it, back toward his friends like a mudslide. He was buried deep beneath.

Three of the mechs jumped atop the sloping lid of ice and went to work once again furiously hosing it down with fire. Water dripped at first, then poured like a lake about to break through in a mighty deluge.

Altin teleported himself free of the sand and back onto his feet. He quickly shored up the strength of the ice ceiling, lifting the mechs two spans higher for the thickening. A glance behind him saw Orli’s boot heels vanishing underneath Her Majesty’s still-rising enclosure like the tip of a snake’s tail wriggling into the safety of a woodpile.


“Altin!” Deeqa yelled.

Two mechs were nearly through the ice. Deeqa dove to the side as bullets blasted into the wall of the Queen’s prison.

Altin started to shore up the ice on that side but counted himself a fool. They’d teleported the damn things in here. How could he be so dim!

With a thought, he sent the mechs that were nearly on top of him off to the plains beyond Little Earth. He spun and did likewise to the three burning down the ice wall to his right.

Four more appeared atop the sloping ice ceiling again, just as another four materialized across the Fire Fountain where the original pair had come in.

Grenades blasted at the walls all around.

“Altin, help,” Deeqa said again, grunting.

He spun back to see if she’d been hurt. She was bent by the opening, pulling at a pale forearm that had flopped out from under the prison wall.

He ran to her, and together they tugged out the limp body of an old woman, thin and frail, filthy gray hair lank and dull. Orli scrambled out right behind her. “Let’s go!” she said.

Altin didn’t need to be told twice. They dragged her clear of the anti-magic, and in moments they were back at Calico Castle.

They looked from one to the next, the lot of them standing in the courtyard beneath a cloud-filtered sun, each panting with the effort of what they had done. Seeing that all were in one piece, only a few shrapnel wounds to complain of, they turned to the figure lying limply at their feet.

At first, Altin had no idea who she was. But after a few increasingly horrified moments, he recognized her. It was Her Majesty, the War Queen, greatest warrior on all of Kurr, reduced to little more than a specter, an old wreck of bones and spotty flesh that couldn’t weigh more than five or six stone.

How could they have done this? How was this even possible, this woman of all people, who in her golden glory had been the pillar of everything, the very epitome of strength and power? The transformation was the sort of thing one denies. It was too big. The implications went beyond the mere physicality of the woman, bleeding into the physicality of everything. Into reality. Change of such magnitude was not singular, not individual. To change a person this much, to change this person so much, meant to change everything.

He was speechless as he stared at her. It was as if for the first time since returning, he finally understood what had happened since he’d gone through the wormhole. How much. How big. From the expressions around him, the mortification, the surprise, the sorrow as tears ran freely down Orli’s face—Orli, who, of all people, might be excused for not being sympathetic to the woman’s plight—it was an awakening. No one spoke. They stood and looked for the span of perhaps a long, full minute. Until Roberto appeared with those who’d accompanied him to Kolat on the Glistening Lady.

He strode up beside Altin, saw the shock and horror upon everyone’s face, and followed the direction of their gaze to the floor where the War Queen lay. He squinted, took a moment to figure out who he was looking at, then said, “Wow, she looks like stepped-in shit.”

Everyone glared at him.

He looked from one to the next in turn, then turned his hands out defensively at his sides. “What?” He looked back to the fallen Queen. “If you’re that worried about it, you could get her a doctor instead of gawking at her like that.”

Which they did.




Chapter 21

The War Queen sat on the edge of a bed that had been folded out from the wall of the Glistening Lady’s small sick bay, watching Altin’s illusion spell through droopy eyes—the effects of a “vile poison concocted by apothecaries from Earth in service to evil,” as she’d called it—while Doctor Leopold did his best to bring her around from her injuries. The chemicals were alien to him, and he had no magic to work upon them properly, but he was doing what he could. The rest, excepting Altin, stared into the flickering illusion the Galactic Mage had cast to watch the goings-on at Calico Castle, tethered as the magic was to Altin’s seeing spell.

They sat or stood, watching with wide-eyed fascination—and dread—as Tytamon dealt with the inquiries of the Palace Guard. A contingent of them, led again by Captain Cindergut, had arrived at the Calico Castle gates barely moments after the discovery of the War Queen’s escape. Knowing full well such a visit was coming, the moment they’d regrouped, all boarded the ship and Altin teleported everyone away. Everyone but for Tytamon and his usual staff.

Casting the sight spell put Altin right in the middle of the scene, as if he were there personally, and Cindergut’s rudeness and intimidation frustrated him. He wanted to teleport himself off the Glistening Lady and back to the castle so that he might blast the whole lot of those men who served the impostor queen into nothingness. But he refrained. Instead, he held himself ready, gritted his teeth, and watched his old mentor deflect one pointed question after the next.

“Of course the boy had nothing to do with it, at least not intentionally,” the ancient wizard said as he hurried along after Captain Cindergut, nearly chasing the man through his own home. The procession stopped here and there as the captain’s men opened this door or that, ransacked this room or that, searching. The boy he referred to, of course, was Sir Altin Meade. “And he’s quite obviously not here,” Tytamon repeated for perhaps the twentieth time.

Altin smirked as he watched the progress. They had been at it for nearly four hours. A certain satisfaction came from watching the usurper queen’s diviners walk past hidden places without so much as a pause or a blink. Altin knew where they were, and he ticked them off one by one as the search team passed them by, which gave him increasing confidence. Their incompetence was promising, and so was their fear, which was evident—an eight-hundred-year-old wizard who’d come back from the dead ranked up there with dragons, demons, and leviathans in terms of things not to be trifled with. The sideways glances and the wincing submissions beneath the swing of Tytamon’s gaze gave Altin something to hold on to through the surges of indignation that accompanied the captain’s thinly and not-so-thinly veiled insults and his flagrant disrespect.

Altin gritted his teeth and reminded himself that the indignities didn’t matter. Master Tytamon would be fine. Which was good, given that it was his idea that the rest of them abandon him there as they had. The captain’s seers had certainly seen the Glistening Lady vanish from its place in the meadow in the same minute as the first of the redoubts appeared.

“As I told you,” Tytamon was saying as the captain’s men finished searching the last chamber that Tytamon’s magic allowed them to find, “I told the boy not to go after Karroll, but he is addled by his trip into that wormhole. They all are, the lot of them on that ship. You must tell Her Majesty that Sir Altin and the rest of them are trapped in some variety of time curse. An alien magic affects their minds in ways that I don’t yet understand. But they cannot be held responsible for breaking Karroll out. Whatever possesses them can be healed if we can find them, and, of course, the prisoner will be returned. I assure you, I will see to it myself if I should discover where, precisely, they have gone.”

One corner of Altin’s mouth twitched upward at that. The great old mage wasn’t lying with that. At least not exactly. He had no idea, precisely, where the Glistening Lady was, at least not in the ways specific to magic. So, the new queen’s diviners could seek the truth in him all they liked—which they were, of course, for Altin could see them mumbling under their breath, the diviners at the back of the royal search team chanting the shapes of their queries, remaking the questions with each new string of words Tytamon uttered. Altin doubted any of them had the power to get anywhere near Tytamon’s thoughts, but he would have liked to have seen whatever Prosperion’s only Eight arranged for them in the way of misdirection. It would be subtle, whatever it was, yet likely blunt enough for them to see. At best, the diviners were Twos or Threes, perhaps a Four amongst them. Kittens laying siege upon a dire wolf.

Finally, the kittens gave up, for their master had nothing to press further with. Not after four hours without the least morsel of evidence to chew.

A few questions followed as Tytamon led the inquisition toward the gate, more to fill the time, Altin supposed, than to ferret out anything of use. The captain issued a final warning that he would be back, and that Tytamon would be watched, and at last he and his men left, sorting themselves again into teams and vanishing into the redoubts waiting in the meadow.

When the last of the redoubts teleported away, Tytamon turned back and reentered the keep, without so much as a glance skyward to suggest that he was well aware of Altin’s spying eyes. Altin let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

Altin dropped the sight spell but left the illusion hanging in the air as he turned back to the deposed monarch. Her face was all shadows, cracks, and lines, the wreckage of what was once a visage of strength and immutability. “Well, that’s done for now,” he said. “Which leaves us with the larger problem of knowing what next to do. I’m afraid, Your Majesty, at this point we have reached the end of our strategy. What now?”

“You’re fools for digging me out of there,” she rasped. She looked as if she might turn to dust for the effort. Doctor Leopold said there was no use casting further growth spells on her until the Earth chemicals were out of her system. Her eyes belied her words, and on their heels came a smile. “But it is a fortune I do not deserve to have such reckless friends.”

“Which is all good and fine,” Roberto said, watching the monitors for signs of incoming vessels and knowing perfectly well that spotting one of the Opulus spacecraft or even Citadel would be all but impossible, “but right now we are hanging our asses out in the middle of nowhere without a plan, so, if we can wrap up the kissy-lovey stuff pretty quick and get going, I’d really like to have a destination in mind.”

The Queen pushed herself up and looked him straight in the eye. “Earth,” she said. “That is where we go.”

“Earth? Why in the hell would we go there? That’s even worse than Prosperion. They’ll spot my ship way faster than some magician will.”

“It must be Earth.”

“That’s crazy—no offense. But why not, like, some remote part of … how about Andalia? Nobody is there. Nobody goes there. Or if not there, pretty much anywhere else. Any lifeless slab of rock within range of Sir Teleportation over there. It doesn’t matter where. Just not Earth or Prosperion. That doesn’t seem too much to ask.”

“We’re going to Earth,” she repeated, “because that is where my armor is.”

“Your armor?” Altin asked. “Why would it be on Earth?”

“Because that’s where they took it. Where he took it. The one they call Jefe. And I need it back.”

One of Altin’s eyebrows rose and the other fell, as if one side alone bore the weight of the surprise. But he checked it and leveled his expression again. He knew enough of the enchanted armor to understand the value in having it, whether to wear or to keep as a prize. The War Queen—when in better physical condition than she was now—was a remarkable warrior. In that armor, she was nearly invincible. He’d witnessed her at work himself, watching her battle the mighty orc Warlord for hours on end, a fight that had spanned an entire day. It was often said there was no greater warrior on Prosperion than the War Queen—but that was before. Now she was vanquished. And she looked it. He didn’t suppose the armor alone would be enough, not now, not as she was, and certainly not in the age of technology. That strange Earth magic had changed everything. But he said nothing.

Roberto, of course, did say something. “Seriously? Your armor? That’s why we are going back? Like somehow strapping yourself into a tin can is going to make a difference? I mean, not to be a dick or anything, but what happened to it last time? I heard you never took it off, not even when you took a dump, so if your armor is some kind of magic bullet, why does that asshole Jefe have it now?”

“Roberto!” Orli gasped. She was not the only one.

Roberto looked them each in the eyes, one at a time, starting with Orli and coming back to her again at the end of the loop. “Stare at me all you want,” he said, directing the words at her, but in truth to them all, “but I’m not the only one thinking it. I am all for examining our options regarding restoring order and, you know, doing away with all that slavery and torture the new order has going on, but I don’t think pissing off the NTA and whoever else is vying for power these days is going to help us here. We’ve already got the new queen of Prosperion on our ass, and, if the insignia on the sleeves of half those people tromping around looking under the beds at Calico Castle indicated anything, Her New Majesty is sleeping with the TGS, too.

“You understand that we’re basically talking about having, like, literally everyone in the universe after us at this point, right? And we’re going to take on all that risk just so our ex-convict Queen here can strap on a pair of magic metal underpants?” He turned back to the Queen. “Listen, I’ll hook you up with state-of-the-art body armor right out of my own supplies. Hell, maybe we can find you a mech to stomp around in. I know people. And if my CFO didn’t hose me after us being gone so long, I should still have money from our Goblin Tea company, yours and mine, back on Earth. I’ll buy you one, brand new, state of the art. Way better than that medieval getup you had before.”

Queen Karroll ignored him. “Sir Altin, you’ll have to work with them to divine the location of it. I should think your familiarity with it added to what maps and such they have in the ship records will suffice. We’ll get it back, and then we will take my Palace back.”

“I fear, Your Majesty, that such an enterprise would require an army,” Altin said. He turned first to Orli, then to the doctor, whose expression matched both Altin’s and Orli’s—all three clearly thought the War Queen needed time to rest.

“We will have one,” she replied. She did not miss the somewhat patronizing sympathy the three of them wore upon their faces, so she added, “And my mind is as sharp as ever, despite my looking as if I’ve been moldering in a midden.”

Altin and Orli glanced back to the doctor.

He shrugged.

Her Majesty watched the exchange, waiting until it was through. “I have not lost my wits,” she affirmed, her voice resuming at least a shadow of its former imperiousness. “And I now understand what I was missing before. I understand the ignorance that blinded me, blinded us all, to the meaning of what Guildmaster Meste was telling us, what she and the Citadel mages had divined. None of us could make sense of it back then. Not even Meste herself. Not until it was too late. Not even then, really. But now it is as clear as the armor around Citadel.”

The frowns around her suggested otherwise. They watched her for a while, Altin still teetering on thinking her wits had unraveled over the course of seven years’ imprisonment, the discomfort and solitude as she rotted away in the dark box of that prison, drugged to drooling with Earth chemicals and further muddled by magicks of unknown kinds—and of course, there had surely been torture for a time. At least in the beginning, until she was so broken and worn out that it no longer amused her captors anymore.

She spent a few moments in thought but eventually looked up and saw them all studying her as if she were some creature they’d discovered under a rock in an alien tidal pool. She smiled, let go a long breath, and leaned back into her sheets. “I suppose I should start from the beginning.

“The diviners’ concert saw all of this. They saw the threat to my throne. They saw the invaders from Earth. They saw me losing all of the Liquefying Stone. But they also saw me in glorious combat. They saw me victorious. Diviner Meste’s promise to me was ‘Rest assured, you will secure the throne when it is done. I have seen it.’ Diviners are famously ambiguous, we all know it, but there is little ambiguity in that. Therefore, if I am certain of victory, then perhaps she simply didn’t manage to interpret the sequence of events properly. I saw the battle myself, the divined version of it, anyway, and while I did see glimpses of a fight on Citadel, it was not the final battle. I know because I saw that one, and I was in the field. I fought a war golem, and certainly not a machine. It was a creature of magic. I saw the images Cypher Meste replayed, every bit as clear as those images Sir Altin has channeled for us here.” She stabbed her finger at the lingering illusion Altin had left hovering in the air. “Meste told me that fight would be the one. There can be no doubt. And I wore my armor in what I saw. Which I do not have now. So I must get it back, because the war is not over, and that battle has yet to be fought. Thinking the war is over was my mistake. It was all of our mistake. There can be no doubt about that now.”

“Well, I should think—having divined a time or two myself—” Doctor Leopold began, “that there can be nothing but doubt when it comes to it. Interpreting divination by committee is like arguing over who imagines the right figure shaped by a passing cloud. ‘The caster conjures more than the cumulus,’ as diviners so often say—the good ones, anyway.”

“Not with a concert like mine!” the Queen said. “I had forty of the best diviners in the kingdom on it, and all with the Liquefying Stone. There can be no doubt.”

“What did Guildmaster Meste say?” Altin asked. “Precisely. Do you recall the specific words?”

“Of course I don’t recall the specific words,” she snapped. “It was gibberish, as it always is. And it was a particularly long and convoluted bit of it at that.”

“Of course,” Altin hastily agreed. “However, if you could recall any of it, it might be useful all the same.”

“She said what I told you. ‘Rest assured, you will secure the throne when it is done. I have seen it.’ You can’t get more precise than that.”

“Well, if you’ll forgive me, Your Majesty,” Altin pressed, “I could pull the threads of that apart rather easily; it’s the problem of language, of symbols in sound versus actual meaning. That’s always the problem. I can say I saw a shoe, and that’s quite specific. I obviously did not see a cow or a crossbow, or a maiden braiding her hair. But then again, it is not specific at all. What kind of shoe? How big? A man’s or a woman’s? Or was it a horseshoe? Or a doll’s? I could go on. And as easily as I could do so, it is much worse when using language to describe visions of distant events, strange events, summoned in divination dreams. Words are terrible for communicating even simple things.” He shook his head and looked to Dr. Leopold for support. The portly sorcerer nodded that he agreed. Altin continued. “Just look at this spell they cast for you. In but a fragment of Meste’s statement, ‘when it is done,’ the word it is a huge problem, and so is the when. That’s two out of four words breaking meaning into nothingness, and that is but a phrase in the larger idea.”

“The meaning is perfectly clear to me.”

“Without a specific time frame for the when, there could be almost anything that had to be done first. And until you have completed it—whatever that means precisely—you can be assured of nothing, because the when in that does not insist upon the completion of the deed at all. As an example: I will be invincible when I discover the spell that makes me so. You cannot argue with that statement. It is absolutely true. A fact. But however true that statement is, until I actually do discover invincibility magic, well, then …” He let that taper off into silence for a moment before adding, “I’m sure you see what I mean.”

The Queen dismissed it, raising her hand. “I’m not an idiot. Do you not think I asked the same? Those were her last words to me, as I already told you. But the conversation was obviously a longer one. We both knew what I was talking about when I staked her to the ground on her interpretation. This is not my first tournament, Sir Altin. And yet, clear as we both were on my meaning, the context, and the intent of my inquiry, that is what she assured me would be the outcome.”

Altin started to reply but let it go. She was still missing his point, but he had no intention of arguing with her. She was not in any condition for it, anyway.

She saw it, and saw the way the others were looking at her as well, as if she were some pitiable wretch. Which infuriated her.

“Oh, by the gods, I’m not off my horse with this. ‘Aliens will come,’ Cypher Meste said, ‘and the stones will be taken from you.’ Of course I had to confirm that she meant the Liquefying Stones, and obviously I immediately wanted to know how to get them back or replace them. That led us ambiguously to ‘an alien world,’ which was its own confusion. So, we had to backtrack, as one must with divination spells.

“I asked her why the stones were being taken. She told me because someone wanted power, which is obvious. She said that I would lose my throne and that the people who betrayed me would be served by aliens. I knew who ‘someone’ would be, and of course I was right. I set my diviners upon that witch in South Mark for months, but she was clever, and she defended herself with magicks I confess I did not think she could possibly have afforded.

“And obviously, my first thought on the alien problem was that either people of Earth or the Hostiles would be the ones to come help her. That accounted for the aliens part of the divination, the ones who would help her take my throne from me. But then the guildmaster showed me different aliens, yet more strangers from yet another world. It was another human world, like Prosperion, like Earth, and, as I have been told, like Andalia once was. She called it Murk. She said they would be the ones to make the difference. It would be these who sapped my strength and made me vulnerable. But she also said that I would go there to raise an army that I would need to liberate the throne. She said, at the very last, that that was what would happen. So I did. I went there, knowing what was coming, trusting in the visions of the diviners. I knew I had to go there to save my kingdom and my stones of power. I admit I had hoped to thwart the prophecy, and to save myself the trouble of losing the throne even for a time, but it wouldn’t matter in the end. I had to be there either way. She said I had to go there to find the army that I would need to take my throne back. There were no confusing words or visions in that, no ambiguity.

“So, I went to Murk. We could not find it at first, but we eventually did. It is very far. And when we did get there, the people were hidden, and the indigenous creatures were both plentiful and violent. The Murkians, humans as I said, live underground, beneath the muck that covers most of that world. What is on the surface is terrible and violent. We spent a great deal of time trying to figure that out. We had to fortify a position and send out sorties to explore. Many of the creatures have magic. Many are resistant to it, not so unlike the demon hordes we fought here on Prosperion—but because of whom we were well practiced and prepared. Still, the work was slow, and time favored my enemies here at home. As you can see.” She paused, let go a long breath, and waved her hand down the length of her torso to indicate her physical decline.

“The fact that you were there rather than here likely contributed to what happened next,” Deeqa said. “Would it not? Does not some of this divining magic create the circumstance of its own fulfillment? Such is the case with the witch doctors where I come from.”

The War Queen frowned and turned to Orli. “I thought you said you have no magic on your world.”

“We don’t,” Orli replied, sending a frown in Deeqa’s direction, who did not appear to be offended by it, but also took it as reason to leave off explaining the nature and nuance of such beliefs on Earth.

“Well, these people did have magic, and it is true that my being there facilitated how events transpired as they did. But if one catches cold in the north and teleports to the south, it’s hardly the fault of the southern snows that you begin to sneeze. I admit, I spent considerable time in my prison, after it all fell apart, raking over what I might have done differently. I felt exactly as Miss Daar suggests, that I had been lured away and did the damage to myself. But as always, divination is more complicated than that.

“I was both right and wrong. Wrong and right. It was definitely true that that usurping snake had been plotting for over half a century, and the arrival of aliens from Earth finally gave her the opportunity. But it didn’t matter. I knew about it. And my initial suspicions were correct enough. It did turn out that the enemy aliens who would help steal my throne were men from Earth. And yet, they were aided in a way by my distraction with the new humans on that distant world. In that, Miss Daar’s analysis is accurate.

“However, I also knew from the divinations that I was, without question, going to be betrayed, my throne lost, and with it control of all of the Liquefying Stone. The divinations were perfectly clear on that. There was also no doubt that I would have to seek the new planet to secure the army that I would require to take it all back. So how could I not go?

“But as you all surely realize as well as I do, something was missing—Sir Altin’s tricky its and whens, it seems. Ambiguous as it all was, now it is clear. The diviners were exactly right in everything. The throne has been lost. The Liquefying Stone is no longer mine, none of it. Nothing is mine. I do not have an army and will obviously not procure one from Earth given what has become of the NTA. Which means I clearly must go back to that other world, the world where my loss began. That was where I was supposed to seek my army.

“Furthermore, not only did the visions show me in my armor as I fought the war golem on Murk—which has not happened yet—as a matter of simple practicality, I cannot lead an army in my underclothes. And before you suggest another suit of armor, something from Calico Castle’s fine armory or the captain’s ship, you’ll recall that it is only in that armor that I am a match for that serpent Shadesbreath, who, by the insidious nature of our agreement with the elves, is bound to defend the throne of Kurr rather than its proper occupant.”

“We noticed that while we were in Crown,” Altin said. “An uncomfortable bit of policy, that.”

“Precisely. In my armor, I can match that viper tooth for tooth if it comes to it, which it will. I am the only one.”

Roberto was shaking his head. “Nah, Altin can take that guy. You haven’t seen him work lately. It’s not a problem.”

Altin blanched, and Orli looked as if she was going to attack Roberto for having said such a thing aloud. “But Altin will not,” she spat instead. She turned to Altin. “You will not. I absolutely forbid you to even think about fighting that … thing. He is evil and the very soul of death. You will never consider it. Do you hear me? Swear that you won’t.”

Roberto didn’t give Altin a chance to say anything, so quickly did he jump in to defend what he’d said. “Seriously, Orli, have you even seen what your husband can do? It’s not even a contest. He’s got his magic all … you know, like, bam! At least now he does. There’s no more singing, no dancing, no twiddling his thumbs, you know?” He wriggled his fingers as he spoke the last part. He switched his attention to Altin. “Dude, you have to admit, when we met you, you were kinda like the host of some lame kiddie show with all that singing and dancing. Every time you cast anything, you’d out with some song or another and break out your medieval dance moves. But now, none of that. You just blink and … whatever. You could turn that elf into a houseplant before he got his knife out. I actually feel sorry for him. It’s going to be a horrible blow to his ego when he finds out.”

“Well,” Altin said. “I don’t know any transmutation spells that turn people into houseplants, but I understand the nature of your remarks. I might quickly dispatch him on that principle, but doing so assumes I have the luxury of seeing him coming first. That is not typically how combat with the Royal Assassin goes. He’s got a talent for sneaking up on people—I know because I have witnessed it personally. That detail creates obvious problems for my simply blinking him into a state of vegetation.”

“Well, do something else to flush him out first. My point is, you can waste that bastard, and you know it.”

“I prefer to avoid such a confrontation, if possible. The Royal Assassin simply performs a duty to the throne. In a way, he is no more to blame for who sits on the throne than the throne itself. Viewed in this way, Shadesbreath is an asset to the kingdom, and a valuable ally when the right monarch sits there. And, again, I’d rather not face him. Not merely because I don’t wish to die, but because I don’t wish for him to die either.”

A glance to Orli revealed that she was still completely horrified. She glowered at Roberto. “He’s not going to fight him. Ever.” She swung that gaze to the War Queen and repeated, “Ever. Your throne be damned.”

The Queen actually laughed. “I agree, my dear. But what a glorious fight for the histories. The speed and precision of the Royal Assassin pitted against the mind and might of the Galactic Mage. They’d sing the songs of that battle for a thousand years.”

Altin grunted. “Or I would have one of my lungs cut out in half an instant, and the whole song would consist of a single sad lyrical line, lamenting, ‘Alas, the great Sir Altin was too slow and died.’ Hardly a ballad for the ages, I should think.”

Roberto laughed. “Hah! No way. I’d bet all my money on you, bro.” No one else shared his enthusiasm, however, so in the grim silence that isolated him, he glanced about, shrugged, and let it go.

A blast of air ensued, and suddenly Tytamon stood upon the deck, stepping around Altin’s still lingering illusion. “If I may,” Tytamon injected into the gloom, having apparently begun watching them with his own sight spell at about the time Altin let his go, “what was all the ‘gods nonsense’ that you skimmed over? Perhaps there is some explanation as to the confusion prior to the kingdom being lost.”

“Of course there is no explanation in any of that. It’s all poppycock, the same as always: ‘Anvilwrath is gone; Tidalwrath is returning and all the violence that requires. Mercy’s loving justice will intervene when it all gets too sorrowful’ … unless it doesn’t intervene, and then, of course, there’s always the thieves’ god, Sobrei the Swift, flipping the coin of chance so that no priest ever has to answer for any of the falderal spewing forth from the fountain of their faith.”

Altin found himself nodding in complete agreement.


Tytamon did not share Altin’s need to so quickly dismiss any wisdom or insights that might be gotten from the Church. “But surely there was something in it to suggest a sequence. You said yourself you saw victory in the field. Priests have been interpreting divination since human magic began.”

“Tytamon, you’ve known me long enough to know I pay exactly enough attention to the gods to keep the Church from stealing my throne. And, as you again can see, I did not do such a good job of it, for that dusty old legless sand maggot, the Grand Maul of Anvilwrath, still managed to finally take me down and put his champion on the throne.”

“Yes, I am aware of the Grand Maul’s involvement. Which is why I asked. What did they tell you was the justification of … Anvilwrath, for seeing the Grand Maul and the marchioness to victory?”

“A waste of time,” the Queen said.

“Indulge me, My Queen. I have served you well in the past. Allow that to suffice for reason to risk a few wasted moments while we await your return to health.”

“Oh, for Mercy’s sake, fine. It was something about the return of Tidalwrath, of course. That’s been all the noise for the last decade or so anyway, as you well know. And so in a final curse from doomed Anvilwrath, Feydore gets punished, which, of course, invokes the intervention of Mercy, who is, as always, inconveniently random in dispensing that for which she is named. And, in keeping with that unreliable nature, she is unable to intervene directly this time on her daughter’s behalf as she did the last—I don’t recall exactly what the priests said was the problem, but it was something banal, like she was out of town or something, or too far off to assist, which is why all of this is a complete waste of time. Nonetheless, to continue humoring you, Mercy therefore appealed to her husband to help instead, and of course, who could be more dependable than the god of luck himself? So, it was left to Sobrei the Swift to do something to save poor Feydore, and of course the thieves’ deity being who he is, he could not help but arrange some stupid game of chance. A god-sized event of randomness to determine the outcome that will affect all following events. Which, as I said before, is the sort of nonsense that the Church relies on to ensure they have everyone’s attention, but no responsibility for the outcome given that they have actually said nothing and committed to nothing at all.”

Tytamon stroked his gray beard for a time, letting his fingers slide down it like a mountaineer descending into the darkest ravine. He was the very portrait of thought, the expression he wore so grave everyone watching began to think something terrible had revealed itself in what the War Queen had said. For a time, nobody spoke, leaving him to parse whatever it was he worked on.

Eventually, Roberto couldn’t stand the silence any longer. “So why won’t Mercy intervene? Altin here can teleport across the galaxy, so surely your gods don’t actually have problems with being ‘out of town’ or ‘too far away.’ So did they ever say what really kept her from it?”

The Queen waved the question off. She was growing weary, and it was becoming obvious not only in her manner but in her body and her face. Tytamon fielded the inquiry instead. “She does not interfere in this for the same reason that always keeps her from doing so at other times. Her husband. The two of them go round and round, perpetually changing places in people’s hearts. But, ultimately, he is chance. He is luck. Luck is the thing that mediates mercy, justice, and fortune. What allows one thief to get away with his crimes while another gets caught? Why does one woman’s child drown when a boat overturns while another’s lives? Mercy is the one everyone prays to once the pot is lost, but Sobrei is the god to whom gamblers pray when the game begins. Him they go to first. We all do. We only seek Mercy when luck has chosen against us.”

Roberto’s face took on the contemplative severity that Tytamon’s had. Tytamon’s remarks appeared to strike him as especially profound. Altin, on the other hand, merely shrugged.

“As metaphorically interesting as that is, it avails us little. What seems more meaningful, or at least actionable,” Altin said, “is the fact that to reclaim the throne for Her Majesty, here, in reality, on Prosperion, we must consider seriously the possibility that we need the army that her diviners said we do. We may have to travel to that other world, but perhaps before we do such a thing, an army could be cobbled together from a nearer source.”

“Does the prophecy … or the divination,” Orli began, “say anything about Blue Fire in all of this? What about her? Or Yellow Fire?” Orli looked a little sheepish as she glanced to the Queen, but she pressed on anyway. “I’m just saying, I mean, as important as it is, obviously, that we have the right person on the throne and all—this being a mission to free the people who have been enslaved here and who are being abused and tortured on Earth—what about Blue Fire and Yellow Fire? They are enslaved too. Does any of that figure in? Or are humans the only ‘aliens’ that matter in all of this?”

The Queen waved it away with a frail hand—it was more the raising of a few thin fingers than a wave, but dismissive all the same. “Not that I recall.”

Orli shook her head, the droop of her mouth and eyelids conveying an unspoken “I figured as much.”

“Well,” said Tytamon, “that is worthy of consideration, too. And with it, I suppose the way is clear. If we want to help Blue Fire and Yellow Fire, we’ll certainly need the help of the NTA and the TGS. And to do that, we’ll need the help of the Queen of Kurr. To get that, we will need to unseat the present one and restore the throne to a monarch that is more amenable to such things. Which in turn means that we will need an army and, in addition, someone fit to face the assassin who guards the usurper when it comes down to physically removing her from the seat of power. I should think Shadesbreath won’t ever again fall prey to the tactics used upon him that day on Citadel seven years ago. The tricks of Earth are no longer going to come as a surprise to him. Which, therefore, means that we, as Her Majesty has said, need to get the golden armor back to spare us pitting our Galactic Mage against him, which Orli here has forbidden anyway.”

The Queen nodded, though looking tired. She also looked as if she was in a room full of slow children who had only just now finally come around to appreciating the lesson she’d been trying to teach.

“Uh, do we even know where the armor is?” Roberto asked.

“We do,” Angela said from her quiet place standing in the doorway. “Or at least, I can get you close.”




Chapter 22

Heat rose from the rocky landscape like fumes, rendering the horizon a blur. Saguaro cacti had clawed their way up from the dry soil to stand sentry, dull green and bristling with arms raised, combative even in motionlessness. In the hazy distance, the beige walls of Jefe’s compound shimmered in sunlight, though unimpressive to Altin’s Prosperion-born eyes, well used to the towering fortifications of places like the Palace and even Calico Castle, whose relatively modest walls still dwarfed those of this place. This place, however, was the location Angela Hayworth promised was the heart of the Reconquista, as Mexico’s efforts to reclaim lost territories had been dubbed.

But breaching walls was not the biggest obstacle to the success of Altin’s current enterprise. He knew it as well as did his companions: Orli, Roberto, Deeqa, Chelsea, and Squints—the latter brought after considerable debate, during which the point was made on numerous occasions that he, more than any of them besides Deeqa, had experience sneaking into things, not to mention, he was young and strong and could help with the large crate they’d brought. It was a coffin-like pine box meant to hold the golden armor for teleport. The War Queen had advised against direct teleportation of the suit in case the spell triggered one of its many enchanted defenses. Without her wearing the armor to control such things, that was a real and deadly risk. Altin wasn’t worried so much about that as he was simply finding the armor itself. Part of its defenses were enchantments that masked it from divination and locating spells.

Orli crouched on the ground and shielded the screen of her tablet with her shadow, positioning herself so that her head and the drapery of her blonde hair blocked the glare of sunlight beating down.

“We’re right about here,” she said, pointing to a bird’s-eye view of the compound taken from orbit a year ago—the getting of which had been no small feat on Angela’s part given how thoroughly such images had been scrubbed by Mexican counterintelligence from public records and how guarded all things related to Mexico now were within the NTA. Orli’s slender finger indicated a patch of desert south of the compound, which from above looked like a rectangular sandbox containing a scattering of puzzle-piece blocks. “You can see the top of the boilers over the wall there.”

As they gazed through the haze, two roundish lumps were visible above the wall, like the humps of a camel, near one corner of the compound. From this distance, and through the heat, they were barely discernible, but with them, they could confirm their location, and Altin could get his bearings for a seeing spell.

“Shall I cast my sight spell, then?” he asked. “Are we at your half-mile mark?”

Orli shook her head, which caused her hair to swing back and forth, letting wedges of sunlight fall upon the tablet screen. “A half mile is basically a half measure on your world, so, no.” She turned to Deeqa, who raised her rifle and squinted as she looked through the scope. The Somali reached up and rotated a small dial on the side of it, rolling back the range finder with a trio of clicks.

“Another two hundred meters,” Deeqa said. “Stay low. There’s a foot patrol.”

Roberto shielded his eyes as he scanned the intervening space. “Man, I wish you guys hadn’t had such a cow about my hat. I’m going to be blind before we get there.”

“They’d have seen your stupid feather bobbing over the scrub like a puff of purple smoke,” Orli said. “Pretty hard to be sneaky that way.”

“Hey, all I’m saying is that if I can’t shoot straight when we get in there because I’ve gone blind, be aware that it is your fault.”

Orli looked past him to Deeqa, whose dark sunglasses might have been the root of a response, but she let the opportunity pass.

“Come on,” Altin said, moving toward the wall. He crouched as low as possible and moved with slow, measured steps, “staying small,” as Angela had warned them to do, “like jackrabbits and coyotes.” He did not have to glance back to see if they followed, for he could hear the empty crate bouncing hollowly as Squints pulled it along. The makeshift wheels Chelsea had screwed to one end of it were too small for the gritty, rough terrain. Still, they moved from one cluster of dry desert shrubs to the next, wriggling through creosote and mesquite as quietly as possible, sending lizards scurrying into dusty burrows and the occasional bird off into the sweltering sky. After a few minutes doing so, Deeqa hissed that they’d gone far enough.

Tytamon and Doctor Leopold’s divinations had suggested that at the half-mile mark on Angela’s map, Altin and company would be at a location inside the protection spell cast by magicians loyal to the usurper queen, defenses cast over the compound to shield it from any other magical seer’s eyes. Jefe and the new queen were quite cozy, apparently. The divination also revealed that the magic was flawed, or at least flawed when it came to protection from magic cast by a Z-class wizard with the power of a Seven. That was not the sort of thing one works into day-to-day magical expectations, especially when the application of the magic is done at great distance from the order and executed through the chain of bureaucratic command. It also helped that at the time of the enchantment’s casting, any magician that could be so described—Altin being the only one—was presumed dead. Tytamon and the doctor had assured Altin that if he got inside the spell boundary, he could see his way around the compound without setting off any wards or magical alarms. It was time to put that assurance to the test.

“All right,” Altin said, “if we are ready, I’ll begin.”

Roberto pulled his blaster from the holster strapped to his thigh. “Do it. We got you.” Chelsea flipped down a yellow-lensed monocle from the metal headband she wore, tapped a key on the band near her temple, then leaned back against the straps of an enormous four-barreled fifty-caliber, which she referred to as her “personal Gat.” Deeqa lifted her weapon as well, this time scanning the sky through the scope. Squints, seeing them, likewise readied his weapon, drawing a shortsword Tytamon had given him should it come to close quarters combat. From the easy way he held it, Altin thought it actually might not be the first time the youngster had handled one. That was some relief. Only Orli left her weapon undrawn.

“Okay,” she said. “Cast it. And keep it short at first. Thirty seconds, then stop. Let’s make sure Tytamon’s estimates weren’t off.”

“Very well,” Altin said. Seeing that everyone was ready, he closed his eyes and began the spell, not needing the magic words so much as being simply used to them for channeling spells. He mouthed them silently, the barest movements of his lips, and in the instant that followed, he was looking across the desert through magical eyes.

He pushed his vision forward toward the base of the compound walls, rushing through the brush and around the bristling cacti at speed, as fast as a horse might lope along. Soon he was near enough to see the faces of the men on patrol, near enough to hear the panting of their dogs.

He pushed his vision close, right next to them, close enough that beads of sweat were visible on their temples and brows. They talked to one another casually, though the language was one that he did not know. His magical senses were beyond the range of the translation enchantments on the amulet he wore around his neck. He hadn’t thought about that part of it before. Eavesdropping would not be possible on his own if the men didn’t wear their own enchanted translators, or if enchantments were cast upon the compound anywhere. He made mental note of that. Perhaps Jefe did not trust his Prosperion allies all that much—which certainly made sense given what Jefe knew perhaps better than anyone else on Earth.

He waited to see if there were any signs of the men noticing him. There were none. Their faces were dark, deeply browned by generations under the sun. Sweat glazed them, though dust dulled the sheen of it upon foreheads and cheeks, and dark stains crept out from the armpits of their drab uniforms like oil leaking from a vat. They endured the heat without being bent by it, but sobriety marked the sun’s effects as much as sweat did. There was nothing merry about them. They spoke in low voices and did not smile much. When they did, it was fleeting, as if the energy to maintain it was too precious to spend.

Their dogs were hardly different. The creatures plodded along before their masters as if on the verge of melting, tongues hanging limply from the sides of their mouths, clear droplets of saliva dripping from the pink tips to fall into the dirt with a dusty puff, which the thirsty earth consumed without gratitude. None of them, man nor beast, looked happy to be there. But none of them looked the least alarmed.

Which was what Altin had needed to confirm.

He waited a moment longer, his vision parked, until they had passed around the corner and out of sight. When they were gone, he raised his vision to peer over the compound wall.

The wall was roughly five spans high, and he discovered that there were no ramparts on the other side. No towers fortified its corners, and no guard posts gave it special vantage anywhere around. It was simply a wall, a basic enclosure to separate the desert from the buildings within.

The boilers that Orli had pointed out were little more than tall tanks with rounded tops. Pipes ran up the sides of them, and chimneys blew plumes of white steam from the top, though the plumes did not survive the heat for more than the distance of a few hands before they were snuffed by the heavy sky.

More buildings spread out into the near distance. He judged the whole enclosure within the walls could not be more than a half measure across and at most three-quarters of a measure wide. Still, there were several rows of large buildings, warehouses or large barracks perhaps, and there were at least twenty others of varying sizes. Two blocky three-story structures near the center stood out as perhaps centrally located enough to be of import, and near them one very large, circular structure painted all in white. That one had potential as well. By its singularity of color, size, and shape, Altin decided it might be the best place to start, so he began pushing his vision that way.

An alarm went off well before his vision got that far, a blaring horn that rose and fell in pitch, loud and irritating to the ear. Instinct turned him toward the noise, which came from an object mounted high upon a pole, the device shaped like an elongated bell, though its open end pointed out rather than down. Mounted to the pole beneath the clarion and attached to it by wires was a bright yellow box with a small black protrusion at the bottom. But that was all. No sentries on platforms above it, no men with guns or wizards scrying in Jefe’s employ. All the same, Altin dropped the seeing spell.

“I’ve set something off,” he announced as his vision returned to his body’s eyes. “Master Tytamon’s divination has left something out, it seems.”

“Yeah, we hear it,” Roberto said. “You didn’t get very far.”

“How long was I casting?” he asked.

“Twenty-eight seconds,” Orli said.

“Swamp rot!” He looked back across the intervening desert. The clarion could be heard clearly across the haze of heat separating them from the compound.

“Any chance that was a coincidence?” Roberto asked. “Like you happened to be there when they started a fire drill or something?”

“I did not remain long enough to investigate,” Altin confessed. “But I think that unlikely. I was very near that alarm the moment it sounded.”

“Well, there must be a wizard or something in there looking for you,” Roberto said, “unless you think Tytamon was wrong about us being inside the magic detection zone. It’s not like they’ve got their own magic detectors. Earth doesn’t have that kind of thing.”

“Well, they might by now,” Orli surmised. “They do have magicians casting defenses for them, and that wasn’t a thing on Earth before we went into the rift either.”

“We should get down,” Deeqa said, lowering herself to her stomach. The others did likewise.

For a time they lay in silence, peering through the weeds toward the compound and expecting a search team to come out. Orli and Roberto scanned the skies for movement, too.

Finally, Squints couldn’t help but ask, “Well, what now?”

“You’re supposed to be the break-in expert,” Roberto remarked sarcastically. “Why don’t you tell us?”

“I’d keep going,” he said. “We’re here. They don’t know what they are looking for. If Miss Angela is right, they don’t have casters in there. That means none of them can do anything that the rest of you can’t do.” He paused and let go a confident sort of laugh. “But us, we got him.” He pointed to Altin. “It doesn’t matter if their alarms go off, as long as we get in and get out. Time and timing, that’s the thing, and the hourglass just barely turned. They’ll look and see nobody has crashed the gates. They’ll look around inside first. When they find no one, then they’ll look out here. Done right, it’s perfect for both ways. I’d say you have time—we have time—if you don’t hesitate.”

Roberto started to say something snarky in response, but Altin nodded and agreed with the pock-faced lad. “I think that may be spot on. But make sure you all have your fast-cast amulets out and ready. Take no unnecessary risks. If this trip need be no more than a reconnaissance one for now, that is acceptable. There is no reason for heroics.” He looked first to Roberto, who shrugged, then rolled his eyes pointedly round toward his new bride. “Do you hear me?”

She smiled flatly and nodded in a patronizing, “Yes, dear” kind of way, making it obvious to everyone that she’d leave when Altin did and not a moment before.

“All right,” he said, “then I’ll keep looking. I’ll jump to a few of the buildings that seemed promising. If Squints here is correct, they’ll head first to the pole where the alarm is mounted. If it was my spell and not a coincidence that set it off, perhaps they’ll concentrate on that area for a time. However, if they have diviners working with them, they’ll ultimately decipher from whence the spell was cast, which will lead them here. So beware.”


“If they have enchanted alarms on poles,” Squints said, “then you can really mess with them. Go set them off around the place. Or at least, if you set another one off this time, then rather than jump out of your spell, jump across the compound and set off another one. And then another. Make them try to follow your movements or, even better, think there’s a bunch of you.”

“I will,” Altin said, taking a moment to give Squints a second look, as if for the first time seeing him as something other than Roberto’s naive charity case of a cabin boy. “Good idea.” Squints beamed at the compliment.

Altin recast the seeing spell, and soon after his vision was once more in the compound, this time much closer to the white circular building. He pushed his vision down a narrow dirt lane between buildings until he came across two men in a wheeled vehicle churning up dust as they piloted their craft down the lane. They drove right through his vision. He turned back to watch them as another alarm went off, sounding like the first.

He spun his view around and saw that he’d come close to another of the poles, this one like the last, with a clarion at the top and a yellow box below. He noticed again the small black bubble protruding from the bottom of the yellow box, and it occurred to him that it might be a camera. He knew enough of such things now to at least entertain the possibility.

He rose above the level of the nearby roofs and looked across the compound for more of the poles. The telltale yellow boxes made them easy to find. He rushed straight to the nearest one. That alarm went off.

From his altitude, he could see more men running out of various buildings, most heading for the poles on foot, all with guns, a few with dogs. A few ran for vehicles parked nearby.

He spotted another pole in the distance, on the opposite side of the compound from where he’d entered. He let go the seeing spell, returning to his body only long enough to recast the spell to that location. Barely an instant for the thought was all it took. The moment his magical sight came upon the new location, that alarm went off.

Out of curiosity, he pushed his vision into the yellow box. He wanted to see inside. What was in there that could possibly detect the presence of magic being cast?

Inside was a vial, a small crystal vial, the sort one expects to hold perfume. It was broken, though, just broken, for the bluish liquid inside was still spreading across the bottom of the box.

Altin thought that a good sign: enchantments to detect him, and he’d just set them off. But these alarms only worked once. If he set them all off, they could leave until the searchers gave up, or perhaps simply lie low. It was only a sight spell, after all.

Depending on how good the enchanter was that cast the spell upon the vials, they might be able to determine who it was that had set them off, but he doubted it. He was a Seven, after all. They’d need at least an X- or a Y-class seer with a Two to find him, and probably best that it be a diviner/seer mage. A rare rank and combination. Or they’d need a concert, of course, but doing that would take time, and conduits were a troublesome lot. Time, as Squints had said, was not on their side if they dillydallied, but perhaps they could buy a bit more with little things like breaking all the alarms.

He pushed out of the box and looked around. Another of the wheeled vehicles was racing this way. He also noticed a number of shadowy things descending from above. They were small devices, frame shaped, with a dull glow coming from spots at each corner. Suspended within the frames on taut cables were smaller devices, some of which he knew immediately were cameras. Those must be the drones Roberto and Orli were speaking of.

Still, there was nothing for them to see. Altin’s magical sight was not visible.

He quickly went about setting off several more alarms, racing from pole to pole, and twice letting the spell go only to recast again on the opposite side of the compound to confound them all the more. He noticed as he did that in a few places around the compound, men were appearing with yellow boxes attached to shorter poles, which they carried and waved before themselves like they might long torches in a dark place.

The search was getting more intense and more magically aware.

He had to find the War Queen’s armor before they summoned magicians from somewhere, either from here on Earth or from Prosperion. If the new queen got wind of their presence, she’d get people in place that could definitely block him out, and it could happen quickly.

With no more time for setting up the wild unicorn chase, he turned and shot his vision back toward the big white building, hoping that within that bright circular structure there would be some obvious display or at least a conspicuous place of high security. If he could find it, they could wait out the search until he could pop in, snatch the armor, and take it back to Calico Castle before anyone had a clue. The whole thing could go off without a fight.

He shot down another narrow lane, bringing his vision back to ground level. He approached the nearest curve of the white building and pushed his sight right through the wall to the inside. A narrow sequence of corridors ran around its outer edge, which he traversed quickly, moving toward the center, which was itself an enormous single room.

The space was at least two hundred spans in diameter and dimly lit, making it difficult to surveil. Grated catwalks ran around the chamber’s perimeter, two levels of them, looking down upon the floor, which had been dug belowground as if it were a prison yard or gladiator pit. Ladders ran up from the floor along the edges, however, passing through narrow openings in the walkways. At the top and bottom of each were mounted yellow boxes, the same sort as those he’d seen outside on the poles. The ceiling was crisscrossed by ductwork and piping, dark and shadowy, and here and there among it all, more yellow boxes could be seen, though barely, for the only light in the place came from the floor level ten spans down.

Beyond the metalwork around the perimeter, at least that which Altin could see, the greater portion of the interior was an open floor plan. There were no rooms or chambers to explore. Just one wide expanse containing row upon row of what looked to be large glass jars. Hundreds of them. Perhaps thousands. Each was illuminated from within, and each was filled with liquid in which floated what appeared from this distance to be a body. Small, like children, perhaps five or six years old. They were pale and dimly luminous in the light. He shot his vision down to the level of the floor and looked into one. Then another. Then another. More and more of them he went past, and with the passing of each, his body filled with a chilling dread. They were children.

Each jar, each tank, held a child, stripped bare and motionless, floating lifeless, held in place with only a few tubes that ran into their nostrils and mouth. There were thousands of them.

He pushed his vision around a few of them, then shot down the length of several rows, checking, verifying, trying to somehow disprove the nightmare that he had come into. He told himself that perhaps they were healing. He’d once been in a tank like these. Doctor Singh had put him in something not so different to regrow his arm, the arm he’d lost in a teleporting accident. He tried to tell himself that all these children were in these jars because they were being cared for.

But he knew as he scooted through one row after the next that they were not. This place had the feel of that alien ship, not the Aspect’s sick bay. These children made him think of the shelf he’d been placed on by the Jellies, encased in the ochre gel. They made him think of the tortoise alien and the one that looked like a mop.

He neared the far end of the building, and as he approached it, he realized there was a cloud forming around the edges of the enormous room. There were men on the catwalk wearing strange masks, bulky things pulled over their heads, with small windshields and round protrusions jutting out from either side below the line of their jaws. The cloud was thickening, and a glance up showed that more of the fog was coming down from above. Nozzles at the ends of long pipes in the ceiling spewed it like smoke from the mouths of a hundred dragon whelps, blowing it down at him.




Chapter 23

Altin didn’t have to be born on Earth to know that whatever that fog was blowing out of the pipes above, it wasn’t good, and it was definitely meant for him—or at best, for whomever it was these people thought was casting magic here. It spewed forth hissing from the jets, and as much as he wanted to think it was meant for the living, the physically present, he could not be sure there wasn’t something magical in it too, something blended into the Earth science that was dangerous to wizards, even those seeing from afar. He had no choice but to let his seeing spell go.

He ought to have before then anyway. He’d been at it for longer than he should have, and as the last of the mana dissipated from his grasp, he prepared himself for shouts of battle, or the thunder of the Earth weaponry as Orli and Roberto and the rest defended themselves from the attack his lack of caution brought to them. But there was none. Everyone was exactly as they had been when he began the cast. Orli saw him open his eyes.

“Well?” she said as he blinked himself free of the fog that had been spewing all around his sight.

“Children,” he said. “They’ve got a thousand children at least, floating in giant glass vessels. There’s something horrible happening there. And they know that I—that someone—was casting magic and saw it. There is no doubt of it now. They’ve got vials enchanted with magic detection all over the place, yellow boxes everywhere.”

“Did you find the armor?” Roberto asked.

“No. I did not. I thought it wise to make sure our company here is not in danger.” He looked around, up in the sky, and back toward the compound. The racket from all the alarms carried loudly across the desert now.

“We’re fine for the moment, but a moment is likely all,” Roberto said. “If you’re going to look again, you better get after it. Deeqa just shot down two of those pygmy drones. It’s not going to take them long to figure out we’re here.”

Altin turned to Orli. She allowed herself to show how annoyed she was. She’d been opposed to the whole mission from the start, and the “Okay, I’ll compromise and do it your way” thing had clearly played itself out almost completely. She was still steady though. “One minute,” she said. “Seriously, one minute. Then check back. Don’t stretch it this time, God damn it.”

“One minute,” he promised. He immediately went back into the spell.

The compound was crawling now. Viewed from the vantage of some twenty spans above, he could see all of it clearly enough. Men scurried about between buildings, waving the smaller yellow boxes about, as others held dogs on taut leashes, the creatures zigzagging back and forth, sniffing everything.

Altin wasted no time watching beyond what it took to assess the situation. He had to make a decision, and hopefully one that would get them to the golden armor. He decided on the nearest of the two blocky buildings and went straight to it. He entered through the roof of the upper floor and went straight to work slipping his vision through walls, through rooms, and down corridors. Offices abounded, and rooms filled with vast electronic machinery. There were women and men working in equal numbers. They looked less rugged than those he’d viewed outside, more clerical.

He dropped down into the second floor. It was much the same. The place was obviously operational. The ground floor was as the upper two had been.

He pushed down through the floor in case there was a basement. There was.

And another beneath it.

And five more beneath those.

He raced through them all, going as fast as he could without going so fast he couldn’t see anything. The deeper he went, the more he was reminded of the spaces below Fort Minot from whence he’d rescued Orli from execution. He was dimly aware of his breathing speeding up and his heart rate quickening. It was as if in his frantic search, he was reliving the moments before Orli’s death sentence might have ended everything.

And then his vision burst through the gray concrete floor of yet another level, and he emerged in a massive bunker, a place at least as large as the compound was above. It was a huge open space, not so dissimilar to the round white building in which the children were kept, but this one was a den of activity.

Upon this wide-open floor went the work of many men and even more machines. Bright blue flames burned at the ends of the torches, showering the floor with sparks. Long arms of steel moved on their own accord, burning together more machines, as the workers themselves scrambled around between facilitating the robotic workforce. They were building mechanized armor constructs, the machines the Earth Marines called “mechs.” Altin knew immediately, however, that these would not be going to the NTA. These were private things.

At the far end of the chamber stood an orderly formation of completed war machines, row upon row of them, still and unpiloted. They were different from NTA mechs in only one way that Altin could make out, and that was cosmetic, for each had applied a coat of shimmering gold paint—or at least he assumed it was paint, for it was dull, unpolished, and, well, who would go to the expense of gold-plating war machines? The canopy of each mech yawned open, the lot of them like the open mouths of more than a hundred golden hatchlings, though they were lifeless otherwise, the control panels of each dark and ghostly for all the activity in the main production facility to the south.

Altin took it in and was about to let go the spell, prepared to share this new reconnaissance, when a flash of shimmering gold in the wall beyond the assembled mechs caught his eye, bright gold, extremely luminous, as if that gold alone were living in the presence of all the other golden dead.

He pushed his spell over the subterranean field of battle machines and went straight to it, to a display case cut right into the concrete of the bunker wall, a space three spans square, the whole of it fronted by thick glass. The lights inside made it so there could be no mistake what was on display there. It seemed the god of luck was with them at last. Altin had found the War Queen’s armor.

It stood upright in the display case, rigid as if still occupied, her massive war sword gripped in the golden gauntlets, resting for now point-down on the bottom of the case as if she had just finished some great victory. Altin couldn’t help but feel he’d just had one. What a stroke of luck!

He looked behind him, above and all around. Surely there were guards, gun turrets, cameras surrounding this trophy. He needed to map the security.

He peered through the glass. There were a few small glass bumps, barely visible, darker than the walls but only by the tiniest degree. None were bigger than half of a fresh-cut pea. These were set into the case wall in shadowy corners, and he knew them to be cameras for sure. And if he were wrong, it would be worse. Lasers, or nozzles for more of the strange gas.

There were no yellow boxes evident, though. That was promising. Even if there had been, he could be quick. This trophy case, for it could be described as nothing less, was high above the ground and unguarded. If he got in, grabbed the armor, and teleported out, it would be too late for the men in the compound to do anything about it.

It was a risk, especially with the potential for lasers or gas, but he decided given the stakes that it was one worth taking anyway. They’d come this far. And it was possible this moment, he knew. As Squints said, the time was now.

He let the seeing spell go.

“I’ve found it,” he announced the moment he returned. His voice was lost in the concussive blast of a grenade, launched from the smoking lower barrel of Deeqa’s gun. The hoarse roar of Chelsea’s Gatling gun filled the air as metal casings began to rain down onto him, burning where they touched his flesh, bouncing off his hands and face, and one in particular settling between his collar and his neck like a biting insect. The others were shooting as well, Roberto cussing up a storm with every shot.

A glance back toward the compound showed several vehicles had approached, the men inside now out and using the vehicles as cover, from which they attacked Altin and his companions. A grenade blasted out a crater a few feet behind them, and heavy dirt crashed over them in a wave, chunks of earth thudding like drumbeats upon the lid of the wooden crate.

Roberto swore some more, fired a few shots toward the vehicles, then spun and shot down two drones flying in from the south. They were larger than the first ones Altin had seen, and one of them managed to get off a few shots, red streaks of laser fire, a line of which cut through Deeqa’s hair, pruning the top of what she called her Qurac, her hair pulled together and held up by golden rings to honor a sacred tree of her homeland. The smell of burnt hair mixed with the earthy dust and smoke of guns and the odd chemical stench of the creosote bushes, which caught flames around them.

“I found it,” Altin repeated, scrambling to his knees. He muttered a few words out of habit as he cast a fireball that was nearly twice as large as the nearest truck. The meteoric projectile struck the truck so hard it was blasted backward into the men behind it, knocking them twenty spans beyond that like bowling pins struck by the hand of a god. A black stripe of scorched desert marked the length of lane down which all were flung, truck and all, and the men landed, burning, having barely time to cry out before heat melted their lungs and then, more slowly, the rest. The truck exploded, too, shortly after it settled on its side, and when that fireball passed, all that remained was crackling flames. The truck frame blackened, and the paint curled, condensing and cracking, then withering like roasted leaves. Black smoke rose into the sky, shrouding an approving sun, which beat down upon it all as the bodies boiled and hissed and Altin’s enemies were reduced to steam.

Three more fireballs followed, a half second between, enough time for Altin to glance from one target to the next. And in that span, three more vehicles erupted, the fireballs opening them up and scattering their insides, flinging their occupants into the air as well. One man landed and appeared to bounce, leaping to his feet on impact and running off into the desert, screaming, his body alight, his arms waving, his gurgling cries as liquid as his body soon would be. He fell face forward into a clump of cactus, which also began to hiss, his body draped over it as if man and cactus were lovers entwined in death’s embrace.

Roberto and Deeqa swung their weapons upward as another swarm of the small drones approached. Altin saw where his companions aimed and, with a single note of command, sent a spray of ice lances into the formation. Foot-long shards of ice darted upward, glassy daggers glinting in the sunlight as they tore through the squadron of drones, rending them to scrap. Chunks of metal and glass rained down, landing in a patter of dry thumps that stirred up puffs of dust.

Roberto turned to Altin long enough to say, “God damn, bro!” in wide-eyed appreciation, before going back to work holding off the advance of men from the compound.

Two more trucks advanced directly, and from the left came a smaller vehicle, carrying three men, two in seats near the front looking out a small open-air windshield, while a third manned a large machine gun, a larger version of Chelsea’s. The gunner and Chelsea opened up at the same time. He had the problem of his vehicle bouncing over the rough terrain, however. Chelsea had no such problem, and she found her mark more quickly, spraying him into pink strings of meat that blew like a wake behind the vehicle as if he’d been thrown through a woodchipper. She’d almost finished off the driver by the time Altin’s fireball turned the vehicle into a heap of slag.

Soon after, all weapons were silent, and the only sounds were the crackle of flames and the siren wails of the alarms in the distance, still whining from within the compound walls.

“They’ll send mechs soon, I should think,” Altin said. “I’ve found a small army of them being made well belowground. And I found Her Majesty’s armor.”

“Great,” said Roberto. “Let’s get that shit and fucking go. We aren’t equipped for a ‘small army’ of anything, much less mechs, even with your scary ass doing what you do.”

“No, we are not,” Altin agreed. “I’ll send you all home now, and then bring the armor back myself. There isn’t room for all of us in the place they’ve got it stored.” That was mostly true, so he didn’t feel bad about saying it.

He almost cast the spell to return them, but Orli stopped him, her fingers flying to his mouth, settling upon his lips just short of striking him. “You will not!” she commanded as her hand flew. Her voice was the crack of thunder, and it stopped everyone, not just Altin. She glared at him. “Send them back if you must, but you and I will go in together. There’s surely room for little old me. And I’m not leaving without you. I’ll resist the spell.”

Taking Orli’s wrist gently in his hand, he pushed her hand away. “Orli, we don’t have time to argue. This will only take a moment. You are wasting time.”

“She’s right,” Roberto said. “And we can all wait out here until it’s done. Just in case someone needs to come in there and get you out. If not, fine. Go, do it, but then come get us. Perfect plan.”

“I don’t think you could get in there,” Altin said. “I’ll send you back. Then get the armor. I go in with the crate, push the armor over into it. Close the lid. And I’m right behind the lot of you. But stay clear of the back of the cargo bay as we discussed.” He lowered his brows in preparation to send them back, and again Orli silenced him, more forcefully than the last time, the blow cutting the inside of his lower lip against his teeth.

“You’re not sending me back,” she snapped. “I know how to resist the spell, and you know I do. So, you are taking me with you. There’s obviously something you aren’t telling me, which means it is even more important that I come with you. You owe me more than that. The only thing you have said that makes sense here is that we don’t have time to argue.”

He glared at her, then looked to Roberto, then Deeqa.

“I know how, too,” Roberto said. “If you try something screwy like I know you are thinking about right now, something like you going in alone anyway, I’ll give you two minutes before we all come in after you. Now, if you think about that for a minute, and you really believe we can’t safely get in there on our own, well … don’t make us try.”

“Son of a harpy!” Altin swore. They were all against him now. They were fools. “Fine.” He turned back to face the compound. Made sure no one was coming their way. Nobody was. He had plenty of time.

He fixed the place where the armor was in his mind, envisioned it within the glass trophy case. It was a narrow space, but there was plenty of room inside for him to stand. He might have gotten them all in there without the crate if he’d wanted to. Which he did not. With the crate, he and Orli would be in there pretty tight. He’d have to cast the teleport close to the armor. He decided, therefore, that he ought to at least give it a gentle nudge first to make sure it didn’t have any active magic, no obvious proximity defense, which he thought unlikely given that it was the singularly most enchanted object in Prosperion history—and that fact being hardly privileged information. Everyone knew it. In fact, more than a small part of the armor’s effectiveness came from just how well everyone understood the nature of its passive potency—though few understood how all that worked and how much was woven into the active will of the woman for whom it had been made. It was, however, the War Queen who suggested the crate, which seemed important to him now. And even if there was no danger in teleporting within a few hands of the uninhabited armor, it was still possible that something of the Earth folks’ doing could go off inside the trophy case. Some trap of technology, something that might go off like the alarms wired to the yellow boxes did. Although, if there were enchanted vials nearby, he hadn’t seen any yellow boxes anywhere. And moreover, any alarm or trap that might be so activated ought to be set off by the magic of the armor. Which did bode well for his plan. Possibly. Or possibly not.

The ambiguity in all that being behind why there was no possibility of his bringing Orli with him.

Besides, he didn’t need to. He knew it was going to work. The War Queen had known that they were going to get it back. She said she’d seen herself wearing it. Obviously, the royal diviners saw that it could be teleported and would be returned. Besides, she was alive and alert, largely on the mend. The fact that she wanted it back was enough to make the armor allow itself to be moved if the enchantments were still fully functioning—as it was her will. That connection ought to still work at this range, as it was telepathic, which seemed not to be troubled by distance. Or at least he assumed the connection was telepathic. He honestly had no idea. But he would test it to be safe. Test it without Orli.

Sand was speeding through the hourglass.

Orli would be angry when he disappeared.

“Be right back,” he muttered, then cast his teleport.

For the barest instant he dimmed, fading into the teleport, as did the crate, then his body flew backward in a storm of broken wood. He landed violently in the crater blown out by the enemy grenade, his body a pincushion of wrist-thick chunks of wood, wreckage from the crate driven through him like so many wooden swords and knives. Teeth were visible through a rent in his face, damage from the magical backlash alone, along with the dislocation of his eye, which dangled near his ear like a bloated tear made of white meat. Blood poured out of him everywhere and, from some places, squirted in streams like threads of hot, misty spray. He gurgled, blood bubbling deep in his throat, but that sound was buried in Orli’s screams.




Chapter 24

“Back it down, Ensign,” ordered the voice over Pernie’s com. “You’re coming in too hot for that set.”

“Grow a pair,” Pernie snapped. She pushed her ship toward the first in the series of twenty sky pylons, lining up the whole row of them in her mind as well as her sight and, of course, the nav computer display. The angle of her approach was negligible, almost on the same line as the row of obstacles. The computer insisted on six-foot clearance for each pylon as she wove between them so as not to draw gravity clash, a training rule meant to avoid pushback off the pylon’s own gravity mechanisms. Which was a sissy rule for stupid people. The main gravity backflow only came off the underbelly. Duh.

Pernie jammed the throttle forward and slid the aileron controls full right, sending her small F-520 practice fighter into a series of rolls so fast the horizon became a blur. She counted quarter seconds between the feathering of the underbelly grav panels, pushing her ship closer to the pylons just enough behind the rotation to compensate for pushback. It was a bit of a gut-feeling approach, and the computer alarms went off and the lights flashed, which she ignored, instead weaving her way through the pylons on a course that was as close to a straight line as possible without wrecking the ship. Technically, she did nick the top of the canopy on the seventeenth pylon as she shot by, but barely, and so much barely that the scratch might be mistaken for the tiniest strand of spider’s web lying on the cockpit dome. Basically nothing.

She shot past the last pylon and crossed the finish line four full seconds faster than the previous record—a record that had held for seventeen years, and one that had only beaten the record before it by .003 of a second.

“God damn it, Grayborn!” came the shout from tower control. “What in the hell is your problem?”

“I don’t have a problem,” Pernie answered as she swung her ship around, heading back toward the starting line. “Sir.” She added the last part as she flew past the tower where her commanding officer was.

“You have several. Bring it in, Ensign. Now!”

Whatever. Pernie didn’t care. She’d known it would be that easy. She’d done it in the simulator seven-tenths of a second faster anyway. As far as she was concerned, that run was slow. She probably lost a thousandth of a second from the friction of scratching that seventeenth pylon. Stupid. She’d even seen it coming. She just pushed too hard. That was one of the problems with having spent too much time on Earth. Seven years with these slow-thinking, unmotivated people slowly eroded the focus that the elves had managed to teach her in barely over a year. It was no wonder Earth people clunked around in space in ships that took decades to travel to even the closest stars.

But at least they finally let her fly on her own. She was sick of having some nagging mama’s boy in her plane with her every time. Yes, she understood the value of discipline—better than most, in her mind. And she wasn’t stupid. She also understood perfectly well aerodynamics and the avionics of the ship. They were the ones who kept telling her what it was capable of and what it wasn’t, yet they were also the ones who had taught her the math and physics behind those capabilities. So it was rather mind-bending to her that they could not fathom how to coax the aircraft into doing what it was actually capable of doing. They did the same regarding the human body and its capacities and limitations. But g-forces could be compensated for if one was quick enough on the overrides. It wasn’t that difficult, and it seemed to her to be more a matter of missing imagination than physics or biology. As humans went, the Earth variety appeared to be almost as wanting in instinct as elves and androids were.

Still, she was happy. Let them yell at her now. She’d been right about the ship and what she could do, and quite despite the overweening lectures from Ensign Talc and the overmothering ones from Jeremy. They’d both been wrong, and it wasn’t impossible—although she knew that Jeremy would point to the scratch on the canopy as evidence of his having been correct. He had, technically, argued that it would be impossible to run that course at that speed without “hitting” one of them. But to her, there was a huge difference between hitting something and merely brushing it a bit, so, she was fine with letting him tell her he’d been right. He was only right in principle, not in reality. And reality was where Pernie lived.

Sure enough, when she landed, she got cussed out by Major Warner. Which was fine. She’d been cussed out 1,744 times prior to this one—and that only counted the ones she’d been counting, which she hadn’t started until her third year in her NTA program. She figured the number was probably closer to twenty-five hundred, but it was a guess. She liked keeping track of such things mostly because it gave her mind something to do. She thought the people of Earth spent a lot of their time trying to find ways to not do anything with their time. Which was boring. So, she made up things to do, like counting how many times an officer cussed her out.

When the major was done spitting and being all red-faced, she returned to her barracks and immediately called Jeremy. He was the only one who gave a crap anyway, at least the only one who gave a crap without fawning all over her like she was some stupid princess or something. Or worse, like she was some street whore—although that only happened three times, and one of them almost died. So, mostly it was the worshippy crap that irritated her. She’d even tried shaving her hair two years ago and gotten a tattoo of Knot done in its place, an image of him crawling up the back of her skull and around to just before the end of her hairline. She thought it was beautiful, but also very hideous. The most unattractive thing she could come up with, a big nasty bug crawling on her bald head. But still they swooned and blushed and stammered, so she’d let her hair grow back.

The attention didn’t make her mad. She was mostly embarrassed for them, except for the fact she didn’t care. She’d learned about human evolution on Earth since being here, and frankly, if it was true that the humans on Earth originated as apes, well, she could hardly call it a surprise. Most of them couldn’t get past the most primal of drives.

Jeremy, however, he was a real friend. Before she was bald, during, and after she grew her hair back, he alone had treated her the same. He alone amongst the men she met under the age of thirty-five seemed capable of staving off his monkey drives and treating her like a person. Plus, he was smart. She thought he might be smarter than she was, but she would never tell him that.


She told him immediately what she had done, spilled it out excitedly the moment his face appeared on her monitor.

“Seventeen point four seconds,” she gloated. “Totally destroyed the record, exactly like I told you I would. Next time, I’ll shave nearly another second off. That record will stand forever unless they recruit an elf or something.”

“That’s incredible,” he said. “You actually did it? Like, as in it’s recorded so everyone can see that it really happened?”

“No, I made that all up for your benefit, and it’s actually just a big dumb lie.”

He laughed. “Well, then that is amazing. I can’t believe you didn’t hit any of the pylons. I ran the math on that, over eight hundred thousand simulations, and it hits a pylon every time. There’s no way you should be able to get through at that speed. Even factoring favorable barometric deviations and a few sims I ran giving you solar push, you shouldn’t have been able to do that.”

“Well, I did.” He didn’t actually ask her if she’d hit one. He said there was “no way you should be able to get through at that speed.” Not the same as a direct question.

“What did Warner say?”

“He had an aneurysm, exactly as you would expect.”

“Are you grounded?”

Pernie’s face grew feral. That was one of the words in the language of Earth that she hated more than anything. Grounded. If she ever did go back in time, and by chance ran into the person who invented that word, she was going to kick him in the face on principle.

“No,” she said. “Just a lot of hot air.”

“What’s that put you at now?”

“One thousand seven hundred and forty-five.”


He laughed. “Too bad they don’t keep records on that. I know you’d have another unbeatable title for all of time.”

She laughed, too.

Quiet followed for a time, and she watched him looking at her. His face had this way of emptying of expression, as if someone had deactivated him, kind of like the androids he’d been working on last year—at least the ones he’d shown her before getting his own course of cussing out from his own superiors. He’d succeeded in making one that was, according to him, anyway, 99.3 percent emotive function, which translated to the fact that it could emulate human emotion, at least in vocal characteristic, body language, and, most importantly, facial expression—including coloration of flesh, paling for fear and reddening for anger and embarrassment. They’d fast-tracked him through an NTA university after that, and now he was stashed away somewhere that he couldn’t tell her about, working on stuff about which “he couldn’t say.” But that was okay. Pernie got bored when he started talking about that stuff. As hard as Jeremy worked to recreate people artificially, she figured there already were people, so his ambition, to her way of thinking, was to make something that already existed. And so far, all he’d really done was make a sort of dumb, slow version of an elf. No emotions, or hardly any, and no instincts at all.

“So what else did you do today?” he asked. A dumb question. He was usually better when filling silence, which, for whatever reason, made him uncomfortable, especially around her.

“What do you think I did?”

“Flight prep?”

“Wow, you really did earn that fancy advanced degree.”

He looked down at the controls below his monitor.

Pernie saw that as time to go. “Okay, talk to you later.” She reached for the side of her own monitor to cut the transmission off.

“No, wait!” he said.

She drew her hand back and waited.

He stared at her again. For a while.

“What?” she finally asked.

“I … uh. I mean, you didn’t do anything else at all today?”

“I ate, and, umm, I took a shower. I went to the bathroom … I think twice, actually. Umm … do you need to know how that all came out? Stool weight and viscosity or something?”

His eyes closed, his posture wilting a little, though rebounding quickly.

“You’re clearly trying to tell me something. It’s pointless to pussyfoot around a point, you know. It makes you look weak. You aren’t weak. So don’t waste our time.”

He shifted in his chair, as if cornered. “No. I just, I was wondering if you were paying attention to the net news or anything. Or just, you know, I mean, if you had done anything today is all.”

“Call me back when you are done working through whatever this is.” She reached up and cut off the call. She was almost out of the chair before Jeremy’s caller ID rang through. She hit the monitor again. “What?”

“Sir Altin is back. Or at least, he might be. The Glistening Lady has returned. It came back through the wormhole a few days ago. It’s all over the news. They just released the footage.”

Pernie stared at him, her mouth slowly opening, very slowly, over the course of a full minute, as if she’d been slowed down in time.

He knew better than to make jokes about something like that.

She knew the question was stupid when she uttered it, but it was all she had. “What do you mean it came back through?”

“Just what I said. It came back through. The Glistening Lady. They’ve been showing the video over and over again all day. Turn on your—” But she’d hung up on him.




Chapter 25

Three days passed before Altin could be returned to health, enough time for Doctor Leopold to return his eye to its socket and mend his face, not to mention mending the punctured lung, ruptured spleen and bladder, and thirteen broken bones—not broken so much as “transplaced,” as he called it, where whole or portions of bones were moved to wrong places in Altin’s body by the teleport he had attempted that fateful day. Altin, of course, had no recollection of what happened, only that on this particular morning, he awoke to find Orli and Doctor Leopold staring down at him expectantly.

As his eyes fluttered open, Orli let go a long breath of relief, so long it seemed as if she must have been holding it for all three days. Doctor Leopold, on the other hand, was not moved at all by it, nor even relieved or surprised. His response, to her more than to him, was “You see, I told you he’d be all right. The wounds weren’t nearly so bad as his appearance had you believe.” Then, to Altin, he asked, as if an afterthought, “So, lad, how do you feel?”

Altin made to sit up, but Orli pushed him back. He frowned at her for it and answered in absolute truth, “I feel fine.” He looked about and saw that he was in his own apartments at the top of the boot, the name given to Calico Castle’s eastern tower upon its having been rebuilt and refitted for space travel by engineers from Earth. “Why am I here? What’s happened? Is everyone else all right?”

“Yes,” Orli said. “Everyone is fine. And we don’t know what happened. You were supposed to teleport the War Quee—” She cut herself off and looked around the room as if she expected to find spy cameras mounted somewhere. She leaned down close to him. “You tried to teleport into the compound in Mexico, and according to Tytamon, your spell bounced.”

“Yes,” confirmed the rotund doctor as he pushed Orli aside and made a cursory examination of Altin’s ears and then his left eye. “Spell failure, for sure. You’re lucky the distance wasn’t too great. The blow back only ruined you some. Another few measures and I’m afraid they would have had to bring you back to me in buckets.”

Altin surrendered himself to the rather rough inspection of the doctor, who worked with precise jabs of his fat fingers amid a great deal of wheezing. Altin let his mind wander back to what he could recall of that day in the desert back on Earth. Images came to him, spotty at first, but soon the memories began to realign. He could recall the compound all right, and having gone in and set off the magic alarms in the yellow boxes. He remembered the children floating in the large, liquid-filled vessels, and then he recalled searching through another building, down through the basements and into an underground bunker where he’d found lots of mechs. And the Queen’s armor. In a display case.

He’d tried to get it. He remembered that, remembered intending to get it. He remembered fighting briefly first, an attack sent out from the compound. Then, well, that was all. He knew he’d planned to go get the armor, but he had no recollection of the actual attempt.

When the doctor was done prodding his patient and casting sight spells inside his guts, he let Orli resume her place at Altin’s side. Altin shrugged at her from where he lay. “I can’t remember anything. Only the fight. I don’t remember casting a teleport.”

Orli brushed a strand of his hair off his forehead. “Well, being that you practically blew yourself up, it’s probably for the best.”

“How long have I been here, sleeping it off?”

“Three days. Or nearly so. Long enough for the doctor to fix you up and for the marchioness—erm, the queen—to begin setting up the siege.”

“Siege?”

“Siege, indeed, my boy,” said the doctor, dropping a few pieces of equipment into a leather bag. He pointed out the window, into the meadow beyond. “Come and see for yourself.”

Altin sat up. Orli reached for him, to help him. He didn’t need it, but he took her hand anyway. “I feel fine,” he said. “I assure you. I feel as good as new.”

“You are,” the doctor said, sounding a bit defensive. “Might have some abdominal soreness for a week or two, and I wouldn’t be surprised if your vision is a bit blurred in that eye for another few days. But you’re none the worse for it. Hopefully a bit smarter, too, although I’ve known you too long to think that likely.”

“You’re not wrong about that,” Orli said as she helped Altin to the window.

“Tidalwrath’s teeth!” Altin muttered upon looking out. “A siege, indeed.”

There were at least two thousand troops outside the castle, and as he watched, a unit of artillery materialized from out of a teleport spell, a dozen trebuchets and the troops and wizards that would operate them.

“They’ve been forming up for the last two hours,” the doctor said. “Tytamon says they’ll attack before lunch, most likely.”

Altin turned and ran for the door. “Where is Master Tytamon? We must see to the defense. Who else has come to our aid thus far? Surely the War Queen’s loyal subjects can be rallied and brought to bear.”

“Tytamon is in the dining hall with those who have come,” Doctor Leopold supplied. “I’m sure they’ll be glad to see you back on your feet, though I doubt, even with the added strength of your Seven helping us, we will be able to hold off the might of Crown City and its allies from planet Earth.”

“So, who has come?” he asked again. “Who is with us?”

“I don’t know,” the doctor said. “I’ve been busy with you.”

Altin turned to Orli, who shrugged. “I’ve been here, too.”

Altin took her hand, and the two of them hurried downstairs and across the courtyard. There were three gryphons tethered in the yard. At least some of the War Queen’s allies had arrived.

Approaching the chamber brought the massed murmurings of many people to Altin’s ear. Entering revealed many familiar faces, though not so many faces, familiar or otherwise, to make him feel as if a suitable defense was imminent.

He spotted Tytamon right away and made his way through the sparse crowd, doing so to the proclamations of many a “He’s alive!” and “Back from the dead again, eh?”

Tytamon stood with a few familiar figures, and a few Altin did not know. He recognized Caulfin Sunderhusk, whom he’d not have thought the rebellious type, Manduval Forland, now a major apparently, and Doctor Leopold’s partner, Doctor Salmbalsam, whom he figured must have been brought in to assist in putting Altin back together again. But the most joyous face among them was his dear friend Aderbury, who ran at him with arms out wide.

“By the gods, you are the same as I remember you, truly not one day’s difference!” Aderbury proclaimed. The burly transmuter crushed the breath from him in a mighty hug. “I knew you weren’t dead. Not these last three days, and not the long years before. You can’t kill a Seven any more than you can an Eight. The lords of Calico Castle are as close to immortal as humans can get.”

Altin pulled away and grimaced, though with a glimmer in his eye. “I wish it were so, and it may be so for our good Tytamon here. But I, I am afraid, am mostly skimming along the edge of my demise by luck and little more.” He turned to Orli beside him. “Most of my luck is in the form of having such good people around me to drag my derriere from the demon’s den time and time again—my dear wife more than any of them.”

Orli smiled and said, as if confessing, “It’s true.”

Aderbury crushed her in an embrace as well. “Thank the gods you are still with us. Hether will weep as long for joy as she did in mourning. You people owe her an apology. You can’t just disappear that long without telling someone where you’re going.”

“You are quite right,” Altin agreed. “But I have to ask, on the subject of danger these last seven years, how did you manage to survive the overthrow? I understand the marchioness attacked Citadel and took it violently. Were you … treated awfully after they took the space fortress?”

Aderbury held his hands out to his sides. “Surprisingly, no. They questioned me for a while after capture, and of course I got the whole concert of diviners picking through my thoughts and dreams, but I had the advantage of my reluctance to be there in the first place, you know? You of all people understand how it ended up that I was in command of Citadel. Believe it or not, my ingratitude for having been placed in that position ended up saving me.”

“So, no torture, then? And what now? Are you back at Castle’s, Inc., transmuting sandstone to marble for the new queen’s latrines?”

“Basically, yes. She stuck me on Tinpoa, managing the mining operation for her. It’s boring work, not the least bit of artistry to it, though she has called me twice in the last year to come work on crafting monuments to her glorious reclaiming of the throne for its ‘rightful occupant, the return to the purest blood,’ etc., etc. So she at least knows I am capable of more than the simple creation or elimination of stone. Not that I care to throw up monuments to her greatness, mind you. That old stack of reeds hardly cuts an imperious figure, no matter if done in marble, granite, or gold.”

“Throw up is right,” Roberto said, forcing himself into their circle. “I hate that scabby old hag.”

“And why, Captain, do you harbor such strong feelings against her?” asked a woman in the red raiment of a conduit who stood beside Tytamon. “You’ve been gone the while she’s been at the rest of us. Or, actually, not even that. You’ve hardly been gone at all, as I understand it from your perspective. What cause, other than principle, would draw such a particularly vehement remark?”

Roberto frowned at the stranger who was bold enough to question him, but answered given that she was there—she must not be all bad. “I have just been informed that she took my company back on Earth. My whole Goblin Tea empire. I even had Allen Greenfeld, a guy I trusted, running it there. He wouldn’t have hosed me. But she actually got her mitts on it. They took it all. I called Allen last night, just, you know, to see if I’m still rich or not. I’m not. But my goddamn company is now worth 266 billion NTA credits. And do you know how much of that is left in my name?”

To the last of them, even Tytamon, the rise of eyebrows and tilting of heads looked their curiosity back at him like a reflection.

“None. Zilch. Like, as in total and complete zip. I am literally the brokest person in the galaxy.”

“You do have a very nice ship,” Altin pointed out. “I’m sure you will procure wealth straightaway once we sort out the rest of our difficulties.”

“Yeah, assuming I don’t need any repairs along the way. You know, like major ones. I don’t think there are any well-funded charities set up for that. Not to mention missiles that already flew.” He cleared his throat conspicuously so that those who could, would remember the deployment of his arsenal on the island of Kolat.

“Your ship will want for nothing,” Tytamon promised. “I am not without resources, as you know.”

“Thanks. But, while I’m not in on their strategy meetings, I’m pretty sure all those assholes forming up out there on the prairie plan on coming in here and taking all your ‘resources’ too. I’m not trying to be negative, but this doesn’t look good. I mean, what do we have, sixty people here?”

“Well, we’ll see about that. If I can muster a few more allies, we’ll hold her off. I’m waiting to hear back from the elves.”

“The elves? Why would they get involved?” Orli asked.

“They are not without an interest in human events. I’ve sent word to them, to see if they see this as a tipping point in important things. I’ve been advised by a friend in the Temple of Mercy that there may be some hope of that.”

Altin rolled his eyes, but, fortunately, he stifled the remark that was about to come with it at the approach of a woman in white robes, the very same friend Tytamon had mentioned, he surmised.

The woman was lean and strong, her bare arms toned and approaching muscular. She walked gracefully and with purpose. There was something familiar about her face, but he could not place it at first. As she drew near, his eyes were drawn to the silver maple leaf that nestled in the gentle curves of her cleavage, visible above the very low swoop of her priestess’ raiment. The leaf lay atop a scar that ran down into the nether recesses of her robes. He saw it, then looked back to her face and realized who she was: Klovis, a priestess of Anvilwrath when last he’d seen her.

“The elves will help,” she said. “We have seen it.”

“What kind of help?” Roberto asked before anyone else could. “Do they have planes? Because I’m thinking what we need is a squadron of fighters to come through here and melt down that meadow out there real quick. And I mean quick.”

Klovis tilted her head and looked puzzled.

“You know, sky fighters? Lots of them? I offered to take my ship up and wipe the meadow clean, but Tytamon tells me there’s enough mages out there to do all kinds of bad shit to my girl.” Klovis continued to stare at him like the alien he was to her. “Or better yet, how about an army of assholes like that dude that guards the queen? I’m thinking ten thousand Royal Assassins would be a nice distraction, don’t you?” He turned to Orli, who flashed him her patented you-should-stop-talking-now face. “What?” he said, holding out his hands.

Klovis worked his questions out, however, and paid him the courtesy of replying. “There will be no elven army. And if the portents had suggested one, it would not have been comprised of those who fight as Shadesbreath does.”


“I’m sure they’d be fine, however they fought,” Tytamon said. “But you’re saying there won’t be any elven spears?”

“No.”

“Then what help?”

“The elven females have begun the song.”

“The song?” Altin asked. He glanced to Tytamon, whose parchment lips curled in and vanished into the closing anemone of his mustache and beard. He nodded above a low hum.

Altin looked back to Klovis.

“The star song,” she said as if that were enough.

“Wow, the star song! Really?” Roberto gasped. He turned a wide-eyed overabundance of faux enthusiasm upon Orli. “The star song!” he gushed. “Thank God! It’s game over for the bitch-queen now. We got the elven all-girls choir firing up the fucking star song. I might as well go have a nap. Wake me up if you need help mopping up the bodies out there when it’s done.”

Klovis patiently ignored the insult of Roberto’s outburst. Instead, she attempted to explain. “When elven women sing, all of them together, the gods listen. They are the first Prosperions, banished from Naotatica by Tidalwrath in his tantrum. Mercy spared them from the fury of Anvilwrath later, when the great god discovered their misplaced worship of his younger brother. Mercy loves them. She will hear them, and she will aid us.”

Roberto shook his head. “I thought you Mercy people were all into chance and flipping coins and stuff—the thief married the virgin or whatever. Fickle fate and gamblers and some people’s babies are special while others’ get to die. We already heard all that.”

“I don’t expect you to understand it. It’s complicated.” She glared openly at him, but her bearing remained one of calm. “You are of another world, however, and perhaps the shining idol of that ship you fly has blinded you to faith. It has certainly blinded you to the nature of respect for your crew.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

She turned away from him and continued to Tytamon, “They will sing. You will see.”

Tytamon nodded. “Good. Then we must all do our parts.” He looked to Altin then. “So, we must find a way to get that armor. But we can hardly spare a soul now, not with them out there. The usurper queen is clever to set this siege. Even if she can’t take Calico Castle from me right away, she’ll trap me here until she can.”

“Even if she can’t take it? Seriously? Orcs took this damn place,” Roberto said. “I mean, I swear I’m not trying to be negative all the time, but again, we got sixty people, plus whatever handful of guards you have on the payroll. Granted, that’s more than you guys had when the orcs came, but orcs are dumb, and that’s not an orc army out there.”

“No, it’s not. And yes, an orc army did get in here. The same one that eventually got to the Palace gates, breaching even the great walls of Crown City. We all believed the orcs to be reckless and undisciplined. We were wrong, and I count that a gross error on my part, mine more than anyone’s. I’d let several uneventful centuries lull me into complacency.”

“And yet even that was by design,” Klovis said, jumping in before he could go on. “The gods have their ways.”

Altin sounded a low sort of grunt in his chest before speaking. “Did you learn that while you were with the Temple of Anvilwrath, or after, when you switched loyalty to Mercy? Where, in those different versions of the stories and interpretations of scrolls, did that bit of prophecy come from specifically, do you recall?” He meant the question only as blunt curiosity, but in the wake of Roberto’s attacks, she took it badly—not helped by the fact that the Glistening Lady’s captain stood beside the Galactic Mage looking smug as he waited for her reply.

“After,” she answered. Contempt shaped the word, but the scathing expression that formed around its ejaculation passed quickly, like the shadow of a hawk.

“Why did you change robes?” Altin pressed, uninterested in a petty contest of alien faiths. “That is uncommon. And frowned upon.”

“Anvilwrath is dead.”

“I thought he returned. Wasn’t that the whole point of much of that rot we went through earlier? He is back and intends to watch out for us again?”

“He did come back. And he was slain. By his brother. His death was the harbinger of Tidalwrath’s return. Tidalwrath comes.”

Altin shook his head but didn’t ask his next question, for the sake of courtesy. He abandoned it in favor of another, less confrontational. “Are there any left in the Temple of Anvilwrath now, or has that god been abandoned by everyone?”

“Oh, most are still there. Most don’t believe he is gone. My leaving, and those of a few others with me, is seen as apostasy. Even in the Temple of Mercy, there are many who see us the same way, as impure in faith. But I must follow my heart. I understand what I understand. My prayers and my dreams are clear to me. He is gone.”

“Okay, so anyway,” Roberto said, “about all those jagoffs outside. Do we have a plan with more … um, lead, lasers, and fireballs in it? Something, you know, other than the all-girl band singing somewhere ten thousand miles away?”

Tytamon’s expression was grim, and once again the anemone swallowed his lips. “Not without an army. I’ve sent gryphons to those allies I cannot reach telepathically. We’ll have to wait and see.”

“There’s going to be ten thousand men outside in less than an hour,” Roberto said. “General Pewter said as much when I came in.”

“Yes. It is going to be interesting.” Tytamon turned abruptly after, saying only “Speaking of which” before walking away, headed toward a group of Prosperion military men who, by their attire, were of noble birth.

Altin watched him go, shaking his head. “He doesn’t look very confident.”

“Well, that’s because he’s playing it too carefully. Can’t you just go up top into Tytamon’s tower and, like, blanket all those douches outside in flames or something?” Roberto’s exasperation radiated from him, palpable and affecting those around him. “I mean, you freaking hosed everything in the desert a couple of days ago in Mexico. You were just, like, bam, bam, bam, and all the trucks were melting, and then you farted and ice spears shot down the drones, and then everyone else was screaming and dying. It wasn’t even a minute, and we were ready to order pizza and head home. Seriously, it was like forty seconds or something. How is this different? Why are you guys being so damn cautious? You alone are like ten shiploads of nukes.”

“Counter magic, primarily. I can assure you, counter magicks were cast into the meadow before the soldiers began to arrive. You can see how quickly their forces are arriving now. So why not this morning or even yesterday? Do you really think they needed three days, or even three hours, to teleport into place?”

“Okay, fine. So what does the counter magic do? Will your spells backfire or something?”


“They might. Not knowing is part of the defense. Do I dare risk it? Look what happened to me with but a simple attempt to teleport. Three days of the good doctor’s work to piece me back together again after that. And that on a world solar systems distant from Prosperion, the new queen, and her Enchanters Guild.”

Klovis nodded. “Yes. And the advent of anti-magic was a catastrophe. It’s the most dangerous ‘advancement’ since the discovery of demon conjuring. The more we learn to do with our powers, the more likely it becomes that we will annihilate ourselves.”

“Well,” snarked Roberto, “your sweet Mercy will hear the elf song, and we’ll all be just dandy, I’m sure.”

Klovis winced, genuinely wounded, and turned away. She glanced once back at him, shook her head sadly, and moved off into the small crowd.

When she was gone, Orli scolded him. “That was uncalled for. And mean. You, of all people, should know better than to crap on someone else’s religion. You’re a damn Catholic, for Christ’s sake. What are there, six of you left in the universe?”

“I am,” Roberto said. “And there’s still a shit ton of us. Which is why I don’t buy too much of what she says. Plus, I’m pissy right now. I think I’m on my period or something.”

“You must be. You were never so quick to dismiss their faith before.”

“Well, I never lost seven years of my life and a multibillion-credit Goblin Tea empire, and then ended up under siege where the only way to keep the rest of Calico Castle from being turned into a gravel heap was to trust in a bunch of elf chicks singing a song halfway around the world. That’s never happened before. So, yes, I’m down with religion, and, yes, for sure, a prayer before the battle is a rock-solid plan. But God helps those who help themselves, you know? This isn’t some theme park medieval reenactment or something. Those guys forming up out there are real. All this shit is real.”

Orli looked satisfied by that, or at least like she understood where it was coming from. Altin watched her deflate some after, her blue eyes glancing in the direction where Klovis wove her way through the room. “I wish it were some kind of theme park show,” she said. “Look at all these people. Look at their faces. There isn’t one of them in here that looks confident. Not even the generals.”

Altin wanted to say something to comfort her, something to prevent her suffering the weight of another blow to the simple happiness she’d been trying to find since the day he first met her. But he could think of nothing.

“By the gods,” Aderbury said. “That’s it.”

Altin, like Orli and Roberto, spun toward the transmuter, eyebrows rising in expectant unison. “What is?” Altin asked.

“An amusement park. That’s the answer. It’s been right there all along. Thank the gods Captain Roberto there pointed it out.”

“Dude, I was making a point with that more than, you know, pointing anything out.” Roberto made a face, trying to ratchet down his snappishness. “As much as a roller coaster or something might usually cheer me up, I think right now is not one of those times.”

“No. Not that. Well, not exactly.” Aderbury took Altin by the shoulders, his eyes bright, his grin brighter. “Altin, don’t you remember our plan? Our original idea?” Altin remained confused, which was apparent to everyone observing. “By the gods, Altin, what was the first thing you and I were going to do, the thing we talked about the day you came and told me you’d landed on Luria, while we were up there celebrating?”

Altin thought back, running through that day that felt so long ago now, but he couldn’t conjure the exact nature of the exchange. There’d been lots of shouting and shoulder clapping. There followed a trip up to the pink-faced moon for a meal. They’d shared wine and a lot of oohs and ahs. But he couldn’t think of any big idea.

Aderbury saw him working through it but hadn’t the patience to wait. “It was an amusement park,” he blurted. “That’s what. We were going to build one, remember? You were going to cast a great big version of your Polar Piton’s Perfect Parabolic Protection spell, and I was going to orchestrate the transmutation of moon rock into the rides and restaurants. We were going to be rich, remember?”

Altin recalled it the moment the brawny fellow began. They had talked about doing exactly that. He’d imagined waterslides, gryphon rides, and a most grand and debauched illusionary spectacle depicting the mythical satyr rite known as the Never Ending Dance. He recollected it all clearly. Those had been such simpler times, he realized in retrospect. How could he have known what all would come of that first seemingly simple discovery? Despite recollection filling in the blanks, however, he still had no idea how any of that would help them now. It certainly didn’t translate into a solution for their problems immediately. Did it?

Aderbury stared into his eyes as if willing him to see it, willing him to confirm what he had seen, what he thought obvious.

Then Altin’s expression flared just as Aderbury’s had. “Of course! By the gods, you are brilliant, Aderbury! Always the genius. This is precisely the answer we need.”

Roberto and Orli exchanged glances, partners in ignorance, then looked to the others, who appeared equally in darkness. “You going to fill us in, bro?” Roberto asked.

“The moon,” Altin said, nearly giddy with it, as if about to burst out laughing. “We’ll go to Luria. All of us. And we’ll take Calico Castle with us. The whole thing can sit up there like my tower used to when we’d go visiting. Let them form up their armies out there on the meadow. We will be gone.”

“But won’t they just come after you?” Roberto said, wiggling his fingers in the air. “They’ll do the divining thing and sniff you out. Then we’ll be right back where we are now, under siege, just in a different place.”

“Oh, they’ll try. But we can defend against their divinations and their sight, assuming they even think to look. We’ve got Doctor Leopold, for one, and both Tytamon and me to help him. Calico Castle will be fine.”

Orli and Roberto exchanged glances again, and both were smiling when they looked back to the two Prosperions. “I like it,” Orli said. “It’s the first sensible thing I’ve heard since we came back through the wormhole.”

“Me too,” Roberto concurred.

“Then let’s go tell Tytamon. We should get to it straightaway. The sooner we do, the sooner we can work out our issues with getting Her Majesty’s armor back.”

“Yeah,” said Roberto. “Let’s get her back in her golden can, so I can get myself back in my golden bank account. Maybe we’ll take our damn company back. I never even got to enjoy being rich, with you two playing hide-and-seek from the rest of us on that alien ship. I could seriously use a few decades of normal for a change.” And on that they could all agree.

Six hours later, as the Crown City casters sent up their first fireballs, the royal archers let loose their arrows, and the long arms of a hundred trebuchets flung forward in unison, casting enchanted bombs of exploding ice, Calico Castle vanished in a thunderous collapse of evacuated air. The fireballs, the arrows, and the rain of a hundred thousand ice spears all slammed uselessly down into a great pit formed by the removal of it all. All that remained of Calico Castle was one lone heap of gravel, the enduring rubble of the north tower. It was a gray pile of broken stone atop a column formed by the evacuation of the castle, odd and singular in the gaping hole, so singular that it seemed as if it had been built there as a monument to the long-dead Ponpon Fountainglass, whose mysterious enchantment had gone awry centuries ago. The pillar and its pile of broken rock stood monolithic, untouched by any of the assault and as cursed as ever, impervious to everything.




Chapter 26

The top man at the NTA, Director Bahri, shook his head. “I can’t help you. I’m sorry.” His back was turned, and he looked out the window of his office into the smattering of lights that spread across Fort Minot like fireflies caught upon a sea of pitch. The declination of his shoulders suggested he meant the apology.

“We don’t need that many men or machines,” General Pewter assured him. “I can supply most of the mech pilots myself. Gray around the temples, but rock solid in a fight. I only need the machinery and a few techs. Give me fifty mechs and five engineers.”

“I haven’t got five mechs to spare, much less five engineers, General.” He turned back to face the entourage from Prosperion. “Your Majesty, Sir Altin, General, all of you, I understand your problem. And if I am being honest, as you are, I want to help. But I’m afraid all our resources are tied up between the two fronts. I do not exaggerate when I say I have no resources to spare. The truth of the matter is that we are losing. Which finger would you have me pull out of what hole in the dike?”

“Two fronts? What two fronts?” Orli asked. “I thought the war was on the border with Mexico.”

“Yes, that’s one of them. The other is everywhere.”

“What does that mean?”

“The TGS, Lady Meade. They are my real problem. I am outmaneuvered in almost every way. That so-called transportation service has been draining us since the overthrow of Crown City.” He blanched as he said it, his eyes flicking nervously toward the deposed monarch sitting there. He studied her for a time, as if considering her thin, aging body and her rather ordinary Prosperion garb. He shook his head. “Our travel requests take weeks to be ‘approved,’ and, in astonishing coincidences, anything tactical we try to move invariably suffers some ‘quirk of magic’ that causes an accident of one type or another. ‘Oh, it’s hard to say what happened to that shipment of missiles; it simply vanished!’ they’ll say. Or maybe ‘Golly, we don’t know where that entanglement array went to, but we’re looking.’ It doesn’t happen often enough to prevent us from using the TGS altogether, but it’s obvious what’s going on. And what choice do we have? They are the only highway through the stars. It’s too late to go back. It’s a new universe now, and it’s looking like Earth, at least in the form of the NTA, will not be top dog at all. Wars are won in logistics, and this one, to be frank, is all but lost. Yet for some reason, they don’t want us to know it yet, so they continue to bleed us rather than putting us out of our misery.”

“If it is all but lost, then it is not lost. So go and take the TGS depots by force,” the War Queen snapped, frustrated and annoyed by what stank of weakness or, worse, cowardice. “You have allies on Prosperion. You didn’t need me free to do that.”

“Not so many allies as you think, Your Majesty. Even if we captured all the depots here in our system, the one on Tinpoa in your system, and even the one they’ve only just begun on that moon over Andalia, then what? To finish the deal, we would still have to take Prosperion. That is ultimately where teleporters are going to come from, and the enchanters and diviners that protect them. The whole galaxy is held hostage by the TGS. Crown City controls the flow of teleporters, and that bastard Jefe in San Francisco is the crown’s attack dog here on Earth—not to mention being her technological security source on your world.”

“Then finish him off here first,” the War Queen fumed, as if the lack of military resolve were a personal insult. “By the gods, man, you are the NTA. Is this not planet Earth? Send in your armies. Do what we are asking you to do. Surely that old lich sitting on my throne doesn’t have enough magicians to hold you off on your own planet.”

“But she does,” the director countered. “You of all people know how potent a force can be made of planes, mechs, and magicians working as one. And she has all the magicians and at least as many machines as we do. Her partner, Jefe, made sure of it. They took half of our forward bases three months after the Prosperion overthrow, seizing nearly half our mechanized ground assets and nearly a quarter of our low-orbit air assets before we knew what was happening. He brought teleporters straight to our bases before we had any idea that Mexico was moving in. By then it was too late. We shored up our magical defenses—thanks to some controversial research we already had underway, thank God, and thank you, for having set it in motion—but it’s been us trying to play catch-up ever since. Crown City wouldn’t help us, as you can obviously see, but they pretend neutrality. Crown City calls this a civil conflict. They told us that the magicians helping the Mexican invaders were ‘rogues’ and evidence of the residue of your incompetent reign.” He waited for the storm of hatred to blow over her expression before finishing. “The TGS and Crown City even put out warrants for the arrests of a handful of magicians we had on video, although I’m sure it won’t surprise you to discover none of them have been captured yet.”

Altin shook his head, exchanging glances with Orli, who looked equally exasperated by it all. Orli turned and asked, “Then why not melt those bases from space? They didn’t take your fleets, did they?”

“They put three ships we sent at them into the sun. Thirty thousand men and women dead in less than fourteen minutes.” He paused and let that sink in. “As I said, the war is lost; the rest of what we do is for pride, I suppose. Or stubborn idiocy. Hope springs eternal, as they say. We’re waiting on a miracle.”

“Director,” pressed General Pewter, “that is precisely why we need your help. We have your miracle in the legitimacy of the true Prosperion Queen. And we have both Tytamon and my son-in-law there, Sir Altin Meade. The people of Prosperion love all three. They are icons. And the magical power between them is staggering, the two greatest wizards of their world and their greatest warrior. We can turn the tide. But to do it, we must first break loose the hold the Reconquista forces have here on Earth. That’s what’s got you paralyzed. Doing that starts at that compound in Mexico. We’ll put the first hole in their dike there. We’ll get the Queen’s armor back, then go straight to Crown City with her, the two most powerful magicians in the universe, and every mech in your arsenal. That’s how we take the throne back and fix this thing.”

“It sounds like a wonderful plan, General, but I haven’t got what you ask for. I just don’t. There is no place left I can afford to weaken, even by the count of five mechs. A retreat from anywhere loses an entire section of the continental territory. If I lose the Midwest, we can’t feed ourselves to fight anywhere else. If I lose the Southeast, I lose half my servers and 20 percent of my energy production. Worse, Jefe’s forces will be in New England within a week after the South falls, and not only does that ruin a vital financial hub, it’s our water. Even if I still had the Midwest, they’d all go thirsty if I lost those eastern reservoirs and pump stations. There isn’t a drop of drinkable water from the Mississippi to the Rockies without those pumps; what little surface water remains is poison, and the aquifers have been empty for centuries. I can’t hold any of this together without all of those pieces. One falls, we’re not at war—we are under siege. Hell, they probably wouldn’t even bother with us up here after that. They’ll let us rot in our bunkers at that point, hardly more than an inconvenient wasp’s nest at the farthest end of the yard.”

The War Queen rose from her chair. Despite her frail frame—frail at very least by comparison to the woman they’d all known before—she still managed to radiate regality. “Director Bahri, I need an army. You told me once, standing upon the Fire Fountain paying tribute to the fallen heroes of both our worlds, that we, you and I, would be ‘forever friends.’ Those were your words. I am asking you to do nothing more than what you agreed to do.”

“You and I are friends. And our worlds are friends, at least technically. I am not at war with the people of Prosperion, as I have already explained. Technically we are still cooperating. I am at war with Mexico. Technically, I am not even at war with them, but with a large constituency of them, whom their president claims he cannot take action against lawfully, but whom he also cannot persuade to stop. It is an odd universe we live in where people continue to be on war footing without having an actual enemy to declare war upon, at least not in such a way as to prevent the annihilation of innocents by the millions. We are fighting to survive, Your Majesty. I cannot help you. I am simply not in a position to oblige. I am sickened by my having to say it, but it is true.”

“As am I.” She turned back to Altin. “Take me back. Being in the presence of such weakness nauseates me.”

Altin rose and looked to Orli, a question, but she could only shrug. He turned to Tytamon and the general next, both of whom nodded. It was time to go.

Everyone stood, the general even taking the time to reach across the desk to shake Director Bahri’s hand. “I understand the situation, Director. If you change your mind, you know how to get in touch with me. You really are in a position to win this if you can find a way to see past the poor advice your advisers are giving you—especially if you truly feel the war is already lost. There is no reason not to join us.” He locked eyes with the director, an intense silent exchange, not an appeal but the simple, sober look of a man who recognizes that someone is about to make a colossal mistake. The director saw it, offered a wan smile as a last apology, and then let the general’s hand go.

“Sir Altin, now! Before I vomit,” demanded the Queen.

The director shouted, “No!” as Altin started the teleportation spell, but it was too late.

Electricity flowed instantly from the floor the moment Altin’s mind opened to the mana, the instant of it. Altin only felt it briefly before he and the rest of them collapsed, knocked unconscious by precisely enough amperage to take the toughest human down—all but the director, of course, who stood immune, wearing a pair of what were now standard-issue NTA boots, complete with insulated soles.




Chapter 27

Altin woke lying upon a cot in a very small room, barely two paces square. The walls were white, sterile, and adorned with nothing. They were cold to the touch. Light emanated from the entire ceiling, diffused by textured glass of some alien Earth kind. It was absurdly bright, just short of being torturous, but as far from comforting as seemed humanly possible.

He had no blanket, so there was nothing to throw off as he sat up and put his feet on the floor. Doing so confirmed that the floor was even colder than the wall. Orli had convinced him to put on a pair of sandals before they came to Earth to visit the leader of the NTA, and here he was barefoot again, his captors having taken them. Which was fine, as he preferred bare feet anyway. And, obviously, shoes had not protected him from the lightning cast by the floor in the director’s office. Or, if not cast, channeled in the way of Earth technology. Their use of electricity in most ways simulated proper enchantment magic, but it wasn’t. Or not exactly. What had happened had been a trap. And it had been waiting for them. The electricity cast not by someone but by something.

Altin was convinced he knew what that thing was, if not exactly, in principle. It had to be similar to the yellow boxes he’d seen in the Mexican compound. He’d suspected something like them would be in operation at the NTA before they left Calico Castle, but despite the divinations of both Tytamon and Doctor Leopold—not to mention Altin’s own detect-magic spell cast upon the gate of Fort Minot when they’d first arrived—nothing of the sort had been found. But he’d still known they would be there.

What made that confirmation more troubling was the speed with which that lightning magic … or technology … had been cast. It was instant. Nobody triggered that. There was no possible way any magician could have counter-spelled him so quickly. Not with his ring. Given the fact that he was the only one to have such a thing—as near as he knew—how else could they possibly counter-spell him as quickly as they had?

With a sudden rush of horror, it occurred to him to check his hand. Sure enough, it was gone. His ring, and his amulets as well. Gone, just like his shoes.

He went to the singular door of his cell, in which a narrow window was cut above the doorknob, head high, hand’s width across, and filled with thick glass. He couldn’t see out, however, for it was covered with paper from the outside.

Someone on the other side touched the knob as Altin tried to look through, clearly sensing that he was up and standing there. “Step back from the door, Sir Altin,” came a tinny voice from a speaker hidden in the ceiling. Whoever it was spoke the common tongue of Prosperion with a distinct but subtle accent, an Earth accent, or perhaps more accurately, an NTA accent.

He did as instructed, moving away until the backs of his knees touched the plastic plank of the bed. The door opened and in stepped three men, two guards in black NTA uniforms and another similarly attired though clearly an officer. A fourth man, whose face Altin could not see, stood outside in the corridor. Altin did notice he was wearing high boots, black pants, and a gray tunic of the sort worn by teleporters who were ranking members of the TGS.

“Sir Altin,” began the officer. “I apologize for having to meet this way; it’s a tricky and unfortunate bit of security. I’m sure you understand. If we can have a few moments without undue hostility, I think we can work things through and get you out of here.”

“That depends on what has become of my wife and my friends.”

“Lady Meade is fine, only a few … rooms down from yours. As are the rest.”

“All of them?”

“Yes.”

“The War Queen?”

“I understand she does not hold that title any longer.”

“She does.”

“I’m afraid that is no longer a situation considered under dispute.” His tone softened ever so slightly. “Sir Altin, you’ve been gone a very long time. Perhaps you will relax and let us catch you up.”

“That situation remains an enormous dispute,” Altin said. “But I agree, there is only the matter of some time to put things right.”

The man in the gray tunic stepped into the small chamber, pushing past one of the guards to face Altin directly. Altin recognized him as Ivan Gangue. “Sir Altin, your information is in fact out of date. Captain Formanek is correct, and no disputes remain regarding the rightful occupant of the throne—certainly none that are of any consequence, and what trifles there are, we’ll be putting to rights straightaway.”

“Councilman,” said the officer. “You overstep your authority. Please, remove yourself from the prisoner until he can be properly secured.”

That, of course, set Altin to chanting. He reached for the mana and was momentarily startled by the thick, swirling mass of it. What had on last contact been an endless universe of pink mist was now more akin to liquid, a stormy pink-and-purple sea. It was as it had always been before the ring, before Liquefying Stone, before so many things. It felt primitive. But he knew well enough what to do with it.

He had no time to do it, however.

Electricity ran through his body the instant he reached into the mana, and he fell to the floor and shook, his body stiff as a stilt.

The shock ended as quickly as it begun, and he curled up where he lay and fought to reclaim his ability to breathe. He remained bewildered for a time after, his mind clearing slowly.

“Yes, about that,” Captain Formanek said when Altin appeared at least marginally coherent again. “It’s best if you don’t try to use magic on NTA or TGS properties without proper clearance. Given the … difficulties of late, we’ve had to take measures to protect ourselves, as you can see.”

Altin sat up, rubbing his temples. The captain reached down to help him up, but Altin refused. He got to his feet on his own. He had to resist an empty threat for fear of Orli being harmed. He clenched his teeth and forced the welling rage back into the hate pool brewing in his guts. The twisted will of fate, of the gods, of whatever forces were at work in this universe was hells-bent on opening him up like one of those splitting atoms Roberto loved to mention whenever bragging about the Glistening Lady’s nuclear arsenal. The whole fury of an exploding star barely held itself together within him.

When he could finally speak in measured tones, he did so. “What do you want from me?”

“A small thing,” said the captain. “Something you can freely give.”

“Go on.”

“Legitimacy.”

“I do not understand.”

Captain Formanek turned back to Councilman Gangue and held out his hand. The Prosperion pulled a scroll from a pocket in his robes and handed it to him, and the captain in turn held it out to Altin. “Read this.”

Altin scanned it. There was some nonsense about the War Queen having no legitimate blood claim to the throne, and it was signed by a handful of the usurper queen’s lackeys as if that validated it. Altin stuffed it back at the captain. “Harpy spit and nothing more. And we both know it.”

The councilman stepped forward once more, snatching the scroll from Altin’s hand. “You will denounce that impostor, Karroll, whom you brought here in an act of treason. You will announce publicly that you now know she has no claim to the throne, that she never had claim to the throne, and that in seeing the truth, you understand that you had, as had we all for so long, been lied to. But now the truth has been revealed, and you will support the new monarch as the rightful ruler of Prosperion.”

“You don’t need me for that. I’ve already sworn fealty. And your traitor queen sits upon the throne without contest as we speak. You and her Earth lapdogs hold the rightful monarch in prison again—if this time here on Earth—assuming she still lives.”

“We’re not lapdogs,” said Captain Formanek. “We are merely in a position to … we must cooperate with her and, of course, with our important allies at the TGS. The woman you came here with is an escaped prisoner, wanted by the crown. There are treaties. And as for the rest, well, that escape you aided her in, along with your return through the rift, has complicated what was simple and functioning.”

“That is unlikely.” He looked back to Ivan Gangue. “How does one complicate an issue that suffers from ‘no disputes of any consequence’? Wasn’t that how you put it?”

“It was. But now, the people of Prosperion, knowing that you have returned from the dead, in a manner of speaking, now believe that you and Tytamon—who has been likewise resurrected, as you understand—have the favor of the gods. Add that to the fact that rumors circulate suggesting it was you who broke the prisoner out, and, well, that has caused a stir amongst the common folks of Kurr. You know how impressionable the uninformed masses can be, and that creates problems if not kept in check.”

“I did break her out,” Altin said. “It’s not a rumor.” He knew as soon as he said it that Orli would have huffed and rolled her eyes. But he didn’t care. He was sick of all of them, the whole lot of people with power, any measure of it; they were all the same, a great mass of vermin, writhing in the perversion of consuming greed, contorted to monstrosity by it, always clawing for more power and more control. These kings and queens, nobles, politicians, guild heads, and bureaucratic administrators, the lot of them were hardly any different than the horde of demons that had attacked Crown City and nearly torn it down, no different than the waves of them still rolling over the wreckage of what was once the great kingdom of the dwarves on Duador. What, in the end, would be the difference for the rest of Prosperion? For Earth? For the whole galaxy? At best death to everyone, otherwise slavery. How was the latter better than the former, anyway? “Of course I broke her out. Who else? I do not hide from that truth. I claim it. And you ought to recognize that I have done you a favor. You ought to help me put things to rights.”

“Well, on that last part we can agree. I am trying to help you put it right. I understand why you did what you did. But you did so by the misguided loyalty remaining in you for having been away so long.” The councilman huffed and ran a hand through hair that was salt-and-pepper gray. “Sir Altin, I’m offering you an opportunity to be forgiven by the crown, and have your compatriots forgiven with you.”

“They don’t need to be forgiven.”

The TGS leader leaned forward, holding up the scroll, which crinkled in his hands. “I can prove to you that Karroll never belonged on the throne beyond this document.”

Altin shrugged. He didn’t care.

“Sir Altin, you’ve been among Earth people long enough to understand they have technological magic that we do not yet possess. And they have seen what we could not find for ourselves: the truth. They’ve done the genetic profile. The impostor you are so loyal to truly has not the least genetic connection to her predecessor. She never did. This is not a trick; I swear it. I have seen the results myself.”

“What would a Prosperion know of such things?” Altin spat. “You are and always were the marchioness’ lapdog. Nothing more than a domestic ankle licker. Anyone on this base wearing a white coat could flash lights in a bottle of piss and say it proved that you were the son of harpies, and you’d believe it. How would you prove otherwise? You’ll eat whatever scrap of lies they throw at you.”

“As delightfully entertaining as all that is, I’m afraid I know quite a bit about these things, Sir Altin. Seven years is a long time, and I’ve always been a quick study. Plenty of time to bone up on such things. And … Sir Altin, I suspect you might be surprised to discover which lapdogs are serving what masters—disturbed even—though I think now is not going to be the time to reason with you.” He gave a saccharine smile and melted back through the door. “Give my request some thought, Sir Altin. We’ll get back to you tomorrow, after you’ve had some time to reflect. In the meantime, I’ll go have a word with your pretty wife and see what she has to say.”

Rage is an inadequate word to describe what filled Altin then. As is impotence.

When Gangue was gone, the captain turned and ordered the two guards out. He waited until they were gone. “You have no reason to trust me, nor should you if you truly see me as an enemy—my loyalty is to Director Bahri and the NTA—but you can trust this: you ought to do as the councilman bids you to. The offer of forgiveness, both his and the NTA’s—if we are being honest, it’s a small price to pay.”

“I am not so naive as to believe that such a proclamation would count the whole sum of the costs involved, Captain. I’ve known too many men like Ivan Gangue. Let the religious rabble rise up and contest his master; let the uninformed masses create havoc. If the only weapon left to me is silence, then so be it. I will not intervene for the usurper. I will not.”

The captain straightened to his full military height. “It’s your funeral,” he said. “But before it is, they’ll take you downstairs and cut you up like a fish. You and your old master, Tytamon. He is an Eight, as I recall. A rare specimen, more so even than you. We’ll learn a lot from that.”

“Threats of every order have come his way a thousand, thousand times. They’ve come at him over more centuries than you will ever know, threats by men, monsters, and demons far deadlier than you and your craven ilk. And I’ve had my share as well. The whole simpering lot of you cower behind these walls, talking tough at me while you tremble and await defeat at the hands of your real enemy, Jefe—a smarter and stronger representation of Earth than your NTA could produce. So yes, go ahead and threaten me. Threaten Tytamon. Threaten him while you wait for your southern neighbor, your fellow Earth man, to come and scrape you out of these walls like so much soft meat from a shucked oyster. Make your threats to a man you know has been dead before, not simply in a rift as I was, but truly dead. You won’t be the first to kill him. Or the last. Gods help you when he returns next time with your name upon his newly risen lips.”

“Well, that might be how it plays out. I don’t know anything about magic and supernatural things. But I do know your wife and friends are held here, and they won’t come back, even if you or Tytamon do.”

“Ah, there it is. Always the loved ones next. Threaten her, threaten everyone I know. I’ve heard it all before. Lies, threats, and propaganda. It’s all the same pattern, the same tool kit: do anything, say anything you must to perpetuate the fiction of those that control you, the narrative you cling to that lets you pretend you are not a source of evil in the world. It will end as it did before. More war. More of your people dead, more of your power lost, your culture lost. If you can’t see that you oppose the cause of peace and reason, then you are doomed to continue the spiral of your own demise.”

Captain Formanek nodded, even produced a smile that seemed genuine. “I respect your candor. And you are absolutely right, of course. We do tell ourselves a story, each of us at the center of our own. It’s never been different anywhere in the world or at any point in time. We have no other way to be. But that doesn’t change anything. You’re missing the important part: this isn’t the same NTA as it was when you vanished seven years ago. There were at least some standards in place before. We were on the side of something resembling right, or at least resembling the rule of law. But not anymore. What remains is hardly any better than what ‘my fellow Earth man,’ as you called him, Jefe and his Reconquista, represent. But it doesn’t matter. Morality is a luxury the desperate can’t afford. If we can’t stabilize this problem soon, the problem of too many competing narratives on too many competing worlds, there won’t be any difference between us and them worth mentioning anyway—if there ever was. And yet you, Sir Altin, you could be that difference. You could bring stability. You could bring us back from the precipice. Help us stabilize the world, the universe, a little for a little while. Stop the spinning. Give people a chance to find their souls again. I’m not even disagreeing with you. They … we … everyone, we all need your help. But we must maintain the status quo. For now.”

“If I do what you ask, I deliver Prosperion to the slaver queen permanently. She is in league with those people in Mexico, whom you claim as enemies.”

“True, but here is the part you are missing, Sir Altin: she is also in league with him.” The captain nodded in the direction of the departed Ivan Gangue. “Only he’s double dealing—triple dealing—with everyone, with us, with the Mexicans, and with the Queen of Kurr. He’s playing his own game, and if the wrong piece gets taken off the board at the wrong time, he will take everything. We are the only thing keeping him from holding all the cards. Once he does, he won’t need any of us. He needs the NTA intact because, other than Prosperion, we hold every populated—or at least serviceable—world within known human reach. If he excludes us and commits to only Crown City and the Reconquista, then he’s finished as much as they are if we come out on top.”

“Director Bahri says you are all but defeated now.”

“Director Bahri exaggerates.”

“Then help me restore the rightful Queen. Convince Director Bahri we need to—” Altin stopped and steadied his breathing, which was coming faster as frustration grew. It was as if the man saw the problem perfectly and yet came to a solution that was the exact opposite of the one the situation required. “Just tell him to give us what we have already asked for. We can deliver Councilman Gangue’s defeat.”

“No, you can’t.”

“Yes, we can. It starts with the usurper queen’s defeat.”

“But deposing her doesn’t depose him.” Again, he gestured in the direction of the absent councilman, as if saying his name were taboo. “As I said, the lapdogs in the galaxy are not what you think they are. At best they change couches from time to time.”

“If we place the War Queen back on her throne, you will have her commitment to finish Jefe. That problem will crumble instantly. The NTA reclaims its lost territory. Normalcy is restored.”

“Karroll will not defeat Jefe if Gangue opposes her. The TGS won’t move her troops here. And even if she can move them here on her own, Gangue will cut us off, and we won’t be able to get to Prosperion to help there. Meanwhile, he can send a Mexican army to Prosperion, and you’ve already seen how that plays out. Your magic is incredible, but against an all-out attack, even with the Liquefying Stones, you still won’t survive. With Gangue’s help, Jefe can wipe out Crown City—all of Prosperion—if he needed to.”

“Then what’s keeping him from doing that right now? Why not take it all for himself?”

“We are! We keep him from it.” It was Captain Formanek’s turn to calm his own rising frustration, obviously feeling—as Altin had—that the other party in the conversation failed to see the obvious. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. There is no piece in this puzzle that can be pulled without creating unpredictable chaos, and no matter how that plays out, Gangue ends up on top of whatever is left. Neither Director Bahri, Jefe, or the Prosperion monarchy want that, although I’d guess Jefe would be the most congenial to the idea of making some kind of deal. Even Gangue can’t rule an entire galaxy on his own.”

Altin shook his head. “That may all be correct, but it lacks context in the larger picture that none of you have bothered to recognize for all the petty squabbling.”

“Such as?”

“The Jellies. There is an entire galaxy, perhaps several of them, chock full of giant alien … tentacle people, and the cork is off that bottle, allowing as many of those things to pour into this side of the wormhole as wish to come through. For the moment they appear more concerned with our Hostile friends than with us, but who is to say what they will do next? They collect alien species and keep them in jars on laboratory shelves. Have you got a plan for that, for what happens when they finish digging their mana wells on Yellow Fire and Blue Fire?”

“We have no plan,” the captain confessed. “Not yet, anyway. But they do nothing to us now, as you admit. They haven’t bothered one of our worlds or bases, not in the least, not even a flyby. They know we are around because we’ve flown enough of our own vessels around their operation on Cep128a1, the world you call Yellow Fire. We’ve been watching that planet and the operation those aliens have going on there. They don’t seem to care about us at all.”

“What they care about is the mana—and, more directly pertaining to the ambitions of the grubbing humans of this galaxy, the Liquefying Stone. They do something with it. And they’ll not let whoever reigns on Prosperion have another crystal of it. Surely that won’t suit Councilman Gangue at all. How do you think that war will play out once he, once all of you, realize the new gold in the universe is guarded not only by Hostiles but by Jellies whose ships and whose technology literally dwarf your own? They have magic—at least some version of it—and they can block it. They have the ability to do things your people cannot. Or mine. This is a foolish time for the realms of humanity to be at war with one another. Again.”

“I think most all of us are perfectly happy leaving the Hostile worlds alone, just as we are content to leave your Jellies be. We’ve already seen how war with a Hostile world can go, so if they are at peace with us, we are at peace with them. It is up to the Hostiles to make their own peace, or not, with the Jellies. Not us. Frankly, there is no reason for interaction between those Hostile worlds and ours beyond the simple arrangement of the occasional shipment of Liquefying Stone, as you suggest. We’ve got ships in position to observe Cep128a1 but little more. And that’s how it will stay no matter who is in charge on Earth or Prosperion. So, no, Sir Altin, Hostiles and Jellies, that is not a context that concerns me, or anyone. It is a context best left alone.”

Altin doubted that “little more” part, and it was clear the man had not the least concern for the health and well-being of Yellow Fire, the living thing, the living world that would be undone by whatever it was the Jellies were doing, or had already done. Altin shook his head as he spoke. “You are so obsessed with the mosquito buzzing by your ear that you aren’t listening for the wind whistling in the wyvern’s wings. It’s swooping down on you right now, Captain. Bahri’s alliance was made with the War Queen. You want legitimacy, restore her to power, and we work together to sort the rest. Imagine, an ally you could trust. Or is that no longer something that appeals to you in this new galaxy you have made in my absence?”

“We never broke trust with Karroll. She was overthrown in a civil conflict. Our alliance was with the government of Kurr. We had no reason—or time—to intervene. And we wouldn’t have even if we’d had time. If you wipe that snarl off your face and think about it for a minute, you’ll realize I’m right. We didn’t ask for this. We’re living in it.”

“The usurper is helping your enemy in Mexico.”

“We’ve already gone over this. She was. Now, officially, she claims she is not. That is how we are at an impasse. She treats both the NTA and Mexico ‘impartially,’ as she says. Jefe’s Reconquista keeps finding magicians to help defend itself, but Jefe insists that he has relationships that he makes himself. He ‘meets people’ and brings Prosperions to Mexico using the allotted interplanetary visa counts allocated to the nations and exo-nations of Earth for each calendar year. The rest is a political game.”

“Well, it’s up to you if you want victory. The only opportunity to change the balance you’ve all made for yourselves these last seven years is to insert something new. That something is me and Master Tytamon, and the restoration of the rightful Queen.”

“And what is it that you think we can really do for you on that front? Give you an army?” He laughed, a great big laugh that was snuffed by the smallness of the room. He saw Altin’s expression of surprise and shook his head. “Of course Bahri told me.” He stared at Altin long and hard, then sighed. “Sir Altin, you aren’t listening to me. Or him. It’s all teetering on the razor’s edge. He is more pessimistic than I am about our current situation, but he’s not entirely wrong. One false move on any of the three sides, and all hell will break loose … for everyone. There is no army left to spare for you.”

“Fine. If you really can’t help me, then let me go. I’ll get one myself.”

“And how will you do that? If you had that option, you wouldn’t have come begging.”

“I’ll figure something out.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you unless you cooperate with the councilman. I have orders. And they come from the top. We need to permanently secure the legitimacy of the sitting monarch’s claim, and it is to our extreme benefit to have that strengthening be the direct result of NTA efforts. That makes you, Sir Altin, our best play.”

“It’s a toothless play, and we both know it. And the orders, they come from the top of what? You said yourself there is a three-way détente.”

“Yes. And this comes from the heads of all three parts, believe it or not. Nobody wants the kind of change you threaten us with, a fourth side. Nobody. So, you need to do as you have been asked, or you go nowhere. Or worse, they take you downstairs. They’ve already got your ring. And I assure you, they’d love to have that brain as well.”

“My brain? What could they possibly want with that?”

“Sir Altin, as I said: you are going to be the difference, whether you like it or not. The only question is going to be a matter of whether you are … shall we say … in a position to be aware of it or not. Times have changed. The gloves are off. We’ve tried playing by the rules, as Director Bahri insisted that we do, to cling to that luxurious morality you so enjoy. He tried. But time is running out. And your return here may be the final opportunity. It’s up to you how that plays out. I hope you spend some time thinking on that.”

With that, he turned and left, leaving Altin to stare at the door. A tentative, essentially reflexive attempt to contact Tytamon by telepathy left Altin convulsing for a few moments on the floor.

When his mind cleared, he lay there panting, confused, bitter, and growing angrier by the second. He rolled onto his back and stared up into the light, searching for the answer in the soulless brilliance. But no great insights came. All he knew was that he needed to find his wife and get her out of this place. Again.




Chapter 28

Pernie glared into the monitor, much as she had a few days earlier when Jeremy first reported that the Glistening Lady had returned. That first night, she’d tried to convince herself it wasn’t happening, that it couldn’t be happening—that she didn’t even want it to be happening. One moment she’d be up, jumping giddily, shouting, “I knew it,” to the ceiling, beyond the ceiling, up to the gods that had tried to deny her what she knew one day would be hers. What should be hers. The next moment, however, she’d be down. Seated on the edge of her bed, face in her hands, realizing that the burden would return with him, the weight of patience, of waiting her out, that bitch. That damned skank Orli Earth-bitch whore.

But maybe she’d be dead.

Maybe seven years had killed her. That was a long time. Anything could happen. Accidents. Disease. And through a wormhole. So many ways to die.

But what if not? What if he was dead instead? She’d already lost him once. She never believed he was gone, but sometimes, on her angrier days, she thought it would serve him right. But she’d known he wasn’t, because her heart would have died too. It would have stopped beating and died, curled up like an old dead spider, lying there, drying out in a dark corner of her dead chest. For years she’d waited for it to happen, too. For her heart to give up. But it didn’t. So she’d known. And now the ship was back. It was all so much better. And worse. For almost a whole week she’d had to keep waiting and keep wondering in the media silence. But now she didn’t have to wonder anymore. New media footage was finally released, and there he was.

He was beautiful. He was triumphant. He was the greatest mage the universe had ever known. The greatest man.

The net feed showed his perfect face as clear as day. It really was him: Master Altin, ascending the steps at the Palace in Crown City, looking exactly as he had the last time Pernie had laid eyes upon him. Perfect and unchanged. And of course the whore bitch was with him. How could he have married her? She was beneath him in every way. It was disgusting to see it now. She hadn’t understood how unworthy that woman was before. But now it was obvious.

Which was fine. Maybe he deserved her. Stupid Earth cow. They deserved each other. If Pernie had been with him, he would never have been lost for seven long years.

She turned off the feed and stared at her own reflection in the mirror black of the monitor glass. Seventeen now, a woman. Earth men gawked and drooled and made idiots of themselves fantasizing about her “magic” ass. They told her how beautiful she was in every possible way they could. Like she gave a shit what they thought. Like she gave a shit about being beautiful.

Although, she wondered if he would think so.

Seven years was a long time. He might not even recognize her. She could sneak up on him—she was damn good at that now with what she’d learned from the elves, and what she’d learned training with NTA special ops—she could slip into his bed one night, slip right between them. She could cut out the black heart of his Earth-born wife and set it on his pillow next to him. Maybe she would cut out his heart too, for leaving her behind. For making her wait and worry and even, sometimes, in the darker times, fear that she might give up. Waiting a hundred years for a man you could keep your eye on was one thing, but waiting for one that everyone said was dead was something else. It was a condition that wanted freedom. So maybe rather than kill the blank skank, she should kill him. Kill him, then wake Orli up and let her see his heart on her pillow, let her find out what it was like to have him gone forever like Pernie had.

She wouldn’t, of course. She’d made a promise. It would be easier to keep it now. But she did decide she was going to be mad at him for a while. He deserved to know what he had put her through.

She came back to herself, the decision made. As Orli’s horrified face faded from fantasy into memory, Pernie’s own face replaced it, reflecting back at her in the monitor. She stared into it, trying to decide if she actually was beautiful.

How might he see her?

Her mouth twitched, eventually fussing into a snarl. She couldn’t tell. She didn’t want to be beautiful. Probably. Not that it mattered.

She punched the monitor, four quick blows, which crushed the black glass, turning it gray as cracks spread in concentric patterns out from the epicenter of her fist like frozen blast waves.




Chapter 29

One of the biggest advantages of being a woman is how stupid men are. An inch of cleavage and they’ll let you steal their money or stab them in the temple with a fork—two inches, and they’ll thank you for doing it.

Pernie rolled her eyes as the lamest of lies and a two-inch stretch of open zipper got her within three levels of Altin Meade’s cell. She knew it was three levels down because Jeremy told her where Altin was after hacking the information and, as he’d put it, “destroying his career.” At least she hadn’t had to unzip her uniform for him. Jeremy did anything she asked without any such things. He always had, and she was absolutely sure he always would. He never complained either. Which had seemed odd this time, odd that he’d looked so weird. His big puppy-dog eyes had shimmered a little as she made her case why he should do it despite it being “illegal as hell.” He never cared about doing illegal stuff for her before. But this time, it was as if she’d asked him to do something that made him sad.

She’d seen the look but ignored it. Big baby. There was no reason why getting a little data on where Sir Altin was being kept should make Jeremy cry. He’d always been gentle, always on the tender side emotionally, however, so she wrote it off as him being in a mood. She sometimes teased him that she was supposed to be the girl. A little jab—“What? You’re not on your period, are you?” she’d ask. And it was enough. He did as she asked. And she’d protect him for having done it, too.

She made her way into the detention block and requested the name of the prisoner she was here to visit: Gunnery Sergeant Stazie Verduzco. Pernie had no idea who the woman was, but her cell was right above Altin’s, with, of course, two floors in between. Fifty feet tops.

The ensign at the desk watched her exit the elevator. Pernie came out purposefully and strode up to the desk. “I’m on the list for Sergeant Verduzco. Grayborn, Pernie. Oh eight hundred hours.”

The young officer tapped it into his console. He nodded upon finding it. “Yes, you’re on there.”

Obviously she was on there. She’d just watched Jeremy put her on there twenty minutes ago. She resisted the urge to say something for fear her irritation might show in her voice.

The ensign looked at her for a moment longer, his eyes dropping from hers and scanning down. She managed not to roll her eyes again and instead leaned forward so that he could check her out.

Idiots.

“That’s a magic-suppression collar,” he said. “You’re the Prosperion pilot they transferred in.” He wasn’t asking.

“Yeah, and?”

“I’m not sure whoever cleared you for detention considered that.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She tried to look bored but suspected she might have sounded totally annoyed. She focused on her breathing and worked on that damned “mindfulness.”

He continued to scrutinize her, eyes narrowing. She was pretty sure she could take her shirt off and it wouldn’t change the way he was looking at her. Every once in a while, she ran into a man who wasn’t a complete idiot.

“Give me a second,” he said. He reached for his console in the same instant Pernie reached for the back of his head. Once swift motion bounced his face off of his station, and he melted into silence beneath the desk.

That changed things a bit.

Calmly, she pulled an asbestos card and a micro-plasma torch from her kit. Working the card between the collar and her neck, she set to cutting off her collar. Despite the insulation of the card, it still burned. Heat rises, for one, and asbestos gets hot. Pain drove tears from her eyes as the heat bubbled her skin around the card, and she had only the dull reflection in the guard’s monitor to serve as mirror. But in minutes the thing was cut. She knew that in that instant, alarms would go off somewhere. Whatever NTA asshole was monitoring her and her magic would now know the thing was off.

Jeremy wasn’t the only one whose NTA career was done. And now, with the failure of her décolletage to befuddle the gatekeeper, she had to be quick. Jeremy had said she’d likely have no more than three minutes before the system put together what was going on, and less than another three to get it done.

She started by dragging the man out from under the desk and pulling his boots off. When she had them, she sat at his desk and tapped in the code Jeremy had made for her to contact him through the cellblock com system—a secure and wire-only network. She hoped he had already got himself wired in.

“Damn, that was fast,” Jeremy said the moment he appeared on screen. “So how close are you? At least one floor up?”

“No. Three. Open the door.”

“Three?”

“Jeremy.” She didn’t bark it, but her eyes served as the exclamation mark.

“One sec.” Almost instantly, the door behind her opened, giving her access to the cellblock. “You know the way?”

“Duh.” She was off at a run.

She ran down the long central corridor, counting off intersections until she got to the seventh one. She turned left, saw a guard walking down it—fortunately away from her—and scrambled back around. Silent instincts, kept honed by her training here on Earth, prevented her from sounding like a herd of mastodons, but it hadn’t even occurred to her to bother with an illusion to mask her sight, sound, and smell. Seven years was a long time.

She had to think very hard on what the spell was. Fortunately, Djoveeve and Seawind had taught her much shorter versions of the spells—the joy of elven insight paid huge dividends. Human spells were long and cumbersome, filled with words they only needed because they were so in awe of themselves. At least that was what Seawind had said: “If humans were humble, they wouldn’t need twenty-page songs.”

She managed a good enough version of invisibility, capitalizing on the fact that everything down here was bright, sterile, and white. She could cast a white illusion better than a see-through one. She was no sugar shrimp, that much was sure.

With the magic cast, and with the first draw of magic in seven long years, she filled with a renewed sense of confidence. She’d forgotten it in a way, lost her instinct for grabbing it at will. But she’d get that right back. They’d see. It was a shame she couldn’t complete her pilot’s training, especially for the bigger interplanetary ships, but, well, she’d find some other way. The die was cast, as the Earth people said.

She moved silently down the corridor. She didn’t want to take the guard out. That would give her exact location away, and she definitely needed time.

She found the cell in which Gunnery Sergeant Verduzco was held. The narrow window strip was uncovered. She peered inside. The woman was lying on her cot reading something on a tablet.

Pernie teleported inside, close enough to appear within arm’s length of the prisoner. She appeared with her hand over the woman’s mouth, dropping the illusions that shrouded her the moment she arrived. “Don’t say anything. I really don’t want to knock you out,” she whispered.

The woman’s eyes popped wide, and for a moment she looked completely terrified. Then she relaxed and nodded. Pernie glared at her, eyes threatening. The woman nodded again, and Pernie removed her hand.

“I need you to turn around and face the wall,” Pernie said. “And hand over that tablet. It will go best for you if you cooperate.”

“You’re the Prosperion pilot, aren’t you?” That came out loud, in a normal voice, but she was handing the tablet over as she’d been told. Pernie tossed it into the corner of the room.

“Just shut your mouth,” Pernie said. “Are you going to be a problem or not?”

“Do your thing.” The prisoner crossed her ankles and sat staring into the corner. “You’re here for Sir Altin Meade, aren’t you?”

“I’ll knock you out if you say another word.”

The woman fell silent, and Pernie went to work, pulling a larger plasma torch and an old-fashioned hammer and pick from her pack—she’d have given anything to have the pick Ilbei Spadebreaker had given her. She only had enough explosives for one blast, so it was going to be labor intensive for the first two floors at least. Which meant this was going to be cutting it close for time.




Chapter 30

Something boomed above, a loud noise and a vibration through the bunk frame that jolted Altin out of whatever dream he’d been having. He looked about but saw nothing. He pressed his hands flat into the thin mattress that lay atop the hard bunk, feeling for tremors, a vibration, anything to confirm the noise was real and not part of the dream. Nothing.

He sat up and rubbed his eyes, then pushed his fingers through his hair. Only a dream. He got up and went to the door, examining the edges of the paper covering the narrow window, finding, as always, no gaps to peer through.

Something snapped above him, a popping noise. Twice more it came, and as he looked up into the light, spots appeared, bright sparks raining down, seen through a haze. They landed on the translucent material of the ceiling, a thick, foggy plastic. The sparks dimmed quickly after they fell, forming black specks, burns in the plastic with browning edges like smoke stains. More and more of them fell, forming a roughly circular pattern. Shortly after, a dark, round plate of something landed atop the ring of burnt spots, something heavy by the volume of the thud.

Altin moved to the corner of the room and watched, staring up into the glare but unable to make out anything distinctly. A shadowy figure came down, someone, he determined, and he could clearly make out the bottoms of that someone’s feet. The feet moved around a little, lightly, making no sound. The shadow-someone bent down, and right after a bright bluish light appeared. The light flowered against the translucent ceiling, flattening and turning the material brown, then black. An awful smell followed. Smoke formed and churned and spread around the top of the room right away, cloying and foul. The blue light pierced the ceiling, and then the flower became a single bright flame that hissed through the hole it made.

Straightaway, the flame began to melt away the ceiling material. It moved back and forth, making no real effort at geometric shapes, and in under two minutes, an opening was formed large enough for a young woman to peer down into Altin’s cell.

In a quick series of motions, the flame snapped off, and she dropped down into his cell, nearly a shadow in an all-black flight suit, and right after, she stood before Altin, handing him, of all things, a pair of boots. He looked briefly at her, then down to the boots, then back at her again. She was staring at him in the strangest way. She seemed vaguely familiar.

For a moment she wore a curious expression, as if those first few seconds were spent deciding if he were real. But that faded, and for a flicker after he thought he saw relief flash in her bright blue irises. But clearly not, for in the instant that thought dawned, her expression narrowed to a glare, a familiar one, and he was sure he knew her somehow.

“Why did you come back?” she demanded.

“What?”

“They finally convinced me you were dead. Why did you come back?”

“Why …? I—who convinced you I was dead?” She looked a lot like Pernie. She even sounded like Pernie. At least in a way.

“All of them.”

Altin started to answer, but she cut him off.

“Never mind. Put these on,” she commanded as she jammed the boots into his stomach. She wouldn’t look at him now.

She moved to the window, doing much as he had, seeking a gap to peer through. She knelt, turning her head sideways and pressing her ear to the floor. Altin noticed a rather wicked-looking star-shaped scar on her neck, purplish and thick. He tilted his own head and saw there was another at her throat. Nothing Pernie had had before. But that face was so familiar. So was the platinum color of her hair, pulled up in a ponytail. Older now, a young woman, but that was almost certainly her. It had to be.

“Pernie?” he asked. “Is that you?”

She straightened and turned back, looking him in the eye. A pot of fury seemed to percolate in her, but she dropped her gaze right after to the boots he held numbly in his hands. “Put them on. They’re coming.”

“Who’s coming?”

She didn’t answer. She reached over her shoulder and drew a long rod from a sheath clipped to her pack, a smooth black thing like a topless cane. She held it easily in her hands, but defensively. She cocked an impatient eyebrow at him. When he still hadn’t moved to put on the boots, she added with a saccharine sneer, “If you want to get your sweet wife and the rest of them out of here, you’ll put them on now.”

“Orli? Where is she? Roberto? Do you know where they all are?”

The expression she turned on him then was a mix of impatience and disappointment. Like she’d been expecting more. He was sure it was Pernie now. There could be no doubt. Taller, blossomed to womanhood, but still lean and wiry, still wild in that ineffable way she’d always had.

He glanced down at the boots. They were going to be too small by a size at least. “They’re too small,” he said, presenting them back to her. She flashed irritation at him and snatched them from his hands. Her hand twitched on the rod, and a long, slender blade sprang from one end, locking into place with a click. In two deft movements, she cut open the toe box of each boot, then pushed the pair back at him, shaking her head as if disappointed again.

He studied her a moment longer, but the way she watched him conveyed that she really was bewildered that he wasn’t moving faster than he was. She was a changed creature, that was sure.

He pulled the boots on, his bare toes poking out from the ends. Other boots could be heard as footfalls fell heavily outside. Men were barking orders in serious tones.

“That way,” Pernie said, pointing to one wall. “Four rooms that way for your wife.” The last word came out with contempt. “See to her. You can cast now. The boots insulate you from the floor—just don’t let your toes touch. Go. Hurry.”

He wasted another moment watching her, a frown upon her face, but he was recovered enough from his initial surprise to recognize a rescue underway. He turned toward the wall she’d pointed at and braced himself for the voltage as he tested the mana. The electricity didn’t come. The mana did, albeit slowly without the ring. He remembered well enough how to cast conventionally, however, and he pushed his magic sight through the wall, into the next room. Then into the next, and the one after, and then the one after that. Orli was sitting on her bunk, running her fingers through her hair. He wanted to watch her, to drink in her beauty, but there was no time. He’d found her, exactly where Pernie said.

He let go the sight spell. “Found her!” he announced.

“Take us there, quickly.”

The teleport took an agonizingly long time to cast. He’d grown so used to casting instantaneously that chanting each word was an act of forced discipline. He almost lost his concentration when he heard the key card rasp in the door slot, a voice shouting as it did, “Freeze, both of you. Now.”

He and Pernie vanished as the door swung out.

They reappeared inside Orli’s cell, the rush of air that preceded them blowing her hair back and sitting her upright with a startled look upon her face.

“Altin!” she gasped. She regarded Pernie, frowned for the barest moment, then asked more than greeted, “Pernie?”

For a moment, both Altin and Orli thought Pernie was going to ram the knife end of her long black rod right through Orli’s neck, but Pernie’s blatant scorn turned to regimented neutrality right after. Pernie looked up to Altin, who had moved himself into position between her and his wife. Pernie’s upper lip quivered on one side of her mouth, something feral twitching there, but her voice was measured when she spoke. “That way, six hallways parallel to this one, then left. Eleven doors on your right, cell 821.” She pointed in the general direction of the cell door.

Altin glanced to Orli, who clearly had no idea what that meant. Altin did, however, so with one long indrawn breath to steady himself, he cast another seeing spell. He followed Pernie’s instructions as before, pushing through the cell wall into the hallway beyond. Men were running down toward this room already, clearly aware of where they’d gone. The cameras would have seen all of this, and surely whoever monitored them was communicating what was going on. He had to be quick.

He pushed through the cell opposite Orli’s, then the one behind it, across a hallway, then into another cell. He repeated this for five more hallways, then turned left and ran his sight to the door marked 821. He pushed through that cell door, and sure enough, there was Roberto.

He dropped the sight spell. Turning to Orli, he said only, “Teleporting now.” Her eyes widened, but she nodded. A few moments later, they were gone, again right as the door flew wide on Orli’s cell.

Roberto jumped when the three of them appeared. “Holy shit!” he yelped, then grinned. “You scared the crap out of me.”

“Sorry. Brace yourself for a teleport. No time to explain.”

Roberto was looking back and forth between them all, his brown eyes still wide with surprise. He had just begun to ask, “Is that Pernie?” when Altin turned to her and asked where to next.

Pernie gave him locations for the cells still holding General Pewter, Deeqa Daar, and the War Queen, which they went to one after the next.

The guards had it figured out by the time Altin’s magic sight was approaching the last cell door, that of the War Queen. There were six NTA soldiers already there, already entering the tiny room. He saw the imperious look upon the War Queen’s face. She appeared to understand that whatever agitated them worked on her behalf. She also seemed to understand that despite the weapons they carried, they were not allowed to kill her, because she went straight to work on them, knocking the first of them unconscious with a palm-thrust up under his chin. Altin couldn’t help but marvel at how fast she was, or how strong, given how weathered she still looked compared to her previous regal self. He’d always heard she was the greatest warrior on Prosperion, he’d even seen it outside the Crown City gates, but lately he’d come to assume most of that was due to the enchantments on her armor. Perhaps he’d been too quick in that assessment. As he let the seeing spell go, a second guard was crumpling to his knees.

“She’s got guards in the room already,” he announced as he returned his attention to his companions, waiting for him in Deeqa’s cell. “She’s taken down two already. We must be quick.” Everyone nodded that they were ready. Altin began the spell. The cell door swung wide as he chanted, and two men rushed in—just in time to get the butt of Pernie’s rod between their eyes, first one, then the next, the thrusts so quick and so precise that neither had time to so much as blink. They fell one upon the other like broken marionettes, as if someone had cut their strings.

Pernie twisted her hands on the rod at both ends, extending the rod by half a span, making it as long as Altin was tall. She spun it, then did something else with a twitch of her fingers on the shaft, and the end opposite the blade began to buzz, glowing now with a dull bluish-white light. The rest of the men pressing the door stepped back. One of them leveled his rifle at Pernie, but she thrust her humming spear forward and smacked him on the back of the hand so quickly that Altin didn’t even see it until the gun was falling and the man was dropping to the floor. He landed hard and gripped his wrist with his uninjured hand, screaming and staring with wide-eyed horror at the dark smoke rising from the wound. The rest of the contingent stood frozen, staring nearly as wide-eyed as the man writhing on the floor. One of them leaned his mouth toward his com badge and asked, “What do we do?”

Altin finished the teleport spell before the answer came, and as if it were all the same fight, Pernie launched into a whirling sequence of kicks and spins, thrusting and mashing with her staff the moment they appeared outside the beleaguered War Queen’s cell. In seconds, six guards lay in a heap, three by the War Queen and three by Pernie. Only the War Queen was panting at the end of it, however, proving she was not so fully recovered as Altin had hoped.

The deposed monarch saw the new arrivals all standing there gawking at her and at the pile of limp guardsmen. She shrugged. “I haven’t lost my touch,” she said. She regarded Pernie then, who was in the process of reducing her weapon back to its compact form. “Miss Grayborn, I presume?” the War Queen asked. “It seems you’ve found yours.”

Pernie smiled a great, wide smile. The first since appearing in Altin’s room. “Yes, Your Majesty. It is me. I’ve done just like you made me promise. Mostly, anyway. I know I wasn’t supposed to cast magic before, and I did, but I’m not mad anymore that they made me stay or took away my magic for a while. I really did try to keep all my promises.”

“Good for you, child. And your timing is excellent.” She looked to Altin, her eyes sliding down to the borrowed boots he wore, his toes sticking out from the front of them like dull, fleshy claws. She looked to her own bare feet pressed upon the smooth, white-painted floor. “Fancy that; for once the shoes are on the other feet, aren’t they, Sir Altin?” She actually laughed. As if it was all some great fun they were having.

No one else laughed, but Altin smiled and nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“All right, then, let’s be on with it. What’s the rest of your escape plan?”

Altin jerked his head toward Pernie. “It’s her wagon. I’m merely the mule.”

“Go on then, child, what next?” the War Queen demanded.

Pernie’s blonde brows moved together as her lips curled in. She definitely seemed in that moment like the Pernie Altin remembered. “We need to get Jeremy,” she said. “But after that, I don’t know. Home to Prosperion, I guess.”

“Who is Jeremy?” Altin asked.

She spun on him so violently he thought she was going to hit him with her black stick. “He’s my friend,” she snarled. “A real one. And without his help, you’d still be back there in your cell.”

Altin drew back, his hands up defensively. “Okay. Good,” he soothed. “We’ll get him. Where is he?”

She pointed at the ceiling, then moved up to him, only inches away. She wasn’t as tall as Orli was, her eyes barely at the level of his throat. She looked up into his face, reached up quickly with her left hand, and wrapped it behind his head, right above his neck. She pulled his face down to hers, moving her own just enough that her lips brushed against his ear.

He made to resist, at least at first, but she was awfully strong, and he could not without making it into something of a tussle. He let her hold him there. Her breath was warm against the side of his face. He could hear it. He waited several heartbeats for what came next. He half expected a knife in his guts, though he could not say why.

She lingered a moment. He thought he heard her inhale. Was sure of it. But then she spoke, the barest whisper.

“They are listening. Jeremy is alone up there. He is my age, seventeen. Thin, with black hair. He’s behind a dumpster—a big green metal box with garbage inside—and he’s got two computers with him. Red sweatshirt and tan pants.” She paused and drew in another long breath, pulling him even closer as she did. Her cheek brushed his. “You’ll have to find him,” she began again. “Go straight up through the ceiling; it’s over three miles. Measures. They are the same.” Altin already knew. “Go up into daylight, then look for the metal towers. They look thin, as if made from metal sticks. With lights on them. There are two clusters of them nearby. One to the east, three towers together, and one just south of us, with only two towers. That’s the cluster you want. Jeremy is forty spans northwest of those towers, beyond a lot filled with gravity trucks under repair. Go behind the repair building and across the back street. There’s a dumpster between the buildings. He is there.”

Altin tried to pull his head away, but her grip was iron, and she held him a moment longer than she strictly needed to. Then she let go, suddenly, which caused his head to jerk away. She spun from him and went to check the hallway.

He looked to his companions. Orli and Roberto wore strange expressions, the strangeness of the moment made evident by the fact that even Roberto had nothing to say.

Altin looked back to the door as Pernie returned. She glowered at him, something between revulsion and a broken heart in her eyes. “Do it, for fuck’s sake,” she commanded. That made everyone’s eyebrows rise. She’d definitely been on Earth for a while.

He cast the seeing spell and did as she had asked. He ran his vision up through many floors, too quickly to count, too many to explore. He half hoped he might see the flashing green of his ring by chance lying somewhere, making it easy to recapture what he’d lost, but of course no such convenience came to pass. It wasn’t long, however, before his vision had risen through all the floors, shafts, ducts, and acres of concrete to find the daylight.

Rotating his view slowly, he got his bearings as best he could. He remembered the general layout of Fort Minot well enough to recognize the place, by feel anyway, if not this specific area within the massive expanse. Such paralytic uniformity would not have been—could not have been—produced by any other than NTA military minds. Nobody else would work so hard to make something so purposefully regimented and functional, and so systematically unpleasant to gaze upon.

There were towers aplenty of the variety Pernie had described, but her instructions were clear enough, and he quickly located the two nearest installations, three towers to the east and two to the south. He ran his vision to the set of two, then went a best-guess forty spans. There was indeed a large, paved yard in which sat Earth vehicles in various states of disassembly. A few had wheels on them, some did not, and Altin wasn’t sure if all or any were “gravity trucks.” He didn’t allow himself to overthink. This had to be the place.

He pushed his vision up and flew it over the top of the maintenance building to the street behind it. Sure enough, wide, squat buildings formed an alley on the other side. He plunged his sight into the alley and found a dumpster, metal and green, precisely as described. Peering behind it, he saw a slender young man with dark hair in a red shirt, crouched against the wall, clutching a pair of large tablet computers to his chest. His eyes were wide with fright, and he glanced back and forth nervously, up and down the alley and even into the sky. He looked to a small viewing screen on his wrist, like a miniature version of his tablets, and Altin saw upon it a sequence of numbers scrolling by. A timer. The boy lowered his wrist and once more glanced about. He was clearly terrified. Altin wondered what Pernie had done to get him there. Probably some kind of threat. He wondered if it might not be kinder to leave him there. However, if this boy had helped them escape, helped them rescue the War Queen, then he was in trouble on this world—just as they all were. So it was time to go get him and then get the lot of them back to Calico Castle, straightaway.

He let the magic go and returned his vision to his present place. “Found him” was all he said. “Let’s go. Everyone ready?”

Nods around the room.

Five minutes later, they stood, Jeremy with them, before Tytamon in the courtyard of Calico Castle, seated as it was upon the red surface of Prosperion’s moon, Luria. The War Queen stared up into the stars, arms out wide as she turned and took in the dark expanse all around.

“Such a time we live in,” she said. “I should be angry at what has been taken from me. But I am not. I feel alive. I confess to thinking my time had come and gone, but it has not. And here I am. Now. How many billions of lives have gone before us that have never lived in such a moment in history as ours? I think I would not appreciate it if I had not lost everything. Perhaps the gods truly do have a plan.” She looked to Tytamon and smiled. “As do I. And I shall enjoy taking it all back even more than I did acquiring it the first time. Only now, only this way, can I appreciate what the kingdom really is, what it has become, or should become.” She turned to the rest of them, the gift of a smile growing upon her lips. “And Miss Grayborn, I have you to thank for—” She glanced about, turning a full circle. “Miss Grayborn?”

Pernie was gone.

Jeremy saw it too. He looked to the place where she’d been standing, then back to the rest of them. Strangers to the last. He looked to Altin, who looked back and thought the lad was about to cry.




Chapter 31

Djoveeve, unchanged for the course of seven years, stood waiting beside Seawind as Pernie appeared. The ancient assassin reached for her, and Pernie fell into the woman’s arms and wept, whole-bodied sobs that Djoveeve encouraged, holding her and stroking her hair. “It’s okay, little Sava. It’s okay.”

After a time, as the ambush of emotion began to wane, Pernie realized that the old Sava’an’Lansom had no idea whether “it was okay” or not. Which was okay, too. She just didn’t.

Pernie pulled away, wiping her wet cheeks with the backs of her hands. In truth, that was kind of surprising. She didn’t know where all that emotion had come from.

Seawind stared at her with an expression that suggested he was watching something remarkable but gross. The sort of face one wears while watching someone else vomit into a trash can.

She glared at him but said nothing. He had brought her back to String, after all, and he’d done it almost immediately after she’d sent Djoveeve the request. “Thank you,” she said, and meant it. It didn’t matter how he looked at her. He’d always looked at her that way, or at least, he often had. He probably thought of her as some experiment in a laboratory dish, an icky human to be picked up with tweezers and squinted at.

He accepted her gratitude with an inclination of his head.

“It was awful,” she said, more to Djoveeve than to Seawind. “I couldn’t have taken another second being there with them. With … her.” She pronounced the word wearing the expression of someone tasting bile. “I’m so lucky you were there when I reached out.” She thanked them both again.

“You were right on time,” Seawind said. “Luck had nothing to do with it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She frowned in Djoveeve’s direction, who nodded above a shrug.

“It’s true, little Sava. You called just as he said you would.”

“As the song said she would,” Seawind corrected.

“The song, of course,” Djoveeve amended. She looked Pernie up and down. “Well, they kept you fit and strong,” she said. “That, I confess, is a pleasant surprise. I had expected them to fatten you up and soften you.”

“They didn’t.”

“Are you sure of that?” Seawind asked. “The time draws near when you must take your place as Sava’an’Lansom. You cannot be slow. Not slow at all. This is clear.”

“What is clear? And I’m not slow. I’ll whip you good if you need me to show you how slow I am.”


Seawind vanished and reappeared, kicking her in the back. The blow sent her sprawling to the floor, hitting so hard her chin bounced and split open on the rock.

“As I feared. You are slow.”

She got up and wiped blood and grit from the gaping cut along the bottom of her chin. She whipped the black rod from her backpack and then shrugged the pack to the floor. In an instant, the rod was at its full length, the knife blade snapping into place at one end and the hum of the ion baton coming to life at the other, its glow casting shadows on the cave wall. “Try that again,” she hissed, her body lowering, balanced on the balls of her feet.

He vanished. She leapt to the side as he appeared behind her, then rolled forward under a punch aimed for the side of her head. She thought to check for mana draw too late—she already knew he’d be drawing anyway—and spun to block what was probably going to be an attack from her right side. It wasn’t. He landed on her shoulders, his legs around her neck. She muttered the first word of her own teleport spell, but he boxed her ears so hard she almost blacked out.

When her vision cleared, he was standing across the room examining her Earth-made spear. “This is a remarkable weapon,” he said, giving it a spin.

“My friend Jeremy made it for me,” she replied, moving her jaw back and forth from side to side. “You didn’t have to hit me that hard.” She rubbed the side of her face. “I get it. I’m slow.”

“And soft.”

“Fine, and soft.”

Seawind looked to Djoveeve standing in observance to one side. The woman’s chest expanded, a long breath that made the dim light of the ion baton reflecting in her brown leather armor swell. “You have almost no time,” the elf said to the elder assassin. “Bring her back where she needs to be.” Then he vanished.

“What’s happening?” Pernie asked. “What’s happening that he’s in such a hurry for?”

“You know the elves and their prophecies.”

“Yes,” said Pernie as she retrieved her ion spear. Seawind had left it leaning against the wall. “Well, sort of. What is supposed to happen, and what does it have to do with me?”

“I know only part of it, which is the same as it always was. To make you my successor as protector of the High Seat.”

“So, does that mean there’s going to be an assassination attempt or something? Is that why? They need me ready to protect, well, I guess the elven king?” In truth, she didn’t even think there was an elven king. She actually didn’t know. Djoveeve had told her some things about the elves during her time on the one small island in the chain of them known as String, but not much. She’d just always assumed there was a king. Or maybe a queen. Someone had to sit in the High Seat, right?

“I have no idea, child. I’ve already told you, my job is to get you ready. That is all.”

“Surely they told you something.”

“I know only that they say you will save the High Seat one day. That you will be the arrow of the Huntress, not I. I am not allowed to sing with the lady elves. My old tones would ruin the song anyway.” She laughed.

“What is the High Seat, then? Who is it? Is it one of the lady elves? Like a high priestess or something?”

“One day, you will see it,” she said. “Until then, Seawind is right. You are strong, and you surely have learned a great deal from your time on Earth, but, dear child, you have the reflexes of an old rug.”

“I’m fast enough for you,” Pernie said. She was sure of that. And for the better part of two hours, she was mostly right. Her body was plenty swift, but her magic abilities had atrophied significantly. When fighting with other magicians, that could prove deadly. By the time Djoveeve had knocked her windless for the third straight time, even stubborn Pernie had to admit she had work to do.

And she was glad of it, too. She’d rather have Djoveeve and Seawind kicking her in the head than have to think about that goddamn Altin Meade. How dare he come back to her! How dare he make her so afraid that he was dead? And why could the stupid gods not see fit to kill that horrible witch Orli Pewter while they had her in the wormhole?

Pernie knew why, of course. It was because the gods hated her. That’s why. But Pernie would show them. She would show them how much she hated them back.




Chapter 32

Jeremy sat near the foot of the table, by his own choice, as far from these strangers as he could get. He was not quite at the very end of it—with a table as long as the one in Calico Castle’s great dining hall, he’d have been almost completely alone at that distance, separated by three chairs on either side from his nearest neighbor—but still far enough away that the whispers of the old man called Tytamon to the woman they all referred to as Her Majesty were inaudible, hardly more than breathy sounds. The rest of what was said he had to fight to hear over the windy discourse of his nearest neighbor at the table, an acne-ridden fellow near his own age. Squints was his name, a redheaded Prosperion who chewed with his mouth open and talked with it full.

Squints was happy to be at the table at all, and he chattered on and on excitedly about the Jellies and having been through the wormhole to fight them. From the enthusiasm with which the Prosperion youth related his version, one might think he piloted the ship himself and fought off Jellies personally with a shortsword and a toothpick. Jeremy didn’t want to be rude and completely ignore him—he certainly couldn’t afford to alienate any possible friends here on an alien world, or, technically, on an alien moon, as they currently were—but he was far more interested in the conversation going on at the head of the table than he was in the exaggerated nonsense of Squints’ first adventure on a spaceship. Jeremy leaned forward over his plate and strained to keep up with what was being said, nodding only when Squints targeted him at the end of some long-winded bit with a “You know what I mean?” or “Don’t you think?”

“Then the question remains, whose mechs do we go after?” asked General Pewter, the retired NTA Marine officer that Jeremy knew to be the father of Sir Altin Meade’s Earth-born wife, Lady Orli Meade—who Jeremy also knew was the one person in the whole universe that Pernie reviled more than literally anything. It was revulsion of the sort most people save for spiders, snakes, or projectile diarrhea. Lady Meade seemed nice enough to Jeremy, but he wasn’t going to second-guess Pernie’s take on her. He’d known enough duplicitous people in his life to know about “books and their covers” and that sort of thing, even if Lady Meade’s cover was kind, polite, and very pretty.

“Whose mechs we use makes little difference,” said the War Queen. “We must simply decide and take action. They know what we are about now, and that cow fouling my throne will be shoring up the defenses everywhere—here and in Mexico—just as surely as the NTA is doubling up on everything as well. We have to move quickly.”

The short, broad-shouldered captain of the Glistening Lady, Captain Roberto Levi, spoke around a mouthful, saying, “The mechs are easy, especially since, if I’m not losing track here, this whole operation is still all about getting your armor back. Why not have our boy Altin here drop a small bomb into that bunker in Mexico, a stun bomb or even just a couple of barrels of sleeping gas? We go in, take their mechs, you guys unravel that spell around the suit, and we’re gone.”

“Knockout gas won’t stop the robotic lasers around the perimeter,” the general replied. “And a bomb big enough to do so would wipe out the mechs too, especially while they’re all powered down.”

“Well, Sir Altin is excellent with ice,” the War Queen said. “Are you not?” She looked to him expectantly, an imperious smile upon her lips.

“He is,” Lady Meade answered for him.

“Of course he is,” the Queen replied. “He can fill up the whole room with it. Channel a lake into it and freeze up everything inside. He can walk right across the top of it, stand next to the anti-magic encasement, and unravel it as easily as an old blanket. Then you can pack up the whole ice block and bring it right back here, mechs and my armor, with less fuss than dumping a chamber pot.”

“That place is at least a half measure across and over three-quarters of a measure wide,” Sir Altin said. His tone suggested that created a problem of significance. “And the area is all desert. There will be no lakes, and it’s quite far from the ocean.”

“Tsk!” laughed the Queen, waving as if at a mosquito buzzing nearby. “You are more than up to the task. I’ve seen your work, Sir Altin. Modesty at this stage of the game is beneath you. You could channel water from Prosperion if you chose to, and we all know it.”

“It’s …” He appeared to think for a moment, and Jeremy thought as he watched that the great mage fought some internal conflict, turning to look briefly at Lady Meade, who shrugged a barely discernible shrug at him. “It’s more difficult than you might think,” he finally said, almost apologetically. “I’m not in a position to do that just now.”

“And why is that?” demanded the Queen. “Are you ill? Are your injuries not yet sufficiently recovered?”

Sir Altin started to say something, obviously changed his mind, and then said, “Yes, something of that sort.” He glanced to the table, and Jeremy noticed that he looked to his right hand and let go a long breath.

The Queen saw it too, but she wasn’t one to be that easily evaded. Rather than confront him, she put it off. “Well, I’m sure Master Tytamon will be happy to help. Won’t he?” She swung the imperial gaze to the ancient wizard next to her.

“He will,” Tytamon said. He was watching Altin through the screen of his bushy white eyebrows while he pretended to wash down his last bite with a sip of wine.

“Good, then it’s solved.”

“It’s not solved,” Lady Meade said. “Ice won’t stop the lasers around the ceiling unless he fills the whole chamber.”

“He can clog up the ceiling too. Two layers, top and bottom. I swear the lot of you are being difficult on purpose.” The War Queen narrowed her eyes and swung her gaze across the table like a saber meant to behead them all. She leaned back in her chair. “You would thwart my reclamation of the throne based on trifles. The child Pernie would make a better ally in this than the nattering gaggle of the rest of you. It is as if you are not behind our cause. Pray tell me why.”

“The cause is not the issue,” Sir Altin said. “And Orli is right about the lasers. Worse, a simple sheet of ice in the rafters won’t spare us if they are already firing when the ice is cast. Which they will be, given there are magic sensors installed everywhere. The place is full of them. They sniffed out my seeing spells. I can’t imagine there will be less of them when next I cast magic there. They’ll spot the ice spell as I channel it.”

“Sir Altin, you and I both know—and have known for a long time—you don’t channel anything. I’m not sure what demon you sold your soul to, but there isn’t a person in this room that is not well aware that you haven’t channeled a spell in years.”

“That is not true,” Sir Altin said.

The Queen turned to Tytamon again, this time speaking to him like one parent to another about a child who was no longer in the room. “He equivocates. Semantics are hardly better than lies. Does he think I am an idiot? Does he think my time in the Fire Fountain has turned my mind to ash?”

Tytamon looked to Altin, and Jeremy saw the old man’s gray eyes flick to Altin’s right hand before shifting to his face. Still looking at Altin, he directed his remark to the Queen. “Yes, he’s gotten quick about things, I’ll give him that. Liquefying Stone is a powerful development, for some more than others.” Jeremy thought he wasn’t really saying what he was thinking, not all of it, anyway.

“Well, yes,” Sir Altin said. “But that’s the problem. I haven’t any now.” Sir Altin’s relief was evident, which struck Jeremy as odd. Why would he be relieved to admit that?

The War Queen’s eyes narrowed as she regarded Sir Altin. She turned that scrutiny on Tytamon, then sent it back again. “I think there’s more to it,” she stated. She watched them, but neither gave her the least twitch of an eyebrow to work with. “But if that’s the case, then we have another gods-be-damned problem. And that impostor in Crown City—whom apparently you all seem perfectly willing to leave sitting right there where she is—keeps them locked up tight.”

“We can still go get them,” said the general. “Altin can break into wherever she keeps them and get some for us. I’ll go with him. Busting into the fortified residences of evil Prosperion nobility is something we’re both familiar with. It will be like old times.” He winked at Sir Altin, who did not appear pleased at the reference.

The War Queen laughed, dismissing the suggestion. “If you think you are worried about anti-magic and magic wards in your Mexico,” she said, “then I assure you, getting to the Liquefying Stone in the Palace is beyond impossible—especially for a Galactic Mage who is … not telling us everything.”

“So then let’s forget Mexico and the Palace and just go back to the NTA,” Captain Roberto said. “Why not stick to the plan we had last time, except instead of walking in there all honest and naive like five-year-olds, we sneak in and do … something more magical. At least there aren’t magic detectors everywhere.”

“That is true,” agreed the general. “At least we—”

“There are!” Jeremy interjected, standing up, nearly leaping up for the need to inject that. Pernie would have wanted him to. He not only cut the general off, he completely interrupted whatever Squints was saying about the wormhole and huge pie slices of floating ice.

The young rogue looked as if he were going to protest the rudeness, having no idea where the conversation at the other end of the table had gone, but the Queen spoke right after, deterring the complaint. “There are what, young man?” the War Queen demanded.

“There are magic detectors everywhere. And I mean everywhere. More sophisticated than what Sir Altin has described in Mexico. They’re wired into the system. That’s what got you caught to begin with.”

Sir Altin nodded negligibly, his expression softening, as if a burden had been relieved, some bit of a puzzle falling into place.

“We call them meat switches.” His lip curled some at one corner when he said it. “I mean, they call them that. They are cloned bits of Prosperion brain matter, a few cells of replicated mythothalamus tissue embedded in a circuit and a switch. The slightest movement of what you Prosperions call mana and they trigger. Faster than light. Way faster. And those yellow buckets Sir Altin mentioned, that’s like caveman stuff compared to these. These are microchip size, and they can be added to conductive paint. You literally can’t cast faster than these can shut you down. They anticipate the cast, it’s so fast.”

“Well, that’s a problem,” Captain Roberto said. “When did they come up with that?”

“While you were away.” He knew they weren’t too happy about the lost years, so he felt guilty for saying it.

“How’d they figure it out?” Captain Roberto asked.

“Pernie got them started. It was part of her … contract. A few tissue samples and some questions here and there.” He paused, feeling as if he might be giving away too much. Pernie was ashamed of having done it, he knew. But worse, these people might think she’d betrayed them. “They were going to send her back if she didn’t,” he explained. “She had no choice. She really wanted to come back, but then they did something to her, threatened her with something, and ever since, she was willing to help them with that stuff.”

“So, they’ve been cloning bits of Pernie and making magic alarms?” Captain Roberto asked, looking as if he might be teetering somewhere between nausea and rage.

“Basically, yes. And worse. When I found out, that’s when I—” He cut himself off, took a breath, and calmed himself, pushing down his own rising anger. He even sat back down. They didn’t need to know everything. It wouldn’t matter to them, anyway. “That’s when I happened to get enlisted into the program, too. I ended up helping to develop uses for the technology, the switches—I call them wizard switches, but I’m the only one.”

“What kind of ‘uses’?”

“War machines, spy bots, drones, lots of applications.”

“Excuse me,” injected a woman in white robes, whose name Jeremy hadn’t caught. She’d been sitting quietly all along, seated on the same side of the table as Jeremy, four chairs closer to Tytamon. She leaned forward, checking first that she had a place to speak, then turning to study him. “What do you call it?” she asked with an air of one who had been considering a question for some time.

“Call what?” he replied. “The meat switches?” He’d just answered that.

“No. Before that. You said that these meat switches or wizard switches detect ‘what Prosperions call mana.’ What do you call that?”

“The mana?”

“Yes.”

He glanced around the table and realized that everyone seemed to be holding their breath. “Dark matter,” he said, somewhat anticlimactically. “I thought everybody knew.”

Several around the table, especially those from Earth, the general and his daughter, the crew of the Glistening Lady, the young woman Angela Hayworth—whose parents Jeremy knew—they all looked surprised.

Jeremy wasn’t surprised, though. Nobody read the scientific journals anymore. They wouldn’t have needed to plant spies inside the NTA to have figured that out. The teams writing about the studies of planet Cep128a1 had been working that out for the last several years.

“Anyway,” he pressed on, “you’re not going to have any more luck breaking into NTA bunkers undetected than you will in Mexico. In fact, I’d say from what you are saying about missing the Liquefying Stone—which I don’t pretend to understand yet—you’ll have less luck. Probably by a lot.”

“Pernie got in,” Lady Meade said, gesturing with both hands to include herself and her father, Sir Altin, the War Queen, and both the captain and the copilot of the Glistening Lady all sitting there.

“She didn’t use magic.”

“Then how did she get in?”

“Because she is smart, that’s how. And beautiful.”


That froze him, and a blush rose immediately in his cheeks. He had no idea why he said that. He became aware of blushing, which made him do so all the more. Nonetheless, he blurted out the rest. “And I helped her because that’s what friends do!” His red face tingled to his ears.

Lady Meade studied him, it was obvious, but the curious expression passed, and she turned to Sir Altin as everyone else around the table fell back into their chairs, a collective expansion of frustration moving across the room like a silent blast wave. All but Captain Roberto, anyway. He looked happy enough about having learned what he just had.

“So,” the swarthy Spaniard began, “let me make sure I understand. Our people have been trying to get a grip on dark matter and energy with math for centuries, and now you are telling us that Prosperions have been sitting around catching it in their brain dishes since medieval times?” He grimaced, obviously realizing how rude that sounded, and attempted to amend it. “Well, I mean, basically medieval times—or whatever counts as medieval on Prosperion.” The way the Prosperions were staring at him suggested that hadn’t helped, so he got marginally defensive. “Hey, I’m not judging, I’m just saying you guys are all pretty much still in it.” He pointed around the stonework dining hall with his wine cup, hoisting it up toward the massive wooden rafters with a motion that sloshed wine out onto the back of his hand. “Just look!”

Blank stares.

Lady Meade was shaking her head with an expression that suggested she was used to seeing Captain Roberto hopping about with one foot in his mouth, and that, furthermore, she was also more than willing to let him continue to do so without aid. Which he did.

“Look, my point is that here we are today—well, if we were on Earth, anyway—a couple of thousand years past our medieval times, and we still can’t do jack with dark energy. Or dark matter. Whatever. We had to clone a Prosperion.” He took a long draught off his wine cup. “It’s kinda sad how backwoods we are despite all our modernity, that’s all I’m saying.” Still, nobody seemed to share his enthusiasm or reckon his course, so he appeared to give up. With a shrug, he leaned back in his chair again, changing course completely by asking, “So what else have ‘we’ learned from Pernie’s little brain?”

Jeremy’s eyes narrowed, but the expression Lady Meade still wore suggested the captain might be a little too deep in his cups to be worth the effort. So, he answered for the rest of their benefit instead. “We’re actually working on doing much more with it now. Between what the NTA has learned from Pernie—and from a few other sources gathered secretly somehow in recent years—and whatever the Jellies are doing that our people are still figuring out, we’re pretty convinced the Jellies use hydrogen ice as some type of dark matter trap, like a funnel, and they can use it or store it or something. Like a battery, maybe. We’ve been studying the installation being constructed above Cep128a1—what you call Yellow Fire now—and are working on figuring out how to confirm that hypothesis. But the studies are promising, and in time the NTA scientists will figure out how to control it too. We may not be magicians, but we’ve been studying the natural world for all of our history—medieval and most other times as well.” He shot Captain Roberto a dark look as he spoke the last.

“Well, I’m really happy that the NTA has a cheerleader here in Calico Castle,” the Glistening Lady’s captain said, raising his cup in a sarcastic toast, “but as a fellow Earthling, I’m absolutely sure that us having that kind of … biotech is a terrible idea.”

“Me too,” Lady Meade agreed.

“I’m not a cheerleader—” Jeremy began, but realized his adrenaline was a little higher than it needed to be, so he let it go. Plus, the War Queen cut him off, making that decision easier.

“Silence!” she commanded. “That is a concern for another day. For now, though, in the interest of perhaps preventing some terrible outcome based upon this news in the future, we must put ourselves in a position to have some level of influence on the course of that research.”

Everyone stared at her in the silence that followed, Jeremy included. It appeared that what she’d thought obvious was not, so she connected the dots for them.

“Which means I need my gods-be-damned armor and an army of mechs.”

“I am willing to make another attempt on Earth,” Sir Altin said. He did so rather loudly, more abruptly than seemed to fit the War Queen’s conclusion. “Straight back to the NTA. I’ll get mechs. At least enough to get into the Palace and get Liquefying Stone; that will enable us to then go to Mexico and get the armor. So, yes. I will go.” He looked to Jeremy. “You and I will do it.” He spun in the instant the last word was out of his mouth to face his wife, and added, “And no, you will not come.” He said it with such absolute finality that she didn’t even argue. She simply stared at him, her eyelids lowering enough to convey that she agreed not to argue publicly, but also that she had no intent of being left behind.

“I’ll help you as soon as we find Pernie,” Jeremy said. “We’ll need her if we’re going to break back in.”

“I can get us anywhere we need to go,” Sir Altin said.

“You’re awfully quick to rush into the laser cannons now,” Captain Roberto observed. “Am I missing something?”

“No.”

The brevity of that answer supplied the captain with the confirmation he sought. “So, death by Mexican lasers or by the lasers of the NTA—basically a coin toss as to where you want to die.”

Sir Altin started to say something, but the priestess spoke again.

“The coin has already been tossed,” she said. “It is spinning now. We must go to Sobrei, quickly. This is the sign. The thing that is and is not. The spinning worlds, two worlds, ours and Earth, our ways and their ways, spinning, the light, bright as a sun, glinting off the edges as it spins, light encompassed in the shroud of darkness, the dark light. Mana and darkness—dark matter in Earth words. That must be the sign. It always has been. When those came together, that’s when the coin would settle to the ground. Then we would see.”

They were all stricken silent by this, in stasis, even Sir Altin, though the first rays of a scowl were dawning at the dark horizon line of his mouth. The priestess stared beyond them all, elsewhere, her eyes wide. They waited for her to say something more. They waited until Captain Roberto couldn’t take it anymore.

“See what?” he asked. “What are we going to see?”

“Mercy,” she said. “Or not.”




Chapter 33

The Temple of Mercy stood as if in opposition to the ironclad brutality of the Temple of Anvilwrath. Mercy’s house rose above the surrounding city like a cumulus cloud, white stone worked into gentle forms, relieving any harsh corners that might have been. Its presence softened the entire neighborhood as a mother’s singing softens the atmosphere of a household roughened by the presence of rambunctious children and rugged men. It was grand and elegant, but it did not insist on admiration as nearby temples did, and the gasps it elicited from those who saw it for the first time were wondrous but not in awe; admiration, not intimidation.

The priestess Klovis led those that had come with her up the stairs that climbed to the front entrance, three steps only, exactly enough to keep the front doors out of the water should the Sansun River flood so high, as was known to happen every two or three thousand years. But that was all. Where the other great temples demanded labor and discipline, will and work, to get inside, to get to the potential recognition of the gods, Mercy’s house did not. All were welcome to come and seek her. Rich and poor. Even the nobles and monarchs of the land entered through this way and had throughout its history.

The inside was grand without pretention, high ceilings, smooth white marble, pools that twittered a liquid song that echoed round, its harmonies sung by water that trickled in carefully crafted ways. Columns rose from the pools as often as from the marble slabs, though unlike the dense army-like formation of them that hefted the high places in the Temple of Anvilwrath across the way, these were spread far apart, structural but not defensive.

White marble doors in white marble frames were mounted in the north and west walls, leading somewhere unseen out of the great entry hall, which spread a hundred spans on every side. Nothing on them or written above them gave a clue to where those portals led, at least not that Altin saw. Klovis, on the other hand, did lead them, guiding them to the right, toward the east wall, where a rectangular bit of black and gray besmirched the pristine white purity all around. Where the rest of the sprawling hall was soft in its design, gentle, hopeful even, the whole of its impression kind and inspirational, the wall in which the east-facing doors were mounted appeared to shrivel inward into darkness, the white around the edges of the wall graying, as if with time or decay, darkening the closer it came to the doorframe, as if it were a thing made of smoke, all draining out through some opening at the very center near the floor, some crack in the universe blocked only by that set of double doors.

The doors were splendid, unlike the simple beauty of the other parts of the great hall. They were framed in smoky gray marble, contoured and busy, as if whipped up in liquid form before turned to stone, and all of it infused with silver that sparkled like lightning, flashes of it woven together in a net of electricity wrapped around a thundercloud. The double doors mounted within the frame themselves were wide and heavy things, beautifully wrought, though not in so ostentatious a way as the sparkling frame, and it might be argued they didn’t match the frame at all, as if they had been put there later, by someone else, or perhaps picked at random by a blind architect. They certainly did not reflect the humble sort of beauty of the other doors, nor the white walls all around. They didn’t even match each other.

The left-side door was made of onyx, shiny black and carved with intricate details that seemed to move at the edges of one’s vision, though looking directly at it proved otherwise. What crawled and slithered there, or seemed to, anyway, were monsters by the hundreds upon its edges, in shadowy relief, serpents and dragons and chimeras galore. In the large spaces between writhed men and women, depicted in scenes of agony, a whole landscape of endless misery. Some were stretched upon racks, limbs beginning to tear apart, the careful details of flesh, of skin, muscle, tendon, and bone, all ripping in visible rents, the bones revealed and just beginning to separate. The detail, the oh-so-careful detail, had been lovingly carved into the stone by a brilliant, if sinister, master hand.

This black door showed men in gallows, eyes popping out and dangling down the faces of the dead. Women locked in blocks were defiled in their helplessness, their faces swollen with the lumps of rocks and fists thrown by brutal witnessing mobs, and lines of men behind them queuing for even more sinister deeds. Everywhere Altin looked there were more forms of death and torture. Executions of every kind, decapitated heads, lost to guillotines and headsmen’s axes, staring wide-eyed from baskets and pooling blood, each mouth open in windless outrage, as if surprised that the sentence had actually been carried out. All of that was carved upon this one side of the double doors. This one black half of the entry depicted such wholesale savagery it felt like an outrage, a sacrilege, for it to exist at all, much less in Mercy’s temple. All who saw it for the first time could not help but wonder how such an abomination could be allowed to foul a place so otherwise filled with light.

The only relief upon that black door from the depictions of monstrous horrors was the golden handle and golden disc right above it, mounted at roughly head height. The handle was smooth and made to fit small hands as easily as large. The disc, like the door, had details worked upon it, but it took only a moment to realize what it was, which, on the surface, and by comparison, was relatively mundane.

The disc was a large reproduction of an ancient golden coin, which Altin, given his years in study, recognized as the backside of the first issuance of the Royal Golden Crown. The coin depicted the first four great rulers of Kurr, the monarchs who’d carved the continent into the early kingdoms and begun the civilizing of the land, three of them portrayed around the edges in roughly thirds, and one at the center. The first was King Aethelraad of Sansafrax in the top right section, shown with four orcs impaled by a single thrust of his mighty spear, a famous moment during the first battle of the Great Orc Wars; at bottom right, King Colfran Roan of Solydae was depicted hanging from the tree where, after a disastrous battle, his generals had strung him up and left him for the crows; and the leftmost section depicted the desert queen Rhamet of Tok Rottan, whose glorious rule lasted three and a half centuries, until she died naturally in her sleep, finally recalled by the gods. And at the center of them all, largest and overlapping the other three, was Pelok the Dreaded, the mighty War King of Norvington with its legions and armadas. He lay in the mud, head caved in by the hooves of his very own horse, killed where he’d fallen when the skittish beast was startled by a bullfrog.

While the coin itself was not cruel in its imagery, each ruler was known for the disparate story of their demise, and Altin knew it was no small bit of symbolism that it was there upon that door—and if not for the stories of their deaths, then for their lives, for they together marked the origins of and the existing financial underpinnings of the present empire, the old kingdoms, long before the War Queen Karroll came along and unified—in her words, anyway—the rest.

The right-side door was gray, light like a morning mist. Its surface was smooth, made of wood, and the gray was stained rather than painted, giving the mist a depth that appeared penetrable. Around the edges twisted filigree curls of gold, tracing gentle patterns that sparkled in the light. The handle and even the hinges on this side were made of gold, bright and polished, the metal of prosperity. At the very center, and again right at head height, was another golden disc, this one depicting the front half of that very same coin. Two faces looked left and right from a single head, in profile, one of an older man, king-like, weathered and bearded, but smiling in the glory of his accomplishment; and the other, a face of a youthful man with a strong chin and a bit of a smirk, suggesting in the turn at the corner of his mouth some trick to come, or some misdeed just done. These were the two faces of Sobrei the Swift, god of luck, patron of both thieves and kings, for, as the priests would say, “What, really, was the difference anyway?”—which was, of course, the primary reason for there being so few of that particular variety of holy men and women across history. And it was for that reason as well that Sobrei, for all his greatness and claims to kings, found his places of worship stuffed into the side rooms of the temples of Mercy across the land.

The Church collectively explained it differently, of course. They said it was because Mercy and Sobrei were married. They were the god and goddess whose favors came and went, luck and mercy always walking hand in hand. So of course they were together.

But Altin had always thought that a lot of rot. No king wanted to be seen worshipping alongside thieves and pirates, much less admitting to any regular reliance on luck. And given that churches were only made great by the amount of revenue they procured, having thieves as a constituency was hardly the fastest road to fortune. And so, given that a king couldn’t rightly donate to such a deity without appearing weak, and thieves were as likely to take as they were to give, there simply had never developed a significant priesthood for the god of luck. Which left providing worshippers a place to do so in the hands of Mercy and her chosen.

Kings and thieves, pirates, princes, or slaves, it was all the same to Mercy, and any of the sort could be found at any time skulking about the vestibules and antechambers devoted to Sobrei the Swift. Which Altin thought was lunacy, and which, of course, was why Klovis warned them as they approached the two great and mismatched doors that “prudence was the safest course.”

“Do not take anything from the altars,” she said as she drew the doors open, releasing a rush of air that smelled of lavender and rose, and more than a little of rotting flesh.

Opening the door revealed a long chamber that was divided by the colors of the two respective doors, black on the left, gray on the right, a perfect split down the middle all the way to the end. It was as if two separate chambers had been built, then sawn in half, and then half of each joined straight down the middle, ceiling, sides, and floor. At the far end, a wide stair climbed ten steps to an altar upon which sat riches piled high, coins of platinum and gold, silver and copper, figurines of ivory, onyx, and clay. There were bowls overflowing with every gem imaginable. There were paintings and ornate tapestries rolled up and leaning here and there.

And there were plain things too. Children’s toys. A mother’s hairbrush. The clippings from a favorite horse’s tail. There were wilted petals and plain bottles of inexpensive wine. Offerings of food and clothing, even one pair of very old and tatty shoes.

Glancing around revealed that the whole chamber was similarly filled; the shadows behind the columns on either side of the long chamber were treasure troves as well, offerings upon offerings piled and stacked and leaned against the walls. Wealth littered the chamber on every side like a dragon’s hoard.

Squints gaped in awe at it, pushing out from behind Roberto and making his way to the nearest heap of gold. “It’s so much,” he said. “And it’s all just lying here. Weren’t nothing like it in Murdoc Bay, I can tell you.” He looked back at the rest of them, then around the long chamber in every direction, eyes nearly bulging out of their sockets. “There’s not even any guards.”

“You’re welcome to take what you want,” Klovis said, pointing to what was written on the wall behind the altar still some sixty spans away. “Luck serves all men equally.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Orli asked.

Klovis pointed to a cluster of golden candelabras amongst which several of the shoulder-high pillars appeared to have been knocked over into the rest, a jumble of trees fallen in a gleaming forest. Everyone present looked. At first, there was not much to see, a lot of shimmering gold, like so many carved lengths of pipe in a heap, but then a corpse shaped itself out of the shadowy lines between the jumbled posts. The body, largely shrouded by a black cloak, was dried out and shrunken, a shriveled length of one arm still hooked around an armful of the long, golden candlesticks.

“Whoa,” exclaimed Roberto. “What happened to that guy? He getting greedy when the patrol finally came by?”

“Bad luck,” Klovis said. “All who come begging for fortune or for luck leave something for Sobrei. Sobrei leaves those offerings for others to take as they please. But there is upon this place both a blessing and a curse, and to lift these things from where they lie, you must be willing to trust your life, your fate, to chance, the whim of Sobrei and his spinning coin.”

Roberto looked doubtful. “So basically I’m free to nab, say, one of those paintings over there, or maybe a handful of gold coins from that pile, but if I do, I’m rolling the dice on whether I get to keep it or I get, what, struck by lightning or something?”

“Sometimes it’s ice or fire,” Squints put in, sounding impatient. He rubbed his palms on the thighs of his pants. “Sometimes other things, like a horrible disease. It’s not only the elements.”

“That is correct,” Klovis said. “There are far more deaths by illusion and divination than by conjuring magic or even growth. ‘Ghosts of conscience’ those magicks are called. Truth be known, I’m grateful for that part, as it is forbidden to remove the bodies until they are a century dry. The first few weeks are … unpleasant. Better they go off somewhere else and die.”

“That doesn’t seem like a very merciful thing for a priestess of Mercy to say,” Roberto observed.

“Well, it does explain the smell,” Orli said, grasping Klovis’ sentiment. Her father and a few others from planet Earth nodded that they too understood.

“Sobrei is the god of thieves,” Squints said. “I get special privileges in here.”

“You well might,” Klovis said, then looked to the general. “He is also a favored god of military men, and they, as you, could hardly live such a life expecting luck to abandon them. The pleas of wives and mothers meet likewise. So trust to luck, pray for mercy, and let not my admonitions be what stays you from your fate.” Glancing back to Squints, she added, “You would not be the first to walk out of here a rich man.”

“Well, the way you all are talking, I’m not going to get my NTA credits, anyway,” Squints said. “So this is probably my best chance to walk out of at least somewhere as a rich man.” He turned a questioning expression on Roberto. “I’m not going to get those, am I?”

“Hard to say, Junior,” Roberto said. “A fortune in credits is not looking so good for any of us, if you want the truth. But I’m not dead yet. Grab some of that and you might be. She keeps saying it’s a coin toss either way, so do what you want. I ain’t touching it.”

“As interesting as all of this is,” Altin said, at the end of his patience, “why have you brought us here?”

Klovis nodded and led them to the end of the chamber, to the altar, which was wide, deep, and waist high. As they drew nearer, writing in gold shaped itself into tight lines of text, which Klovis explained were the complete replication of the Swift Scrolls, ancient writings attributed to a pirate turned prophet by the name Hompris One-Hand, written three thousand years before the Unification.

Klovis led them around to the far side of the altar, took down a candle burning nearby, and held it to a set of lines near the bottom of the altar: a pair of verses followed by a single line, the length of them straddling perfectly the divide, where the black and gray of the altar came together. “This is what we saw when we divined an answer to our predicament. This is a prayer to Sobrei, a sailors’ prayer, written here, on our own altar. It is known as ‘The Captain’s Coin.’

Now the tempest is come my way

And on my knees I fall to pray

The hand of death I beg you stay

There be no promise I’ll not say.

Sobrei’s coin is what I choose

I’ll live and win or die and lose

Free will, I know, is but a ruse

My men will drown like other crews.

Or not, if it is all the same to you.

Roberto made a face when he finished reading it, his flesh turned golden in the light of the candle Klovis held. “Being a ship’s captain myself, I can tell you that’s a pretty crappy prayer. I wouldn’t pray that no matter how desperate I was. Not even if Jesus wrote it himself and sent it to me strapped to the thigh of a smoking hot angel with boobs out to here.” He made a rounding gesture in front of his chest, shaping the space to ensure everyone understood the full volume of the smoking hotness.

“He’s willing to go down with his men,” General Pewter pointed out. “There is humility in it. He’s not making the empty promises that he knows others might, that he might have himself, pleading for his own salvation. I think it is the prayer of a helpless man, but a brave one. I can see why sailors and soldiers … and even thieves would take to it.”

“That is the most popular interpretation,” Klovis said. “The point of it is simply the recognition that either they will all die, or they will not, and they are asking, humbly, without begging, without pretense, that luck might shine on them.” She looked as if she might say more, but as she started to rise, the flame of the candle threatened Roberto’s face.

“Yeah. I got that,” Roberto said, snapping upright to avoid the flame. “But I think I’d be fine with begging my god for me and my crew to make it, that’s all I’m saying. I don’t need to be brave and proud all the time. Alive as a sniveling pussy is way better than dead and heroically decomposing like that guy over there.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward the shriveled corpse.

The general laughed and nodded. He’d fought beside Roberto outside of the Palace when the demons came. He knew well enough the measure of Roberto’s courage. They all did.

“Be that as it might be,” Altin said, “I’m afraid I continue to miss the relevance to our present circumstance. We haven’t a lot of time.”

“The point is that it is all the same to Sobrei,” Klovis said. “The issue many Church scholars have with this prayer is that, in its resignation of the captain and his crew to the tempest, for all to die or all to live by the hand of luck—which many argue illustrates the dark side of Sobrei more than the light—it is, in the end, trickery, the thing that makes Sobrei so well suited to the minds of thieves.”

Roberto was frowning now. So were the rest of the Earth folk and young Squints. Altin simply looked impatient.

“Because it abandons all other possibilities,” Tytamon supplied. “It is a false set of choices, a false binary.”


“False binary?” Roberto said. “What the hell does that mean? There’s no other options between dead and alive. That’s it. It may be binary, but it seems pretty spot on to me.”

“He’s begging for them all to die or all to live,” Tytamon explained. “That’s the false choice. Some might live and some might die. The prayer is the trap, consigning the gamble to all the stakes or none. If we assume that Sobrei is hearing the captain’s prayer, then ought not the captain ask that each member of the crew be given a separate coin toss? The nature of probability dictates that by changing the nature of the request, at least half of the crew might be saved. But yet this is the prayer Sobrei saw fit to make popular.”

Altin nodded, rather rapidly, understanding perfectly the point. However, he still did not see how that had anything to do with the problem of getting the Queen’s armor, raising an army of mechs, and taking back the Palace. So again he asked, impatience evident in his tone, “What does that have to do with all the rest of this? Please, we don’t have time for theology.”

“That question,” Klovis said, “is the question we pose to you.”

“What?”

“This is what you, in particular, Sir Altin, were supposed to see.”

Altin’s mouth fell open a little, stymied as he moved his gaze between the priestess and the prayer carved into the altar, poised as it was on the line of black and gray.

“Well, I don’t know,” he said impatiently after a moment looking at it. “Perhaps they’d made a pact to live or die together.” He glanced across the group and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. What is your point? What was I supposed to see?”

“The third choice,” Orli said. “You’re supposed to see the option that is missing. That’s why the false binary. What are we missing?”

“What is the question?” Altin asked, staring at them all and feeling like now he was the only one in the room who didn’t see something obvious.

He scoured his brain for where they might be caught in an either-or problem: the old Queen or the new one? Mechs from the NTA or mechs from Mexico? Yellow Fire or Blue Fire? None of that felt right. There weren’t third choices for any of them. There were no other Hostiles … although perhaps there were, given what they’d discovered beyond the wormhole. But he couldn’t see how that was going to be of any use. There certainly were no mechs to be had elsewhere but from Earth, not from any world he knew of. Though he knew little enough of Earth.

He supposed there might technically be options other than either the War Queen or the new usurper that held the crown now. But who? He knew of none. Tytamon and the rest would have said so had there been an obvious choice. And even if there were some other nobles that he might go ferret out, there weren’t any that wouldn’t take years to put in place. The ruling classes would have to argue and divine who had the rightest right to claim the throne, whose blood ran thickest, and all of that. And at the end of all that, none of them would have greater claim than the woman wearing the crown now or the one who’d sat upon the golden throne for the last two centuries.

Which meant he had to be looking for some other binary to break. Didn’t it? But what? There was literally a whole universe of possibilities.

“Where else can we get mechs?” Orli asked.

Everyone turned to her.

“I bet that’s the wrong ‘prayer,’” she said. “The NTA or Mexico, that’s what we’re praying for. So what’s the missing alternative? Like, the elves? Or … I don’t know, a flock of a thousand gryphons hidden somewhere for a sky cavalry? Some way to tame or trick the demons into fighting for us?”

“I think we blew up all the demons,” Roberto said, sounding glum. “Go figure on that bit of timing, eh?”

“There are others,” Tytamon pointed out. “Plenty still run amok on Duador. But I think they are a worse option than our present monarch and what’s become of the TGS.”

Altin nodded.

“What about a slave army?” Roberto said. “You know, all those harpies and orcs the hag queen is supposed to have. If any of that is true, they’d fight for their freedom. It could be like a biblical uprising or something. Since this is all religious in here, maybe that’s what should be happening.”

“There aren’t that many of them. And they are broken and weak,” said the War Queen. “I need mechs, as we’ve already concluded.”

“So that is true?” Roberto asked. The War Queen ignored it.

“Well, we’re only going to get so many mechs the way we are going,” General Pewter put in. “And now that we’ve formally requested them from the NTA, it is unlikely that their allies in Crown City won’t get wind of our aims, which will in turn put the Palace on alert for exactly that type of attack. Which means either she’ll get anti-mech defenses from the NTA via the TGS or she’ll get them from Jefe and the Reconquista. Or both. We’ll need even more mechs than we did before, and likely an even bigger army than what our allies and any slaves we might liberate could handle.”

“Then we are screwed,” Roberto said. “Which is probably for the best, if you want to know the truth. I said it once, and I’ll say it again—and no offense, Your Majesty—for the rest of us, you know, the regular people trying to live our lives, in the end it doesn’t matter who is sitting on the throne. If leaders are smart enough not to squeeze too hard, the people don’t grab their torches and pitchforks. They don’t care. It just seems like a lot of dying is going to have to happen to put you back in that chair.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you were slaving in some pit six miles deep in Tinpoa,” Orli pointed out.

“Since when did your pigeon’s beak start making hawk sounds?” Roberto said. “And for the record, no, I wouldn’t say that if I was a slave. But I’m not, and neither are all the people who are going to have to die to pull this off. You heard what your dad just said. This is getting bigger and bigger every day. Hell, we didn’t even get an extra seven years to recover from the last big war we were in, not like they all did. You really that ready to go back to that? I thought you were all in for pushing out babies and knitting booties.”

She rolled her eyes and started to retort, the opening salvo “It’s dove, not pigeon, you moron—” but Altin stayed her comment with a gentle hand on her arm, turning her to look into his eyes. The barest shaking of his head was all it took. She wasn’t mad at Roberto. And the Spaniard was right—at least in a way. If not exactly right, his point was not invalid either.

“A big enough army will stop them before firing a shot,” the War Queen said. “You are right that nobody wants to die, Captain. And Lady Meade is correct as well; the slavery—not to mention the corruption and growing tyranny—is intolerable. Moral people cannot sit idly by. But we have a chance to stop them without bloodshed, or at very least, with but a few drops, of which mine might well be the first—which is acceptable if it must be so. But we cannot delay, and to intimidate our way to victory means we need a very large army.”

“The demons had a large army,” Roberto said. “Remember? Like, as in, so big it never stopped coming.”

“The demons had numbers but no brains. No leadership beyond brute strength. Ours will not be an endless river. It will be a tidal wave, a wall of ocean reaching into the sky, to the stars if it must be. It will be a force larger than any ever seen, a thinking force.” The War Queen’s eyes held a distant look, watching the future become anticipated memory.

“Really?” Roberto asked. “And where exactly have you been hiding these brainy battalions?”

“It’s the third option,” Altin injected, rubbing the ring finger of his right hand absently between the thumb and forefinger of his left. They all turned to him. “The source of the War Queen’s alien Liquefying Stones. That is the source of the great force.”

“You mean the army Her Majesty was supposed to be raising last time, when Citadel was taken out above that alien planet Murk and all this technically started?” Roberto said it without malice, the shifting sand beneath his tone suggestive of real curiosity rather than a cheap shot. It didn’t go over well. Orli gasped, and the War Queen made no effort to hide a growl.

“In a manner of speaking,” Altin said as he pointed to the prayer on the altar again. “Perhaps the whole purpose of this exercise is to reveal to us that not only are there more than two choices, but there might be more than three.” All but Klovis and Tytamon regarded him with expressions frozen by curiosity. The priestess nodded as if expecting this moment would come, and Tytamon wore the barest smile. “Why did your diviners first discover planet Murk, Your Majesty? What was the question?”

“Liquefying Stone,” she said. “A routine security divination—the Queen must do such things, you understand—revealed that I was going to lose my stones of power. Ultimately, all that followed began with that, which I’ve explained before.”

“Indeed, you have. And as I recall, while ultimately you were led down the path to the more ambiguous divinations suggesting an army might be gotten there, the ironclad part of it was the stone. That was the anchor of your inquiry, was it not?” The War Queen nodded along with Klovis, the former cycling her hand in the air, urging him to make his point. “That means there is a Hostile somewhere nearby. Why else would your diviners’ magic lead you there?”

“My diviners saw no such thing.”

“They didn’t have to. You were looking for Liquefying Stone, and you found the planet Murk. Which means those people must have it, too. Which therefore means there has to be a Hostile somewhere in the vicinity.”

The hopeful curiosity that had everyone locked in on his idea began to melt in various ways: some lost, some disturbed, some with him in principle but not in purpose yet. Roberto, of course, having spent a great deal of his life in space, hit Altin on a technicality. “I think you are stretching the limits of the word vicinity, bro. Blue Fire is not exactly in walking distance from Prosperion, if that’s what you are using as your example. Having a Hostile ‘in the vicinity’ doesn’t mean much. Their Liquefying Stone could have cruised in on a meteor or defunct orb a million years ago.”

“True,” Altin acknowledged. “But they must have Liquefying Stone, nonetheless, regardless of how it arrived. The planet itself might be the Hostile.”

“Wouldn’t that mean the people on there could not draw mana? That was the whole problem when we were trying to take out Blue Fire the first time, remember? None of you squishy Prosperion meat bags could cast magic anywhere near her. Anti-magic and all that came out of that whole thing, and anti-magic is half our problem.”

Altin nodded, this time less confidently. “Yes, that’s true too. And I realize the inhabitants of Murk did have magic, which could not have ‘evolved,’ as you people say, had they been unable to touch the mana stream. So yes, you are likely right. But that really only proves the point I was trying to make before you cut in, doesn’t it? There must be a Hostile somewhere nearby. The distance is a detail at this point, something that can be divined.” He shot Roberto a frown that suggested he would appreciate the Glistening Lady’s captain being less contrarian.

“Now, as my dear wife suggested when we began prodding at this,” Altin continued, “that means a Hostile army is to some degree a possibility, rather than a human one. Think of the spectacular power of Red Fire in his assault on Earth. It took the combined might of three worlds to defeat him. Three! And that only barely enough. Remember for a moment what Blue Fire has done. She alone, small by comparison to mighty Red Fire—to what Yellow Fire will one day be again—she, for her dainty size relative to the other two, obliterated the Andalians, a race that, by your own reports, was as technologically advanced as planet Earth. And yet there is no trace of their existence but for what images and recordings remain in records kept by the NTA. Think of it! Perhaps, Your Majesty, your great alien army is a sky filled with Hostiles. That would reach the stars quite literally, indeed.”

“That sounds like a pretty shitty idea, bro,” Roberto said before the Queen could reply. “Your own enthusiastic version of that points out why. You really think it’s a good idea to lead a pack of orbs to Prosperion?”

“How would you even speak to this new one, anyway?” Orli asked. “Especially if it’s a male. Red Fire nearly crushed you. And—” She started to say more, and her gaze unconsciously went to his clasped hands and, right after, and entirely consciously, ricocheted away, a reflex, as if she’d walked in on someone half-undressed.

Squints was scratching his head as he listened, and couldn’t help asking, “What makes you think there’s another one of those Hostiles, anyway?”

Orli and Roberto turned and answered simultaneously, “Liquefying Stone.”

“It only comes from Hostiles,” Roberto added charitably.

Squints still looked confused. “But … didn’t I hear someone say Sir Altin got his from somewhere on Prosperion?”

“I’ll catch you up later,” Roberto said. “For now, stow it.” He turned back to Altin. “Orli’s right. How are you going to tame a Hostile without dying, and turn that into an army that Her Majesty can command?”

“I don’t know,” Altin admitted. “But if we are here because there are more choices than simply getting mechs from Mexico or from the NTA, and if somehow I’m the one who is supposed to see it, well, that is what I see.”

“I’ve seen that option all along,” the War Queen said. “Whether it’s a Hostile orb fleet or a great army of wizards and giants from that other world, there have always been more than two choices in my mind. And by that, I do not mean either-or. I mean, I want my mechs, I want my army, and if there are harpy slaves and Hostile orbs to command as well, I will take them all. That is precisely the type of force we will need to finish this. With that sort of assemblage around the Palace, hells, around the planet, the people within the Palace will pounce on that skeletal traitor, wrap her up, and bring her out to me on a plate.”

“The people will not brave the Royal Assassin,” Tytamon said. “And she will not step down on her own.”

“Of course she won’t. And when she does not, I will walk in there and cut her out of that chair myself. No one will lift a hand to stop me save that snake, Shadesbreath, and if I must, I will cut him open and watch his elven snake blood pour down the dais steps. Then it will be done, and there isn’t a soul on planet Earth that can or will do a thing about it.”

Altin nodded.

Roberto did not. “So, what is the plan now, though? We still don’t have your armor, and you said yourself you can’t kill any elven snakes without it. You going to take your Hostile army to planet Earth first?”

“If I must,” she said.

“That’s it, then? We’re going to an alien world with giants?” Squints’ body quivered and twitched, like a puppy anticipating being taken outside to play. The rest of the group were less enthused, all of them turning and walking back toward the two-toned double doors. Squints caught up to Roberto and asked again, confirming he’d read the situation right, “We are, right, going to an alien place?”

“Yeah, apparently we are,” Roberto muttered low, leaning toward the young man as he walked. “The same place she got her ass handed to her last time, her ass and the Royal Assassin’s snake ass right there with her. Inside of Citadel, no less. Impenetrable Citadel with its eight hundred concert mages in that creepy central room—eight hundred of them still gripping Liquefying Stone in their bleeding mitts when they were found dead. All of them. Dead as shit. So, yes, that alien place is where we are going. It will be great. Can’t wait to get there.”

That pulled the puppy out of the young man’s prance. He looked back at his captain more soberly. “Oh.” He considered that for a moment, his face scrunching up as if he were working through arithmetic at the edge of his mathematical grasp. Then he shrugged, glanced around, and went back to smiling. “Sobrei will keep us safe. I’ve always had amazing luck.”

To prove it to himself, he paused near the exit, then took a long stride to his right, where he stooped and snatched up a silver coin that had rolled off a pile, placing itself conveniently near the door. He rubbed it between his fingers, looking up toward the ceiling, waiting for the lightning strike to come. When it did not, he flipped the coin into the air, snatched it back, and stuffed it into his pocket as he fell in again behind his captain, with a grin so wide it nearly touched his ears.




Chapter 34

Ten days was more than enough for Pernie to remember why she’d wanted off this damn island, Fel’an’Ital, the “Island of Hunters,” in the elven lands of String. Ten days and the fog of nostalgia was blown away, a fog raised over those seven long years on Earth, yearning to be home, yearning for Prosperion, for Kurr, and even for this stupid island. Lonely daydreaming had clouded the reality of what happened here, what training under the discipline of Djoveeve and the wicked speed of the elf Seawind was like.

For a straight week, Seawind had beaten the crap out of her—at least that’s how she saw it—constantly illustrating to her how slow she’d become, how lazy her reflexes were. The purple ring around her eye was three days old, because she’d refused to let him touch her to heal it after the kick that put it there. She’d stormed off, furious. Because she knew that he was right.

However, this morning she’d sliced off the tip of his ear with a little move she’d learned back on Earth from her NTA trainers, one that startled him enough for her to discover that even elven faces were capable of expressing shock and surprise. It was the sort of look one expects to see when jumping out from cover to startle a friend or sibling, but not upon the stoic mask worn by the likes of Seawind. The disfigurement of that stony visage was fantastic, and Djoveeve saw it too, and the two of them laughed for nearly five full minutes, only the first of which was due to the elf’s expression. The other four followed when Seawind demanded they stop laughing, which of course made doing so impossible for them both.

In his defense, his contention was that her laughter made her vulnerable, but, well, such things cannot be helped sometimes.

Pernie thought back upon the moment and smiled as she sped along the jungle floor, standing atop her dear old friend Knot. Knot, a long and low-to-the-ground insect, made great speed upon his many centipede-like legs, just as he always had since the day she’d caught and mastered him, which was now nearly half her lifetime ago. He was a bit larger than he had been before, perhaps an extra foot in length, and with it, a tad faster. She reckoned his top end had to be near sixty miles per hour—not that she’d gotten him to a beach where she might test that theory—but as his low-slung body rounded tree trunks and surged over rocks, the bends and curves generated by his speed created g-forces greater than she recalled, which helped her stay on him more easily in some places than she had before, and threatened to sling her off more violently in others if she didn’t pay attention well enough.

She sank into the welcome liberty of the wind and the leaves whipping by. This was the part she’d missed, the freedom and her many-legged mount. This was where so much melancholy and nostalgia had been rooted all those years on Earth. But she fell easily back into the routine of riding him, or surfing him, as the people of Earth might have seen it, a balanced blend of bended knees and the occasional scramble to his back end or front. She would perch upon the armored plating that ran over what served him as a face if they went straight up a tree or cliff, and she’d stand upon the rounded hump of his behind when he scrambled down. It all came naturally and right back to her. But even as she let herself be carried away, physically and emotionally, part of her remained aware, remained annoyed, waiting for the telepathic nudge from Djoveeve that would ruin it, insisting that she come back and train. Hell, she half expected Seawind himself to pop out from behind a tree to stop her and bring her back, probably with a spear butt to the face. “There’s no time for this!” he would say, as he said to pretty much everything else she tried to do—even things like sleeping, eating, or the barest moments of privacy for relieving herself or attempting the least vestige of hygiene.

She almost agreed with him when it came to that last part, and she could not help but begin to resent the cleanliness rituals forced upon her by the NTA. They’d taught her about viruses and bacteria and about the harmful effects of certain chemical residues. All that information made it difficult, or at least less liberating, to enjoy a good bit of filth. Not that she was opposed to mud and dirt and worse, but when the moment was past and she found herself in a position to apply some standards of cleanliness, the damn NTA discipline crept in and compelled it. It was as if Kettle had told the NTA that Pernie was coming and that they ought to straighten the girl out since Kettle never could.

For now, however, she didn’t want to care. She was free of the NTA and of Seawind and of all of their enforcements and discipline. She was simply alone, with Knot, whipping through the forest with a type of independence she’d almost forgotten could exist.

As the afternoon wore on toward evening, she made it to the beach from which she’d ultimately killed the sargosaganti king. She stopped Knot and stepped off onto the sand. No signs of recent sargosaganti activity were present, no indentations or little troughs marking where their fat bellies had pressed or dragged upon the sand. She wondered if she’d ruined this beach for them.

She made her way to the water’s edge, where whispering arcs of white foam washed up to her boots, the fluffy seams of each wave hissing as it dissipated, a few small bubbles, like islands themselves, carried out to sea with the retreating wave. She stared out over the surf, out into the dark water where the king had died, where he had blinked away from her anger and her spear, his great mass in animal panic to simply get away.

She’d killed him for nothing.

The memory played itself back, overlapping the sea she saw with her eyes. She could still feel his terror, the fright in the sounds he made, the way he pulled the mana, trying to recast his simple, futile teleports.

A useless kill. One of the goddess’ creatures, Gimmel would have said. He’d always told her to be kind to animals, never to kill them just to be cruel. Kill them cleanly and eat them. That was okay. The Huntress was the hand of Mercy, so she killed things all the time. But never to be mean. Even the men and women back at the NTA, the trained killers who’d trained Pernie in how to kill, had said as much. Not about the goddess, of course, at least not Mercy. But they’d said it too. Even as they taught her three hundred ways to kill a man in the time it took him to stammer “No” and “Please,” they’d told her she had a responsibility to life and to preserving it.

It was all the sort of thing Gimmel would likely have said had she continued to grow up at Calico Castle. It was surprising that the words of the humans on planet Earth were more enlightened than the actions of the elves, who, as a whole, Pernie felt were far more lethal. The elves could kill anything if they chose to, but they did not. Yet they’d not preached as the Earth men had. The whole universe was, as Jeremy so often said, “full of shit.” She was pretty sure she didn’t believe anyone anymore.

Maybe Jeremy. And Kettle for the most part.

Thinking about Kettle made her sad, so she pushed the thoughts out of her head. She made a silent prayer to the goddess, begging Mercy not to send the Huntress to cut out her guts for what she’d done to the sargosaganti king. That’s what Gimmel said happened sometimes. Pernie now knew that it was some kind of metaphor, but she didn’t care. Memories of what she’d done shamed her. It was as if she’d gone temporarily insane. But she was different now. She’d just spent seven years on a world that had killed off all its great creatures, a world that had gone permanently insane.

Soon enough the sun, somewhere off behind her, fell through the forest and splashed into the darkness beyond the world. Pernie turned back and saw that Knot was gone. He’d gotten into the habit of being free. She stopped herself from calling him back. Even summoning him now seemed exploitive in its way.

Maybe it was.

She ambled down the beach, not really going anywhere. It was a bit dark to climb the high cliff that would get her out of there. She’d do it, of course, but it would be slow. And she wasn’t in the mood to concentrate.

That’s when she saw them. Three figures coming out of the sea. The pink half of Luria was still low in the east, but high enough to shape the silhouettes. Females, elven females, elven women, as Pernie thought of them. They weren’t human, that was sure. Even made featureless with dark and distance, she knew they couldn’t be human, for they were beautiful nearly to the point of paralysis. Her breath came short the moment she saw them, as if she were flying at altitude and her fighter’s computer forgot to fix the oxygen mix—not so high she couldn’t breathe, but each breath labored and not enough.

They slipped slowly through the blue-black curtain of dusk. The water did not ripple around them. Their shoulders did not sway. They did not swing their arms for balance, nor did they lean against the weight of the water washing out. Even the wind did not touch them. The breeze that blew strands of Pernie’s long hair across her face did nothing to theirs, leaving it to run perfectly like syrup, a shimmering gloss of green and blue, glazing the perfect lines of shoulders and breasts.

Despite how far off they had been when they’d first appeared, they stood before her in less time than seemed possible. Time changed, perhaps. But there they were, the three of them, each as tall as Pernie was, slender yet delicately muscular. Seawater ran down their naked bodies into the sand, which, as with Knot’s many pointy feet, did not impress beneath their weight. They stood upon it as if it were marble. Or air.

The lady elf in the center spoke for them all. “I am Tidalbloom. You must come.”

A pugnacious little voice called down from the dusty attic of Pernie’s psyche, defiant by reflex. “Come where?” it bade her ask. But she did not. Learned discipline stayed her tongue, and she simply nodded.

The attic dweller coughed down at her that if she didn’t stop staring, she was going to fall in love like Djoveeve had. Heartbreak, Pernie knew. That’s what had happened to the old Sava’an’Lansom, heartbreak on a magical scale. Pernie shuddered at that.

She knew heartbreak. And thinking about it filled her with anger and the sense that she’d been cheated, feelings that flowed from her depths, strangely comfortable for the misery they brought. Anger felt good, like a sturdy, well-worn pair of boots.

She shook her head and looked back with eyes that could finally see properly. The elf called Tidalbloom smiled at her, nearly breaking Pernie’s heart, as she reached up a slender hand, with which she stroked Pernie’s cheek. Pernie looked to that hand, which the elf slid down to her neck, three fingers placed as if trying to find Pernie’s pulse. She put her other hand opposite, and for a moment Pernie felt a pair of stings. She jerked away, blinking. She thought about protesting, but the elven women were walking back into the sea, their bodies still perfect from this angle too, backs and backsides, long legs, all exquisite as if an artist god dreamed them into being. Her heart thudded in her chest, quickened by the caress, but she shook it off. She didn’t love them. That would never happen again.

An image of Altin Meade flashed in her mind, which she beat out of her consciousness with the brute force of will.

With equally forced enthusiasm, she called after the lady elves. “Wait for me.”

She didn’t even realize they were leading her out into the ocean until she was chest deep and they had slipped under the waves.

“Hey,” she said, drawing back a step and jumping to keep her head clear of an incoming wave. “I don’t have anything to breathe with.”

A grip like a giant’s, though made by fingers delicate and sublime, caught her by the ankle and yanked her beneath the surf. What little light there was from the stars quickly vanished as she was dragged down the sloping seabed. Soon after, only the waggling arc of pink Luria, jumping about on the rippling surface high above her, provided any sense of place. The way the waves moved up there, the way that crescent light shifted, made it look like Luria was laughing at her. Perhaps Luria thought Pernie coming back to this place was funny. Or ironic. This was the same spot where Pernie had drowned once before—or at least so nearly drowned that Seawind had had to make her heart start beating again with his magic before it was too late. It was the same spot where the sargosaganti king had died, too. Perhaps the elven women were sent by the Huntress to finish her.

She watched merry Luria’s laughter dim with distance as the lady elf gripping her ankle towed her deeper and deeper down, vaguely aware that she wasn’t going to be able to hold her breath much longer. She tipped her chin to her chest, looking down the length of her body to the elf hauling her into the darkness. Elven skin glowed faintly, a pale shade of aquamarine, as did her hair, luminous in darker shades of sea green and sea blue. What startled Pernie, though perhaps not really a surprise, was that the elf’s legs had vanished, replaced with a sea creature’s tail. It certainly explained the speed with which they’d come so deep so soon. It was a mermaid’s tail, Pernie was sure, though she’d never actually seen one before. She wondered if the lady elves were the mermaids she’d heard of in stories before. Or if they just took on the form. What difference, in the end, she supposed. But she was thrilled to see it. What a fun thing to discover right before she died. It almost made it worth it.

She wasn’t quite out of breath yet, though. NTA training had prepared her for a fighter crash in water. They made her learn to hold her breath for a very long time, which gave her time to think now. So the more she looked at the lady elf, the more she didn’t like feeling that way: the wonderment. She didn’t like wonderment. She didn’t like being bedazzled by things. She thought maybe that rising awe was part of the elven women’s magic. A charm.

Djoveeve could turn into a gorilla. And a jaguar. And a flying squirrel. And a crane fly. She had several forms. But Pernie wasn’t in awe of that.

Master Altin could turn into that sort of thing if he wanted to as well. He was a Seven, so he could probably turn into more things than a lady elf could.

Maybe.

She thought maybe not.

She didn’t like thinking about him.

Not anymore. Well, sort of. He had been so very beautiful standing there in the courtyard of Calico Castle like that. She hadn’t seen him in so long that she’d lost the precise memory of his face. It was only last year that she’d stopped watching what few video collections of him could be found on the net. She’d made herself stop. She’d learned enough about wormholes—what there was to learn, anyway—to know he was never coming back.

But yet, now he was back. And he was beautiful. Not like other men. Not soft beauty like the delicate men she knew. And not rugged in the way of too many others that she’d met, all broad shouldered and hairy, swaggering, leering, with shadowed jawlines and dimpled chins. Altin’s beauty was none of that. His was … majestic. His was regal. It was the beauty of a man with a thousand times more power than any muscled brute, more than the haughty men who broadcast the vastness of their wealth with every word, transaction, and gaudy accoutrement. His power was ambient, and yet he hadn’t the least inkling to prove himself by it. And his face was beautiful, too.

And it pissed her off.

He never should have come back. She’d finally made peace with it all.

At least when he was in the wormhole, she could keep him alive in that distant, denial sort of way, always with the idea that eventually she might chase him into that wormhole and find him somehow, maybe, and then, well, then she could figure out what to do with that goddamn Orli Pewter. But over the course of the seven years, over the maturity that comes with aging into adulthood, over the course of Jeremy and so many others explaining the likelihood of them being alive, given that not one probe that had been sent through the wormhole had come back out, no matter how well they programmed them to do exactly that … over the course of all that, she’d come to realize that she really had no chance of getting him back. She’d never have him. But, in this perverse sort of way, she’d always had a chance too. The whole gods-be-damned thing had been in some sort of balance. Buried away.

But now, he was back. And Orli Pewter was with him. The magic of Prosperion would keep her alive for centuries. He would see to it. By the time he was in a position to even consider Pernie as an option, Pernie would be a two-hundred-year-old hag. Jeremy had explained to her once, even pointing it out with a long list of examples, that powerful men never marry women anywhere near their own age, especially not later in life. They always marry young ones. Super young and super pretty ones. The evidence he had for it was deep, and he’d kept piling on examples, pulling up video after video for what became too long.

That was the first time Pernie had slapped him. The first of three. And yet, for the surprise that had flared there in his eyes at first, what replaced it was something satisfied. He saw her see it there too, he saw and knew she’d recognized that look, and then he apologized. Strangely so, falling to his knees at her feet and actually begging that she forgive him for what he’d done, calling himself cruel and selfish.

Which she still didn’t understand. At least not exactly.

The breath in her lungs got hot, her chest tightening, and that first urge to gasp began. She tried to kick at the hand of the lady elf dragging her into what was now pitch black, but the speed at which they traveled was so great that Pernie’s legs had parted, her left leg gripped and her right caught by the drag of the water, now trailing out behind in a loose approximation of the splits.

Pernie cried out. Unseen bubbles rattled up her face and filtered through her hair before climbing toward the pinpoint of Luria’s silenced laughter. They were headed straight down now.

The lady elf gave no evidence of having heard Pernie’s cry.

Pernie tried again, with identical response, and realized she’d have to teleport. As much as she wanted to discover whatever it was the lady elves had in mind, she wouldn’t learn anything if she was dead.

She spoke the words of her teleport spell into the water, and nothing happened.

There was no mana.

That was odd. So she tried again, reaching for it like she always had. Granted, she was still not as comfortable and quick to do so as she had been after her first year here with the elves, but she was plenty comfortable enough. But there was nothing. Somehow the mana was all gone. Or blocked. Or something.

Her chest contracted again, her primal brain seeking to override her self-control.

Pernie reached for her rod. If the elf wouldn’t let her go, and teleporting to freedom wasn’t an option either, then Pernie was going to have to cut off or fry that perfect elven hand. It was a shame to disfigure such a beautiful thing, but Pernie was going to be in trouble soon. She could hold her breath a long time, true, but even with teleports to get her back up, this was going to be cutting it close.

She managed to get the rod drawn, and with considerable exertion against the water force, she flicked on the ion baton, as that was the end that happened to be pointing down. She didn’t dare risk trying to spin it lest the current rip it from her hand.

The ghostly blue-white glow of the ion baton lit up a narrow sphere of water. The flesh of the lady elf’s sublimely toned arm, back, and shoulder glowed like a silvery moon. The light glinted off scales of dark green that shaped the feminine curves where her hips and legs had formed into a tapering tail, green scales with curved edges that sparkled as if trimmed in fine golden thread.

She oriented her weapon and prepared to burn the elf’s pale wrist. She kicked at the elf’s hand once more, even daring to use some of the last few bubbles of her remaining air, trying to warn her, to spare them both the experience, but there was no response. There was nothing else Pernie could do. She cocked her arm, angled in the best way to cut through the current of her descent, and found in that instant the weapon snatched away. It happened so fast that she had absolutely no awareness of it being gone until she thrust downward with her empty hand.

She watched the light of the ion baton dim as one of the other lady elves swam away. It blinked out moments after, though Pernie could not tell if by the switch or by distance gained at speed.

A third spasm in her chest insisted that she breathe. She ran her hands over her body, seeking the knife she usually wore, but that too was gone. All her weapons were, even the one in her boot, which she knew she’d brought with her, because it was one she got from Seawind earlier in the day, a fine knife made of volcanic glass.

Another spasm in her chest, a hollow, gulping sound. She thrashed now, trying to kick loose, even though she knew she couldn’t get away.

What a stupid way to die, she thought. She tried to fight off the thought that followed, but she couldn’t. She was going to die, just when Altin Meade came back.

That thought surprised her.

She actually smiled. She smiled and relaxed, giving herself up to the speed of the descent. At least she wouldn’t die lying to herself. Of course she still loved him. She always would. Maybe in her next life, she’d have a better chance, especially now that time travel might be a possibility.

She allowed herself to breathe. A long, cold, ironlike inhalation, like breathing in molten steel. It was a familiar agony. She thought it appropriate that it felt like her heart was on fire. At least she’d gotten to see him again before she was gone.

She waited for something to happen after. The last time she’d nearly died, everything had gone very dark. But this time, everything was already very dark.

She realized she was still holding her breath, holding the water she’d breathed in. She thought that seemed dumb, so she blew the water out. Only, more water flowed in around it than went out. Which was weird.

It didn’t hurt as much either, although it was really, really cold.

Something was burning down below, at the bottom of the sea.

Like coals or something in a blacksmith’s forge.

It was getting bigger, and it seemed to move, a tonguelike thing, a tongue of orange coals rolling out in the darkness below.

Soon they were streaking over it, the tongue oozing out of a crack in the bottom of the ocean, its light enough to illuminate at least a few paces of seabed all around. They were definitely at the bottom of the sea.

More orange lights appeared in the distance. Three of them. The silhouettes of the other two lady elves revealed themselves like phantoms as they drew near. One of them still held Pernie’s ion spear.

The leading elf—she couldn’t tell which of them was which—was fifty spans ahead. She darted forward, beyond the last of the new lava flows, rising for a moment, then arcing over and down, looking as if she were going to slam into the seabed at speed. But she vanished instead.

The second lady elf did the same.

Soon after Pernie was dragged down after them, into a hole in the seafloor where all was pitch black again. But at least the water was warmer there.

The elves swam on and on.

From there she lost track of time. She fell asleep twice that she was aware of. By the time she was finally being dragged up onto a smooth slope of stone, her belly was rumbling with the hunger of at least a day, and more than likely, two.

For several minutes after, she threw up seawater, all of it that had filled her lungs. She’d been breathing it. The violence of the whole-bodied convulsions and the burning of salt water jetting out of her mouth and nose took care of the appetite for a while. It was four full minutes before she could breathe air properly again. But at length she could. She would have been happy about that had she also been able to see.




Chapter 35

“We have to go to Earth first,” Altin said, turning back from a star-filled window of Calico Castle’s eastern tower. It was the same tower he’d occupied most of his life, though now entirely remade by men from Earth in steel as well as stone, the “boot,” as it was called these days. “I made such an obvious fuss about it the other night because we have to. I am not certain that I can get us to that other world, to Murk, perhaps not at all, but definitely not without my ring. It’s farther even than Yellow Fire. A hundred times farther. And we have no idea where the Hostile world is from which those people got their Liquefying Stones. That world could be a hundred times a hundred farther away than distant Murk. Going to Earth first is the only reasonable way.”

Orli shrugged. “It’s the only reasonable way if you do all the work. But you don’t have to. We’ll do it in concert. Surely Her Majesty can find a conduit among her allies. With you and Tytamon and Doctor Leopold, there’s great power right there: an Eight, a Seven, and a Three, and you with a Z. Heck, didn’t I hear you say the doctor has two Ys? I may still be learning how that all works, but you three could do it yourselves in concert if you had to, couldn’t you? And yet there are others to help. Certainly, Klovis will, and whomever else she, Tytamon, and the War Queen can round up. And, by the way, the Queen herself can help; she’s got magic—although I’ve never heard anyone talk about her magic as being all that great. But she has it. And so does Squints. I’m sure we could squeeze enough magic juice out of all of them to get us there. If we truly need a little bit of Liquefying Stone, maybe we fly out to Kolat and dig some out of the slag. Roberto’s got radiation suits on the ship. There’s got to be some fragments of Liquefying Stone somewhere in there.”

“I asked him about that last night at dinner. He said the fastest way to do that would be to blast through the glass shell made by the explosion. If we get deep enough, we might find some that is not melted beyond usefulness. That means a trip back to Earth, however, as his ship has no more explosive devices, nor any of the mining equipment he would require after cracking open the shell. It all went back with Professor Bryant, who certainly won’t have kept it all sitting in his cellar awaiting our call. We’ve already lost six days waiting on the War Queen and those two old men, prodding at every slightest possibility with divining spells, when we ought to have left by now. Not to mention, as Roberto pointed out, there’s no promise any Liquefying Stone remains, no matter how deep we go, making the whole exercise a wild chimera chase.”

“Technically,” she said, trying to change the subject, “we are also ‘wasting’ that time so the both of us can rest. Especially you. Worrying is not helping you heal up at all.”

“I’m fine,” he said. “Doctor Leopold saw to all my healing needs two weeks ago when we came back from that little … incident.” But she didn’t look convinced, and he could tell she was weary of his fussing.

He moved to where she stood near a window, coming up from behind her and running his hands over her bare shoulders, tracing her arms with his fingers and the shape of her body with his eyes as he gazed through the silky translucence of her nightgown, backlit by the bright planet that dominated the sky on this side of the tower. He drew her against him and nuzzled his face into her hair. “I really am fine. Healthy as a hippogriff. And so are you.” He let his hands wander more freely to prove it.


She leaned into him and let go a contented breath, staring out at the bright blue-and-green ball of Prosperion above. He followed her gaze and saw what she was looking at. And ruined it, of course.

“Even if we assume there is Liquefying Stone buried as deep as three measures down,” he said, “we still have to go to Earth to get the mining charges. At which point, we might just as well go get my ring.”

She let go another breath, this one resigned rather than amorous. She turned in his grasp to face him. “We can get charges from the Tinpoa supplies. You’ve been inside of the explosives vault before, remember? You don’t need to go to Earth. Blink up there and get some. It’s not that big a deal.”

“It will be watched and may well be guarded with anti-magic, especially now. Until we have a better understanding of what we are up against, the risk is too great. Even seeing spells have become dangerous.”

“I seriously doubt that. Watched? Sure. But magic, why? But if you’re worried, divine it. Tytamon said last night that simple divination can find anti-magic spells. His exact words, ‘The bright side of the anti-magic problem is that the anti-magic makes conspicuous blank spots in divinations.’ If a blank me from planet Earth understood that perfectly, I know you did as well.”

He turned, eyes distant as he considered it. She let him go. He walked back to the opposite window, putting his hands upon the sill and staring out over the bleak red landscape of Luria, in the direction, perhaps, of distant Naotatica. His window faced away from Prosperion, so all he saw was darkness. He looked down at his hand, at the fading white line on his fourth finger where his ring had been. He felt more naked looking at that pale band than he had been physically the day he’d first met Blue Fire, from whom he’d gotten the ring’s secret of Father’s Gift. He had no idea which way the distant planet Murk was, but he felt as if he looked at it as well. He shook his head. They’d all die if he tried to teleport them that far. Even in concert. The chance for success was minuscule.

And suppose they did get there without trouble; he’d damned sure never tame a Hostile like this. Not a male, not an angry one like Red Fire. There could be no resupply of Liquefying Stone for Her Majesty without that. No Hostile army to fill the sky and intimidate the usurper queen into stepping down. No help getting mechs. No anything. He needed that ring.

He turned back to Orli again. “Yes,” he said. “I understood it perfectly. But that’s not the point. A handful of Liquefying Stone isn’t good enough. How do you expect me to match wills with a Hostile like this?” He held out his hand. “None of this works without the ring.”

“Have you tried asking Blue Fire for another one?”

“You know she is not answering. She is petrified with fear and adoration, while the Jellies are burying her, making her a slave for those mana batteries Jeremy told us about. She is the most set-upon creature in the universe, high on the list of those who suffer for having met me, I might add.”

Orli ignored the last part. “Well, you’ll have to trust in Tytamon and Doctor Leopold. Just this one time, Altin, you’re not going to be the one that has to do everything alone.” She crossed the space between them, and this time she pressed her body against his, her cheek upon his shoulder, wrapping her arms around his waist. “You have powerful friends, Altin. Let them help. The War Queen has two centuries of leadership, two centuries of diplomacy, much of that at war. She has Tytamon, an Eight of over eight hundred years, your mentor, a man who’s actually defeated death, not like us, for real. I saw him die. I saw his bones.” She shuddered against him, remembering that awful stretch of time.

He knew what she saw in her memory, the dreaded wagon ride in the rain, the endless days in the cold and wet, staring at the great wizard’s bones. What a nightmare that must have been. What a nightmare it must still be. He turned into her embrace and held her.

“These are the people who would help you,” she said, her cheek to his chest. “They will help. And you should let them. Let someone else lead for once. It doesn’t always have to be you.”

His instinct was to argue, but he did not. He leaned into her, every part of her palpable and warm against him through the silk. He rested his cheek atop her head, her hair smelling faintly of frostberries, the scent added to a shampoo Kettle brewed especially for her. Orli said it was better quality than anything available on Earth. It made Orli’s hair as soft as her nightgown.

The breath he let go drew her closer as his lungs emptied. Her breasts pressed against his stomach, calling his attention to them. The heat of her body melted worry as his loins began to stir. She was right, of course. He was in good company. Tytamon and the War Queen would work it out. His was not the only mind in the universe. That was arrogance. If it was off to Murk next, then so be it. He would help, of course. But Orli was here with him now. They were safe. For once. Safe and together. At least for a tiny handful of days.

But he sure did miss his ring.




Chapter 36

Pernie had done a great deal of walking in the NTA. Those bastards marched around all the time out of some ritual servitude to the wars of the past, and Pernie’d not escaped it for pointing out that nobody on Earth walked or ran anywhere. Battles were fought either in or by machines, so the need to march or run for hours seemed an exercise in absurdity. But now, back on Prosperion, she couldn’t help but be grateful she was still in shape, for she and the lady elves who guided her—or who’d captured her, she wasn’t yet sure which—spent the next few days—the number of which she could not be certain—moving through absolute darkness, step after sightless step. They handed her food she could not see, dried fish, of course—apparently that was the only thing elves knew how to make—and she ate seven times before finally demanding they give her the ion spear back.

“I’m not going to keep going or keep eating this trash you are feeding me if you don’t give me some light,” she said. “You all may enjoy perfect darkness, but I am human, and I need light.”

“We do not wish to fight you,” Tidalbloom replied from somewhere a few steps ahead and to Pernie’s left.

“I’m not going to fight you,” Pernie said. “I told you, I need light. I’m going to lose my mind in here if you don’t let me see. You won’t like me when I’m crazy.”

“You intended to strike me before.”

“You intended to drown me before.”

“I gave you gills,” she said. “You could not have drowned.”

“I—” Pernie had to stop because in the second it took to load up a reflexive response, it struck her what Tidalbloom had said. With a degree of horror, she reached up to her neck, where she’d felt the bug-biting sensation. She couldn’t feel anything at first, running her fingertips up and down the side of her neck, up high, almost at the back of it. She pressed harder, though, and felt little indentions, and upon her doing so, hairline slits puckered beneath the pressure, three of them in parallel, tiny vents in her skin.

“Now you see your attack was unwarranted.”

Pernie rubbed the vents, trying to decide if they were disgusting and freakish or a fantastic idea. “Are you going to undo this?” she asked.

“You will need them again.”

“Yes, but after.”

“You will need them,” Tidalbloom repeated. Her voice had changed by the fact she was moving away.

“Give me my damn spear,” Pernie said. “I wasn’t kidding about not going another step without a light. I already said I won’t attack you. Give it to me, now.”

She felt something cool and soft grip her wrist, like a steel cargo clamp disguised as a woman’s hand. The smooth shaft of her weapon was placed upon her palm. She switched the ion baton end of it on.

Squinting, she raised the bright light away, revealing the face of the elf that had taken it from her on the descent. The elf held up her hand, shielding her large almond-shaped eyes from the glare. Oh, such an exquisite shape that arm was, so smooth and perfectly formed. Pernie thought the elf might be waiting for the blow to come, though it was difficult to tell.

“I’m not going to hit you,” Pernie said. “I already told you that.”

The lady elf blinked at her, the movement of her eyelids graceful and slow, her long lashes like feathers.

“What’s your name?” Pernie asked. “You’re very pretty.”

“Kelpfrond.”

“That fits,” Pernie said. She looked past Kelpfrond to Tidalbloom. “Okay, so let’s keep going. Hopefully when we get there, we can find some better food.”

The elves turned as one and again led Pernie along. It was much easier to follow when she could see. Listening alone in darkness took a lot more energy.

The cave was narrow and symmetrical, almost perfectly round, as if bored through the rock by Earth machinery, though the floor was smoother than the rest, polished or, perhaps, worn smooth like a deer trail over the course of countless centuries. Elves lived a long time, so Pernie thought it was possible that it had been them. She thought all kinds of things as they walked along.

Finally, light appeared ahead, orange light like the lava vents she’d seen curling out of the seabed upon entering the cave. She’d been vaguely aware of the sulfur-scented breeze for a while now, but hadn’t given it much thought.

Soon they were on a narrow ledge, skirting a bubbling pool of lava Pernie guessed had to be a mile wide. It cast a golden-orange haze into the gases that rose and thickened near the ceiling of the chamber, though where they vented Pernie had no idea.

She was abundantly aware of the fact that she should not have been able to breathe in here. Superheated air ought to have wrecked her lungs, she reckoned, if the gases themselves did not, and her skin ought to be cooking right off her bones. The ledge in places was mere inches above the surface, and at times hardly a few feet wide.

Eventually they exited the chamber, stepping around a sharp corner into another passage, which, like the first, was symmetrical, though not so perfectly round. One side was flattened with grooves like furrows in a field, the combination of flatness and furrow making it look as if someone or something had come along and filled in part of the round wall with concrete and then plowed it before it dried.

The oddity of it lost her interest soon enough, though, and for a time they simply marched on and on. The elves made no sound as they walked, their footsteps landing more lightly than feathers fall. Pernie could almost match them and made a point of doing so to occupy her mind.

After a while, she thought she heard a waterfall in the distance, growing louder and louder as they passed through stone and time. In moments here and there, as they drew nearer and nearer to the source, Pernie was certain she heard singing up ahead, like choir music being piped in through tiny speakers somewhere. But every time she thought she heard it, it was gone, blown to nothing by the steady roar of the falls that she was sure were up ahead. And then, as quickly as it had begun, the walk was at an end and the waterfall revealed.

The cave opened into a large chamber, perhaps a hundred spans long, forty wide, and another forty to the ceiling. A craggy fissure ran along the distant left-side wall, a glowing scar, orange light from lava, to be sure. Its light illuminated clouds of steam and a misty curtain of water that fell from the ceiling above. The waterfall accounted for the roar she’d heard, and the steam accounted for the humidity, which made the air thick, hot, and marginally difficult to breathe.

Near the far end of the chamber burned a blue-green fire, bright as if fed with barium and copper salts. The wall behind the flames sparkled in its light, starlike flashes suggesting it might be studded with flecks of metal or precious gems.

All around the fire danced lady elves, a ring of them moving in perfect unison. The nearest of the dancers, whose backs were to Pernie, were shadow figures, lithe and nubile. Those on the far side of the fire were illuminated fully, their pale blue-green figures awash in light, their bodies toned and just shy of muscular, the embodiment of beauty, grace, and power. They sang as they danced, and the notes of their music became clearer and clearer as Pernie and her escorts approached.

As if sensing that she could hear the music now, Tidalbloom stopped and turned back to Pernie, tipping her head some and staring deeply into Pernie’s eyes, observing her. Pernie glanced only briefly at her before looking back to the dancers encircling the watery flames.

Tidalbloom nodded to Kelpfrond after a time, then led Pernie right up to the edge of the mesmerizing dance.

Pernie could only watch and stare for a while. The music was hypnotic, and the elves were all so incredible to see, skin taut over ribs and shifting muscle, legs tracing figures in the air with such grace it was hard to believe there could be joints or bones ruling the motions that they made. Willowy arms reached up into the darkness for unseen things, while delicate heads fell back, hair tumbling down like the waterfall roaring in the distance, the silky cascades glinting liquid hues in the firelight. The pale flesh of their throats paled further in the light, vulnerable and bright, as were the up-thrust curves of their bosoms laid bare, presented confidently, even defiantly, as if equally for a lover or a sacrificial knife. They spun on the nearest side of the ring, each of them facing out at Pernie as they passed, turning in exactly the same way, flinging their hair around, nearly striking her with it, then staring right at her as they hit one perfect note, the same note, shaped in perfect mouths, as their eyes seemed to bore through hers, into her body, someplace very deep inside, someplace that in another person, someone less determined than Pernie, might have withered beneath such sublime scrutiny.

Pernie didn’t wither, though. She watched. Awestruck, sure, at least at first, but less so with each new pass of the dancers. She noted on the seventh circuit that directly opposite her, across the fire and nearest to the cave wall, the elves turned outward from the fire again, and each in turn raised her hands and pointed into what appeared to be a great open mouth filled with pointed teeth, each then bowing her head in what was the only movement of humility in the entire dance.

Pernie observed this obsequious pattern, and curiosity set her to picking her way over and around the jumbled rocks and boulders that shaped the perimeter of the dancing space. As she vaulted over one long, flat boulder, gravel gave way beneath her foot as she landed on the other side. She slid down a short decline and had to catch her balance with her hand upon the ground. The gravel felt odd. It felt as if she’d thrust her hand into a heap of bullet casings, long and slender, cylindrical almost. No wonder it had moved so treacherously beneath her feet.

She tilted the ion tip of her weapon down and discovered the floor of the cave littered with slender lengths of the yellow stone. She knew immediately what it was, as would anyone these days. It was Liquefying Stone. Jeremy had been fixated on the stuff, as he was with all things Prosperion, and he’d said it was what made the magic of Citadel so powerful. Pernie was sure that it was true, though she’d never tried to cast magic with it before. Still, if it was as good as Jeremy said it was, she supposed she ought to get a piece for herself.

She stooped and took up a good-sized chunk of it and stuffed it into her pocket, then started back on her way around the dance. A second thought, however, caused her to pause and bend to get another piece of Liquefying Stone, one for Altin. He’d likely want to try it out, too, whenever next the two of them should meet. Imagine what a great magician like Sir Altin Meade could do with such a thing. Had Master Tytamon not become so mean, she might have gotten him one as well, but she decided not to. He did not deserve one now.

She paused and looked down at the piece she’d gathered for Altin. It was roughly half as long as and about as thick as her little finger. She lowered the light of her ion baton toward it to get a better look, but it seemed sort of weird, as if the light kind of died inside, gobbled up in a way by the plain yellow crystal rather than shining through to the flesh of her hand.

She thought it worth a try to test it, so she glanced to the toothy maw-shaped opening in the wall beyond the dance and gripped the crystal tight. She muttered the words for a teleport to get her there.

There was no mana still.

Which was annoying.

She turned back to call to Tidalbloom only to find the elf standing atop the boulder Pernie had just vaulted, looking down at her. The blue-green firelight made the curves of her shoulders, arms, breasts, hips, and thighs gleam like the silver linings of a cloud. “Hey, why can’t I cast magic anymore?” Pernie asked.

“I’ve turned your mythothalamus to stone,” replied the lady elf.

“You’ve what?” She knew what a mythothalamus was because Master Grimswoller taught all about them long ago when Pernie was in magic school. Not to mention, Jeremy never stopped talking about the organ of magic and all the potential it had for geneticists back on Earth. In fact, of all the Prosperion things he obsessed about, the mythothalamus was the one he obsessed about the most.

“I’ve turned it to stone,” Tidalbloom said. “You cannot cast magic down here. Not with all of that.” She pointed to the yellow crystals lying about like so many bits of broken glass. “It will grow your small magic beyond your control. You will die.”

Pernie spun the ion baton, exchanging the ionic light for the glinting steel of the knife end. “Give me my magic back, or I’ll open you up right now and you will die.”

“Your magic will return when we return you to the surface.”

“No, give it now.”

“I will not. You are needed alive.”

Pernie lifted the spear, cocking her arms in a way that made it clear a thrust was imminent. “Three seconds.” Kettle always gave three-second warnings. It worked very well. Pernie began counting down.

The elf shook her head, and for a moment, Pernie suspected that if Tidalbloom had wanted to kill her with magic right then, she could have, but decided not to anyway.

“You have it back,” the elf said, giving evidence to Kettle’s tactical brilliance. “If you use it, you will be dead. The goddess will have lost. Tidalwrath will not return. And our people will meet their end.”

“Really? I could do all that?” Her brow wrinkled with doubt. “That’s stupid.” Then her mouth twitched in its old, familiar way. “Isn’t it?”

“It is not. That is why you are here. You are the last piece of the prophecy. You are the protector of the High Seat. The Sava’an’Lansom. It is yours to save the High Seat. If you kill yourself now, the High Seat will die, and so too the rest of us.”

“I don’t even know what the High Seat is,” Pernie groused. “You people always puke out your prophecies and make big promises about my future, and all I ever get is kicked in the head.” She started to scowl but paused long enough to add, “Or get parts of my brain turned to stone.” She was half tempted to cast the damn teleport spell anyway, but she didn’t.

She glanced down at the dangerous yellow stone she held, then stuffed it in her pocket with the other one. She’d try it later when no one was watching.

When she looked up, Tidalbloom was gone. Good riddance. These lady elves were getting less beautiful every time they opened their mouths.

Pernie made her way around to the wall from which the toothy mouth snarled its silent snarl.

Except it wasn’t a toothy mouth at all. It was only a big patch of crystal, sort of like the dangerous yellow stone, but different. It looked like there’d once been a cluster of them all together, a rounded patch embedded in the wall. Or there was supposed to have been one. It was hard to say, but the crystals were much longer than the ones she’d pocketed.

She reached the light of her ion baton up for a better view. These weren’t yellow at all. They were gray. Dull like smoky glass fangs. Old icicles formed off a sooty roof. She squinted and leaned close, moving her spear tip out and away. Maybe they glowed a little bit, a hint of purple beneath the gray? She glanced over her shoulder at the fire and decided it was probably only the firelight reflecting back. She brought the ionic light up again and studied them some more. They looked brittle, like the sugar candies Kettle used to make. She cocked her wrist and prepared to tap one of them with the end of her spear, but Tidalbloom was there beside her, her cool hand on Pernie’s wrist, preventing her from snapping it forward again.

Kelpfrond was there as well, on her other side. “You must not touch them,” she warned. “Ever. Or we might never know.”

“Know what?”

“Of Tidalwrath’s return. Anvilwrath struck him down eons ago. But his time has come. Feydore tends to him now. We have kept his faith, as his champions, as the keepers of his gift.”

Pernie rolled her eyes. “Do you guys know how many gods they have had on Earth already? Jeremy said that people change religions over the ages like shoes. They’re all new and exciting and make you feel great for a while, but then they get boring, and eventually they wear out and don’t fit the people anymore, so they change to a newer, shinier one that will be just as useless eventually. Jeremy is very smart, so I can tell you it’s definitely true.”

“All the same, do not touch them. Please.” Pernie thought please sounded weird coming from an elf that could likely microwave your guts right there inside your body if she wanted to.

“So what are they?” Pernie asked, lowering her spear.


“Tidalwrath’s teeth.”

Pernie laughed. She hadn’t expected to hear such foul language coming from someone as classy as a lady elf. That was the sort of thing Prosperion men swore in stables and on battlefields.

The elves weren’t laughing, of course.

“Really?” She didn’t think they could be serious—could they?

“His gift to us. He is the father of the elves.” The two of them continued to study her, their stoic faces belied by the taut muscles of their bare bodies and cocked arms.

“Don’t worry, I won’t touch … Tidalwrath’s teeth.” She couldn’t help laughing again as she said it. She wondered how disappointed everyone on Kurr would be if they found out that all that terrible profanity really just referred to a dumb patch of crystals in an elven cave.

She spun back around to watch the dancers again. Except they weren’t dancing anymore. They had turned as one and were now staring at her, their bodies backlit by the blue-green flames. They still sang, though, the song haunting and melodious, different now. The harmonies were insistent, bordering on discordant, and goose bumps raised on her arms as chills took her. They were all looking at her so intently now, fiercely, she thought. More so even than before.

She wondered if they could all turn her organs into bits of rock like Tidalbloom had, doing so without so much as blinking. She could be dead fifty times over in the same second if they wanted.

And why were they looking at her like that?

She decided to ask it aloud. “Why are they looking at me like that?” She swung her most serious frown around at Tidalbloom. Pernie couldn’t think of anything she’d ever done to them to deserve such ferocity. At least not recently. There was the sargosaganti king, but that had been seven long years ago now. She figured they ought to have gotten over that, if that was what was bothering them. But Tidalbloom was gone.

So were Kelpfrond and the third elf, too. Pernie looked back into the frightful choir. All three of them were there with the rest of the lady elves now, side by side in the very front, singing same as the rest.

Pernie turned back and looked up into the opening in the cave wall, the spiked mouth of Tidalwrath’s teeth right there above her. Some gift. She realized in that instant that it might come to life and eat her, snatch her up in the pitchfork tines of those jagged fangs and shred her into bits.

She shuddered, gaping up at it. Forced herself to close her own mouth, as if the two were attached. She was being ridiculous. Except she was also sure she saw it move. Or maybe not.

These damn elven women and their stupid song and their stupid religion were sort of freaking her out.

She knew better than all of that.

She calmed herself. Forcing her shoulders down from where tension had raised them, squaring herself to the wall. She looked directly into the mouth full of Tidalwrath’s sharp gray teeth. She glared at it, defying it to move, defying it to twitch even the tiniest little bit. “Do it,” she said. She dropped her spear to the floor, the light of the ion baton winking out.

She waited, her feet wide, her arms relaxed at her sides. “Go on,” she goaded. “Get to it, then. Unless it’s all lies.”

A full minute passed. Then another. Finally, Pernie laughed. “Lies,” she said, turning back to face the elves. “It’s all lies.”

And yet they sang.




Chapter 37

The lady elves sang for a long time. They sang through the time when Pernie thought the song was eerie but beautiful; they sang through the time she thought the song was weird and lame; and eventually they sang through the time she thought it was too boring to bear. At times, they’d change octaves or sing faster or slower, and on one occasion Pernie grew nauseous as vertigo sent her surroundings into a terrible spin. On another, she saw things, a pale mist, pinkish and hard to locate, a haziness at the edge of sight. She squinted into it, trying to be certain she saw it at all, trying to figure out if it was in the chamber, in her eyes, or in her mind. Something moved in it, a figure, female, she thought, a lady elf invisible by spell but shaped in relief by the movement of the mist over her body—but no, not an elf. The figure was wearing robes, long and gossamer draperies hung over bare shoulders, flowing to the floor. Maybe. The moment Pernie determined she saw her, the woman was gone. Or never was.

They were probably drugging her with some gas. Or if not that, the gases in the chamber itself, the carbon dioxide levels or sulfur dioxide or whatever else was spewed from the vents and fissures and open pools of melted rock.

Pernie shook her head, trying to break the hallucination. She decided it must be a lack of oxygen messing with her head. She’d learned enough about that as part of her pilot’s training. Many long, miserable hours spent in the centrifuges and gravity closets, face mashed into waxy disfigurement by g-forces as if she’d opened the cockpit at a few hundred miles per hour. She remembered clenching her legs and abdominal muscles, gasping like a landed fish as she learned how to fight off too much oxygen loss in her brain. She did the same as she stood there. She clenched her calves, then her thighs, then crunched her abs, coaxing the blood from her legs upward toward her brain.

She wasn’t sure it helped, but it made her feel better anyway, comforted by a rather ironic sense of groundedness. Doing something usually felt better than doing nothing, better than taking whatever others wanted to dish out.

In keeping with that idea, and though there might be some magic in whatever the elves threw into the fire to turn it blue green, she was not going to allow them to transfix her with awe—not by alchemy or illusion, or both.

As she focused on her pilot’s technique, she decided the woman in the mist, even the mist itself, were too feebly wrought to be illusion magic. Nobody, certainly not a bunch of elves, would cast a spell that sloppily. So this was all plain old oxygen deprivation, and nothing more.

Eventually boredom and a natural inclination to defy expectations met, giving birth to her need to do more than merely endure whatever this was. She made a point of ignoring the song entirely and began working her way around the fire, rolling over rocks and looking beneath them, examining bits of this or that. Finding nothing of interest, she repeated her investigation at and in the walls, searching for anything tucked into cracks and crevices, and eventually sifting through what was strewn on the floor around the great, gray-toothed maw. She was quite satisfied that in making this display of boredom, the lady elves could not mistake how entirely uninterested she was in the magic show. Or anything else down here at that particular point in time. The teeth and the yellow magic-enhancing stones were interesting enough, but only so much so at this point, with the song going on and on.

But the elves continued to sing.

To maintain her display of disinterest, she decided she ought to find specimens of the yellow crystal that were bigger than those she already had. If she were going to give one to Master Altin, she wouldn’t want it to be a tiny thing, not if there were mighty ones he could have. Maybe one of them would be prettier, and clear enough to see through, like a diamond or a ruby.

She scrounged around and found a rather large one. She held it up, near her hand, next to her fingers, gauging its size. This one was nearly as long and as thick as her thumb. She pulled the two in her pocket out and replaced the smallest one with her new one, tossing the other to the ground.

But she still needed a better one. Bigger than her thumb. As big as his. She saw his hand now in her mind. His fingers. He held his right hand in his left, rubbing with his left thumb as if his right hand were in pain. His pain was her pain. She could feel the emptiness.

The lady elves had turned together on silent feet, still watching her as they sang, watching as she hunted for a bigger stone yet. She decided these musical elves were rapidly losing their air of mystery, same as the male elves had.

She found a few more bits of Liquefying Stone that were roughly the same size as the one she’d picked up. But still she needed a better one. The more she looked, the more she had to find it. She wasn’t sure why it mattered so much, but the more stones she picked up and tossed aside, the more she yearned to find one worth keeping. She looked all around, eventually crawling on hands and knees, dragging her spear along, stuffing the light of its ion baton into cracks and vents. She couldn’t find any good enough, none better than the one she already had for him. This vexed her and made her stomach turn.

The more she looked, the more her intestines tied in knots.

She began collecting as many of the largest ones as she could, stuffing them into her pockets. If this was as big as they were, then fine. She could get him a thousand of them if she had to.

The song rose even higher than before. Bits of stone dust and gravel rained down. She looked to the elven women and shook her head. They were dumb.

Soon her pockets bulged and the small pouch on her belt bulged, and soon after so too did the tops of her boots. Her waistband was as lumpy as a bad case of measles, and bits of the stone were working their way down into uncomfortable places front and back in her pants.

It was not enough. No matter how much she picked up, it was not enough.

The song was so loud, it pounded in her ears now. Dust fell from the ceiling in clouds, sometimes thicker, as if someone dumped buckets of sand. But still she searched and gathered.

The need to do so grew and filled her so fully it became disorienting, like vertigo or debilitating seasickness. She retched and fell to her knees. Sand still fell, and gravel pelted her as hail, the hiss of it landing all around filling her ears like static behind the song. A larger rock, shaped like the head of a maul, tumbled down and smote her hand as she reached for yet another bit of the yellow stone. She dropped the crystal and stared, teetering on the brink of collapse.

Then the song stopped.

Her vision cleared enough that she could stand, if barely. Blinking dust from her eyes sent her stumbling into the wall. Her skin bristled, her pants, her panties, her socks and bra, so many pointed crystals jammed in everywhere poking her and making her sweat.

She shook her head, and at length her vision cleared. She looked down at herself, at all the lumps in her attire, and groaned. “So stupid,” she spat. She immediately began pulling them out, casting them aside. The more she did so, the more frantic she became to be rid of them, as if she’d suddenly discovered they were biting bugs crawling all over her.

She shed them all and soon stood amongst a jumble of them, like a dirty pile of rejected topaz.

Eventually the silent watching of the elves drew her attention. Looking up, she realized they were all still staring; none of them had moved. They just looked with their big, heartbreaking eyes.

“What?” she demanded. She glanced back down at the stones. She still felt like she ought to get one for herself and one for Master Altin. She wasn’t sure what that weird gathering-things thing was, but she did need at least one apiece for the two of them.

She picked up a pair of stones and vomited immediately. Which was weird. So she threw them down. With a shrug, and her mind feeling as if she were coming out of a rapidly fading dream, she once more looked to the chorus of elves. “Fine, so I barf now. You win.”

“Then it is done?” Tidalbloom asked.

“What is?” Pernie replied. “Making me throw up?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“Your decision. You know.”

Pernie’s brows knit, and she couldn’t help glancing to her left and right, as if there might be someone nearby who could tell her what the lady elf was talking about.

“What decision? What do I know?”

The elves, as one, looked singularly and identically curious, as if Pernie were the one speaking in mysteries.

When she realized no answer was coming, there followed a silence so long that Pernie finally announced, “Okay, this is weird. Why are we standing here? Shouldn’t we be doing something, or are we done with whatever this is?—and for the record, I’m not especially impressed, just so you know. With whatever this is, I mean.”

Tidalbloom stepped forward from the group. She held out her right hand to Pernie, palm down, slightly bent as if she expected Pernie to kiss it or something, as she might some overbearing prince’s ring. Pernie scowled. She’d rather kiss a skunk’s butt—not that the elf was wearing a ring, of course.

Tidalbloom raised the second-to-last finger of her extended hand and, with her free hand, pinched the tip of the raised fingernail. She whispered a song under her breath, casting magic, Pernie knew, but also curious because elves didn’t need to sing songs for magic. That made it strange. Or scary. How much magic would it take to make an elf need a song?

The blue-green fingernail, the same hue as Tidalbloom’s hair and her soft lips, began to glow, and then flatten and grow, softening beneath the press of the elf’s dainty, pinching fingers. She pulled away, gently stretching a length of nail until it tore off like a bit of melted plastic.


She lifted the bit she’d removed, still much longer than any of Pernie’s nails, and with a deft movement folded the soft, glowing stuff around the edge of Pernie’s ear. It clamped into place, momentarily biting like the first time Pernie’s ear had been pierced. And that was it. The glow dimmed almost completely once the elf took her hand away, but there remained within it a subtle sparkle like sunlight upon the wind-stirred waters of a lonely lagoon.

“We can hear you now,” Tidalbloom said. “Tell us where you must go.”

“You could already hear me.” Pernie gingerly touched the substance wrapped around nearly half of her ear, expecting it to hurt, but it did not. She watched Tidalbloom watching her, waiting. Pernie frowned again. “Fine, if you’re in such a big hurry to send me somewhere, then why not send me home?” That would show them.

“Where is home?”

Pernie paused. That was a good question. “Calico Castle for now.” She was sure they were going to tell her no and make some lame elf excuse.

“And in the future?”

That was weird. “Future? How should I know where I want to go in the future?”

“When you do, we can hear you now. We will listen. You are Sava’an’Lansom.”

“I am?”

“You are.”

“Was this the ceremony?”

“No.”

That drew Pernie back. “Well, I thought I wasn’t. I thought Djoveeve had to hand over the reins. You know, something official. At least a party or something.”

“Call to us when you have need.”

“Of what?”

“Need.”

“Need as in a Tesla VT-380 Star Dart with the C-series gravity warp, an entanglement array, and a stack of eighteen micro-nukes? That kind of need?”

“No.”

Pernie harrumphed. Of course not. Elven women were a lot more interesting the less you knew about them.

“What if I said I need to go back to Earth? Would you send me there?” She figured that would get them.

“Yes.”

“Hmph.” She wrinkled her nose and thought about that, not sure if she believed they really could. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because you are the chosen one.”

“Do you send Djoveeve wherever she wants to go?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“She is not the chosen one.”

“But she was, once, right?”

“No.”

Pernie let go a sound that was half sigh and half groan. “Fine. But for me, you’ll teleport me wherever I want, any time I tell you to?”

“When we are here.”

Pernie laughed. Of course there was a catch. “And when are you here?”

“When you need us to be.”

“So, whenever I want, then. That’s what I just said.”

“When you need.”

Pernie could tell this wasn’t going to go anywhere, so she changed tactics. She began by trying to communicate to Tidalbloom telepathically.

Nothing happened.

She reached up and touched the band clipped onto her ear. It was very tight. She was fairly sure she couldn’t pull it off if she tried. She sent another telepathic thought Tidalbloom’s way. “Can you hear me?” she tried.

“I can,” replied the elf. In words. Not in her mind.

“How come I can’t hear you back? In my head?”

“You can’t hear us. You are human.”

“So?”

“You would not survive.”

Pernie glowered. “Let me guess, my human brain is too tiny to handle it.”

“That answer will suffice.”

“Fine,” Pernie said, knowing where that was going. “So what else can I do with this?” She tugged on it pretty hard, checking to see if she might actually be able to yank it off. It didn’t budge.

“We will move you. Advise you where possible. Provide what enchantments we can.”

“Whenever I want?”

“When we are here.”

Pernie rolled her eyes but let it go. “Okay, send me back to Calico Castle. Let’s see what you can do.” She folded her arms across her chest, but the truculent expression that went with it turned suddenly to alarm. “Make sure not to put me in a wall or in someone else.” She figured they already knew that, but Djoveeve always said to never assume anything.

By the time she finished the statement, she was standing inside the castle gates, appearing so instantly that the sudden glare of giant Prosperion above her, filling the starlit sky, actually startled her. She began to laugh.

If this meant what she thought it did, she could teleport like Master Altin could. At least sort of. Which meant … she could follow him anywhere. Wouldn’t he be surprised? And oh, how that awful Orli Pewter was going to hate it!

But first, she had to get him a better stone. Those barfy ones back in that stupid cave were not good enough. There had to be a better one, she just knew it, though she could not say why.




Chapter 38

A long and very large black box—which according to Roberto looked like a really expensive coffin—appeared in space three hundred thousand miles from planet Murk. The planet was the fourth one out from a large star that burned brightly blue, which itself was part of a binary star system, locked as it was in a forever dance with a smaller but very bright white sun barely a quarter light-year away.

Immediately upon emerging from the teleport, five sides of the black box began to dissolve, running like wax melting off a block of invisible cheese. The dissolution of the engasta syrup completed itself, leaving only the sixth side of the box, a black-tiled platform upon which the Glistening Lady loosely sat in zero G. In moments, lights flickered to life, and soon after the ship rose from the platform under its own power. Inside, Captain Roberto was happy to have his ship teleported somewhere without the need for hours of work to restart everything.

“I’m not going to lie, Tytamon,” Roberto said. “I’m damn happy you felt bad enough about us all being ‘dead’ to finish Altin’s platform project. That was an excellent piece of memorial work, and it just saved us a crapton of time.”


Tytamon smiled, though his eyes didn’t glimmer as much as they might. Deep lines cut trenches beneath his eyes, the evidence of many days casting scrying and long-sight spells to scope out Murk. Without Liquefying Stone, the searching of planet Murk and the seeking of its source of Liquefying Stone had been as exhausting as it had been unfruitful. Even a concert as powerful as one that included Tytamon’s Eight, Altin’s Z-class Seven, and Doctor Leopold’s double Y-class Three was pressed to the limits of magical strength and physical endurance. Nine days spent in all, only to discover … nothing. While they’d confirmed the presence of Liquefying Stone here, every inquiry into the origin of it rushed back a blur, a contradiction, like trying to watch a specific spoke of a chariot’s wheel as the horses run full speed.

Roberto turned back to his controls. “Tracy, get readings up ASAP. Deeqa, be ready for surprises. You never know what those Jelly bastards might be up to if there is actually a Hostile around here.”

He stared at Murk through a window. Most of the planet was either brown or yellow, like a dirty ball of Dijon mustard with clumps of ground pepper floating in it here and there. In places, rivers of blue water shone like strands of silvery thread left carelessly lying upon the globe, but there wasn’t much of it. Mostly it was brown mustard.

“So, where do we go from here?” Roberto asked, directing his question if not his gaze to the War Queen.

She sat strapped into the seat that Squints had previously occupied—the young Prosperion left behind, along with his Earth-born contemporary, Jeremy, both of whom protested loudly, but were left behind all the same.

“Can you get me a better illusion?” Her Majesty asked, looking from the forward window to the image of the planet on the large forward monitor. “It’s too far away for me to find my landmarks.”

Roberto zoomed in the monitor’s view until the Queen said stop. She got up and went to stand between the captain and his copilot, ordering him to pan up and down as she studied the black formations. “Those are iron forests,” she explained as Roberto panned across the landscape. “The oddest thing.” For a moment she looked as if she might have been about to explain more, when suddenly she pointed, tapping the monitor with her forefinger. “There.”

Roberto wasted no time, and the ship was soon streaking toward the planet, the mark on the monitor still red and pulsing where Her Majesty had touched it.

Deeqa didn’t look up from her controls as she spoke. “You want an orbit or two, Captain, or we going to do this the old-fashioned way?”

Roberto glanced up to the Queen. “You were the last one here. Should we make a lap or two around it first, or you want to dive right in?”

“I see no reason why we should—”

Her response was cut off by the sudden burst of Roberto’s profanity. He drove his palm across the ship’s controls without explanation, glancing to attitude readings on a side monitor before looking back at the main screen and uttering a second epithet. A long shadow passed across the starboard window, altering the light coming in from the planet briefly, as if that window had blinked.


The Glistening Lady banked so hard from Roberto’s evasive action that the gravity compensators didn’t quite match the unexpected maneuver, the lag great enough to cause Her Majesty to reach for the back of the pilot’s chair for balance.

“What was that?” Orli asked from her place strapped in beside Altin and Tytamon, their seats, like the War Queen’s now vacant one, mounted to the rearward bulkhead. “If I didn’t know better, I would say that was a goddamn Hostile shaft.”

Roberto shook his head emphatically. “Too small. I think.” There came a brief pause, followed by “Damn it!” after which he jammed the ship the other way with a considerable degree of forward pitch. “Tracy, are there orbs somewhere?”

“No, Captain. At least not that I’m picking up. If they’re out there, they’re invisible on all spectrums.”

“Nothing is invisible on all spectrums if it’s magical. Hostiles use magic, damn it.” He dodged a third attack, a streak of something mustard hued. That much was definitely visible. “Right, Altin? Orli? Tell me I’m right, right? You two are the Hostile whisperers. Hostiles can’t hide from all my shit, right? Like, illusion is … illusion, so hiding’s not a thing?”

“That’s correct,” Altin assured him as Tracy pulled up one of the projectiles on a rearward-facing video feed. Altin studied it briefly, then added, “But those don’t look like the usual weapons launched by the Hostiles. At least not like what we are accustomed to. They are too small and lack the bludgeoning end. They look more li—”

Roberto threw the ship forward so hard Altin’s head jerked back and bounced off his seat back, cutting the statement off. The captain’s quick reflexes got the ship rotated exactly enough that yet another projectile only skimmed across the shielded port side rather than completely caving it in—also thanks in no small part to Deeqa’s having so quickly gotten those shields up and energized.

“Ice lances,” Altin said, completing his sentence as gravity normalized. “They look like ice lances.” He pointed to the broken shards spinning away from the ship after the last impact. “Look.”

“Great,” Roberto snarled. “Icicles made of … what is that, piss? Are they throwing their pee at us?”

“I should think us fortunate if that’s all it is,” Tytamon said.

Roberto had to dodge three more of them, while Deeqa readied weapons and sought targets.

“Still nothing,” Tracy announced, after a deeper set of scans.

“How is that possible?” Roberto snapped.

“There!” the War Queen said, this time pointing straight ahead. “Look there, above the planet’s edge.”

Everyone but Roberto looked at once to see what she was pointing at, just as a yellow spear of ice crashed into the ship. Roberto yelled, “Fuck!” as it hit, but it broke apart into tiny bits, as if someone had tried to christen the ship with a bottle made of yellow glass. The vibration of the impact was palpable, as was the thud audible, but neither were as alarming as any of them had expected a direct hit to be.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Roberto breathed, relief evident in his expression. He even allowed himself to ask Her Majesty, “What are you looking at?”

“There,” the War Queen repeated, pointing straight as an arrow out the window. “Can’t you see it?”

Nobody else saw what the War Queen pointed at, at least not at first, but after a few long moments, Orli did. “Oh, there! There it is.” To aid the rest of them, “Look low, at a minute past twelve o’clock on the planetary disc, barely out of the atmosphere. It’s like a splinter, a bit of a curve, like a fingernail clipping, only upside down. And small.”

“Exactly,” the Queen remarked. “And look there, there’s another to its left and slightly below. Coming out of the haze around the planet.”

“Two more on the right, also just below,” Orli added.

Roberto risked a glance up as two more ice lances glanced off the shields, followed by a fireball twice the size of the ship, a monstrous bright thing that made everyone squint and turn away as the mass of it rolled over the ship like a crashing wave.

The shields held, though.

“Holy crap,” Roberto remarked, but grinned right after. “Man, I knew this ship was worth the money.” He turned and repeated it to the Queen: “You see, I told you it was worth the money.”

“We’ll see about that, young man. Now get us over to those ships, and we’ll see what they’re worth. They’ve attacked the royal conveyance and must now reap the consequence.”

“Ships?” Roberto said as he checked his readouts. They were definitely not picking up any spacecraft signs: no heat signature, no vapor or spent fuel, no magnetic or gravitational distortion, no transmissions on any wavelengths, not even any lights.

“Yes, of course ships,” the War Queen snapped. “Look at them. Have you never seen a frigate before? Or, for that matter, three. And that other, that’s a man-of-war or you can have my crown.”

“When you say ‘frigates,’ do you mean, like, frigates frigates? Like, on Prosperion—as in boats made of wood?”

“Yes,” she said. “Although their coloring is wrong to be made of wood, unless they treat them poorly and let them weather and bleach. Now let’s go. Surely this ship is up to the task of taking on, as you say, boats made of wood.”

“Sure,” Roberto agreed. “Let’s go have a look. But, just in case, how about Altin and Tytamon load up some fire and ice and whatever else for when we get in tight?”

Shortly after the order was given, they were in easy visual range for everyone aboard. And sure enough, there were three frigates and a man-of-war in a loose formation, each encased in a clear bubble that was obviously some variety of protective shield. One after the next, the ships appeared to be the source of the mustard-hued lances and the occasional fireball.

“Sir Altin, can you block attempts to teleport us into the sun, if they try that?” Deeqa inquired. “We are technically still ‘in the box,’ as you have explained, and are therefore vulnerable.”

“Damn!” Roberto snarled. “Good thinking.” To Altin he queried, “Should we open the cargo bay doors? Will that open the damn box?”

“I shouldn’t think so,” Altin said. “We’ll still be entirely enclosed unless you can put someone in there with the gate open. And my understanding of space climate suggests that is not viable without a spacesuit, which ultimately is equally as sealed.” He paused and thought about that for a time, then added, “Although I suppose a suit might constitute a second enclosure, disincluding it from the spell. I can’t, however, be certain of it, and there is a chance that whoever is in the suit might be left behind the teleport in some odd cancellation of properties.” He glanced to Tytamon, then Orli, the former shrugging in reply.

Orli groaned. “A slower death is all.”

“Or a worse one, if captured,” Deeqa pointed out. “Whoever is left adrift will be the only one they have to torture answers from.”

“That would suck,” Roberto observed.

Everyone nodded. At least there was consensus on that.

“Bottom line, they’re going to melt us if we don’t figure something out.” Roberto’s jaws clenched, and he gritted his teeth. “This ship is good, but not that good. Not inside-a-sun good. Not for more than a quarter second, anyway. And, no offense, Altin, but you are not casting as fast these last few days as you used to.”

“You are correct. I am not.” Altin blushed and had an inkling of ire rise, directed at the captain for pointing such things out.

Roberto saw the semi-sinister narrowing of Altin’s eyes reflected in his monitor. “Like I said, no offense.” He would have said more, but he had to dodge two more large ice lances, leaning this way and that in his seat, an old habit, as he piloted the craft, swearing his way around the obstacles. A third was waiting beyond his sequence of maneuvers and struck the tail section despite Roberto’s best attempts at preventing it.

“Your cargo bay plan will work if you can get us into breathable air,” Altin said after the string of profanity wound down.

“We need to get into the lower atmosphere for that,” Roberto informed him. “That will take time.” He briefly flicked the com to all-ship. “Hey, I need Chelsea and Betty-Lynn down in the cargo bay, suited up and strapped in. And I need you both there fast, as in …” He turned to Deeqa and waited.

“Calculating altitude, give me a second,” Deeqa said right after, her long, agile fingers thumping the console glass. “Thirty-two thousand nine hundred feet.”

“Seven minutes,” Tracy supplied, before Roberto could finish entering the calculation into his nav computer. “Timer set. Sending to you, Deeqa.” She swiped her fingers across her monitor toward the left, sparing the copilot from having to pull it up herself.

“Tell them to resist anything that feels like a teleport,” Altin said. “They’ve had little experience with direct teleports, but enough to recognize the sense of it. Tell them to resist any sense of it because it won’t be me or Tytamon unless you have told them otherwise.”

The Glistening Lady’s captain did so, and the brave crewwomen set themselves to it without so much as a question.

The next seven minutes were harrowing. They took the ship away from pursuit, heading down to the planet as they angled away. The yellow ice kept flying at them, but it was easier to dodge, fleeing as they were. The bubble-encased ships stayed close, doing so by vanishing and reappearing in what were obviously teleporting leaps.

“Looks like you aren’t the only one to conquer space by teleport,” Tytamon mused in Altin’s direction as he watched the pursuit in a monitor to Tracy’s right.


“I should think not,” Altin replied, “knowing what I do now about the increasingly crowded nature of the universe. The more people we run across, the less surprised I become about anything.”

“Indeed,” Tytamon agreed.

“They had no space vessels of any sort when we arrived,” Her Majesty said. “And no flying anything of significance beyond single-person mounts. We spent months parked above our spot down there, first searching out the best place to start our expedition for Liquefying Stone, and later during the construction of the fortress. We had to monitor the movements of the giants, watching them follow herds of even larger creatures that looked like eight-legged ducks. We needed to know where the giants were at all times. Those things are mean as werebears and tough as dragon’s teeth. So we stayed aloft and covered a lot of ground watching them. We did encounter men riding leathery dragonfly creatures, similar in size to our gryphons, but they did the same sorts of things our riders do and nothing more. They had nothing in orbit or beyond. We would have seen it, if they did.”

“Well, if that is the case, then they figured out what Citadel was and how it worked after it left,” Altin said. “Nothing a good diviner’s concert couldn’t do, perhaps even a lone X, Y, or Z.”

“Unless the marchion—the new queen told them everything as a peace offering,” Orli suggested, leaning forward against her seat restraints. “She could be in league with them by now.”

“That would complicate things, wouldn’t it?” Altin said.

“She’s not,” the War Queen snapped, so vehemently there could be no doubt. “She’s not one to bed with strangers. She doesn’t even like her friends.”

“She seems pretty comfy with Jefe,” Roberto said. “Like, maybe not bumping uglies, but, I mean, pretty friendly.”

The War Queen scowled at him, but the shaking of the ship as it entered the atmosphere stalled her response.

“Might want to grab a seat for a minute or two,” he said. “We’re in a hurry, so I’m not going to ease us in.” Her Majesty did not sit, of course.

Two of the frigates appeared directly in front of the ship right as the windows dimmed to spare the ship’s occupants the glare of a fiery entry. Roberto glanced to the monitor, intent on maneuvering as best he could, but the cameras were blinded by fire. The computers were on their own.

A series of thumps followed, jarring the ship and making the War Queen actually look as if she might follow Roberto’s advice—at least inasmuch as she glanced back at her seat when the seventh concussion struck. Something coming from beneath the ship drove the ship—and the deck she stood on—upward a full two spans in the span of an instant. Her strong legs and warrior’s reflex were the only things that kept her from landing on her arse and sliding across the deck.

“They’re going for our soft underbelly,” Deeqa observed.

“They aren’t convinced we mean our retreat,” Altin said.

“It’s not a retreat if we are diving into their home world,” Roberto pointed out. “And our underbelly ain’t soft.” The whole ship shuddered again, this time rolling fifteen degrees to starboard. The War Queen leaned with it, holding tight to the back of Roberto’s chair this time.

“They’ll figure out they aren’t going to crack us open soon,” Deeqa said. Her monitor showed the timer declining beside the altimeter. “Twenty-three seconds to breathable air.”

“Close enough.” Roberto mashed his com key. “Chelsea, open the cargo bay doors. You two keep your helmet glass sealed until I tell you.”

“Roger that, Captain.”

A red light began blinking to Tracy’s left, the rate of its pulse increasing with each passing second. Soon it changed to orange, then yellow, then white, mirroring the flames of entry as seen through the windows. For a time, it pulsed white so quickly it was nearly solid, and then it began to change back, shifting to less angry hues. Soon the fire flickered out, the console light returned to green, and the blinking stopped.

“Bay doors open,” Chelsea reported.

A shaft of yellow ice struck the ship, sending flickers of lightning like glass cracking across the ship’s plasma shields. The War Queen braced herself against the shock as Roberto ordered the two women below to crack open their helmet glass. “Resist the urge, ladies,” he said. “You can feel a tickle, like that moment when you are sleeping and about to roll out of bed.”

“Understood, Captain,” Chelsea replied. Her tone implied she was well aware of how it felt to teleport, which gave everyone on the bridge a bit more confidence.

“At least that ice lance suggests they haven’t thought of the sun-teleport thing yet,” Orli said.

“Or they don’t have a teleporter of suitable power on any of those ships,” Tytamon countered.

“Or that.” Orli shrugged. “I’m happy either way.”

The black tint in the window glass faded through shades of gray, and soon they could see once more. There were twelve wooden sea vessels in bubbles like crystal balls, a whole fleet arranged around them every which way.

“Let’s see how they like a laser to the face,” Roberto said. “Hit one, Deeqa. I bet they didn’t learn that from Her Majesty’s last visit. Get them all lined up in sequence and hit them each quick.”

Deeqa’s fingers played across her console, and moments after, bursts of laser fire streaked one after the next, spears of violet light flashing in sequence at each of the twelve ships.

Nobody dared breathe as the sequence played out. The first ship evaporated inside its crystal sphere, a flare of orange like the red-hot glow of metal and then there was naught but a cloud of gray smoke. The second and third ships snuffed out similarly, and Roberto let out a whoop.

The fourth ship caught fire, the flames evident to the naked eye, being so near as they now were, and the fifth ship too was quickly aflame. The sixth suffered as the first three had, and the seventh and all those remaining teleported away, the laser blasts intended for them shooting uselessly through the suddenly emptied space.

All but Tytamon gave a cheer.

“That will teach those bastards not to mess with my ship,” Roberto exclaimed.

“Are they gone?” Orli asked. “Like, all the way gone?”

“Oh, I’m sure they’ll show up again at some point,” Roberto said, “but they’re going to go home and think about it while they lick their wounds and say nice things to commemorate all those assholes that just paid the penalty for trying to kill my crew.”

“I imagine diplomacy will have become more difficult,” Tytamon said as congratulations continued to be passed around.

“Or it will have been made simpler,” the War Queen said. “You’ll recall we had them vanquished once before. Had it not been for the arrival of that traitor sitting on my throne right now, they would have learned their lesson the first time. They will understand now that we are not to be trifled with.”

“And that we are not to be trusted,” Tytamon put in.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“The reason for our visit,” Tytamon said, “is to ask them for help unseating the person to whom—technically and accurately, from their perspective, at least—they owe gratitude for having run you off. You beat their armies but did not take their land. If they have diviners of any quality, they’ll have the gist of all that figured out. Or something close enough to it to be a serviceable foundation for mistrust.”

The War Queen exhaled, striving for patience. “They won’t know it if you don’t paint the portrait for them, Master Tytamon. By the gods, you put the thoughts out there for their diviners to seize with each passing word.”

“As I said, I assume their diviners already know. It is best to assume your opponent has good cards and play accordingly.”

“On that we agree.” She turned to Roberto. “Captain, run your scans and whatever else it is you people do, and let’s get on with gathering my army.”

“I’ve already found several population centers,” Tracy said. “All subterranean, although the surface readings are pretty odd. There is definitely one located directly under that formation of rocks where they built the fortress the last time Her Majesty was here.”

“Obviously there’s a city underneath.” Exasperation dripped from the War Queen’s statement like engasta syrup melting away. “Why else would I have built a fortress in such a place?”




Chapter 39

As Pernie got her bearings, so recently arrived at Calico Castle, she heard voices coming from around the castle wall to the east. She ducked inside the gates and glanced around to see if anyone was in the courtyard. No one was.

The place had certainly changed, she realized as she took it all in. Altin’s tower to the east looked nothing like it had used to, and there were a few small outbuildings now that weren’t there before, two of which were made of metal and in a style entirely of planet Earth. She thought that was a shame. They were ugly and conspicuous, like facial scars.

The voices grew louder, drawing closer the gate, so Pernie dashed to the nearest of the new buildings, a shed, and ducked inside. A number of tools and small Earth machines occupied the space: two portable generators, several mechanized toolboxes, cutting and welding equipment, and a few gravity sleds. She left the door open wide enough to provide a view of the gates and courtyard, then shuffled into the relative darkness, crouching between two gravity sleds.

Shortly after, Kettle entered the courtyard accompanied by Angela Hayworth, whom Pernie recognized from photographs she’d seen during her stay with Sophia and Don Hayworth seven years ago. Behind them came a woman in white robes, a priestess of Mercy, most certainly, and one whom Pernie thought she might recognize, though from this distance she could not be sure. The priestess walked with the balance of a warrior, graceful, if not quite so graceful as an elf. A young man, lean and perhaps roughly Pernie’s age, walked beside her, yammering at the priestess in that way boys do when they are enamored of pretty women. Pernie immediately felt sorry for the woman and shook her head. The last to enter, and walking alone, was Jeremy, who looked very forlorn, head down, staring at the ground.

Pernie had to resist the urge to jump up and run to him and tell him of her adventures with the lady elves. That would cheer him up. And she certainly would have liked to run to Kettle and give her a great big hug. But she wasn’t sure if Kettle still loved her after all these years. She thought she most likely still did, but she’d seen what time and brainwashing could do. She wondered if the NTA and perhaps even Angela Hayworth had helped to poison Kettle’s heart against her now, helping to metastasize whatever cancer Orli Pewter had planted there.

The thought of Orli Pewter brought a knot into Pernie’s guts. She’d almost forgotten she would be here, too. Pernie would have to control herself and stay focused on what mattered most.

She moved to a small window to her left and peered out toward the east tower. It was so alien now, or at best a thing of two worlds, with a sleeve of stone at the bottom, built around the metalwork at the top. It looked like a hollow-point bullet in a casing made of gray granite from Mt. Pernolde. No lights shone from the windows, however, and none from the upper battlements, so perhaps Master Altin wasn’t home.

She turned the other way and looked up to the upper floors of Tytamon’s tall central tower. No lights shone there either.

She supposed it was around suppertime—though with the light of planet Prosperion dominating the sky, it was hard to say what time it was at all.

She waited until the group had passed across the courtyard and gone inside. She’d catch up with Jeremy later. First, she had to get Master Altin a better stone. She couldn’t put her finger on exactly why this was the most important thing, but it was. It was something the lady elves’ song had done. Perhaps it was some secret command from the High Seat, directing her what to do. Which immediately infuriated her.

They’d just told her she was officially Sava’an’Lansom, but if that was going to mean they started bossing her around, implanting commands into her head, then they were going to be no better than the NTA.

But she did need to get him one.

And it was for him.

She would have to take up the secret-magic-orders issue with the lady elves the next time she talked to them, however, as she was not going to tolerate that sort of thing.

The most obvious place to look for a better sort of stone would be Tytamon’s tower. Surely, he had something valuable up there. A lot of years had passed since she’d been here last, but one thing never changed: Tytamon kept a lot of magical stuff.

Sticking to the shadows, she made her way to the large double doors that led into the keep’s spacious entry hall. She gave the left side a gentle push. It swung inward easily enough but drew an audible protest from the ancient hinges as it did. She all but dove into the shadows behind it, like a mouse darting under the furniture.

No sign of the cat.

She let go a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding.


Why was she so paranoid? This was her home, after all. And it appeared as if Master Tytamon had dismissed all the guards before bringing the castle to Luria.

Despite that convenience, something compelled her to move quickly through all of this.

Only half the torches were lit within, so keeping to the shadows remained easy. She scurried along the base of the wall, true to the aspect of a mouse, and shortly after was scampering up the stairs. She’d been up and down them often enough to know the way well.

Soon she was inside Tytamon’s study, going through the eclectic jumble of magic and antiquities. She checked in jars and bowls, opened pouches, bags and bundles, boxes and crates, from all of which dust rose in choking clouds. She hoped she wasn’t accidentally breathing in some poisoned powder or desiccated charm. But she couldn’t help herself continuing. The compulsion to find a better stone, the best stone for Master Altin, set upon her again almost as brutally as it had during that infernal song.

So obsessed was she that she became unaware of the noise she made as she began tossing things around, pushing crates and stacks of books and racks of scrolls over as she all but trashed the place.

“Where is it?” she demanded, speaking aloud to the lady elves who surely were listening. “You can’t put ideas in my head if you aren’t going to explain them.”

Nothing happened.

She threw over two more stacks of rolled parchment and started sorting through a heap of rolled cloth, dusty old things she thought might be rugs. The dust around her was like a desert sandstorm, clogging her nose, mouth, and eyes. “Damn it, Tidalbloom, what am I looking for?” She coughed as she spoke the words aloud.

She tossed the rolled rugs off the stack one by one as if she were chucking firewood. The whole room became thick with the churning dust. The worse it got, the more agitated Pernie became, and the more she groused and cursed the lady elves. “Where is it, God damn it?” she snapped, still coughing. “Why won’t you answer me?”

“Who won’t answer you?” came a familiar voice.

Pernie spun, snatching her rod from her back. She blinked through the dust, squinting and inching toward the door. “Who is that?”

“It’s me,” Jeremy said, choking as he stepped a bit too deep into the room. “What are you doing?” He waved his hand before his face, fanning at the dust cloud. Doing so did nothing to disperse it.

Pernie saw two figures crowding the doorframe behind him, the priestess of Mercy and the young man who’d been ogling her earlier.

“Is that Pernie?” the latter asked.

“I need something for Master Altin,” Pernie replied to Jeremy, ignoring the other. “Why don’t you come help me instead of asking so many questions?”

“Well, I only asked you one,” Jeremy said, “but what are we looking for?” He climbed over the mess Pernie had made and began turning over a large map printed on heavy bearskin that Pernie had yanked off the wall, burying a jumble of other things.

“I already checked over there,” she said. “Although not in that cabinet back above that hippogriff’s head.”

He went to the cabinet, assuming the weirdly elongated eagle skull beneath it must have belonged to a hippogriff. He rummaged around for a moment, moving things Pernie had chucked in that direction, making room so that he could swing open the cabinet doors. Eventually he said, “I still don’t know what I’m looking for.”

“I need a stone,” she said. “But a good one. They’re like magic rocks that the lady elves use.”

“Lady elves?” He stopped and turned to her. “You saw them, huh? Are they beautiful? I heard they are impossibly beautiful and will turn your heart to stone.”

“No, they break your heart. They turn your brain to stone.” She threw the last of the rolled rugs aside. It landed with a whump in the opposite corner of the room, adding a fresh blast of wind and dust to the air. She paused and turned back to him. “Where’d you hear that?”

“I read books, remember?”

She ignored him and continued searching.

“Are you looking for Liquefying Stone?” he asked, though he was smart enough to make a show of opening the cabinet to stave off her wrath.

“I’m not sure anymore. I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean you ‘don’t think so’?”

“I mean I don’t think so,” she snapped. Gods, he was so slow sometimes.

“Did you know it comes from Hostiles?” he asked, used to her lashing tongue and not taking it to heart. “Everyone else is looking for it, so it wouldn’t surprise me if that’s what you are after, too.” Several necklaces hung from pegs inside the cabinet, so he pulled one out and studied it. The pendant was a cylindrical thing, nearly as long as his finger, dangling from a leather thong.

She paused once more and turned back to him. “Well, I don’t think Liquefying Stone is what I am looking for. Whatever it is, I think I will know it when I see it. It has something to do with fingers. It might be shaped like one. Maybe bigger than my thumb.” She held her right thumb between her left thumb and forefinger as if it were one of the stones. She saw what he was holding and froze. “Did you find it?”

He squinted through the swirling dust at the object he held, waving his hand uselessly again in a failed attempt to clear the air. After a moment’s study, he replied, “No. This is some kind of bone. It’s got carvings on it, though.” He glanced up to see if she thought it might be useful.

She groaned and went back to sorting through a large sack she’d found.

“Well, it’s about the right size, I think,” Jeremy went on. “Not that I think size matters too much for Liquefying Stone. The size of the Hostile might matter, but it’s hard to say. There isn’t much information out on it all yet.”

He returned the necklace to its peg and pulled out another, this one a gold chain with a black pearl pendant clutched in the golden talons of what he assumed had to be a dragon or some other magnificent Prosperion predator. “I wonder what this one does?” he asked, mostly to himself.

Pernie turned back long enough to see what he held and roll her eyes again. “Can you please stay focused?” She harrumphed and started to turn back to searching but decided against it. She looked instead to the people still standing at the door. Her brow furrowed, and she put her hands on her hips like Kettle so often had. “Do you mind?” she snapped. “This conversation is private.”

“So you’re Pernie, huh?” the lanky young man repeated with a face-splitting grin.

“Yes. Now go away. Both of you.” She waved them away but did rethink it long enough to add, “No disrespect to you, Priestess, or to Mercy, of course, but I’m on important business and don’t have a lot of time. Master Altin needs me.”

The priestess considered that for a moment, then nodded. She put her hand on the young man’s shoulder and gently tugged at him to come away. Their shadows grew long in the torchlight, then vanished down the spiral stairs, though Pernie went out and followed them down a few floors to make sure they truly went away. The boy was protesting that he wanted to go back up and help look for whatever Pernie was after, but the priestess kept insisting that she had work to do that required his “recent experience,” whatever that meant.

When Pernie was sure they were gone, she returned to Tytamon’s study, where she found Jeremy sitting on a box, waiting for her.

“So,” he said. “Tell me about the elves.” Before she could scold him for stopping the search, he reached out to her, holding another necklace that he must have drawn from the cabinet. Her heart jumped, and then she did right after, quickly clearing the intervening space.

While it was not Liquefying Stone that dangled from the chain, it was, in its way, equally valuable to her.

Jeremy had found Ilbei Spadebreaker’s pickaxe!

“I can’t believe you found it,” Pernie said. “I thought I’d lost this forever. I only got it back from the elves long enough for Master Altin to take it away.”

“I remember,” Jeremy said. “You used to talk about it a lot.”

Pernie slid her fingers down the miniature axe handle as Master Spadebreaker had taught her to do. Just as it had long ago, the pickaxe grew. One pass of her hand made it grow to roughly a half span in length. It still felt heavy to her, despite her being several years older now, but she could wield it with one hand well enough. She gave it a few swings and decided that with practice, she could fight with it if she wanted to. She grinned at Jeremy as she pointed the pick head right at him, blade flat, parallel to the ground. “See those magic runes along the blade? They make it so this can cut through anything. That’s what Master Spadebreaker said.” She flipped it in her hands, then gave the wall a whack, sending sparks and stone fragments everywhere. “See?”


Jeremy shrugged. “Okay.” Chipping stone was literally what pickaxes were made for, but he was smart enough not to make the observation aloud.

With another slide of her hand, once more the pickaxe grew, this time into a mighty two-handed thing. The heavy steel blade clinked to the floor like a boat anchor. She stepped away from Jeremy and, gripping it in both fists, gave it a trial swing. It whipped through the air with a whoosh, throwing her off balance. She repeated the action, an over-handed swing, and again the weight was more than she bargained for. The momentum pulled her forward half a step, and this time, rather than striking the floor, she pierced three of Tytamon’s magic books and essentially nailed them to the table upon which they sat, with a full six inches of the pick blade sticking through the underside of the oaken plank, glinting in the torchlight that shone through from the stairwell.

She grimaced and for a moment panicked, her first thought the fear of getting caught—the reflex of years as a child in this place. That, of course, irritated her, which gave her the strength to yank it free. She pushed the magic books off the blade with her foot and stared at them lying there, jagged holes clean through. One of them began to sizzle, then glow, the pages turning to ember orange, then the black of ash as the whole thing immolated itself.

“That will teach people to take what doesn’t belong to them,” she said as she stomped out the flames that had caught in the rug upon which that particular book had fallen.

“I hope that wasn’t anything important,” Jeremy said, but couldn’t help laughing.

Which of course spun Pernie on him with a warning look, menacing him with the pickaxe, which hung low and heavy in her hands. “Watch it, or I’ll stick you with it next.”

Having been threatened by her often enough, he shrugged. “I think that thing was made for someone burlier than you.”

She frowned, mostly at the pickaxe, but nodded that she agreed. “Master Spadebreaker was very strong. I suppose if I ever need to mine platinum or palladium or something, it will do.” She shrank it back down to hand-axe size and gave it another flip, catching it neatly out of the air. “But this size I like.” She reduced it one more time, returning it to its pendant form, then hung the chain around her neck. She looked back to Jeremy and smiled as she stuffed it into her shirt and out of sight. “You see, this is why I keep you around.”

Oblivious to the exultant expression that washed over Jeremy’s features following this rare tenderness on her part, Pernie set back to looking for a better stone than any she’d found in the lady elves’ cave.

Jeremy went back to searching as well, asking as he did so, “So why do you need this mystery stone so bad? What happened with the lady elves?”

“Nothing, really,” she said. She held up a large crystal decanter and stared inside. There was nothing in it, so she set it back. “They sang this long, boring song, and I think it did something to me to make me see into the mana stream. I don’t really know. I’ve never done any hallucinogens, but the more I think about it, the more it seems like that must be what happened. Except it was lady elves, and they probably don’t do stuff like that. So it was definitely caused by magic.”

“Do you think they were looking into the future?”

“I don’t really think magic works like that.” She found a large ceramic pot, nearly as tall as her waist was high. Several long reeds, like cattail stalks, were stuffed inside. She dumped them out and shook the pot to make sure there was nothing else within. “I don’t see how anyone can see something that hasn’t happened yet. I know the priests say they do it all the time, but it never comes true. Every once in a while they’ll get lucky, but all they do is make guesses based on stuff they already know.”

“Like predictive analytics?”

“I guess so,” Pernie said. “Except computers can’t think like people can. Same as your androids can’t. No instincts, remember?” She did a halfway job of stuffing the reeds back into the pot, that lingering little girl’s sense of getting caught still working on her.

“You said elves have no instincts either, though.”

That gave Pernie pause, but not much. “True, they don’t. Which makes my point anyway. They don’t predict the future. That means, at best whatever they tell you is something from right now. Except that they confuse it with a lot of god stuff. Lots of things about elves being the champions of Tidalwrath—whose is supposed to be back any day soon, of course—and me protecting the High Seat from some prophecy. They are very big on prophecies.” Finished with the pot, she stood and considered the tapestry hanging on the wall above it.

“That’s what they saw. What did you see?” Jeremy asked as he meticulously went through a bookshelf. He pulled out each tome in turn, opened it, and checked it for secret compartments. After fanning the pages, he’d give each a good shake before shutting it and putting it back. Then he’d go to the next. “When they sang the song, I mean,” he added, noting that she was staring at the tapestry.

“Mostly nothing. I felt stuff. I saw Master Altin rubbing his hand a lot. There was some lady in robes, too—or maybe not a lady. Maybe a goddess. I don’t know. That was about all the vision part. It was all more a feeling than anything.” She grabbed the corner of the tapestry and lifted it away from the wall, or tried to, anyway. It was astonishingly dense.

“Sir Altin rubbing his hand, eh?”

“That’s what I said.” She yanked the tapestry so hard it tore free from the wall. The dust cloud that followed exploded into the room, choking them to the extent that they both had to scramble out into the stairwell.

“Holy crap,” Jeremy gasped. “You’d think Master Tytamon would have a cleaning spell or, with his money, at least a maid.”

“Kettle never goes in there,” Pernie said, still coughing and blinking and wiping at her eyes. “Master Altin used to run a little tornado spell to vacuum up his room, but maybe Master Tytamon doesn’t know that one. Or maybe he doesn’t care. He’s very old, and old people sometimes don’t care about those things.”

Jeremy plopped down on a step and watched her recover from the dust. She’d certainly taken the brunt of it.

“So the lady elves sang a magic song for you, and that showed you a woman—or maybe a goddess—and Sir Altin rubbing his hand.” It was a statement more than a question.

“I just told you that.”

“Was he rubbing his hand or more specifically a finger?”

She turned her head, her hands still on her knees from where she’d stooped to spit dust from her dry mouth. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “A finger. How did you know that?”

“He’s been doing it. He does it all the time. Like he’s got an itch there that won’t go away.”

“Which finger?” she asked.

“His right hand. The ring finger.”

Pernie froze. Of course! How stupid of her!

“Did he still have it?” she asked.

“Have what?”

“The big ugly ring he wears. The one with … her name on it.”

“No,” Jeremy replied. “He wore no ring at all.”

“Hmph.”

“What?”

“We have to go back to Earth.”




Chapter 40

“It’s enzyme rich and extremely acidic,” Orli explained, holding a small plastic vial under the light emanating from her tablet. The bullet-sized test tube held a quarter ounce of yellow liquid, a grotesque form of water that dominated planet Murk. The looks she got from her Prosperion counterparts bade her add, “It’s like digestive juice. Like what’s in your spit or in your stomach. Except worse.”

She stood between Altin and the War Queen, while Tytamon, Roberto, Chelsea, and Betty-Lynn looked on. They were all contemplating the slow, rolling boil of the swamp from the safety of the Glistening Lady’s loading ramp, which yawned open like a slack jaw from the belly of the ship. Orli dumped the viscous fluid back into the soup, shaking her head as she watched it bubble like simmering yogurt only inches below their feet.

“Well, that stomach thing explains the puke color,” Roberto said. “And the smell.”

“And now we know how they came up with the planet’s name,” Chelsea added, wrinkling up her nose.

“Are your spacesuits immune to the effects of acid?” Altin asked. “Can we walk or swim through it?”

“I’m not sure we could see through it, even if they were immune,” Orli said. “But they aren’t. At least not for very long.”

Roberto shifted his weight from one foot to the other, a deliberate and obvious movement meant to ensure everyone understood that he was annoyed. “Dude, I get courtesy,” he said to Altin, on whom he placed the blame for being out here contemplating alien water samples as opposed to getting on with getting into the alien city located below the swamp. “I really do, but you picked a shit time to go hypercautious and polite. Just do your damn seeing thing down in there, and let’s get teleported to their leaders.” He wiggled his fingers to remind Altin how easy it was.

Altin wanted to snap at him. Roberto’s glib remarks and his “Dude this” and “Bro that” grew wearisome. He was a brave man, and a good friend, and absolutely the sort of man one wanted at hand if it came to a fight, but he was on and on and on and on. His mouth never shut. Ever. And he used his friendships as an excuse for rudeness. At the moment, it went beyond tedious.

Still, Altin bit back a retort, saying instead, “It will not help our cause to teleport directly into a city that could not have been built below a lake of acid by happenstance. If you will recall, the first time I took liberties with teleporting inside the defenses of an alien people, I was shot nearly through the heart with a laser beam. I know you remember because you were sitting right there when it happened.”

Roberto had to admit that was true. He had been there that very first day, when the barefooted Altin had teleported from atop his seemingly adrift stone tower right onto the bridge of the Aspect. It had startled everyone, to say the least, and it had resulted in Captain Asad blasting a hole in Altin’s chest. Roberto let go a breath of surrender, his hands going up as high as his ears. “Okay, fine. Good point.”

“Furthermore, how many days was it that I was in recovery for trying to get the royal armor out of that desert compound in Mexico?”

“Hey, I said I get it.”

“Well, as right as you are on that point, Sir Altin—and a point with which I am in agreement, no less,” injected the War Queen, “I also don’t intend to stand here forever waiting for them to come out and greet us.” She offered a single, somewhat sideways nod in Roberto’s direction. “They clearly know we are here. Much longer and I shall count it an insult.”

“They’re probably still pissed about me blowing up six of their ships,” Roberto said. His gloating eyes sparkled in the brown-mustard sunlight coming through the clouds.

“We can put together plastic dry suits,” Orli suggested. “I’m not much for sewing, but we could probably make it work. Maybe get Kettle and a few of the folks at Calico Castle to help out.”

“I have no intention of waiting that long either,” the War Queen said. “They are human, same as us. You said so yourself. Meaning, if by no other reason than simple tautology, we know that if they are getting down there, there is a way down. Somewhere is a cave or a stairwell or some crevasse secreted in one of these patches of forest down which we can descend.” She faced Altin and commanded him, “Get to looking for it. That won’t offend anyone, you looking about the surface. We would see as much if we moved around in the ship.”

Altin agreed. He put himself to searching, casting sight magic and heading toward the nearest clump of trees some half measure away to the north. He ran his vision around the shadowy expanse of what amounted to a long, kidney-shaped island, but found nothing but dark-trunked trees. They were black as cast iron, with dark leaves the color of burgundy, many darker still, like burnt burgundy. But there were no crevices, nor were there any stairs, ladders, holes, wells, lifts, fissures, or any other means of conveyance or access that he could find. He even pushed his vision down into the mud to see if he stumbled upon something as simple as a trapdoor or buried mechanism of some kind. He found nothing.

He moved out of the trees and neared another island a measure or so to the west. There he found much the same: nothing. He continued working his way around, moving sight farther out from the ship in ever-widening circles.

Finally, he noticed movement upon the surface of the liquid in the distance. He shot his sight to it and saw figures rising out of the middle of the swamp, human, to be sure. First one appeared, popping up out of a bubble as it burst, as if he’d been spat up from the depths. Then came another right after, followed by a third. Once free of the acidic water, they hovered, waiting for something, each astride inexplicable mounts that looked like squishy kidneys. Upon closer examination, they seemed to be more like understuffed sausages, the membranes soft and translucent, like sheep’s bladders full of lumpy soup, which appeared to slosh and undulate within the elastic skin. Each emitted a muted hum, as if bees buzzed in the distance. The three men sat amidst the peristaltic movements of their mounts, conversing in serious tones. They were knightly figures in hard leather armor, dyed wine red, as if to match the iron trees, and each was draped with a dense collar of bronze chains, which hung thickly around his neck like an ox yoke, flowing down his chest and likely providing considerable protection there. All three of them carried lances nearly five paces long, and each wore a ring with a dark blue stone, a dull and unglamorous thing, set low and flat in a band of black material that made Altin think of the nearby trees.

Altin moved closer, intent on listening. He could not make out the meaning, but there was some debate, as points and counterpoints were made with exaggerated gestures, some at one another, some down into the foamy patch of roiling water beneath them, and still others—usually made with the directing of their weapons—pointed at the Glistening Lady, which hung low on the horizon, a good distance off but still visible. Altin, turning his sight back toward the ship, could easily make out the figures of himself, still casting the seeing spell, and his companions standing there on the loading ramp.

After several long moments in debate, the trio apparently came to a consensus, for they set off right after, their departure preceded by the odd reshaping of their mounts. Movement within the sausage membrane shifted as a portion of whatever buzzed inside flowed toward one end, where it bloated, thickening into something like a head. When it was large enough, the buzzing head lunged in the direction of the ship, stretching away, then dragging the rest of it after with a snapping rapidity that reminded Altin of Doctor Singh pulling off a pair of latex surgical gloves. The riders clung to fistfuls of the membrane, and though they must be familiar with such things, all three had to contend with a bit of whiplash as they were yanked along with it.

Altin didn’t bother chasing them, as they had provided him what he’d been searching for when they appeared.

“I found an entrance,” he announced upon canceling the seeing spell and returning his mind to his body upon the ramp. “And we have company on the way.” He turned to Roberto. “Let’s be civil, shall we, that we might be granted access without having to kill everyone?”

“I’ll be giving the orders here, young man,” the Queen said in a tone that prevented any escalating retorts from the purple-coated captain.

Altin pointed to the riders, who were only a half hundred paces away. “Here they are.”

Shortly after, the three men hovered a scant fifteen spans from the end of the ramp. The centermost handed his lance to the man on his left, then drifted forward a few spans more, where he stopped and raised his arm, straight out and parallel to the swamp. In a quick and rigid motion, he crooked it to ninety degrees and emphasized the gesture by the way he made a fist.

Altin nodded, though barely, while Roberto harrumphed. “I’m not saluting that asshole—no matter how bad Altin wants us to kiss his ass.”

“It might not be a salute,” Orli said. “That could be their sign for ‘Get off my planet or die.’”

“Hush, the lot of you,” the War Queen ordered. To the men below, she said, “Take me to your leader.”

That lightened the mood. Or at least for Roberto it did. A great fan of early twentieth century cinema, Roberto couldn’t help the giant snort that erupted when the words came out. He glanced sideways at Orli, wide-eyed, laughter threatening to burst like shrapnel from a grenade. “Take me to your leader,” he repeated, mouthing the words silently, exaggerating each one as he tried desperately to hold it together in the name of diplomacy.

“Stop!” Orli mouthed back, glaring. She widened her own eyes and jerked her head toward the three men, attempting to direct his attention forward where it belonged. He shrugged, as if he were defenseless against anything so hilarious, which forced her to hiss, “Roberto!” as if he were a child.

“I’m trying,” he hissed back. “But, dude, she actually said it. That’s literally the best thing ever.”

The Queen, however, was not amused. Not with either of them, but certainly not with Roberto, who had ignored her in front of these alien men. Though she said nothing, it was evident in the rigidity of her posture and the iron in her voice when she restated her demand: “I will not be made to wait. Take me to your leader,” she repeated, “or I will destroy you and find him or her myself.”

Roberto managed to remain facing forward but couldn’t stop the “Oh God” that squeaked out, nor the muffled snort that followed beneath his breath, forcing Orli to stomp on his foot.

All three riders glanced to Orli and Roberto, then looked back to the War Queen. They did not have the bearing of intimidated men. They did, however, appear to have surmised the general sense of the War Queen’s disposition and her request. The foremost man nodded and motioned that they should follow.

He eased his mount backward by squeezing his legs and kneading it with one hand, until he was once more amidst his companions. He reclaimed his lance, and after a brief exchange, the three of them moved off over the swamp, angling southwest.

“Well, you see, they have a bit of sense after all,” Her Majesty proclaimed. “And despite your childish antics, Captain. Let’s be off. Have your girls move this vessel. Look to it! They are getting away.”

The riders were in fact already well off in the distance, their odd mounts speeding above the putrid waters unimpeded by wind or obstacle.

“You heard her, Deeqa,” Roberto said into his com link. “Let’s not lose them.”

Soon enough, the ship was hovering over a bubbly portion of the swamp, a frothy expanse like a pool of boiling water or one created by rising gas or some chemical reaction taking place beneath. Altin estimated from the little islands to his right that they were perhaps three measures southwest of where the three riders had originally appeared.

The Murkians were waiting for them when the ship arrived. The man who led them made eye contact with the Queen, then nodded downward, directing her attention to the most active part of the bubbling pool.

When no one on the ship’s ramp made a move to do anything, he repeated the gesture, pointing this time with his lance into the froth.

Again, no movement on the ramp.

“I’m not going in there,” Roberto said, “if that’s what he’s trying to say. He wants our dumb alien asses to jump in there and boil. Maybe they think we are dinner or something.” He turned to the Queen. “You didn’t say they were cannibals, did you?”

“They emerged from out of those bubbles,” Altin said. “I watched them. At least, I saw them come from a pool very much like it.” He pointed in the direction from which the three aliens had emerged.

Perhaps sensing the nature of the debate on the ramp, the leader of the three ordered one of his men to go in ahead. The man did as instructed. He made no comment or delay, not even a glance toward the people on the ramp. With a squeeze of his thighs and a hand placed on the front end of the bladder, his mount dove down into the bubbles and disappeared, both rider and bladder slipping into the froth without the least disturbance, splash, or sound.

Altin slipped into a seeing spell right after and followed the man, swaying and chanting beneath his breath. The bubbles whirled and churned all around him, too dense and frenetic for Altin to make tops or bottoms out of anything. He let the spell go.

“Well?” Her Majesty asked when the muttering stopped.

“Nothing,” he reported. “Too many bubbles.”

“I’m still not going in there,” Roberto said.

The leader of the group rolled his eyes, seeing the debate continue. He ordered his second man to go in, though his orders were a bit more detailed this time.


The man nodded, looking up at them and forcing a smile that didn’t really turn up at either end before guiding his mount over the center of the bubbling pool, where Altin and his companions could closely watch. He swung one leg over what would have been the saddle horn had there been a saddle on the thing—which, upon closer observation, Altin realized was filled with mosquitoes, explaining the muted hum—then, with another glance to the observers on the ramp to make sure they were watching, the rider slid off his bag of mosquitoes and dropped into the froth.

The remaining Murkian pointed to where the fellow had just gone and said something short and alien. Despite the unfamiliar sounds, the statement had the tone and cadence of “There, you see.”

The War Queen looked from one to the next of her companions. “Will you leave it to me, then?”

“I’ll leave it to no one,” Roberto said. “I damn sure ain’t going in there, and I’m not going to order any of my people to do it either. And neither are you.” He paused, then amended, “Order my people, I mean. If you choose to throw your royal meat into the cannibals’ pot, be my guest.”

The War Queen turned on Roberto lightning fast—faster than Altin had seen her move since her rescue, fast like she’d been fighting at the Palace gates. She grabbed him by the throat and the crotch together, a hand upon each, and in one motion flung him off the ramp and into the bubbling swamp. Altin would have gasped and said something, but there was no time for it. Her Majesty threw herself from the platform immediately after the captain, as if intent on beating him into obedience down there somewhere in the acidic foam.

The remaining rider watched the two outworlders disappear beneath the surface and nodded, barely hiding a smirk. He shot Altin an expression that seemed to say, “Good enough?” before grabbing a rubbery stretch of the vacant mosquito sausage and guiding the thing down into the bubbles himself.

“Well, I guess we’re committed now,” Altin said. He turned to tell Orli that she should stay here with Master Tytamon in case they needed something, but Orli was already plunging into the foam.

Chelsea was laughing as Altin turned to her. “Did you see the look on the captain’s face?” she said. “That might be the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Betty-Lynn wasn’t laughing, though. “He is going to be really pissed. And I mean really, really pissed. Like full Spanish tantrum,” she said. “I was fine with jumping in before, but now I’m not so sure. That’s a whole lot of ego she just lit on fire.”

“He will recover,” Altin said. He jumped down after Orli, with the two burly crewwomen right behind.




Chapter 41

Altin expected to be wet when he jumped into the bubbles, and he braced himself for the bite of acid that Orli had described. There was no burn, however, at least not much. Mostly there was free fall. Incrementally the bubbles resisted, as if he’d jumped into a haystack or a great, soft pile of fresh fallen leaves. Even the sound was the same, a furious, fizzing sort of hiss. He fell for several seconds in this way, perhaps twenty or more, with the bubbles popping around him, snap, snap. They nipped at his skin like tiny sparks, increasingly so the deeper that he went.

Eventually, the leafy sense went away as the bubbles grew denser and larger in size, their membranes more resistant to bursting. Many gave way reluctantly, like large, underfilled balloons, and a few did not pop at all. These bulged and squished as he came upon them, some even pushing him about as they compressed, gently nudging him this way or that. The farther he fell, the more of the resisting type he encountered, until eventually the number of those that did not burst was greater than the number of those that did. At length, the sense of falling became one of sinking instead. As he slipped and slid through increasingly larger bubbles that mashed and squeezed beneath his weight, their membranes grew thicker still, reminiscent of the intestine-like mounts the Murkians rode. They turned him first one way and then another, sometimes head over heels, sometimes some other ways, but steadily his tumble took him down.

Eventually the bubbles were larger than he was. The gentle, reluctant surfaces grew firmer still, more akin to kid leather than intestine. He came against one of them suddenly, like running face-first into a heavy canvas. He pressed into it, deeper and deeper. It stretched and clung to his features. He couldn’t push away, for his hands stretched into it, too. He began to worry he might suffocate.

It grew so taut against him that he could see through it, through the urine-yellow film of its surface and through its inner space, together working rather like a lens. Light came through it, shining up from below, light that was different than the dull mustard light still filtering through the bubbles above. The new light was honey hued with a touch of orange, and it flickered as if there might be an enormous candle burning somewhere at the bottom of this deep, bubbling free fall. With the help of that light and the lens effect, he sought his beloved and some glimpse of any of the rest of his cohort.

Sure enough, something blue turned over below and to his right. It had to be Orli’s blouse. He pressed even farther into the bubble with his face, wriggling his head trying to see more clearly. And then he slipped right into it. One minute he was outside of it, the next he was in; the membrane gave way and in he went. He dropped a half span, landing at the bottom of the bubble as if he’d fallen into a squishy crystal ball. He rolled to his right, seeking the blue streak where his Orli was. He found her, only to realize that she was getting away from him again. He shouted for her to wait but then realized it was he who was creating the distance. His bubble was going up!

“No!” he shouted down at her, then made a spear of his hand, straightening his fingers and driving them right through the bottom of the bubble. It popped, and once more he was slipping and twisting down through the press of the ever-rising bubbles all around.

Another bubble, as large and thick as the last, caught him again, and he lay upon it like a wet leaf stuck to a window. He intended to stab it with his fingers again, but the Murkian leader beat him to it, bursting it with the tip of his lance. Then down they both went for a time, the leader popping bubbles selectively and chatting to Altin about something the Prosperion could not begin to understand, as if being jostled and flipped by a seething morass were the most normal thing they could possibly be doing right then.

A frothy wave of smaller bubbles came at them for a moment, and, in the fizz, Altin lost sight of the man beside him, and worse, any hope of sighting Orli again. When the storm of stinging smaller bubbles passed, he was still amongst the large variety, through which he glimpsed the alien leader popping his way down, well ahead of him now. This was obviously a familiar mode of travel for the man.

Altin understood well enough now what to do, and just as a big round bubble swallowed him, he burst out the bottom with his stabbing hand. He hit the surface of the one below, and it didn’t pop when he stabbed it, instead swallowing him as the first large one had. This bubble was large enough that once inside, Altin fell nearly two spans before hitting its bottom side.

Awkward as his landing was, he had the hang of it now, and he burst that one and came out into a flurry of midsize bubbles, rising like a flock of prize pumpkins enchanted for flight at a Prosperion harvest festival. These he could wriggle through as he might shoulder his way through a crowd. Down he went, bursting the occasional big bubble that tried to gobble him up, sometimes getting spun about by a hissing blast of the small, fizzing variety, and sometimes swallowed up anyway by a larger one underneath, until finally, one such monster sucked him in and dumped him right down onto Orli’s back.

Orli grunted as his full weight fell upon her from a good two spans. “Ooof!”

“Well,” he said, rolling off her onto his knees. “At last, I’ve found you.” He grinned and looked around them into the bubbles squeezing past the little sphere they occupied. “This wasn’t what I expected.”

“No,” she said, apparently not as amused by the bubbles as Altin was becoming. “But it’s not horrible.”

Altin looked down between his knees and saw the alien commander was nearly out of sight. He pointed down at him. “We’ve got to pop this.”

“I know. But it’s a lot quieter inside. Was kinda nice to get a break. Plus, I was riding this one up, hoping to find you.”

“And here I am.”

Her grin was such a relief. Like cool water on a hot day. She was amused—now that he was here. Her expression reminded him of how it used to be before chaos came and never seemed to go away.

“Good,” she said. She looked in the direction of the departing Murkian, and the thrill of the adventure faded some. “Do you think we’re going to pull this off, or are we being stupid?”

“We shall succeed. I do not believe we are prisoners here. Not yet, anyway. And that man could have speared me through the back, right through that first big bubble I was in. I didn’t see him coming. He popped it with his lance, a prick and nothing more. So, if nothing else, he’s under orders to be civil for now.”

Chelsea went tumbling by then, squeezed between two large bubbles for a moment; then one of them rotated, rolling her onto the surface of another, even larger bubble as if she were some bit of extruded bread dough. She made the mistake of popping that one while at its summit, then plunged the length of her body through the space to splat upon the bottom, rupturing it and then slipping into the one below. She landed on her back, gasped, and began to rise. She looked right at them through its transparent wall as the bubble rose, shaking her head and wearing an expression that clearly said, “What in the hell have we gotten into?”

Altin shrugged in reply and pointed downward. She nodded but appeared to need to catch her breath before proceeding again. He did notice, however, that she was reaching into a belt pouch for something, which he assumed would help her out.

“We’d better keep going, too,” Orli said, “or we won’t be able to keep Roberto from shooting the War Queen to death at the bottom of this.”

“I’m not sure that would be as easy to do as he might think,” he said. “Golden armor or no.”

“Well, let’s not find out.” She jabbed the edge of the bubble with a fingernail, and the two of them were slipping back through the bubbles again. “This must be what a virus feels like sliding around our cells,” Orli shouted over the roar of so many bubbles popping. “I found a wall over that way that helps break these big ones up. I couldn’t stay close enough to it by myself, but if we can get back there together, there is a sweet spot about three feet from it that has a perfect ratio of small bubbles to big. It’s like floating down on a cloud.”

“Well, that sounds better than where we are. These big ones are really starting to squeeze now,” Altin observed. He was wedged between two large bubbles whose surfaces were as thick as cowhide. Worse, the pressure between them made it so he couldn’t get his arm up to point his fingers into it. For the briefest moment he thought he might be in danger of actually suffocating this time. Fortunately, however, the lower of the two swallowed him, and he fell in right as Orli replied to his comment, muffling her words. It was getting quieter now as the bubbles grew. That was some relief at least.

He lost sight of her in the movement of too many bubbles, but the light coming from below was brighter now, marking what looked to be the end of the cave shaft down which they traveled, a patch of light surrounded by the darker honeycomb of the passageway. Visible through the opening, far below it, was something very dark. Perhaps another opening.

But opening onto what? Into what?

He feared he might be coming upon some larger sequence of passages, or some giant lighted bubble through which he might fall into a dark chasm below. Hopefully, he would have time to teleport, and to catch Orli and the others with him if he needed to. He could not know. He considered risking a seeing spell, but if Orli was already about to pass into that mess, or, worse, already falling, he’d be wasting time. Which meant he needed to get down there quickly, in case she beat him there and fell without recourse.

He went to work furiously on the bubbles then, striving toward the light, punching his way from one to the next, dropping through them, like falling down giant steps.

The walls angled in, the space narrowing the closer he got to the opening. It was as if he had thrown himself down a funnel. But he could see now he was almost out. Four more bubbles and he’d be clear of this mess. They squeezed up at him single file, no longer round but long and narrow. And awfully thick skinned.

With a mighty knuckle punch, he dropped into the last bubble, fell the two and a half spans to the bottom, and landed with the next punch already on its way. And just like that, he was in free fall.

He was in an immense cavern now, plunging toward the blackness he’d seen. It was an enormous lake or underground sea. There was no sign of Orli. He twisted to look behind him, up toward the opening through which he’d come. There she was, falling from a honeycomb hole in a dark orange ceiling, one of many, thousands and thousands of them of varying size as if he gazed upon the surface of a giant sponge. In the time it took to spot her, he found himself caught in a net. It was a great wide thing like the tightrope walkers at a circus use, but massive, and it enfolded him almost entirely as it flexed and stretched with his momentum, creaking like the riggings of a sailing ship. He plunged twenty spans before the stretching finally stopped.

The net rebounded after, and in a matter of moments he found himself hurtling back toward the honeycombed ceiling again, thrown by the trampoline effect of the net. But he didn’t travel far, and he landed once more in the net, which again stretched and further arrested the energy of his fall. This happened a few more times, each instance less and less up and down, until at length he was simply lying there, breathless.

To his left, Orli was in the process of being caught as well, on her third rebound, tossed a few spans into the air. She landed and bounced a few more times, and then she too came to rest. Altin crawled over to her, traveling across the net as one might on a massive and very understuffed mattress.

“Are you all right?” he called.

“Yes,” she laughed. “You can’t say that wasn’t fun.”

“I can,” he said. “But I suppose had I done it on purpose, and at another time, it might have been.”

“True.” She looked up at the ceiling, intent perhaps on saying something further on the subject of amusement, but shouted instead, “Watch out!”

Altin looked up in time to see Betty-Lynn falling toward him. He thrashed out of the way like a four-legged spider at the end of a long night drinking, barely able to navigate his web. He cleared enough space for the warrior woman to hit the net and stretch away, traveling still well down beneath him toward the chamber floor, as if the net were liquid and she’d just dove into its pool. The impact hardly affected him at all, despite her proximity, speaking volumes about the unique properties of the net.

Looking through the net, and less stricken by the unknown now, he could better study the darkness below. It did appear to be water, though it might as easily have been polished black stone for all he could tell from his present altitude. But whatever it was, it appeared liquid, and very large, at minimum twenty measures across and of indeterminate length, for its farthest reaches were lost, bent out of sight around an underworld mountain in the distance. There were lights around it too, clinging in clusters here and there along its edges, the brightest of which was right below them, a city built upon the shores of a vast subterranean lake.

He turned back toward Orli and saw that she was staring down at the city too. He was about to call to her and comment when the net they were lying on broke away, a sudden lurch accompanied by a loud snap. Soon they were falling again.

Down they went together as the net collapsed, rolled into a jumble, Altin, Orli, and Betty-Lynn in a pocket like three things thrown into a sack. They swore in unison, one Prosperion vulgarity and two from planet Earth.

Altin started a teleportation spell, intent on getting them back aboard the ship, but Orli’s comment stopped him before he began to chant. “Look, it’s on a line.”

He followed her eyes up to where the net had bunched together, the main ropes that had supported the stretch of net they’d occupied coming together like drawstrings on a pouch. They were tied to huge metal rings, through which ran taut lines that stretched down toward the shore. The rings slid easily along these lines, and it became instantly clear where the net pouch was headed next.

So down they went, trapped in the net sack, sliding down the rope. They moved so quickly that the rings buzzed against the ropes and the wind of their descent hissed through the mesh. Altin glanced back and saw another net satchel dangling from a different set of lines. He couldn’t be sure, but it seemed likely the colorful jumble of bodies included Roberto and the War Queen, and perhaps at least one of the three Murkians. Given how this had all begun, Altin was glad he was not in that one for this ride.

A third net off to his left suggested that Chelsea had landed safely as well, occupying space with one of the three Murkians as well, and the leader of the group appeared to have landed on his own net, which was not far behind the one Chelsea occupied.

As they drew closer, he could see boats upon the lake, and others berthed in row after row of docks. The docks, long and whitish, looked from this distance like harpsichord keys installed along the shore. They ran in even increments around the lake in both directions as far as Altin could see, unbroken in frequency or appearance by anything, man-made or natural. Among the boats, Altin observed a few large ones like the ships they’d encountered in space. Each was made of the same bone-hued wood—or whatever it was they used, for Altin spotted no evidence of trees—and they stood out distinctly for their size.

Structures rose like termite mounds beyond the docks, some squat, some tall, some featureless, others lumpy and irregular. The one thing they had in common was the polish of their surfaces. Every structure had the same smooth, dark surface, each appearing as if it had been molded from the same kind of clay, different artists, but the same clay and the same finish, hardened, enameled, and buffed to a high shine.

The structures were arranged loosely in rows, like sloppily planted crops, and the autumn-orange light that came from the cavernous ceiling above, the glowing honeycomb from which Altin and his friends had fallen, gave the city a warm, organic presence.

Lighted windows confirmed they were structures, though, not crops, and several of the buildings were many stories high. In the distance, a dense cluster of these constructs rose what had to be at least a half measure tall, and a handful more climbed high enough that they touched the ceiling of the great cavern more than a measure above.

The closer to shore their net pouch traveled, the larger and taller the structures appeared. And as the structures loomed larger, so too did the city’s residents, who became visible upon a broad gray platform at the end of a dock, waiting together, clearly in anticipation of seeing the inbound group of aliens.

The taut rope lines down which Altin and his companions slid ran into an alley several spans beyond the docks, disappearing into darkness in which Altin assumed they were anchored somehow. He squinted and tried to figure how, exactly, this net sack was going to stop. Despite it seeming as if they were on a collision course, none of the residents below appeared the least bit worried about being bowled over by the incoming visitors.

That’s when he noticed two dark poles rising up at the lake line, immediately before the platform. A tight line ran between them like a trip wire. The net slid toward it, then hit it, the trip wire catching the rope from which the net hung, right below the rings, and serving as a brake. Altin and his fellow passengers were slung forward the length of their net pouch as the rings were checked by the trip wire, the sack of them swinging over the heads of the onlookers close enough to rustle their hair. There came a pause at the top of the swing, then back they swung like a soggy pendulum. A few more swings back and forth followed as energy abated, but after the fourth, two of the onlookers stepped forward and grabbed the net, expediting the end of the ordeal.

One of the men looked to the knots at the top of the net and muttered a few short words, accompanied by a flick of his hands. Seemingly of their own accord, two of the knots unwound themselves, causing one side of the net pouch to fall open, which in turn dumped Orli and Betty-Lynn onto the platform like half-chewed food from an open mouth. Altin, being farthest from the opening, was left cradled in the bowl of the net as if he’d had a nap in a hammock, and he was, therefore, able to step out with considerably more dignity.

A tall, slender figure, wearing blousy pants and a blousy tunic, both of which shimmered despite the wan ambient light, stepped forward. He appeared to be a rich fellow, as his tunic was extravagant, cut at cross angles with a long drapery of a collar held together down the length of his chest by gossamer threads wound between large round buttons of blue stone. To Altin’s eye, it appeared to be the same blue stone as that in the rings of the three men he’d encountered on the surface.

The blousy fellow kinked his head to the side as he regarded the two Earth women trying to untangle themselves at his feet. He did not wait for them to succeed, nor offer to assist, but instead looked to Altin, who was already standing, and said, “Welcome to Murk, aliens from Earth and Prosperion. I am Zanzavon Ichness, First Attendant of the Five Kings. The five will receive you soon.” He stepped back and turned, glancing upward again, motioning with his head that the two men who had stopped Altin’s net should get over to where the next net would be arriving.

The little crowd shuffled after them in a cloud of titters and muttering, giddy expressions on their faces, the lot of them obviously eager to see the next batch of inbound aliens. It was as if some new freak show or scientific spectacle had come to town.

“Hmmph,” Orli harrumphed as Altin helped her to her feet. “How do you like that?”

“We just got dumped on the dock like a box of old parts,” Betty-Lynn observed, allowing Altin to tug her upright as well.

“It could be worse,” Altin said as he surveyed the scene. He caught the flash of someone’s eyes in the darkness, down the alley into which the taut lines disappeared. Two eyes and the bright gleam of something else. He nodded ever so subtly as he peered into the shadows, jaw clenched.

It could definitely get worse.




Chapter 42

“They’re literally sniffing the air for our DNA,” Jeremy protested from where he crouched behind the dumpster, typing furiously on his computer. In the early morning darkness, the monitor illuminated his face and made his anxiety evident. “I can’t hack that. Our sequences are in the individual device cards.”

“I can,” Pernie replied. “Just find where they’re keeping the ring.”

Jeremy shook his head but kept working. After a while he grumbled and let go a sigh.

“What?” Pernie asked.

“I can’t find anything. No mention of Sir Altin or a ring. No jewelry or inventory of items from his intake processing. It should be there. They always keep track of items when they process a prisoner at intake. But there’s nothing.”

“Maybe they figured out the ring was important and deleted the records. That’s what I would do.”

“Well, that doesn’t help us, does it?” He stared into his computer a moment longer. “You could ask the lady elves. Maybe they can do a divining spell. Sing the song.”

“I don’t think they know enough about Earth people to make that work. You have to know stuff.”

“You know stuff. Can’t they pick things out of your brain?”

She thought about it. It did sort of seem that way. That was, after all, how they’d gotten her and Jeremy here to this spot behind the dumpster. “Send me to Earth” was all she’d had to say.

Well, sort of.

She had given the command, and rather than send her to Earth straightaway, they had brought her back to String, back beneath the seafloor and into the song chamber, where the strange stones and “Tidalwrath’s teeth” were.

“This isn’t Earth,” she’d snapped at them. Then, looking about, “And where is Jeremy? I need him with me to get Master Altin’s ring. That’s what you were showing me with your visions, wasn’t it?”

Tidalbloom had stepped out of the circle of elven women, grace incarnate, and moved lightly to stand before Pernie like a living vision from a dream. She’d tilted her head sideways and regarded Pernie with heartbreaking eyes that narrowed as she’d studied the young Sava’an’Lansom for a time. The other elves began to hum, rhythmic and breathtaking. Pernie’d had to suppress the urge to cry, reminding her why bringing Jeremy would have been a terrible idea.

Finally, Tidalbloom had spoken, nodding, the seaweed silk of her hair stirred as if by gentle waves. “Yes.”

“Well, what is it? Is it like that stuff over there?” Pernie pointed to where she’d so frantically gathered the yellow crystals not so very long ago, before they’d made her puke.

“No” was the reply. Tidalbloom directed Pernie’s gaze to the wall where the long, spiky grin of Tidalwrath’s teeth was. “That.”

“What’s the difference?”

“It connects him to his god.”

“Master Altin?” It had been Pernie’s turn to study the lady elf. Frowning, she observed, “I don’t think your divining spells are working very well. Master Altin doesn’t have a god.”

“He does.”

“He does not. I would know if he did. I’ve heard him make fun of the gods and call them names many times.” As she’d thought about it, though, she’d decided that it was possible Orli Pewter might have tried to convert him to Christianity or Islam or any one of the many religions from planet Earth. She’d certainly had time to do all that after seven years. Although Pernie had never thought of Orli Pewter as being religious either.

The elves around the fire had begun to sing louder; the humming became mumbling, barely uttered words, clear to their minds, less so to human ears. Tidalbloom had stared at her very deeply and very long.

“What?” Pernie asked.

“You must ask for Mercy.”

“I don’t need mercy. I grant mercy. And only if I feel like it.” It was a reflex. Just came out. She made a face at Tidalbloom, trying to decide if that was the right answer or not. At length she’d decided to ask, “Why?”

The song had begun to grow louder, the words more audible, though their meaning no clearer for the distinct syllables. The elves moved about the fire, which until then had burned so low Pernie hardly noticed it. But at that moment, it had flared and grown bright, burning blue that turned purple, then yellow, and then red. It cycled through the colors, blending, flaring, and hissing at times, though no fuel lay at its base.

“What?” Pernie had asked again, but no answer had come for quite some time.

Finally, the song stopped. All the lady elves turned as one to stare at her. She’d thought they looked frightened as she’d leaned into the glare of the fire. The dancing flames backlit the elves nearest her, shadowing their faces and whatever expressions they wore, but the few on the far side, they’d certainly seemed different. But it was gone right after. The fear. Or it had never been.

Nothing was as it seemed in that deep, dark place.

“You are Sava’an’Lansom, chosen by the High Seat as defender and champion,” Tidalbloom said. “This makes you the chosen of Tidalwrath. You must defend him now.”

“Yeah, I know,” Pernie said. “We’ve been over all that.” She crossed her arms. “So, if you’re just going to lecture me, skip it and send me—and Jeremy—to Earth.”

“When the time comes, ask for Mercy,” Tidalbloom said again. The other elves all said it too, or at least something that sounded rather like it, but not really, a long, breathy word that only sort of rhymed.

“Yes, mercy,” Pernie replied, waving it off impatiently. “I got it. Anything else? Can I please go to Earth now?”

“Yes.”

She had braced herself for the next argument, focusing on being self-aware as she’d been taught, so when Tidalbloom had agreed, it threw her off guard, suddenly standing with a wide-eyed Jeremy behind an NTA dumpster, with Jeremy blinking at her and looking like someone who’d nearly stepped off the edge of a cliff.

In a way he had, and the fall had taken them both all the way to Earth, right back to where he’d been hidden the day he’d helped Pernie rescue Master Altin and his companions, held captive by the NTA. She supposed if the elves had known where Master Altin’s ring was, they would have sent her there instead of behind a dumpster, but one never knew when it came to elven thinking. They were sticklers for specifics, however, and divining spells were notorious for being terrible if you were missing important details. She was certain divination magic was exactly what that elf song was.

Maybe now that Jeremy had poked around in the NTA systems for a while, she had enough new details for them to try again.

She rather liked the idea of having her own personal divination team.

She tugged unnecessarily at the bit of elven fingernail clamped to her ear. “Hey,” she said, “send me to wherever they are keeping Master Altin’s ring.”

She waited for a teleport that didn’t come, so she tried again. “Hey, Tidalbloom, are you listening? I know more than I did an hour ago. Get us closer.”

Still no teleport.

“Hello?”

Nothing.

She wasn’t entirely sure what she expected, and she did know they’d told her humans couldn’t handle having an elf in their thoughts, but she waited anyway. Maybe they’d send some vague feeling that made her puke again.

“What are you waiting for?” Jeremy asked.

“I’m not sure. A note. An illusion. Maybe a homing lizard. They can’t possibly be ignoring me.”

“You sure about that?”

She thought about it and harrumphed. “No. I’m not. It would be just like them, too.” Another half minute passed. Still nothing.

She turned back to Jeremy, seated on the ground, fingers dancing nimbly across the computer keys. He looked up, sensing her movement, but recognized the expression she wore as one of futility. He resumed his work.

“What is Grayborn – Gen 9?” he asked after a few minutes.

“I don’t know.” She sounded impatient. “Can you please stay focused?”

“There’s a whole bunch of them.”

“Of what?”

“These Grayborn – Gen 9s. And 8s.”

“Jeremy!”

“What? All I’m saying is, this is weird.”

“Nobody cares. It’s not weird. They brought me here as a lab rat, which you know as well as anyone. I’m sure there’s lots of files on me. Now hurry up already. You’re going to confuse the lady elves if you put dumb stuff that doesn’t matter in my head.”

He acknowledged her logic, if reluctantly, and went back to work.

“There’s a small safe in the chief administrator’s office down in the New Technologies lab,” he said after several minutes had passed. “I don’t know exactly where it is, but I see the original item request, and the manifest from when it was delivered. They ordered it two days after Sir Altin was captured, and no other safes or vaults were purchased in the twenty-four months prior to his arrival or in the time since. That seems conspicuous.”

“You’re so smart,” Pernie said.

Her praise lit up Jeremy’s face like a home decorated for the holidays.

“So where is it?” she asked, pointing at the ground. “Somewhere deep in the darkest depths down there?”

He nodded. “Thirty-one floors. Think your lady elves can get us down that far?”

Pernie attempted to relay the instructions back to Tidalbloom and the elves who danced beneath the seas of String.

There followed no reply.

“Answer me, damn it,” she swore, stomping her foot. “We need to go down below. As far as your dumb elf magic can get us.”

Suddenly she and Jeremy were in a sewer, knee deep and choking on the stench as violently as they had choked on the dust in Tytamon’s tower not so long before. Jeremy was so startled by the change in odor as much as in scenery that he dropped his computer, which vanished, sinking into the muck.

He watched it sink and spent a few moments deciding how badly he wanted to get it back. In the dim overhead lighting, most of which had ceased to function decades ago, Pernie witnessed his reluctance and rolled her eyes. She stepped forward and reached into the grisly stream, hauling out the machine. Effluent dripped from it, plop-plopping back into the muck. She made a face at it, then gave it a single forward flick, a snap of the wrists like cracking a whip. A spew of brown goo flung from it and splatted against the concrete wall of the sewage pipe, painting a long, splotchy line bare inches to Jeremy’s right. She ignored the complaint he let forth and attempted to scrape the monitor clear of the remaining grime with the edge of her hand. That didn’t help much, so she handed it back to him with a shrug. “Here.”

He held it gingerly and looked as if he might throw up.

“Oh, grow up,” she said. “We don’t have time to waste.”

She glanced around as Jeremy steadied his gastric resolve, assessing the sewage flowing around her legs and the cloying humidity of the air within the low confines of the concrete pipe. “This was the best you could do?” she intoned, touching her ear and speaking to the lady elves.

Jeremy tore a length of material from his shirt and dabbed at the mess on his computer. “We’re both going to die of hepatitis,” he said, then went on under his breath about typhoid, rotaviruses, and E. coli as he worked to make the screen legible again.

“Just hurry up. We need you to figure out where we are.” She looked up and down the long, low passage and decided it was probably best to head upstream regardless of where they were.

Jeremy sloshed along behind her, typing one-handed into his still-filthy computer as they walked, searching for maps or blueprints that would help. They passed through several intersections where numbers had at one time been painted upon the walls, but the marks were corroded and worn away with time. Apparently, there was a limit to how much collective discipline the NTA had. The enlisted men didn’t want to come down here if they didn’t have to, and the officer corps didn’t want to come down to make sure the enlisted men did.

Pernie and distracted Jeremy slogged along for what felt like forever but was only fifteen minutes or so, before voices singing in the distance reached their ears, echoing from down a passage to their left. It was muted, but she recognized the cadence. It was one of the marching songs her classmates would sing during the endless running and stomping about they did during basic training.

The prettiest girl I ever saw

Was sipping bourbon through a straw …

“Let’s go that way,” Jeremy said, indicating the direction of the singing with a movement of his computer.

“Why?” she asked, making a duh face. “There’s someone there. Can’t you hear? Lots of someones.”

Jeremy took the lead, heading up the passage. “Yes,” he said. “Listen, though.”

I placed my hand upon her knee

She said, “Cadet, you’re teasing me …”

“I’m very familiar with that one,” Pernie said. “They’re all the same. Men love singing songs about how great they are with women. The same men that can’t get a word out when I sit down next to them.”

“That’s not the point.” Jeremy kept heading upstream, having to duck his head as the space narrowed.

I picked her up; I laid her down

Her long blonde hair lay all around …

Pernie had particular disdain for this song. The first time the drill instructor sang it, one of the young men in her squad had tried to drag Pernie and her long blonde hair into its narrative, weaving seamlessly between verses, “Ain’t that right, Miss Grayborn?”

That was the first time she’d been put in the stockade. But only for three days, or as the JAG officer had put it, “One day for each tooth you knocked out of his fool head.”

The wedding was a formal one

Her daddy had a white shotgun …

“I still don’t think heading into a crowd is going to help us,” she remarked, trying to ignore the song.

“Look at the water,” Jeremy said, bending down and tipping his computer so the light shone into the flow. “Look how clear it is. And there’s foam.”

Pernie looked. It was true.

“That’s got to be from the showers,” Jeremy went on, continuing upstream. “We’re near the gym.”

“There are a million gyms on this base,” she said. “And a million barracks.”

“First off, no, there aren’t. And second, even if there were, your lady elves surely would not have sung us that far off. And if that’s a safe assumption, then I think I know where we are.”

“Where?” she asked as the marching song began afresh. “Below the New Technologies lab?”

“Maintenance, above the R&D hangar.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because scientists don’t sing songs like that in the shower, and maintenance crews do.”

Pernie would have to take his word on that, not being inclined to sing anything in the shower at all. She’d used to sing sometimes when she was out exploring as a child, wandering through the meadows and through Great Forest at her leisure, unhampered by rules and discipline. Moving to planet Earth had destroyed any inclination to sing. The simple act of hearing those men sing revealed how even something as beautiful as music could be conscripted by the NTA and weaponized. It made her glad she’d knocked out that cadet’s teeth.

Jeremy stopped and knelt, moving high up the curve of the large concrete pipe. He tapped at his computer in silence for a while, his eyes sparkling in its glow, which also illuminated the brown smears where sewage had splashed onto his face. She hoped he wasn’t right about all those diseases he’d muttered about. She hadn’t paid too much attention to all the biology they threw at her—it got a little too close to botany, which was what Orli Pewter loved so much—but Pernie had learned enough to not fancy contracting rocketing diarrhea any time soon.

“Just as I suspected,” Jeremy said. He glanced up and saw the expectant expression upon her face. “If I’m right, then we can get access cards from a locker. I won’t even have to hack the locks. We’re actually three levels up from the New Technologies lab, but that’s close enough. We’ll get down there and then poke around to see if we can find that safe.” He tilted his computer toward her so that she could see the map.

She was familiar enough with schematics to recognize he was right. “Good, then let’s get going.” She took off without another word.


Shortly after, she stood beneath a pipe from which water gushed almost as loudly as the song. The singers were on to another one, this one proclaiming, I wanna be an airborne ranger, living that life of sex and danger.

“I want to throw up,” Pernie rejoined, then waited for Jeremy to catch up. “So where to from here?” She leaned forward to look at the glowing blueprint when he drew near.

“First, we wait for the water to stop running,” Jeremy said, “and then give whoever it is enough time to get dressed and get out. After, we backtrack to”—he paused and ran his finger along the lines of the blueprints, tracing their course for several moments and several intersections—“to here. We go up an access ladder here, and then make our way back along this—”

She cut him off. “That’s too far. There will be cameras and security. We’ll wait for them to leave and then cut our way into the shower.”

“How are you going to do that?” he asked. “We didn’t bring any cutting tools. You going to ask the lady el—”

She cut him off again, reaching into her collar and tugging out the silver chain with the pickaxe pendant. She dangled the pendant triumphantly at him. “Nope,” she said. “We’ll use this.”

Sure enough, after a forty-minute wait, the water stopped running and no more songs or sounds could be heard coming from above. It was now or never. Pernie set upon the concrete with the pickaxe. The first several strokes were effective in the way any pickaxe would have been, but the more she struck the pipe, the more easily it broke away, as if the tool was learning what it was working with. It was quick work to get down to the rebar, at which point Jeremy shook his head.

“Now what?” he asked, studying the neat gridwork of carbon steel.

She shrugged, saying only, “We keep going.”

She aimed the pickaxe at one joint where a vertical and horizontal length of rebar overlapped and were bound tightly together—a very small target to hit with the sharp point of a pickaxe. She swung at it and whiffed, the blade missing entirely and the haft clanging against the joint.

Jeremy was clever enough not to laugh. It wasn’t all that funny anyway—she was making an awful lot of noise, regardless of how early in the morning it still was, and she was going to set off seismometers if nothing else.

It took her two more carefully aimed strikes, but she did manage to hit the joint, and as she’d hoped, the sharp point of the pickaxe cut right through the metal as easily as it had Tytamon’s books.

“You see,” she said. “Simple as soup.”

“Good,” he said, motioning with a winding gesture that she should hurry. “Now get the rest cut before they send a battalion to murder us.”

Once she’d cut away the rebar cage, they climbed up into the now vacant showers. This early, the lights were low, but they could see well enough to get around. The place was silent, the air warm and still humid. A line of condensation fogged the upper edge of the long row of mirrors, giving evidence of recent occupancy, but otherwise it seemed that they were in the clear.

“Come on,” Jeremy said, tugging her toward the locker room. He immediately set to breaking into lockers, quickly getting into three of them in a row. The third held what he was looking for, and he ditched his ruined muck-stained attire for a clean maintenance uniform.

With her dagger, Pernie pried open a few lockers as well, and by the fifth she found a woman’s flight suit that was roughly her size. She slipped out of her grimy clothes and into the flight suit without the least hint of modesty. Jeremy froze, his computer clattering to the floor, as she tugged the stretchy garment into place.

“Are you trying to break that thing?” she asked, glancing to the computer lying on the damp tile. When he continued to gawk, she looked down at herself to see what he was looking at. She shrugged. “Yes, it’s a little too small, but it’s fine. No one will notice it isn’t mine. This material is stretchy anyway.”

He continued to stare, mouth open, like he’d forgotten why they’d come.

“Jeremy,” she barked. “Focus! Find a key?”

He held up a key card as he closed his mouth, then stooped to retrieve his computer. Pernie was already creeping toward the door.

The locker room exit opened onto a large and dimly lit indoor stadium. Ten lanes marked by white painted lines encircled a large field of artificial turf. The spongy material from which the track was made gave off a synthetic rubber smell that mixed with the stink of chemical sanitizer and old, stale sweat. Various athletic equipment dotted the inner field in clusters, and near one end of the field, ropes dangled from the high ceiling.

“Yep, this is the right place,” Jeremy confirmed, appearing quite satisfied with himself.

“This?” Pernie looked around, seeking something she might have missed.

“No, not this this. But this space. See how big it is? The R&D hangars are right below. There’s a whole stack of them, one floor under the next. Big, same as this.” He started trotting across the field, motioning her to follow with a movement of his head. “This way.”

He was heading toward a set of double doors. A green Exit sign glowed above them like a promise, suggesting that was where he meant for them to go.

Pernie pushed him out of the way once they got to the doors and opened the left one a crack. She peered into a brightly lit hallway, then let the door shut again. She repeated the process with the other door, checking the other way. Nobody was out there. “Come on,” she said. “Be quick, but act like you belong here.”

They moved into the hall and walked briskly to the elevator. A few tense moments passed as Jeremy fumbled with his access card. But the elevator controls beeped, and the doors opened a moment after when the car arrived.

Pernie watched impatiently as the floor numbers ticked down on the panel above the controls. The elevator came to a halt and the doors opened. She sucked in a breath as she gazed into the hangar beyond.

So many fighters!

There were at least forty spaceships in there. Most were Lockheed Martin F-471s that were used for atmospheric and low-orbit fighting. But near the far end of the hangar were five CAC FL-71 Xiaolong interstellar fighters, which she’d read about but never actually seen in the air, and, to her great delight, also a pair of Tesla VT-380 Star Darts. Pernie had been dreaming about flying one of those for the last five years. Maybe that was the piece of information the lady elves’ song had found, a detail to influence their divination without their even knowing why.

“Over here,” Jeremy said, running along the wall immediately to Pernie’s left. He led her to a door near the end of the hangar, which once again required the access card.

“Shit!” he swore after two attempts to swipe the lock open. “Apparently”—he held the card up so he could read it in the dim light—“Ensign R. Pearl doesn’t get to work on whatever they hide down here.”

Jeremy pulled out his card-reader kit and slipped the device’s blank into the slot. Wires ran from it, which he plugged into his computer, which in turn flared to life with light.

“Gimme a sec,” he said, and started working on the lock.

Pernie wandered over to the nearest of the Star Dart fighters. She climbed onto one of its narrow wings and peered into the cockpit. It was gorgeous. Exactly as it was in the sims, but real. She climbed inside and saw the red light on the com was on. She laughed. She could fly the damn thing right out of here if she wanted to.

Well, except that she’d have to get it all the way across the hangar, past all the other aircraft and onto the lift on the far side, then all the way up thirty-one floors without setting off any alarms.

She flipped on the weapons monitor and checked her payload. Bummer. No missiles on board. She’d known there wouldn’t be, but it would have been fun to pop open the hatch and have a look. She’d never actually got to touch a nuke before.

“Jesus, there you are!” Jeremy hissed over the edge of the cockpit. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

Pernie blanched. She hadn’t heard him clamber onto the wing. “You’re getting better at sneaking,” she said as she climbed out.

“Animal reflex. It comes out in situations where death is imminent.” He shot her an exasperated look. “I got the lock. Come on.”

“Do you know where they keep the ordnance for these?” she asked. “Or could you find it?”

“Oh my God,” he whispered, “can you please stay focused? Let’s go find that safe!”




Chapter 43

Altin didn’t hide his amusement upon seeing the War Queen dumped onto the dock when her net arrived. One side of the net-sack swing released like a rolled-out tongue, and the deposed monarch flopped out as if disgorged. As it had been with Altin, neither Roberto nor the Murkian fellow in with them were on the side of the net that fell away, so they, like Altin, were able to swing their legs over the edge and step out as if from a hammock. Not too far distant, the same happened to Chelsea: she disembarked in a pile while her Murkian companion retained his dignity. The last of the locals, traveling alone, managed not to be spat out as well, which prompted Orli to observe, “I think that might not be an accident.”

“What might not be?” Altin asked.

“It’s only the women being dumped on the pier. Did you notice?”

He thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Hmm. Yes, I suppose you are right. I imagine that’s a coincidence is all.”

“Maybe. But I’m watching. What if we’ve come to the land of misogyny?”

“It is possible. But let’s give them the benefit of the doubt.”

Betty-Lynn came up behind them, having overheard. “It’s fine. When in Rome and all that crap. I won’t lose any sleep over it.”

“I’m not going to be dumped on the floor very many more times, Rome or not,” Orli said.

“Well, the Romans kicked a lot of ass,” Betty-Lynn observed. “So, you can do that while you are in Rome too. Just be smart about it.” She winked at Orli, who allowed herself a smile.

“Fine. But don’t start without me if it comes to it.”

“I won’t.”

Once everyone was assembled, and without pomp or precursor beyond the initial greeting, and certainly without any further introductions or inquiries, Zanzavon Ichness, the slender fellow in the blousy attire, spun and walked toward the road that ran along the front of the harbor.

The road itself, if it could be called as much, given that there were no vehicles to be seen anywhere, no horses, and, for that matter, not even any pedestrians, was narrow and blue. It was dark blue, like the buttons on the man’s blouse and the stones in the rings the three men they’d met on the surface wore. It looked to be the same mineral, crushed, small grains resembling the fancy granules of colorful sugars that confectioners sprinkle on cookies and muffin cakes.

The tall man and his entourage loosely lined themselves along the edge of the platform, then, as one, stepped off into the street in what for a moment seemed quite pedestrian. In the instant that followed, however, they all streaked away, moving so quickly they were but a blur, a smear of colors and hues wiped into the distance by the paintbrush of speed. There was hardly enough time to watch and realize what was happening before they were gone. Even the three men from the surface had vanished, leaving the company to stare after them in surprise.

Only a few locals remained, apparently not part of Zanzavon’s entourage, but it appeared they’d had their fill of observing, perhaps taking Zanzavon’s exit as a sign the show was over. Each in turn, from various spots along the walk, stepped down into the street and blurred off one way or the other on their own business, leaving the shipmates alone.

“Holy shit!” said Roberto, who could always be counted on to sum things up. “Did you see that?”

A few moments glancing between one another passed; then Chelsea turned to her companions and shrugged. “Well, we came this far,” she said, then stepped off the platform onto the road. She blurred for the barest of moments, appearing across the street. She looked over her shoulder, then started off in the direction Zanzavon had gone. Again, she blurred, becoming a faint line of purple like a smear of mist. She reappeared, or solidified, some six hundred paces down the road. She stood there for a moment, looking around herself, before turning back toward them. She waved, followed by a blurring of red hair, pale cleavage, and purple bustier, and an instant later, she stepped back onto the platform.

“Damn, that is fast!” she proclaimed, obviously pleased. “That kicks the shit out of those speed-belts they have in the public spaceports, and it’s not disorienting like a teleport. You’re under your own control.” She glanced over her shoulder, squinting into the distance. There was no sign of their hosts. “We better get on it, or we’re going to lose them. If we run, I bet we catch up right away.”

“When in Rome,” Betty-Lynn repeated. “And since I was last one in up there at the bubble pond, I’ll take point.” With that, she became a smear of her own colors and vanished down the lane in the direction of the departed entourage.

Soon after, the rest of them followed. It was the oddest thing. Altin felt as if he were merely walking. In fact, he was walking. But the street was a blur beneath him. The buildings along the side were a blur. He had absolutely no idea how it was they weren’t smashing into people coming the other way. There was no possible way they’d have time to move, as it did not seem vision worked any more quickly than it normally did. Either they were moving at monstrously rapid speed or something was amok with time. Or both.

They managed to adjust their paces to the point they could walk together, which was some comfort—or, as Roberto put it, “At least when we hit a wall, we’ll all die together. It will be one big meat puddle, and they’ll have to separate our DNA with a centrifuge.”

There was no wall, however, and after picking up the pace, they did catch their rather disinterested guides. The Murkians appeared to be in no hurry, and in fact made a slow and leisurely pace—relatively speaking, of course.

They moved along together, weaving in and out of city blocks for a time—the city was larger than its cozy atmosphere implied—then across a boulder-strewn wasteland that must have been immense given that it was nearly a ten-minute stroll even at this meteoric speed. The wasteland transformed itself to low ridges, a long stretch of abrupt subterranean steppes that had to be navigated by zigzagging up a series of switchback ledges. They made their way up and down—mostly and steadily upward—but none of the climb required much effort given the ease of movement granted by the road.

Finally, they came to a stop at the edge of a cliff, an oddly situated intersection where many roads like the one they’d traveled met in an asymmetrical but fanned-out kind of way.

Altin’s eyes needed time to adjust to the sudden cessation of motion, and for a moment, he thought the War Queen might be on the verge of throwing up. Her face was pale and her lips nearly the same hue as her cheeks, though all of her was gold-shifted some in the honey-hued shades of the light that remained constant all around. “So much for your assessment of disorientation and teleports,” she said, turning her pallid complexion toward Chelsea as she spoke.

The cliff marked the edge of a huge cavern, how huge impossible to calculate as it simply dropped off into nothingness, darkness falling away to the left and right for as far as the eye could see. The only reason Altin knew it wasn’t the end of the universe was because he could still see the “sky” of ceiling somewhere high above, the upper reaches of the even greater cavern in which everything down here was held—although he really only knew the ceiling was up there by its glow. He thought it must be much higher above them in this location than it had been back at the lake. While he couldn’t prove it with landmarks, his sense of direction told him they’d been traveling toward the center of some incredibly massive dome. And within that cavernous dome, they’d come to this, a mighty sub-cavern cut into the floor.

Sounding like a tour guide, Zanzavon announced that they had arrived at Sestubrie’s Split, which he then described as nothing less spectacular than the scar left by the mighty and glorious god Sestubrie, who had tamed the world with the smiting of his great cosmic halberd.

Altin had to make a concerted effort to stifle the impatient noise that threatened to ugh its way out from his chest. Instead, he took care to nod and pretend appreciation of this divine insight, but this god nonsense was out of hand in the universe.

The only human society Altin had ever heard of that did not include in its history some significant bit regarding religion was the planet Andalia, and if Altin had had to wager on it, he expected the absence of it was only because those humans had been annihilated before anyone knew much about them. A curious thought, that, and he wondered if they’d had gods or not. And which of those conditions would be required to explain the total loss of life?

“This way, please,” Zanzavon said. He stepped off the path of crushed blue crystal and onto a narrow lane paved with smooth, shiny black tiles. It ran right along the cliff and took them precariously close to the edge as they followed. Walking speed was normal, however, so Altin did not fear that the least twitch of imbalance would land him several measures into the cavern and plunging to his death.

He peered into the chasm as they walked, noting a narrow line of orange light far below, a tiny thread, winding along like a river. He couldn’t know how far off it was, and therefore had no idea if it was a magma creek a few measures down or a massive river thousands of measures down. Or even if it was magma at all. He sniffed at the air, seeking the smells of sulfur or other hot minerals, odors he was familiar with from previous subterranean experiences, but there were none. Not even hot drafts of rising air.

He thought that odd, and the longer they walked, the more he began to wonder if the luminous line was orange enough for magma anyway. There was an argument to be made for it being slightly yellowish. The more he looked and tried to decide, the more it seemed definitely too yellow. Perhaps it was gold. Roberto would be rendered useless with greed if that turned out to be a river of melted wealth.

The path ended at a short set of steps, also tiled in black, which in turn led up to a black-framed oval portal. It looked rather like a large mirror frame, sans mirror, and presumably some sort of gateway to somewhere else, though within the frame there appeared naught but air.

“You’ll not speak unless directly addressed,” their guide said as they stopped, looking directly at Roberto.

“Didn’t take them very long to figure you out,” Orli remarked.

“Hey, I’ve hardly said anything.”

“They think he is our leader,” Her Majesty put in. “Which is fine. Your observation on the dock appears to be proving itself. Have you noticed none of their women speak but in giggles?” Orli hadn’t, but the moment the War Queen said it, it was obvious.


“Come to mention it, they do only mumble and titter a lot,” Roberto said. “I thought they were being discreet, you know, like, ‘Look at how buff that guy in the purple coat is,’ or maybe, ‘How jacked up is that Altin guy’s hair?’ They probably think Prosperions haven’t invented the comb.”

“They’re not,” the War Queen snapped, causing Roberto to make a face.

“Hey, I was kidding.”

“They aren’t translating the women at all,” the War Queen said, ignoring him. “Not theirs, and I suspect they aren’t translating any of ours either.” She pointed to herself and then around to Orli, Chelsea, and Betty-Lynn. “Watch.” She turned to the man who was about to step through the black oval at the top of the steps. “Hey, arse-breath, is it true your mother slept with goats to seed herself with you?”

He didn’t even pause, not the least stiffening of posture or hesitation of his gait. “This way,” he said and then right on through the portal. His entourage followed him through as well, one by one, not one of them fazed by the War Queen’s remarks.

“You see.” She gestured again, pointing around to the women who’d arrived upon the Glistening Lady.

“That gives us an advantage,” Altin said. “Let’s move along.”

The last of the locals had vanished through the portal.

“We’re sure doing a lot of trusting here,” Roberto said. “I don’t know about you guys, but I wouldn’t know which one of those roads back there is the one that would get us back. We came in too fast to even notice there were other roads until we’d already stopped.”

“The eleventh one from the left,” the Queen said, “though there’s little enough point to using it to return. If we lose Sir Altin here, it is unlikely that we’d be able to get ourselves back up into the bubble pipes that would get us to the ship. It will be easier to find another way out and have the ship come to us.”

“I know that,” Roberto snapped.

Altin thought the Spaniard was more than simply literally beyond his depth. He hadn’t even bothered to remark on the fact that the War Queen had tossed him into the froth that began this subterranean experience. That was more than out of character.

Altin led the way through the portal. “Come on,” he said, and then he stood before the kings.




Chapter 44

They appeared in yet another cavern, though this one, as enormous as it was, at least had a ceiling near enough to see. The distance above, as with the depth and width of it all, could only be guessed at, but it was not so massive as to be the landscape rather than a feature of one.

Five men sat in thrones hovering in the air fifty paces beyond the portal; a loosely cast levitation spell had them gently bobbing as if upon invisible boats—or perhaps, in keeping with the world they were on, as if held up by bags of mosquitoes, though no such contrivances could be seen. One king sat higher than the others, the centermost, his throne a larger version of the other four, carved from a silvery metal that had a liquid quality, like mercury, though it was solid enough, as evidenced by the high, straight back and rigid arms. The five of them were elegantly attired in blousy silken raiment, not unlike Zanzavon’s, but fluffier and padded at shoulder, elbow, and thigh. If Altin had come upon such an outfit in a shop on Prosperion, he would have thought it armored sleepwear.

The centermost king spoke to them in the moments after they appeared, but Altin’s attention was captured by the deep blue crystals all around. They were everywhere, on every wall, high above, rising beyond sight, and all around him beneath his feet. The floor was uneven; the pointed tips of all the small crystals upon which he stood were like an unevenly cut lawn. But all of them, all around, grew in clusters, icicles of stone, long and slender, tightly packed as if bound together like sheaves of wheat. Light pulsed steadily from within, powerful but not bright, a backlit midnight. There was only one possibility as to what they could be, and, for that matter, where they could be: this was a Hostile world, and Altin and his companions were on it. Or, more accurately, in it.

“This is impossible,” Altin said. He reached for mana, a touch, only enough to verify that it was there as it had been on the planet’s surface.

And it was.

He was vaguely aware of Orli and Roberto turning sideways glances on him, furtive warning things, meant to convey something along the lines of “Shut your face, there’s a king talking right now.”

Altin knew it, too. He wasn’t a fool. But he was so surprised, and so tired, and so at the limits of his tolerance for all the alien things that kept unfolding from what now seemed such a naively conceived idea all those years ago: “To the moon,” he’d told himself those long years back. “Maybe to the stars.”

He thought back to that time, the time before all of this began, a wizard’s apprentice staring up at the sky, thinking foolish things, even entertaining the notion that the stars might be the candlelit windows of gods. What a simple child he’d been. And not even all that many years ago.

Someone was prodding him.

He turned and saw Orli gaping at him, her wide eyes and open mouth the shape of incredulity. “Altin,” she hissed, and clearly for the second or third time. “What is wrong with you?”

“What?” It took a moment for him to realize he’d let his mind wander. A poor bit of timing that was. He shifted his attention to the highest of the kings. “My apologies,” he said. “It’s been a difficult last several weeks. I fear the hounds of fatigue have caught the fox of my thoughts.”

The king looked down upon him as if at the strangest item he’d ever seen. He turned to his companion kings, and from the mildly vacant expressions upon their faces, their unseeing eyes, Altin gathered they were communicating telepathically. They did so for a few minutes.

Altin looked to the War Queen. Her face was flushed, the depth of her anger apparent even in the relatively dim light of this Hostile place. In his distraction, he’d missed whatever had angered her. Perhaps she’d tried to take over the conversation and been ignored. That would have done it. At least she was clever enough not to make a scene.

“I will ask once more, in my mercy: What have you done with Sestubrie’s seed?” the loftiest king resumed. “You will produce it, or Sestubrie will wring it from you himself. Where is it?”

Altin glanced to Orli, who made an I-don’t-know face. He then looked to Roberto and the War Queen in turn. Roberto shrugged, and Her Majesty scowled at him as if she’d learned he’d been keeping important secrets from her.

Altin frowned. He didn’t think his mind could possibly have wandered for that long.

“I’m afraid, Your Highness, that I have no idea what seed you are talking about. Perhaps a bit more information as to what, particularly, this seed of yours is, and I can be of assistance.”

The ground beneath them shook, so violently that they were all thrown upon it, and not only Altin and company but everyone in attendance. The lot of them bounced and rattled around, careening off each other, tossed like bits of food in some chef’s pan as he prepared his fricassee. Altin twisted in the air during a particularly high arc and came down on his hands and knees, where the sharp points of the crystals bit in.

Again.

How many times now had he been tossed around by a gods-be-damned Hostile in recent years? He didn’t need more evidence than this. This was a living Hostile. And it was angry at them. At him.

He forced himself to concentrate and cursed himself for having lost his ring, but made the best work of casting with the Liquefying Stone around him now. He shaped the teleport three times, shortening it as best he could. The words weren’t the magic, he knew. They were timing and collecting the will, shaping the thoughts, and keeping them shaped during the time it took the mythothalamus to collect and shape the mana to match. Twice he lost part of the spell anyway, despite all those years casting it. The mana slipped away like rope sliding through his hands. The burn made him want to shout, but that would cost him the spell for sure.

He reached back into the massive churning of the mana, a storm of waves crashing in pinks and purples, so dark in places the currents turned nearly black. Had there been sound, it would have roared. He reached into it, reached for it, and got the spell together, woven, not so unlike the nets they’d been caught in while sliding down over the great subterranean lake. He threw wraps of mana around his companions as the ground heaved again and threw them all into the air. He was dimly aware of cartwheeling in the air, but he managed to keep one finger touching the floor and his focus on holding to the mana storm. If he lost contact with the stone, the mana would thicken, and gods knew what might happen with such an instantaneous change. He shaped the place upon the Glistening Lady in his mind and triggered the spell.

For a moment, he thought it worked; he felt the slight dropping sensation one gets right before arriving from a direct teleport, like that sense of stepping off a stair that isn’t there. But the fall continued. And the light was wrong. It wasn’t ship lighting. It was still blue. They hadn’t gone anywhere.

He tried to spin around and catch himself before he hit the ground again, but he landed hard, almost headfirst but angled enough that most of the impact was on his shoulder and then the side of his head.

He saw spots for a moment, and his shoulder throbbed. He had to shake his head to clear the swarm whirling in his eyes. The ground was simmering down some. A glance to his left saw Orli and Roberto getting up. Chelsea and Betty-Lynn were already standing, the latter helping Roberto, who held his left arm in a way that suggested he might have broken his forearm or his wrist. The expression on his face was punctuated by his ejaculation of “What the fuck?”

“You do not deserve the gift,” spoke a voice that was so loud those who had just risen fell back to their knees and covered their ears. The crystal bed beneath Altin vibrated powerfully, as if he were atop a giant machine, and the tips of the crystals bit into him again like so many sparks burning his flesh.

Altin looked to the five kings in their floating chairs. The floating thing made much more sense now, effective for keeping oneself above one’s inferiors on the surface, yes, but even handier for conversations with Hostiles who have a habit of using the damned planet itself to sound their voices. The five of them wore smug yet reverent expressions upon their faces, all of them as one.

Altin, at a loss, thought the wisest course was to remain silent.

“Speak, distant human. Tell me, where is my gift?” demanded the Hostile again.

“What gift?” Altin said, climbing to his feet despite the tremors beneath them. He wobbled, his arms out from his sides for balance as if he were atop an ale keg, trying to roll it with his feet. “I had no idea we were expected to bring tribute. I can certainly arrange for it. Whatever you like. Despite what happened when you attacked us upon our arrival, we’ve not come to fight but to warn you about a great danger that is heading your way.”

“Do not lie to me, distant human. You came for the stone. You have betrayed my daughter, and now you would betray me.”

Confusion melted Altin’s expression, parts of his face drooping while others churned upward in bewilderment. The looks his companions wore proved he’d have no help from them.

“I’m not here to betray anyone.” He said it intending it to sound as honest as possible, but it rose in pitch at the end, as if he were asking.

Altin felt a great pressure in his head, a viselike squeeze that he instantly recognized. This Hostile—a male, Altin knew it now for sure—was going to break into his thoughts. It was the same as it had been with Red Fire, the press of planet-sized magic. Except that it wasn’t the same. It was hardly a thing for this world, this Hostile, to break into his mind, yet it didn’t. Or at least it hadn’t yet. Altin knew it for certain. Even as his reflex sent him reaching for the mana, clutching for his right hand and the ring he wore no more, that it might defend him, he realized that there was no mana. At least none that he could grasp.

And yet he lived.

This Hostile was being gentle with him, gentle on such a scale being relative, of course. But the hate was evident. That wasn’t so much different than it had been with Red Fire. Perhaps not so insane and storming, but contemptuous for sure. But also, differently, it was calm resentment and disgust.

He tried for the mana again. But the churning pink sea was gone.

No matter how much he clutched for it, focused on it, or flattened his feet, wriggling his bare flesh down into the Liquefying Stone, there was no mana now—or at least none he could touch or see. Or at least, not at first.

As he sought and stretched his mind, he did what could best be described as craning his neck back and looking up. And there it was. The mana had become a great column, a solid thing that pierced the chamber at an angle, forty-five degrees, up and away to his left, down and away to his right, out of the great Hostile chamber, through even greater chambers above and below, and out through the planet’s surface, off into the distance beyond anything Altin could explain. The mana had solidified, made into a spear the length of the universe, which appeared to have impaled the planet straight through its heart. The mana was all there, inside of it. Very near to him, yet untouchable. He could scratch at its surface, but make no mark. Intentionally so, he believed, as if it had been snatched out of reach by an angry parent.

Altin realized in that moment he might be dead in the next. He had no defense at all. No way to protect himself or any of those who had come with him—people who never would have been here, ever, in all their lives, had it not been for him. And then he couldn’t even think that.

His mind filled with the singular sense of that great presence, a hostile Hostile, holding his thoughts in its grasp like a tiny pea held between the thumb and forefinger of a giant. A simple hiccup and Altin would be crushed. A burst pimple. A smear.

He tried once more to find the mana. He knew it was useless, but he tried. Still nothing.

He let off trying and tried to find the Hostile’s mind instead. Perhaps he could reason with it.

Nothing.

He could send nothing. The Hostile held all the mana now. It could push what it wanted at Altin, pull what it wanted out. And it did. Altin felt the influx of contempt and disgust thrust into his mind. It reached deep inside him, scratching and groping as if for something lost down a hole.

But the search was not frantic. It was not without thought. It pushed in meticulously, from one mental angle, then the next, accessing Altin through the locus for each school of magic Altin had. It was an odd feeling. A methodology Altin had never experienced before. So purposeful and refined. He felt himself weeping, then supremely aroused. He was dimly aware of losing control of his bowels, of their rupturing perhaps. In a moment between thrusts, he saw, or thought he did, anyway, the group of his companions, shipmates and aliens alike, all faces staring up at him where he was suspended in the air, a floating rag doll. His shipmates, to the last of them, wore masks of horror, while the aliens were a mix of laughter, curiosity, and terror. All but Zanzavon, who might as well have been watching Altin take too long to put on a pair of shoes.

He might have seen all that. Or he might not. He might have dreamed it. The searching of his mind came on and on, like a house ransacked. Eventually the Hostile’s disgust changed some, taking on an added element of frustration. His body ached all around him, as if at a distance, the convulsions a beating from within.

At length he struck the floor. The impact jarred him to life long enough to confirm that he had been aloft for a time. That part hadn’t been a dream. He was wet all over, warm, soaked with every fluid his body made. Pain was everywhere, but the exhaustion was so complete it was near serenity.

Or else there was serenity.

Everything went white, and for a time, he thought he was back aboard the spaceship, under the bright lights of a surgeon. Perhaps Doctor Singh no longer hated him. Perhaps Doctor Singh finally understood why Altin had done everything. Maybe Doctor Singh, the kind healer, the gentle man, could forgive Altin and finally understand. Maybe he would forgive him, and then maybe Altin could forgive himself too.

But it wasn’t. It was too bright. And there weren’t the dull stabs and distant beeps of Earth medicine.

There was only white. It was everywhere. And Altin thought it should be blinding, but it was not. It was simply bright. With a brighter center somewhere.

He no longer felt his body. Only his mind. He thought he was dead this time. This was what people said would happen in time. You died and went into the light. Even Orli’s people said it. And he filled with a sense of peace. He really did. It began with a touch, like the crushing touch of Red Fire or of Sestubrie. Except it wasn’t Red Fire and it wasn’t Sestubrie. He knew it. Now that it was too late. Now that it didn’t matter. He felt the touch, like the other two. But this one was soft. Strong as mountains the size of worlds, but gentle. Actually gentle this time.

It touched his mind and made him cry. Mercy. He filled with it. Forgiveness for everything. It filled him with a sense of being utterly understood, so much compassion he couldn’t hold it in. Everything he’d done, she saw it. He knew it was a she, just as he’d known Red Fire and Sestubrie to be male. She saw into his heart, to his terrible deeds, to his selfishness and consumption and weakness. She saw his hate, his human hate, the things he’d done, the murderer he was.

She saw his love too. He watched her see it. Where Sestubrie pounded and groped into his mind, yanking his memories loose, she stroked them softly as one caresses a lover’s tear-streaked face or the downy silk of a baby’s hair. She saw his goodness. She saw his sacrifice. His bravery. She saw he wasn’t always bad. Not always selfish. She saw him laughing. She saw his friends.

She called him Orli Love.

“Wake up, Orli Love,” she said. It was a voice. A real voice. It rumbled under him, though it did not shake him.

He realized that his eyes were closed, so he opened them, wondering if he might see Blue Fire, though he knew he would not. He was still in the bright white light, but now he could see.

It wasn’t Blue Fire. Too different in every way. But the same. Bigger, he thought. Another Hostile.

He lay suspended only a few hand widths above a narrow shelf, a short stretch of ledge on a wide cliff. He was in a narrow gorge, perhaps a quarter measure wide, though the length of it on either side was as unseeable as were its height and depth.

There were crystals all around, too, everywhere. They were smaller, the type he’d seen in the womb of Blue Fire, like his own little bit of Liquefying Stone had been, perhaps smaller still. Small, but bright as could be, a pure white kind of energy.

Above him, and slightly to his right, there came the slightest hint of golden light, bright as a summer day back home, though it was barely perceptible in the white glare that swallowed nearly everything else. He thought it might be coming from the mouth of a small crevice or cave, a golden brilliance yet hardly so much as to be called a shadow in this white place. He knew it at once for what it was: the heart chamber of this gentle, giant creature.

“You wonder that I would bring you here,” she said in answer to his thoughts. “It is so. Yet you are well now, and I must send you back.”

“How is it that you speak so clearly?” he asked. “You and that other one.” He tried to speak the name Sestubrie, but it would not shape itself.

“Sobrei,” she said, making it easier for him with words plucked from his mind. “I learned from him. His communion with his life-forms reveals the shape of their thoughts. I am his wife; I see everything.”

“Sobrei?” He was confused. He knew what he’d meant. He knew she did, too. “You are his wife?”

“I am.” She put into his mind the sense of the world covered by so much of the mustard-colored swamp, beyond it the mustard sun. “He is my husband. That is also your word. And I am mother to the daughter who chose you as Champion.”


Altin recoiled a little in confusion. “Champion?” He spoke the word and shaped the images in his mind, long habits of conversation with Blue Fire coming readily to him. He shaped the face, the beautiful face, of Orli in his mind. “My Orli? Or, as you would see it, Altin Love?”

His mind and body infused with the warmth that was her smile, the very blood inside him purified by her touch. He could not say how he knew it, but it was true. He’d never felt so clean and healthy in all his life.

“No,” she replied. He filled with the kind of happiness one feels when an infant belly laughs, the deep-down honesty of pure and simple joy. Then she put upon his senses the image of Blue Fire.

At first, he was confused again, but the image persisted. The words followed, a gentle rumbling of the tremendous gorge. “Mother of Blue Fire.”

He blinked into the whiteness, so much of it that it hardly mattered, as there was little else to see. “Are you saying that you are Blue Fire’s mother?”

The certainty of it filled him. He knew it to be true in the way of truths that don’t require thought, the way one understands water is wet without needing a word for it. Words are for someone else.

And then he was standing on a broad plain, pale and dusty, perhaps a salt flat. A few rocks and sparse growths broke the monotony here and there, the latter like weeds of black iron wire. In the distance a lumpy line of brown, perhaps forest, perhaps foothills, ran along the base of a low, rolling mountain range, all nondescript when viewed as it was through a jaundiced haze.

A gentle breeze blew across the plain, rippling the loose robes of the five kings, all of them once again hovering above him. Orli stood beside him, as did the rest of his companions. The Murkian crowd was gone.

He blinked and looked about, then down at himself. He had to pat himself to be sure he wasn’t dreaming or in some vision projected to him by … her. He hadn’t gotten her name. Although he knew it. She was Mercy. There could be no one else. Or at least technically. She’d called her husband, Sestubrie, Sobrei. Perhaps the rules had changed? Or perhaps, as she’d suggested, communicating with humans had shaped how these Hostiles spoke, as if they’d gotten better at speaking the language of the primitive life-forms crawling upon Sestubrie’s—Sobrei’s?—silicate skin.

He had to snap out of it. He was stuck in some kind of illusion. Or delusion. The kings were speaking. The centermost, anyway.

“Sestubrie says that you will have your chance to champion the offspring Feidorie, as is the right of gods. Mariserie has intervened on your behalf and that of her daughter, despite your unworthiness. But he will not unseed his Champion. You will fight as you brought yourself, unworthy and weak. He told them both long ago that Hanvlhraz was the proper mate for her, not the upstart she chose. The weakness of Tildehraz brought this upon us all.”

Altin had no idea what the king was talking about.

A man appeared then, someone Altin had never seen. A man in his middle years, though closer to the long end of the designation. He was gray haired, what little remained, but appeared fit enough to still account himself in a fight. He had a studious aspect, not of an academic so much as of a disciplined military officer. There was something about him that reminded Altin of Orli’s father, General Pewter, though there was little enough physical resemblance.

“Cathkor of South Lake, Champion of Sestubrie, you are summoned in your role as Champion to destroy this betrayer of the seed. Mariserie has begged that he be allowed to fight, though he is an abomination to his role.”

The man called Cathkor studied Altin up and down. He raised his hand, five fingers spread wide, and Altin saw upon each a silver ring with a blue crystal mounted in it. In addition, a sixth stone was visible, a green stone, perfectly round, embedded in his palm, half-sunk into the flesh. It pulsed with a gentle light, and despite the difference in color, Altin knew exactly what it was. It was Father’s Gift. It was the gift of a Hostile to him, there could be no doubt, something taken from the heart chamber. The rings then were of mother stone, which he supposed was the best way to think of Liquefying Stone. Five rings and a marble of the rare and precious Father’s Gift. It looked a lot like the one he’d lost, a slightly different hue of green, but very much the same.

Cathkor watched Altin in silence. He continued to hold his hand as it was, clearly waiting for Altin to do the same. Altin knew it and felt himself color with embarrassment, felt the heat of jealousy, of unreleased need. A shudder ran down him, and he felt naked standing there. Naked and ashamed. He suddenly understood why they called him the betrayer of the seed.

He had been reckless, hadn’t he? He could have had the stone installed inside himself as well. He had access to the best doctors on two planets, two completely opposite yet, in such a case as this, perhaps perfectly complementary. But no, he’d stuffed it in a shoddy ring and never bothered to do more. And so it had been taken from him as easily as that.

A gust of wind came up, an audible whoosh, that pressed Altin’s robes to his legs, clinging and fluttering behind him like flags in the briefest of storms. He braced reflexively, squinting and turning away from the blast. When it passed, he opened his eyes and turned back.

Pernie was there, climbing out of a small spaceship. It was not unlike those that had tried to shoot both him and Taot out of the sky on planet Earth once upon a time, though sleeker and perhaps more sinister in its arrow-like angles. She, of course, was different, still the surprisingly grown-up Pernie he hadn’t gotten used to yet, not the child he’d known. But there she was, barely twenty steps away. She trotted over to him and, without a word otherwise, took his hand, where she pressed something hard and cool into his palm.

He looked down and saw that it was his ring.

She smiled, a sad sort of thing, then turned around to look up at the hovering kings. She crossed her arms upon her chest, ever defiant, and set her stance to match.

“I am Sava’an’Lansom,” she said. “Guardian of the Children of Tidalwrath. I’m here to fight.”

Orli, Roberto, and the others looked back and forth between one another and then back to Pernie, every face a question.

The kings looked the new arrival over, and one of them spent a moment muttering the words to a spell, likely working her into the translation magic—and likely more out of curiosity than fear or respect. They spent some time after in telepathic contact, before three of them laughed. Then the ground began shaking violently again.

“You are not chosen of Tildehraz,” rumbled the Hostile through the land. The pale, gritty dirt beneath their feet bounced like sand upon a beaten drum. “He has no Champion. There is no memory of his permission gift, and you do not have it. And you are female. You cannot claim rights of Champion.”

“And yet, here I am,” Pernie said. “And I will fight. You’ll see that you cannot stop me.”

The ground heaved, an upward movement of ten spans, so rapidly that Altin and his companions were pinned to it like wet paper thrown against a wall. At least the ground wasn’t covered with crystal spikes out here, Altin thought as he rose. The ground subsided so quickly that, even with ring in hand, he didn’t have time to complete his thought before he was falling again. He and his companions—all but Pernie, anyway—landed hard, grunting on impact, Roberto’s coming out in a way that suggested his injury just got worse.

Only Pernie made no sound, because Pernie was gone.

Altin climbed to his feet, as did the others. By the time he realized Pernie was missing, she reappeared.

“It will take more than that, you bossy old Hostile,” Pernie said with a flip of her ponytail. “I am Sava’an’Lansom of the elves. I have their permission, and they have those dumb cave teeth. Which means I do, too. Sort of. So I’m fighting no matter what you say.”

The ground rumbled again, and the kings now had their moment to look back and forth between one another, their murmurs mixed in with silent conversations with their god Sestubrie.

Finally, the centermost king spoke again. “You have the scent. But it is not the same. You were not chosen. At best your claim might be as Companion, to fight in place of the seedless one, as defender of the spouse.” He glanced toward Altin, his expression unfiltered derision.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I was chosen by the elves, who were chosen by Tidalwrath. They say he gave them his teeth so our world would have magic. Tell yourselves whatever story makes you happy. Champion or Companion, crab or kraken, call it whatever you want, but let’s stop talking and get to it already.”

She drew a long black rod from behind her back and gave it a twisting motion, which shot out extensions from both ends. One end snapped into place with a dull click, releasing a knife blade, which itself clicked into place, leaving a metallic ringing in the air for a half second or so. The other end did likewise, although in place of the knife emerged a length of pale blue light, which hummed at the edge of hearing and crackled from time to time. Pernie lifted the knife end and pointed it at Cathkor. “Let’s see what you’ve got, old man.”




Chapter 45

“Pernie, don’t!” Altin cried as Pernie crouched, balancing on the balls of her feet and looking like a lion about to pounce. She held the weapon comfortably, and Altin had seen her wielding the odd spear back on planet Earth. He knew she was capable of dealing death with it as easily as that lion might amongst a meadow full of lambs. But Cathkor was not a lamb, not with Father’s Gift embedded in his hand. Pernie’s lion was way out of its jungle here.

“Put your weapon down,” Altin told her.

“You can’t tell me what to do, Master Altin,” she replied. She did not look at him. Her eyes remained as they were, predatory and dangerous, locked on the Murkian staring back at her. “I’m not a child.”

“I didn’t say you were. But that man casts more quickly than I do. Nobody is fast enough.”

“I am,” Pernie said. “You’ll see.”

He looked down into his hand, at the pulsing green light within his bulky silver ring. He slipped it on quietly, wondering as he worked it past his swollen knuckle if the mana would be soft enough once he had it on. He thought it ought to be. It must be if Pernie had cast herself to this place. She must have used his ring. There was no other way. Which was odd, as he had understood that his ring was tuned specifically to him. Only him. It was the gift of the Father’s Gift, and only gifted to him. Perhaps he’d only assumed that. He’d never even considered testing that idea. He’d never had the least inkling to let anyone even touch his ring. Not even Orli.

The ring popped over his knuckle, blood serving as lubricant. He flicked his mind into the mana. It was there. The pink mist. Everywhere. It filled his whole body like a cooling salve, rain after a parched desert eternity. Relief filled him, pushing out tension he’d lost track of having upon his next breath.

He looked back to Cathkor. He’d have to kill the man. Now would be best. Before it started. The contest had already been called for, hadn’t it? He could blink over to him and fry him before anyone had time to think. Blink and lightning. The game done.

“Before you do that, Champion of Feidorie,” said Cathkor, then paused, frowning. He began again. “Before you do that, Champion of Feydore, you should understand the rules. It would be a shame to slay me and still lose your stake.”

Altin, in the instant before setting the spell to life, allowed himself to pause, cursing the hesitation as he made it, and awaiting the lightning that would kill him instead. He waited, one second, then another. No lightning. No fire. Perhaps the man had no conjuration spells.

“I have lightning,” Cathkor said, as if Altin had spoken his thought aloud. “I have fire. I have everything. You’d call me an Eight on your world. ‘Eight of Eight, with two Zs and a Q.’ That is how your people would put it.” He spoke the very last part in the common tongue of Prosperion. Perfectly and with a Crown City accent.

Tidalwrath’s teeth! Altin thought. One of the man’s highest schools had to be divination, for he was yanking thoughts right out of Altin’s head.

“It is one of my Z-class abilities,” Cathkor confirmed. “And it is my favorite school.” He hesitated on the word school as if the concept was alien to him and he was speaking the sound mechanically.

Which was a good thing. At least he didn’t understand everything. Altin caught himself thinking that and realized he had to start working to shield his thoughts more actively. He didn’t have a spell memorized for that, not a good one. Not a Z-proof one. Every thought that followed felt like a rush of treachery, every thought sent straight to the enemy, Altin’s very own fear a spy inside his mind.

Cathkor nodded, again clearly having followed right along. “The rules are meant to make combat fair. Or at least, as fair as possible.” He smiled a kind smile, sympathetic rather than mirthful, and shrugged a “But life isn’t always fair” kind of shrug.

“The rules are there for balance. They ensure justice,” piped in the centermost king. “Sestubrie says he will allow Tildehraz’s Champion to fight as Companion. Champion of a male god may claim first rights.”

“Pernie is not up to the task,” Altin said. He turned to Orli, his eyes wide. “She’s a child, barely seventeen. She has hardly any magic at all. Four schools at best.”

“Three,” Pernie supplied. She smiled as if proud of this. “More than enough for him.” She prodded the air in front of her, pointing with the knife end of her spear at Sestubrie’s Champion.

“As Blue Fire’s Champion, I refuse this female child’s offer,” Altin declared, using the name he knew—the one that would not be subject to so much shifting around. “That is my decision. It is my right to fight for Blue Fire, as she has given me the gift.”

The ground beneath them rumbled for a time. Eventually it rumbled hard enough to shape words from the planet itself. “You have no right. Only duty. It is his right to choose.”

Altin’s mind raced. He didn’t know precisely what was happening, but he did know it was definitely happening too fast. Hoping that he had the general gist of it, he took another stab at turning the tides. He had to get control of this conversation in order to get out of it.

“What about her right?” it occurred to him to say. “What about Blue Fire … Feydore, Feidorie? If Pernie can speak for a Hostile that is not able to speak for himself, buried as he is under the Jelly ooze that will eventually enslave him—and enslave you, in time—then surely I can speak for the Hosti—for the being that actively chose me with the gift. I will fight. Not the girl child.”


He was practically panting. It wasn’t simply because Pernie was not up to the task of tackling an Eight; it was because he knew somehow this fight was going to affect Blue Fire too. She had given him the Father’s Gift that, apparently, came from this world, from this Hostile, Sestubrie. Meaning something in this was personal. And cosmic. And the whole thing was taking on too much superstitious energy.

“The female will know her place,” the planet boomed, sending them all staggering about. Altin nearly fell but caught himself with his hands. Only Pernie managed to ride out the storm of the remark without the least trouble, her feet barely touching the tops of the waves that rolled and roiled through the landscape, as if the whole plain had begun to boil.

Altin wanted to retort, but he wasn’t sure which female they were talking about now—Pernie the female or Blue Fire the female.

There followed a loud pop and a sucking of air, several in rapid succession.

Altin felt a push into his mind, his body, a tightening around his mythothalamus. Someone was trying to teleport him.

He fought it off, a mental shrug now, easy with his ring. He realized in doing so how brutally strong that teleport was, how quick.

He looked around and saw that the five kings were gone. There were only the three would-be combatants.

Cathkor studied him for a moment, looking mildly surprised. He glanced to Altin’s hand. “You have the seed again. Clever.” He blinked a few times slowly, then shifted his gaze to Pernie. “Clever,” he repeated, this time directing the compliment to its rightful target.

“I don’t know where they went, but I’m not going to fight you,” Altin said. “And neither is Pernie. There is no glory for your god in you, an Eight with two Zs, killing a child. There’s no glory for anyone’s god in it. Nor any glory for your kings. And I am not your enemy.”

“Two against one. Champions of gods, both. And while I admit I am surprised they’ve allowed it, if I cared about glory, I should think there is glory aplenty in that.”

“She is a child, serving some folly of the elves. And I am still here because I refused to go. Neither of us is your enemy.” Altin took a moment to lower his voice, which had begun to rise. “Look into my thoughts; I won’t try to hide them. Use your Z-class divination to see that what I say is true. Look where the real danger is, what is coming. For us all. The Jellies will change everything. Your god will be dead.”

“I have looked,” Cathkor replied. “I saw them. But that changes nothing. The future remains forever out of sight. We plot and we plan, but we are, in the end, all subject to the destiny chance designs.”

“Chance? You advocate apathy. You would have us abandon the struggle of life, the pursuit of rightness. We should make no effort on our own behalf, by that reasoning: if I am hungry, unless by chance food manages to appear in my mouth, I must die. Is that how you live? Is that what you believe?”

“Absurdity does not suit you. Nor does it serve the moment.”

“How is it that I am being absurd, when you suggest we accept this moment, this duel, as the ‘destiny chance designs’? A destiny unacted upon is fate. And the ‘chance’ you refer to is another name for this living planet and those five kings. Your argument is that we should not put effort into thwarting the fate your ‘chance’ would design for us—despite it being the edict of other beings. Despite it being obviously wrong. This is the argument you make, yet you do not live that way. When you are hungry, do you not eat? When you are thirsty, do you not drink? You make decisions and do what is best.”

Cathkor shook his head. “Hunger tells me what I must do. Chance puts me in a position to feed myself if I am able. Chance put me in the position to be affected by the decrees of Sestubrie and his servant kings, and so I will do what I must to honor my obligations. My success or failure in that endeavor will be, again, left to chance.”

“What about honoring what is right and just? Chance put you in a position to obey your Sestubrie and his lackey kings, true. But it also put you in a position to refuse them. By the gods, man, are you not hearing yourself speak? ‘Doing what you must’ is decided by you. Not them. By your own reasoning, does not your agreement to be a pawn in this game constitute a choice? Is that not a decision? You are going to willfully work to direct the outcome of what you call chance. If you truly believe what you have said, then agreeing to this ridiculous ritual combat contradicts the very justification you give for doing so. Why not lie down and see what happens? Do nothing. How would that not be the best way to embrace the course of chance?”

Cathkor’s smile was pitying, and he shrugged at Altin as if the Prosperion were too dim to fathom it, an angry child ranting about how unfair it was that his parents wouldn’t let him pet the manticore at the zoo.

“Don’t do this,” Altin pressed. “Look! Look into my mind—you already have. You see my heart. People of good conscience, people of books and thought and vision, people like ourselves—it is up to us to work together to stop the idiocy of kings. It is our responsibility. It is the responsibility of intelligence and honor. For what other reason would we have such gifts? Was it not chance that gave us these abilities? Why would chance give dragons wings if not to fly? Why teeth and talons if not to hunt? Why fire if not to defend itself, its den, and its brood?”

Cathkor did him the courtesy of considering that for a time, his jaw working as he mulled it over. “It is not that your words ring false,” he said, “but that your understanding of chance is uncomplicated. It lacks depth and nuance—despite the intelligence you so readily claim for yourself.”

Altin winced inwardly and outwardly. So did Pernie, though mostly inwardly. Her knuckles whitened on her spear, and her thighs and calves tensed visibly through her tight black flight suit. She managed not to pounce.

“You speak of honor,” Cathkor went on. “I agreed to take this role as Champion, a ‘decision,’ as you say, and I have benefited from it over the course of years. The ripples of that decision have spread outward in distance and time. Those benefits may be finished now if that is how chance would see my life unfold. Whatever plan I thought I was creating then, well, perhaps it unravels now. This decision you accuse me of making is not a decision of now, but the inevitable and random outcome of a decision I made long ago. But that decision was, as this one is, the inevitable extension of events that transpired before it, random events, as random as falling leaves or even the simple meeting of people in the past who became our first ancestors.”

“Is it not chance, then, that factors into my being here, saying these things to you now? We are a collision of stars.”

Pernie made a smug face at Cathkor to let him know he’d just been counterpunched.

Cathkor didn’t notice. Or didn’t care. “As I said, uncomplicated and unnuanced. You are a Seven. Barely strong enough to hold the seed. Your lack of circularity blinds you.”

Frustration began to heat Altin’s face, the rise of it coloring his neck and cheeks. He sent his mind in search of his companions, seeking the War Queen and hoping she didn’t have up a block. Which she did. He attempted to cast a seeing spell back into the chamber where the five kings kept court, the place so near to Sestubrie’s infuriating heart. Doing so briefly blacked him out.

When he came to, he was on his knees. Pernie leaned over him, steadying him with one deceptively slender hand gripping his arm like a vise, and the other hand menacing Cathkor with her strange, Earth-made spear. “I’ll gut you like a fish,” she was saying as Altin blinked the haze away.

Cathkor was indeed standing very near, and Pernie thrust the knife end of her weapon at him, forcing him to jerk his face away lest he lose an eye. Her grip on Altin’s arm tightened, and she drew him against her thigh, behind her, where she could stay bodily between the two men. “I told you, we don’t need your stupid Q-class healing. Mine has saved him often enough before.”

The Murkian saw that Altin was coming back around. “You can’t seek that place in such a way,” he said, ignoring Pernie’s comment. He did, however, back away a few steps, the inclination of his head suggesting she was free to tend to him herself. But to Altin he continued, “Ignorance is not only dangerous for diviners. When your sense of place is as far off as yours is, though you know it not, you can hurt yourself badly with simple sight. A teleport would have been catastrophic to miss your center by so far.”

Altin let Pernie help him to his feet. “Where are they?”

“They are exactly where you think they are, but that place is not where you think it is. Or when. Not anymore. Sestubrie moves it for exactly such reasons as that, changes its place. Sometimes the movements are real. Sometimes illusion. It’s fairly hard to tell which it is, unless you are familiar with Sestubrie and have enough power, including divination, to keep up with it at all.”

Altin looked to Pernie, who smiled up at him adoringly for a moment before turning back to menace Cathkor.

Altin didn’t have time to ponder the swift and odd incongruence of that transformation, fawning schoolgirl to feral animal in the blink of an eye, so instead he looked back to Cathkor, glancing briefly to the man’s hand and the glowing marble of Hostile heart stone embedded in his palm. “And I assume you are the only one who has such powerful access, the only one who knows?”

“I am.”

Of course he was. That made perfect sense. Why would a Hostile allow anyone to know where its vulnerable parts were without picking very carefully? After all, look what had happened to every Hostile Altin had ever met that had had its heart chamber discovered by humanity. While he couldn’t be sure yet what the situation was with the two Hostiles he’d most recently met, he knew from experience that there were three—and very likely four—that were either subdued or enslaved, and one more that was definitely dead—and that one dead by his and Orli’s doing, no less.

“Exactly,” said the Z-class diviner, once again ripping the thoughts right out of Altin’s mind.

Altin made a face and shook his head. “You know, even Blue Fire doesn’t do that to me. Or for that matter, Ocelot, who is a human and a Z-class diviner. On my world, it’s considered especially rude.”

“You have many Z-class Eights, then?”

“None, actually.”

“Then what collective social experience would give rise to that particular bit of magical etiquette?”

Altin grimaced. “Well, it’s not a rule, per se, written down in some great tome of societal taboos. It simply follows in the vein of other well-understood restrictions on when, where, and how one magician may invade the sovereign territory of another person’s mind or body, their inner privacy, as it were. It’s a matter of commonsense courtesy, of conscience.”

“So, you made it up.”

A hollow thud sounded, a dull metallic thunk as the black shaft of Pernie’s weapon struck Cathkor a single drumbeat against the side of his skull. He dropped immediately to his knees, as Altin had moments before. The only thing preventing him from slumping to the ground was the fact that she held him up with the flat of her weapon’s blade, placed under his jaw with the razor edge pressing the soft flesh of his neck, close enough to mark a white line but not so close as to draw blood. “Let’s be done with all this, Master Altin,” she said.

“Pernie!” he scolded, instead rushing to help the man up.

Cathkor was already blinking and coming to. He tried to rise, but he wobbled and fell back to his knees.

“Give him a little shot of healing, for Mercy’s sake,” Altin ordered. “And by the gods, no tricks. We owe him the same courtesy he would have extended to me—that he already has.”

Pernie scowled at Altin and pushed Cathkor over with her foot instead. He tipped over like a sack of oats and landed face-first in the gritty white soil. He no longer moved. “I won’t,” she said. “I’d rather stab myself in the face.” She jerked her spear tip toward her own eye to make her point.

Altin rolled Cathkor over so he wasn’t inhaling dirt, though there was a good deal of it in his mouth, and more falling away as he blinked his head clear.

“I’m very sorry,” Altin said. “Are you all right?”

Cathkor didn’t answer, so Altin straightened out the man’s limp limbs, careful not to cut him on the tough iron weeds or leave him in a position from which he might do so himself upon waking up. Then he waited, watching. Cathkor’s breathing was regular but slow, and after a time, Altin decided it might be a while.

He spun on Pernie. “By the gods, child, what is wrong with you? What has always been wrong with you? You are such a strange, violent little thing.”

Pernie recoiled from the unexpected onslaught, stepping away, eyes wide. But they narrowed right after, and she leaned back into the wind of his words. “I am not.” Then, as if by a switch thrown, the tension released completely from her body again. She stood at ease, even taking the time to look about, as if for the first time feeling she had leisure to enjoy the alien scenery.

Altin started to say something else, several possibilities coming to him, and he even opened his mouth thrice in a row attempting to begin, but each time, the point he’d make was dulled by the realization that he knew his argument would be lost on her.

He felt a tugging at his mind. Another attempt at a teleport. A powerful one. He resisted it. Apparently so did Pernie, which surprised him. Cathkor disappeared.

A moment later, there came a blast of air, and with it Zanzavon was there. “You will forfeit your stake if you do not come, and the contest will be declared for Cathkor. That one will be killed as well, as there must only be one survivor.” He pointed at Pernie as he spoke the last.

“Why must it be death? Is submission not an option? Must it be death and only death?”

Zanzavon nodded.

“I thought as much. But we will not fight. Not her. Not I. And I don’t care what you think you can take in stakes. I will pay no entry fee. I refuse to agree.”

Zanzavon muttered a few short words, his hands weaving subtly before him, casting a simple illusion upon the ground. It was an image of Orli in chains, her wrists manacled and her arms wide, stretched between two posts. There was another woman next to her, chained and stretched between posts as well. She was older, her long hair dark but slipping toward gray. She wore the loose-fitting fashion of a Murkian, likely an affluent one. The biggest difference between the two women, however, was not age, attire, or subtle differences in size, but rather the expressions on their faces. Where Orli wore a look of outrage, of fury recently stirred to flame, the native woman was obviously terrified.

“What is this?” Altin demanded.

“The stakes. These are the sacrifices.”

“I didn’t agree to that. And I know Orli didn’t either. I’ve already explained we are not fighting. Take me to her this instant, or I’ll burn you to ash where you stand.”

“Burn me if you must, but the stakes are made.”

“My wife is not a stake. What is wrong with you people?” He looked around, speaking to someone else, as if there might be another person hidden somewhere who was insane. “Is there not one reasonable race in all the wide universe?”

“This fight is a matter of love. The Champions must share the stakes with their patron deities. It must be so.”

“No, it mustn’t. And for the thousandth time, I will not participate. You keep adding things, anyway. Making up new rules in hopes I am forced to abide.”

“A sacrifice will be made, either way.” He turned and pointed to where Cathkor had lain, at the dark spot in the sandy soil where saliva had run from the man’s unconscious mouth. “He will be so relieved to learn that Feidorie’s Champion has forfeited. His wife was very distraught when we summoned her, as you can see. She looks to have lost the strength of her initial vows. He’ll want to discipline her when all of this is done.”

“If you harm Orli in any way, if the least scratch is put upon her, I will kill you, your kings, and every one of your entourage. Then I will kill your Hostile god, and perhaps not stop until there are none left on this world to infect the universe with this insidious religion.”

“Finally!” Pernie cried out, hoisting her spear in the air. “You tell him, Master Altin. I’ve even got an eighteen stack of micro-nukes on my ship. I can do a whole city all by myself if you want me to, melt it right down to slag. Two or three of them even.”

“I thought you hated Orli.”

“I’m not doing it for her.” Her eyes were narrow and feral, her tone venomous.

He shook his head and turned a glare back on Zanzavon. “Take me to her. Take me to the dead men sitting in those thrones.”

“Allow the teleport, then,” he said. “Return to Sestubrie.”

“I will accept it.”

He and Pernie were once more before the kings. The chamber was different now, a different place but the same chamber somehow. Water fell through a cloud of swirling mist that blew in the winds created by the waterfall itself. It fell from the ceiling of the great cavern some twenty or more measures above. It must have been a deluge at its origins to make it so far.

Orli and the other woman, whom Altin now knew to be Cathkor’s wife, were tethered upon small platforms located a few spans beyond the levitating kings. Cathkor lay as he had been in the last place, unconscious, at their feet. Zanzavon was there, and his entourage was as well. So were Altin’s shipmates, all once again standing there. Or perhaps they had never left, and the place had changed around them. Altin had no way to know.

He started to cast the teleport spell that would put Orli and the rest of them back on the ship but was reminded of what Cathkor said regarding doing that from here, regarding place. Altin didn’t really know where he was. He might kill her, kill them all, if he tried to teleport from a place about which he had no idea, a place where the sense of place was being hidden from him by distrustful magic the likes of which only a paranoid Hostile could cast, especially a paranoid male Hostile.

The ground rumbled, though not as violently, and the voice that came from it was muted, as if heard from behind a wall. “The combat will take place. It is right.”

Cathkor vanished, and for an instant, Altin expected the bite of a knife or the burn of lightning. The Murkian’s unconsciousness had been a trick, and now Altin was too slow. He’d lost. Before it had begun.

But it didn’t come. Nothing came. Only silence.

Altin called to Orli, but she didn’t look up.

“She can’t hear you,” said the second king from the left. “She will be untouchable until it is done.”

“I will not fight,” he said. “I will not fight.”

“We understand. But it is for that one to fight.” He pointed to Pernie.

“No, by the gods, that’s not what I mean.”

Cathkor returned and appeared immensely recovered. He regarded Pernie and frowned.

She grinned back at him. “I told you I’m quick enough. You won’t last long once the fight starts.”

He seemed to think that was actually possible, despite vastly outclassing her magically. Altin thought the man a fool. He could think something, a fireball, an ice lance, the mere flicker of a thought—no different than Altin could do—and it would be over. Pernie had only been able to half brain him because he’d been off his guard, too trusting and foolishly honorable like Altin was. That sad fact only added to how stupid all of this was.

“This is ridiculous,” Altin protested yet again.

“Go on with the rules,” the centermost king demanded.

Zanzavon gestured in the air above him, uttering a few words, and then cast an illusion on the mist blowing around the massive waterfall. It was writing, Murkian text that Altin could not read.

“Rule one,” Zanzavon read from the illusion. “Combatants must fight to the death, or the stake is sacrificed, and your patron has lost.” The little crowd of Zanzavon’s entourage sounded cheers and a smattering of applause.

“Rule two: combatants must not leave the planet, or the stake is sacrificed, and your patron has lost.”

Again, the white-gloved applause.

“Rule three: The combat shall last no longer than two days. If no victor arises within the allotted time, both stakes are sacrificed, and the disc will be said to have landed on its edge. The patrons will resign themselves to the edicts of chance.”

Altin could not believe what he was hearing. To Cathkor he asked, “Are you telling me that even your gods set themselves up to rely on luck? How does that not completely disprove their godhood? Why are we still standing here? Let’s you and I blast our way past those floating idiots, free our wives, and be done with this. Why, I’ll even take you home to my world, or my wife’s, to wherever you want to go. Anywhere but this planet of fools.”

Cathkor laughed. “To begin, I hold the seed of Sestubrie. His gift is in me. He can take it away as easily as he gave it, and this”—he raised his hand, revealing the pulsing green stone sunken into his palm—“will be empty, a scar to remind me of the emptiness of my promises.”

“How about the emptiness in your heart when your gods-be-damned wife is dead?”

“It is the way.”

Altin was stupefied by that response. It stunned him speechless for a moment as his mind grappled with such colossal abandonment of reason. “Curse the way,” he finally managed to choke out. “If it was ‘the way’ to eat harpy dung, would you do it? Is that not what we are doing now? Gobble up, everyone, harpy dung for us all!” He could hardly breathe, so crushing was the magnitude of this insanity.

“You won’t have to,” Cathkor said, unmoved. “You champion a female deity. Her mate’s Champion will eat it for you. And if I am being honest, you complain like a woman, and it is appropriate that the fight has been given to that one.” He tilted his head toward Pernie. “Better that these things be settled by the Champions of stronger gods anyway.”

“But she’s not even Yellow Fire’s Champion. Or Tidalwrath. Or whatever your word for him was. She was never chosen. We were, you and I. And you know it. You said it yourself. She got the job on a technicality. She doesn’t even have the Father’s Gift at all—” He looked to Pernie. “Does she?”

She shrugged but added, “I don’t need one.”

He let out the longest, most agonized breath. “You see? At most there’s some elf somewhere with one. If at all. How can this possibly not seem different, even to you?”

“The rules are the rules. Without structure there is nothing.”

“Without reason there is nothing.”

The centermost king thanked Zanzavon for his fine rendition of the rules and went on, ignoring Altin and his arguments. “Then let us begin the combat. Send the combatants back to the field of battle, and let the disc land as it may.”

Before Altin could protest yet again, Pernie and Cathkor were gone. Just like that, the pffft, pffft of two bodies vanishing and the sucking of air into the vacant space.

And, naturally, Pernie didn’t resist. Altin knew she hadn’t even tried. Not for this.

“She’ll be dead in a moment,” he sneered. “And Orli right after. This is insanity.”

“I don’t know,” Roberto said. “She’s a creepy little thing: smart and sneaky, like a rat or something. With rabies. I wouldn’t write her off that easily.”

“Public viewing is in the lake,” the king said. “Do not interfere, Champion of Feidorie, or the stake is forfeit.” He looked to his companions, who all echoed this last bit of advice. “You are dismissed, all of you,” he said after, and with that, the five kings vanished, along with Orli and Cathkor’s wife.

Altin shouted in impotent rage as his wife was taken away. “How is my wife the price for a battle I’m not even allowed to fight?”

Nobody cared.

The crowd of locals that had formed the gallery murmured excitedly, and all made their way quickly out of the chamber through a wide crack in the floor some half hundred paces behind where Altin and his companions stood. In moments the Murkians had melted away into the darkness, leaving them to look back and forth at one another helplessly.

“Well, now what?” Roberto said.

“We have to help her,” Altin replied. “I have no way of finding Orli. This is half illusion all around. I think it’s even moving as we speak, physically, but by illusion too. Possibly even in time. I am completely lost here. Orli will die if we can’t keep Pernie from losing to that Eight.”

“Yeah, Pernie will die, too,” Roberto observed.


“Of course,” Altin said. He faced the War Queen, his heart racing, his breathing fast. “Well? You’ve been damned quiet all this time. What do we do? You’ve a famous mind for strategy. Help me save my wife!”

“I don’t know where she is, nor do I know where Pernie is. I think your best course is to go to the lake and see what you can learn from the public viewing.” She pointed toward the crevice down which the locals had gone. “And, Sir Altin, when you get there, I think the one thing you’ll not want to do is go straightaway back to that place where the battle was to be waged and intervene. I know you well enough to expect that’s where you’ll be inclined to start.”

“If they are where we were a few moments ago, and I can get my sense of things, that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

“Even I know that’s a bad idea, bro,” Roberto said. “You might as well stick the knife in Orli’s heart yourself. There’s got to be a better way.”

Anger flared in Altin’s eyes so brightly that Roberto took a half step back. But Altin knew the Glistening Lady’s captain was right. He let go the anger on a breath rather than a fireball. “Pernie’s probably already dead anyway,” he groaned. But he moved in the direction of the crevice into which the locals had gone. A few steps in brought them to a portal like they’d first entered along the edge of the endless-seeming ravine. One of them, anyway. It all began to blur together at this point.

They stepped through the portal and found themselves still within the crevice, or within another one exactly like it. The ground was covered with more of the crushed blue crystal, as had been the other paths, and as before, the speed with which one could walk upon it was astonishing.

There was only one path, however, so they took it, streaking through a long series of narrow passages, high cracks in what had to be the planet’s deep crust. Even at the meteoric speeds, the path they were on was singular for several minutes before it came to a three-way intersection.


They stopped and looked around. Altin tentatively tested the mana to see if he had a proper sense of where he was. He did, though he was leery about using a teleport or seeing spell yet. Instead, he cast the barest flicker of a divining thought, questing for the location of the man called Zanzavon. It was a simple spell, and though he didn’t need the song, he couldn’t help hearing the melody in his mind, the simple tune known as “My Cat’s Paw.”

After a few seconds of inquiry, he discerned more by a gut feeling than any clear mental imagery that they should take the left passage and continue on. They arrived at the lake a few minutes after, entering the city down a winding road that took them right to the shore.

They could hear the crowd humming as they approached, and when they arrived at the waterline, the crowd noise was steady and loud, though there was nobody around. Altin looked left and right, seeking signs of someone. Long piers stretched out into the water, rows and rows of them along the shore in either direction, but nobody stood upon them or upon any of the boats tethered there.

The water itself was aglow. Someone was casting a vast illusion in it, that much was clear, but what it depicted was impossible to make out. The lake was too enormous, and standing at the shore gave them too flat an angle to see, like trying to view a giant painting from the side, at the very edge of the frame.

He looked up, seeking a place to which he might teleport them all, a ledge or some high building, even one of the nets like those into which they had fallen.

The last was available in abundance, for there were nets everywhere. All around the lake and out over it, nets were stretched in tiers, hundreds of them, and upon them were the numerous occupants of the city, now finally visible. There were a lot of people living here. Thousands and thousands of them, and they filled the nets above the lake as far as the eye could see, a great sky filled with people staring down like a hundred thousand flies trapped in an extensive spiderweb, the buzz of their voices shaped by the little spots of their mouths, opening and closing, giving the scene above him a look like sprinkled pepper.

He cast a seeing spell, gingerly and right above his own head to make sure he had a proper sense of place. He did. He pushed it up into the nets and through the crowd. He found a place out over the middle of the lake, a net only occupied by one small family, their picnic blanket laid out and covered with food, untouched for now, as the five of them lay with their feet together like the spokes of a wheel, each of them facedown and peering over the edge of the blanket into the lake.

Altin hesitated a moment before going back to teleport himself and the others up there, turning the sight spell to gaze down through the net, to see what the family saw.

He saw Pernie. Enormous, vast like a god, her slender, black-clad body now filling the fullest range of his view. She stood defiant before a monstrous Cathkor, wind blowing her platinum hair behind her as the knife end of her spear glinted, reflecting the mustard hues of cloud-filtered sunlight. He could hear the crunch of gravel beneath her boots, lightly, for she trod with the grace of a hunting animal. Cathkor beyond her appeared at ease, yet expectant, as if waiting for some sign to begin.

And then it came: a loud, metallic gong.

In that instant, the lake illusion filled with fire, Cathkor’s spell released as if he’d been monitoring the mind of whoever’d struck the gong. Altin closed his eyes, head shaking side to side. There was no way Pernie could have survived.




Chapter 46

Altin let go the seeing spell through which he viewed the illusion in the lake. Apparently, he’d called out, “No,” and dropped the spell as if waking from a nightmare, though he had no memory of making a sound. His shout startled those around him, including Chelsea and Betty-Lynn, who spun around seeking the source of his alarm, their weapons up and at the ready to blast whatever must be barreling down on them.

“Teleporting now,” Altin said in lieu of explanation, and then teleported everyone to the net through which he’d seen the battle underway. He cast the spell so quickly they all fell a half span before they landed, bouncing as if they’d been thrown upon a bed. Altin flopped to his stomach and looked into the lake. The fire was gone. He expected to see the burning body of the child he’d once known, expected Cathkor to be standing above her, unexultant in such hollow victory, perhaps even remorseful.

But neither combatant was there. The setting was the same—or at least, very similar. Were those the same tufts of iron weeds and, in the murky distance, the same featureless mountains with the hazy forest skirt of lumpy brown? He thought they must be but had no way to know for certain. What he did know was that there was no Pernie and no Cathkor.

He cast a seeing spell to the place upon that white plain where he’d been so recently—knowing as he did that he took a risk. But there was no sign of Pernie anywhere. No sign of Cathkor.

He looked around. The broad plain stretched away as far as the eye could see, with only the mountains to the east giving any sense of direction or place—a pale, low line of them in the mustard haze, running the length of the horizon from north to south. She could be anywhere. He snapped his vision back to the net where his companions lay. Interference now would be the end of them all anyway. They’d call him a cheat. Rule breaker. Justifying anything they wanted to do.

He was helpless and left to watch and wait.

He frowned, looking down through the net at the emptiness. What was taking them so long, the casters observing for the crowd? Where was the battle? The illusionists charged with spinning the images were terrible. If this were Prosperion, the sight-magic crew following the scene would have been selected for competence as well as ability.

Altin glared into the image until finally it shifted and moved eastward along the plain.

Mustard-yellow poles appeared in the distance, growing closer as the vision moved. They were planted in the ground like fence posts, a staggering line of them as if the fence builder had been drunk.

The illusion being cast into the lake began to shift, its vantage moving toward the first of these posts, following at the pace of a trotting horse. The posts were shiny, wet when viewed from close enough. Ice lances! Altin realized it immediately—frozen shafts of the filthy pus-like fluid that covered much of the planet’s surface, much like those that had been cast at the Glistening Lady when they’d first arrived. These, while smaller, were definitely kindred magicks, and they’d struck the ground hard.

Small boot prints in the dirt near each ice lance showed where Pernie had dodged, narrowly escaping each in turn as if some mustard god threw spears at her from the clouds.

The view finally neared the end of the ice lance line, where two human figures could be seen, though small with distance. As the illusion sped up to catch them, it became certain that it was Cathkor casting the staggering line of ice lances, chasing Pernie with them as she ran and dove and rolled.

The ice lances continued to drive down at her, appearing from nowhere like fangs, piercing the ground one after the next with barely a half second between, a ravenous dragon chomping after an agile rat. Cathkor cast them in clusters. But somehow, Pernie dove under, leapt aside, or blinked away from each in turn, her rapid little two-word teleports lurching her across the landscape, sometimes in front, sometimes behind, left, or right. Twice she appeared above the field of plunging lances, landing atop the end of one, leaping back to land one-footed on the one behind her, then forward to the top of the next, the rat hopping along the fence.

Avoiding the next missile, she dove sideways, rolling to the ground, then springing up and running as yet another hit, the impact sending a spray of grit and broken iron weeds into the air. The concussive sound the strike made was relayed by the illusionists, and it reverberated throughout the giant cavern above the lake, rippling the water as the illusion showed the hail of ice lance shrapnel falling to the ground, pat, pat, pat as it landed all around.

The dragon’s teeth began to appear in multiples as Cathkor tried to guess which way the rat was going to weave. Three here, two there simultaneously. Then four. Pernie was quick, but dodging backward sometimes made it almost impossible to stay ahead of the man. And he was fast, his age not hampering his physicality. He chased after her as he cast. Only her occasional teleports prevented him from getting near enough to grab her in his hands.

Altin wondered why he couldn’t predict her movements, given how easily he’d taken thoughts from Altin’s head—though running and casting and worrying about one’s wife could make proper divining difficult or at very least slow, Father’s Gift or no.

As if to illustrate the point, Pernie was suddenly behind her assailant, in the instant he was casting four more yellow fangs in the space he’d thought that she would go. She swept his legs out from under him with a kick, and Altin awaited the fatal blow, expecting that she’d spike him to the ground with the knife end of her spear. But it was gone. She didn’t have it. How had he not realized she was unarmed? He’d been so caught up in the frenzy of her flight, he hadn’t noticed. She must have lost it when she’d started running for her life.

Pernie was not undone without her weapon, though. As Cathkor fell, she mashed a handful of dirt into his face, shoving the grit into his eyes and mouth with the palm of her hand and using the action to speed his impact with the ground. He landed on his back with a thud, again made audible by the spell, and a pop sounded as the heel of Pernie’s palm broke his nose. He grunted as blood sprayed, and he choked on it along with the dirt clogging his mouth and the wreckage of his nostrils. Pernie shoved a thumb into his eye, drawing a gasp from Altin and all the rest observing above the lake as she crushed the eyeball, popping it open like an overcooked sausage, split and oozing juice. Cathkor howled, and in less than a bloody blink, he was gone.

Pernie leapt up and spun around, narrowed eyes darting this way and that. Then she too disappeared.

The illusionist casting the spell looked around trying to find her, the view depicted in the lake spinning around and up and down. The image went dark for a moment, and the black water of the lake returned to Stygian opacity. Then Pernie appeared again, once more giant, rising high above the illusion, filling up the lake rather than appearing as a smallish figure upon the iron-weed-studded plain—although, strangely, at least at first, they could only see the bottoms of her boots.

The illusionist’s perspective was beneath her, off to her right. She was airborne, ten spans or more, though falling. It wasn’t a wild fall, however. She looked around as she descended, calmly surveying the landscape despite plummeting toward the ground. The crowd in the nets gasped, giddy with anticipation, prepared to watch her smash, but then she was gone again, two words muttered beneath her breath and then nothing. Only the landscape where she would have hit. Once again, the illusionist had lost her, and the lake went dark again.

The crowd let out a low and disappointed moan, followed by a chorus of what were the Murkian equivalent of boos. “Garrahh, garrahh,” they said as one, punctuated by hissing sounds.

He wondered if it had even dawned on Pernie that she was being watched. He didn’t think it would have occurred to him. He felt an old, familiar anger rise. The dangerous anger that sometimes possessed him. The kind that got him in trouble. The kind to which he’d lost a sister. A whole family. It was said that Sixes always killed themselves. To this day he wondered if everyone else was whom a Seven would.

He had to control himself. Orli’s life depended on him. Pernie’s did too. Perhaps. As the darkness in the lake persisted, Pernie’s life might already be lost. And that made him angry as well. Angry for what it said about who he had become. What he had become.

When the illusionist found her again, she was picking up her spear. She scanned the area, spotted a small, black-bladed dagger lying in the white sand, and went to retrieve that as well. She must have thrown it at Cathkor early on. Tucking the knife into her boot, she surveyed the area around her in search of the Murkian. He was nowhere to be found, so she ran off, heading in the direction of the mountains far beyond.

“Holy shit,” Roberto muttered. “That kid grew up to be one scary fucker. Honestly, I don’t know how she didn’t ace Orli on her first try.”

Chelsea and Betty-Lynn clearly shared his assessment of Pernie’s lethality, and their admiring smiles made it obvious they were, unlike the jeering and hissing city folk all around, entirely on team Pernie—and despite Roberto’s final point.

Which was bad timing on all three of their parts.

Altin glared at the two muscle-bound crewwomen, then turned his ire on Roberto. “She would have, had the elves not intervened.” He shook, and for a moment all three observing him thought he was going to cast an ice lance of his own.

Roberto raised his hands defensively, for the second time in less than an hour, his brown eyes wide. “Hey, you know what I meant. Orli’s my friend, too; she’s like a sister to me, and I’ve known her longer than you. I’m just saying, Pernie is, you know, fucking terrifying—kinda like you are right now. My whole point was that I can’t believe someone actually thought it was a good idea to let elves teach her how to be even scarier”—he pointed down through the net at the lake—“like that. That’s my point.”

Altin forced himself to appear calm. He did it so quickly, Roberto exchanged glances with his crewmates, all suspecting it might be worse that way.

Altin made no note of it. “Admire her or hate her as you like. For now her brutality serves our cause. Cathkor is likely off licking his wounds, and hopefully Pernie will be able to find him or at least find a place to hide.”

“How can you hide from a Z-class diviner?” Roberto asked, continuing to redirect Altin’s rage. “Even I’ve been around long enough to know that’s a problem. Right?”

Altin didn’t answer, so the War Queen did. “You are correct. You can’t hide. And it is a problem.”

“She might be able to,” Altin said. “Pernie is impulsive, and stubborn. I suspect she doesn’t know what she’s going to do until she does it. That’s likely why he couldn’t find his mark with his ice lances.”

“Not to mention whatever else she may have learned on String,” Her Majesty put in. “I expect the elves have taught her tricks for fighting humans specifically. Every race, every species, has its peculiarities and weaknesses.”

“We’ll have to hope whatever she knows is enough to buy me time,” Altin said.

“For what?” Roberto asked.

Altin’s eyes narrowed. “For my plan.”

Roberto considered Altin’s expression for a moment, gauging the temperature of whatever that was smoldering in Altin’s eyes. He shifted farther away from the wizard, back toward Chelsea and Betty-Lynn. “Okay, that’s a kinda creepy look you got in your eyes still, dude. What’s happening in that magic brain of yours, and why do I think it’s bad?”

“How much explosive material do you have on your ship?”

Roberto’s expression changed from wariness to confusion. “None. We haven’t had time to restock since this nightmare began. What little we did get after coming back, we used when we got to this shithole planet, remember?”

“Then we must procure more.”

“Where? We’re not exactly welcome anywhere anymore, remember?”

“Pernie mentioned having something called micro-nukes. Can you set them to go off at a specific time?”

“Not if you are talking about the types they put on fighters. There’s a whole firing sequence for those because they’re wired into the stack. And even if I had time to figure it out, I’d still need the code. I couldn’t even get started without that.”

“Then I have another source. If I get you there, will you know what you are looking at amongst the repositories?”

“I don’t know what you are asking me.”

“If I get you to where there are explosives, the variety employed for mining, the variety Orli used to eliminate Red Fire, will you know which ones are proper for my needs?”

“Maybe. Deeqa would for sure.”

“Then we must go.”

“Go where?”

The answer was their reappearance on the Glistening Lady, in the cargo hold. He’d hardly muttered, “Teleporting,” before starting and finishing the cast. Altin went to the wall and pressed the com key for the bridge. “Miss Daar, I need you to accompany me.”

“Didn’t even know you were here,” she said. “Welcome back.”

“We are in a bit of a hurry. Are you ready to go? By teleport?”

She looked out of the monitor, past Altin to Roberto, who shrugged and nodded that it was okay. The nod was affirmation, but the shrug said something else, something along the lines of “It’s probably okay, but I’m mostly guessing.”

Altin didn’t see it, however, for his eyes were closed, a long-distance seeing spell underway. He finished it by the time Deeqa had agreed.

Moments later, he and Deeqa were in a munitions locker deep inside the Tinpoa moon base, a locker in which he’d been before—a visit on another day that both he and Orli might have died.

Deeqa stepped away from the shelf of munitions reflexively, surprised by the appearance in a place she’d not anticipated at all. In the same instant the alarms went off.

“What’s this?” she asked, followed immediately by “Well, they know we’re here.”

“They do, and these are explosives,” Altin answered unnecessarily. “Get enough to blow up a Hostile heart chamber. Something big enough to do the kind of damage you saw in the heart chamber where we transplanted Yellow Fire.”

“You going to blow up another one?”

“You are.”

“Where? Did you finally figure out where those people were getting their Liquefying Stone?”

“I did.” Impatience made him irritable, and he pointed with short, violent motions at the shelves. “Get them. Please. We haven’t time.”

She nodded, realizing the nature of the circumstance, if not the particulars. “Okay, hang on, then. Let me see what we’ve got here.”

She spent an agonizingly long time, by Altin’s measure, looking down the shelves, until at length she pulled a crate off a bottom shelf. She studied it and shook her head. “Need the combination, but the label says these are the ones we want.”

“Are you certain?”

“I’m certain the label says that they are what you are asking for. That does not mean that what is in the box is what the label says, or, in fact, that there is anything in the box at all.”

Altin was reluctant to cast a seeing spell into the box, what with all Jeremy’s talk of meat switches being present everywhere—and not that he’d know what he was looking at even if the grenades weren’t booby-trapped. “Is it heavy enough?”

“Yes.”

“Can you open it back on the ship?”

“I can.”

The door locks were being worked from outside, and voices were yelling. “Freeze, Meade; don’t move or we’ll gas you.”

“That didn’t take them long,” Deeqa observed.

“Time to go,” Altin said. And with that, they were back on the ship.

Roberto and the War Queen were leaving the cargo hold when Altin and Deeqa reappeared in a blast of air.

“What’d you get?” Roberto asked.


“Help us open it,” Altin spat. In the moment after, he had cast another seeing spell, this time back to the net upon which the Murkian family still lay watching the Champions fight for their respective gods.

Pernie was still running, jogging toward a stand of trees, which Altin thought looked much like the iron trees he’d encountered on the islands in the swamps. The closer Pernie got, the more he knew them to be the same variety. He could see the yellow glimmer of the water too. The edge of a swamp. Not surprising. He’d been more surprised to discover there existed a patch of dry land as large as the plain upon which Cathkor and Pernie fought. Heading for the trees was likely a good idea; cover would give both him and Pernie time.

He found himself warming to her again as he watched, empathy brought on by the thought of her in danger. She was an odd little thing, that was true, and fierce, but there was something about her, an inexplicable purity that made her an enigma if nothing else. He didn’t want her to get hurt, despite what she had tried to do. And he needed her to win for Orli. Perhaps ironic, perhaps entirely in keeping with balance in the universe. Either way, watching her out there all alone reminded him that she was human and entirely vulnerable. He needed to be quick.

Just as he was about to let go the spell, Cathkor reappeared.

Sestubrie’s Champion popped up right in front of her, his expression no longer benign. This was not the look of a man doing an unfortunate duty, no more shows of sympathy for the unfair plight of a child. This was the look of a man at war, a man who finally grasped the danger he was in. He understood that he too was vulnerable.

Making matters worse for Pernie, the eye she’d ruined was now completely healed, as was the rest of Cathkor’s face. Altin grunted and let go the seeing spell.

A Z-class healer with Father’s Gift was going to be hard to beat.

And Pernie was not going to make it to the trees.




Chapter 47

Altin knew he couldn’t waste time watching. If he had any chance to stop the worst possible scenario, he had to act now. He had no choice but to trust that Pernie would somehow survive a little longer, long enough to give him time to get his plan in place. If she bought him enough time, even if she died, well, there might still be hope for Orli—assuming the damnable kings, or worse, the damnable Hostile impostor serving as their god, didn’t kill Orli the instant Pernie fell. Altin had to hope that they would not. A nest of bastards like that would likely want to make a ceremony of it, he thought. There was perhaps some solace in that particular part of religiosity.

He returned his attention to the Glistening Lady, where he found Deeqa already at work with a laser, boring out the hinges on the back of the crate. She glanced up long enough to acknowledge his eyes were focused on her rather than somewhere else, then went back to work. “Didn’t want to cut the lock,” she said in reply to a question he would not have thought to ask. “It’s set to render the explosives inert.”

“Good thinking,” he said. He saw that Roberto had gone, presumably to the bridge, given that Deeqa was down here, but the War Queen and Tytamon had remained.

“What is your plan, Sir Altin? You’ve left us all considerably in the dark.” The War Queen cocked an eyebrow as she spoke.

“I have. I do not want it plucked from my head. Therefore, I’m trying not to actively think about it.”

“I shouldn’t think their Z-class diviner is seeking your thoughts at the moment,” she said. “That feral child is surely occupying his attention for now.”

“That is likely true, but I don’t want to take any more risks than necessary.”

“You could find a better block,” Tytamon offered. “I know one I could teach you if you think we have the time.”

“If I had time, I’d like to learn that offensive Silence spell of yours,” Altin said. “That is the illusion that would be most useful to me should this all work out.”

“You’re going to try to fight him, aren’t you?” Tytamon said.

“Not without me, you won’t,” the War Queen said.

“You haven’t got your armor.” Altin dismissed the suggestion, shaking his head. “And I haven’t got time to help you get it.” He turned to Tytamon. “I haven’t got time for any of this. Master Tytamon, could you go back to Prosperion, find Ocelot, and teach her as much of both of those as you can?”

“Ocelot?”

“Yes, Ocelot. Our own Z-class diviner.”

“I know who she is. But why her? Why now?”

“Because I need her to teach me the spells, and I need her to tell me if what I suspect is true. If she’s half as good as I know she is, she’ll be expecting you.”

Tytamon looked to be at a loss, a rare role reversal. “I don’t understand.”

“Master Tytamon, please. You need to trust me. This is not the time for caution and long explanations. I love you with all of my heart, but the last thing Orli needs right now is a wise old man carefully deliberating the best course to take. She needs us to act. Now. Please, will you go?”

The ancient mage looked surprised for a moment, his white, fluffy eyebrows rising as he recoiled at the insult. They came right back down after, though, and instead the white fluff of his mustache was pushed outward with a grin. “Fine, then,” he said. “Decisive action it is. To Ocelot for a pair of spell lessons straightaway. And might I tell her what it is she is to do with them?”

“Yes, she is to scratch them into me. Now go, quickly. I’ll send you now. I may not even have time to come and get them, so be ready. And keep the area outside, to the left of her front door, clear. I’ll likely be arriving in a rush.”

Prosperion’s only Eight nodded, his smile lingering, pride glinting in his eyes. “I will. Go ahead and send me on my way then, if you can spare the—”

A few more minutes passed until Deeqa finally got the top off the box, her every movement careful and meticulous, the patience of a pirate thief. Inside were twelve explosive charges, gray-green metallic things shaped like elongated hens’ eggs. Each had a small strip of black above its center, wrapped halfway round, and a few tiny buttons beneath. Deeqa pulled one out and pressed a pair of the buttons with comforting familiarity, and the black strip lit up with letters that glowed pale blue. She flicked the device controls a few times more, then a final time, which extinguished the lettering. “Yes,” she said at length in her rich Somali accent, “these are the ones you want.”

“Good,” said Altin. “Are you ready?”

Deeqa nested the explosive back in its slot within the case. She stood and nodded in that way she had, as imperturbable a person, whether warrior, wizard, or diplomat, as Altin had ever met.

“Will the lid close completely?” Altin asked with a glance to the case hinges now without pins. “I don’t wish to scramble the devices’ operation in transit.”

Deeqa grabbed a yellow length of cargo strap from a nearby shelf and cut it down, using a folding knife she kept clipped to her belt. A few clicks of the ratcheting clasp had the lid clamped down tight. “We’re good,” she said.

“Do not allow yourself to be teleported by anyone that isn’t me. Fight hard.”

She nodded that she understood.

A moment later the two of them stood side by side, blinking and covering their eyes in the glare of intense white light. Altin squinted and pressed his forearm to his brow, looking out from beneath as he might have had he been staring into the glare of two suns. “By the gods, she’s a bright one,” he said, the words almost a reflex.

“She?” asked Deeqa.

“Yes, she.”

“Where are we?”

“Mercy. I’m fairly certain this is a Hostile they call Mariserie. They believe she is a goddess, which, if I’m putting this all together correctly, is also somehow the same entity, the same ‘goddess,’ we call Mercy back on Prosperion. Somehow, it’s all jumbled together. Us and them.”

Deeqa glanced about, taking her surroundings in. “Breathable atmosphere. That’s handy.”

“I think she’s doing me a favor.”

She glanced down at the box in her hands and asked, “How long you think that will last?” He shook his head but made no reply. She shrugged it off and moved toward the golden light coming from the heart chamber. “I’m assuming you want this set up in there?”

The floor beneath them began to rumble, though by the echoing nature of the thunder, the greater rumbling was some distance away, farther down the narrow ravine in which the two humans were. Her voice, Mercy’s voice, came from that distance.

“Why?” she asked, the planet vibrating beneath his feet.

“It is your way,” he answered into the snow-white glare. “The way of you and your husband, perhaps of all your kind. You know better than I why.”

He expected her to argue. Or to rumble with confusion as Blue Fire might have. Or with rage. But she didn’t. She didn’t take the atmosphere away. Instead, she filled his mind with a calm sort of appreciation of it all, an unspoken acceptance. “You are right,” she said, her words silent now, only in his head. “As my husband wants, let the disc spin.”

“Sir Altin?” Deeqa said, the lilt in her words suggesting she was still waiting for the answer to what she’d previously asked.

“Yes, in there. There will be a heart stone in that little cave.” He pointed toward the shift in the light, white blending into the gold that marked the cave. He also saw that Deeqa had donned a pair of sunglasses and figured it out already. He should have brought a pair from the ship. Mercy was blinding here inside. For a moment, it occurred to him that he might ask if she could turn the lights down some, but he did not. To ask her to be even more complicit in her own murder seemed perverse.

“I’m sorry,” he said instead, though he knew she’d probably read it in his thoughts. “I know he wouldn’t want it this way. He didn’t intend for it, I am sure. You shouldn’t have had to be dragged into this. But neither should my Orli.”

Mercy agreed.


The profundity of her resignation left him breathless and ashamed.

He forced the feelings down, burying them like a body in a dark pit somewhere deep inside his mind. He turned from them and went into the heart chamber, where Deeqa was already at work, wedging charges into crevices and crags. “We should have brought a drill,” she said. “These crevices aren’t as deep as they were on Red Fire.”

“You saw the damage on Red Fire. It will be enough.”

“She’s letting you do this?”

“She is.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, exactly. Only that she seems to recognize it is fair.”

“There is no such thing as fair. I’d fight you if I were her.” Deeqa laid the second to the last charge out. “This is like a sad sort of hiding Easter eggs.”

“I don’t know what that is,” Altin confessed.

“A ritual back on Earth. Boiled eggs, painted in their shells. Sometimes candy in plastic eggshells. I had an auntie who was Christian, and somehow the practice relates to that. It is the same religion as Captain Roberto, who is also prone to strange and nonsensical-seeming things. But I enjoyed it as a child. I hid eggs for the children on the last freighter ship I served. They enjoyed it too.”

Altin watched her place the last explosive a few feet from the previous one. “You don’t strike me as the type who enjoys children much.”

“They are born lawless. This is why they find happiness so easily. Adults steal it from them over time.”

“I’ve never been much for children myself,” Altin said. “Although I’ve really only ever known one very well.” He thought about her now, grown up, subject to laws not of her making, exactly as Deeqa had said. She was out there somewhere trying not to be killed by an Eight. Altin was certain that she would have liked looking for painted eggs hidden throughout Calico Castle when she was little. He could remember the playful, giggling little girl Pernie had once been, not so long ago—especially not so long ago in his memory. He hadn’t lived those extra seven years like she had. Like everyone on Earth and Prosperion had, all but Altin, Orli, and the few aboard the Glistening Lady. Everything had gotten so strange. And now he was here in this place and this time, preparing to blow up an innocent creature, perhaps even a god—certainly a god to some—all in the name of lunatic justice, rules that perverted the very notion of fairness they were supposed to facilitate. But also now, for him, rules that could be twisted to save Pernie and his wife, albeit at the expense of other lives, the wives of others instead. It was a perverse variety of fair. The sort of fairness evil based itself upon.

How had everything gone so wrong? How could the universe be so absent of a guiding hand? The very notion of all of this serving luck, serving the gods, was insanity. Gods? They weren’t gods. They were never gods. They were Hostiles. Dumb, flawed creatures like the rest of everything that lived on Earth and Prosperion. They were just bigger. That was all.

“That’s the last of them,” Deeqa announced. “Now what?”

“One moment.” Without touching any of the explosives, he wove an anti-magic bubble around each in turn. He wound the spell long and thick and went to extra lengths to hide the tether that would have made unraveling the magic easy for another mage. He turned to her when he was done. “Can you make sure they were not damaged in the casting of that?”

She spent a few moments clicking each of them on and running through a series of tests. At length she reported all were fine. “I will set the timers. What kind of time are you looking for?”

“We have two days. Set them for that. Or no, make it an hour shy of two. It’s my turn to make some rules.”

“Do you want to know the code?” she asked.

“What code?”

“It’s for the timer. You press it in here.” She pointed, but he did not look.

“No. I don’t want to know. Can you make one that you don’t know either?”

She smiled. “Yes.” She worked for a short while on each in sequence. “All right. It is done. Now what?”

“Now we will see.”

He glanced sadly out of the heart chamber, into the whiteness beyond, then turned back and went to the patch of heart stone near the far end of the small chamber. He reached up and gently stroked the glowing golden crystals there, as he might have the forehead of a loved one too far gone for modern medicine.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Let us hope your husband loves his wife better than Cathkor does his own. Let us hope he loves you as I love Orli. I will pull down the universe to save her. All of it. He will see.”

He spent a moment simply sending her the honesty of his regret, no more words, simply the raw resignation of it all, of what he had no other choice but to do. She was distant from him, but not angry. She too was resigned. She understood that he had done what Sestubrie, what Sobrei, had done. Tossed a coin.

But at least this was Altin’s coin. He could snatch it out of the air if given an opportunity. And he would. He had no desire to let that spinning thing land. He, unlike Sestubrie, understood mercy. So there was a chance. For all of them.

“Does he know?” Altin asked out into that open space. “Does he know that I am here?”

“Not yet.” The ground shook beneath them, but not so violently that he couldn’t stand. Altin sensed that she hadn’t told her husband that Altin was here, preparing to murder her. The thought of it, of what he was doing, reminded him of another murder he had done. The memory bubbled up so quickly it caught him by surprise. She saw it too, in his mind. The two of them, he and she, both seemed frozen for a time then, both staring at that memory as if it were an object in isolation, an object on display. It filled him with horror at first, horror that then flickered to shame. The shame suffused him, and she reached into his heart and felt it—the shame of it, and the sense of unfairness too, that the shame was not fair; it wasn’t as simple as that. He kept waiting for her to say something. To judge. He wasn’t going to explain it. It had to be done. It was justice. Justice killed Thadius Thoroughgood. Altin was merely the killing hand.

Her silence was a mirror, vast as a universe. Patience of a god. He stared into it and knew the truth.

These are the stories we tell ourselves, he silently confessed. The narratives we craft. He didn’t have to explain it. She knew. She’d already seen it before.


Feeling defensive angered him, and the shame turned molten. He lashed out. “I won’t apologize,” he shouted, though she hadn’t asked him to. “I’d do it again if I could.” He lied. That sickened him too, and he pushed her out of his mind.

She rumbled again, though he could not say what it was about. He ignored it with all his might. She rumbled harder, and one of the charges rolled out of its confines, clanking to the ground behind him. He spun and watched it roll to a stop.

“Is it broken?” he asked Deeqa.

She went to it and gave it a look over. “No. It’s fine. They’re not delicate.” She tucked it into a different nook, a few feet from the farthest edge of the heart stone. “We should have brought duct tape.”

“I don’t know what that is,” he said, “but there isn’t time. Secure it as best you can, and let us return to the ship. I’ll leave you there and be on my way to meet Tytamon.”

“I’m just here for the ride.” She seemed mildly amused.

That bothered him too, but he did not dwell on it.

In moments, they were back on the ship, on the bridge behind Roberto and Tracy working at the helm.

“I suggest you take the ship off the planet,” Altin said in lieu of greetings. “And be ready for anything.”

Roberto glanced back over his shoulder and considered the look in Altin’s eyes.

“Oh shit, dude, what did you do?”

Without an answer, Altin disappeared.




Chapter 48

Pernie’s footsteps splashed in the ankle-deep swamp water as she headed toward the twisted alien trees. The stench of the swamp was gruesome, but no more so than had been the sewers below Fort Minot. She glanced down and saw that the water was having an ill effect on her boots, so she hastened her way onto a long hump of mud not too far away.

Tall, whiplike reeds hissed against her thighs as she trotted along. She glanced back and forth for signs of Cathkor, and she’d almost made it to cover when, with a rush of air, he appeared. And he looked pissed.

Fire consumed the area, the foul yellow water exploding into a concussive blast of steam as Cathkor’s magic set it all aboil. The words of her teleport came reflexively, and she was above it all even as she began to feel the heat.

More fire filled the air around her, but again she was gone. And again, fire and a blink. Steam clouded her vision as she teleported, lurching through the air in staggering jumps. Wind whistled as ice lances came, flying diagonally, horizontally, and up and down.

She jumped and flew, casting her best invisibility.

She even cast an illusion of herself, falling dead with an equally illusionary splash. She cast it right behind raging Cathkor spewing forth his magic rage.

That instinct was a good one, and he actually spun around.

By the time he saw how poor the quality of the magic was, Pernie’s spear was in him, in through his back and out through his heart.

His eyes flew wide. He gasped. He looked down at the long knife blade sticking out through his chest, a half-hand’s length of the shaft itself visible as well.

She twisted it, jumping as she did so, a cartwheeling motion that allowed her to kick him violently in the head. His vision dimmed and he began to fall, though he managed to cast a healing spell born of fear and reflex.

His heart healed around the spear, but Pernie twisted it again. The pain bent him, and he had to recast the healing spell.

She hauled up on the shaft of her spear as he splashed to his knees, trying to lever it up through his ribs toward his brain, causing unspeakable pain. She leaned on it and shoved him forward onto his face.

Again he cast the healing spell. Again and again. He was fighting for consciousness.

She kicked him forward into the muck, then stomped on the back of his head, leaning on the spear as she did so, mashing his face down into the squishy quagmire. His cries were muted, and they blew dark bubbles in the filth.

“Die, fucker!” she swore, channeling every ounce of hate available. “Fucking die.” She stomped and stomped and tried to hammer his face into the ground as deeply as she could.

She stomped and he healed, and so it went for several long moments, the two of them at an impasse. She could not stomp or twist hard enough to stave off the speed of his whole-bodied healing spells. He could not heal fast enough to collect his wits.

And so it went. On and on.

Neither of them could hear, nor even conceive of, all the shouts and roars coming from the crowds above the distant subterranean lake. Curses flew. Gods were begged upon to intervene. The whole world seemed a frenzy.

And then came a turn of fate.

A bit of luck, perhaps.

An answered prayer.

Down from the sky flew a large, winged thing, a creature part lizard and part dragonfly. It swooped down on the buzz of its multiple wings and took a pass at Pernie, snatching her up by the ponytail.

She saw it, heard it coming, but refused to give Cathkor one single inch. She gripped the haft of her spear as she gripped to life itself. The creature hauled at her, lifting her, and she in turn lifted Cathkor, peeling him out of the muck as if he were some leech latched on down there.

The creature tried to carry her off, but the weight of two humans was too much, and Pernie’s hair was slick with sweat and blood and muck.

She fell, Cathkor with her, the scant few feet back into the swamp.

But it was enough.

Cathkor vanished in a great sucking of air.

His disappearance threw Pernie’s balance off. She adjusted immediately, well accustomed to fighting elves. But it was too late. He was gone.

She spun around, spear held in both fists. Looking everywhere.

“Where are you, you coward?”

The Murkian creature dove back at her. She could hear it coming.

Her spear took it cleanly out of the air, the throw barely a flick of her arm, knifing through the air and piercing it mouth to anus, still twenty spans above.

She waited impatiently for it to fall.

As she pulled her spear free, the sound of an inbound teleport gasped.

She teleported before she looked, then thrice more. Up, down, and around. Not even bothering to see where Cathkor was.

Ice lances flew.

She heard him bark something at her. One word.

She made a point not to listen.

But it was too late. She’d heard it. And now, inexplicably, she felt so tired she just wanted to lie down.

“That’s right,” Cathkor said as she let her weapon droop. “Go to sleep, little girl.”

Pernie knew it was some kind of magic, but she couldn’t help herself.

She fought with all her might, but she was simply too tired to go on. Her spear was so heavy.

She started dreaming even before she found a suitable place to lie down. She staggered, still trying to resist, but there was Master Altin, so beautiful and perfect. She could see him so vividly. He’d come to marry her.




Chapter 49

A night wind howled through the treetops, heavy with the scent of conifer, loud as a storm of banshees. A gust struck Altin as he appeared to the left of the diviner’s doorstep, hard enough to force a step back, nearly off the edge of the towering boulder upon which Ocelot’s hovel sat, a shack upon a stone upon the highest of high hills, all buried deep in the dark shadows of Prosperion’s Great Forest. There was, not so long ago, a time in Altin’s life wherein he’d thought Ocelot’s abode to be a distant place, far from anything ordered and civilized. But no more. This place was not so distant from Calico Castle as it had used to be, not by the measure of galaxies and time.

He raised his hand to knock, but the door opened. Ocelot was there. She was in her child form, a scrawny girl, dirty cheeked and barely covered in a burlap dress that even a pauper’s daughter wouldn’t wear. She studied him, head tilted back, and he saw that her eyes were still the yellow eyes of a cat.

“God killer,” she stated, with the barest twitch at one corner of her mouth.

He recoiled at the accusation, and she reached up as he blanched. She touched his cheek, as if to wipe away a tear; then she stuck him, deeply, right beneath his eye. It happened so quickly he didn’t have time to react. One moment she was there, looking up, reaching up, and the next she was gone, her cat’s paws, the claws of an ocelot, pressing off his chest as she leapt away from him. She’d transformed and clawed his face in the span of that instant, a single puncture, then jumped away as if his chest were a bit of furniture she’d leapt onto and off again.

“Gods!” he gasped, snatching his hand up and pressing it to the puncture. Something in the wound was hard like a rose thorn. He pulled at it gingerly, but it was stuck, stretching the flesh beneath his eye as he tugged.

“That’s right,” she said, now across the room and circling Tytamon’s ankles as if she were a domestic house kitty. “Gods. Lots and lots of them. And you there to set them straight.” She vanished and appeared again on Tytamon’s shoulder. She was small for an ocelot, but big enough to cause the elder mage a backward step for balance. The black spots and pale yellow of her coat contrasted with the white of the old man’s beard, and she butted her head against his jaw, obnoxiously in the role of kitty still. Her hackles were up, however, like little spines along her back, and her tail was fluffed, revealing she was not really a gentle animal at all.

The fire, though burning high in the fireplace across the room, cast only wan light where she and Tytamon were. The shadow thrown by the bristle of her tail made a vine of most wicked thorns grow large upon the wall. She butted Tytamon again, a feline bull, hard enough to move his head with the impact. The violence of her purring mocked gentleness. “Put them right, just as he said he would.” Her purr rattled behind her ribs.

Altin’s expression and the rise of his shoulders sent a question to Tytamon, who shrugged, somewhat defensively, saying, “I did as you asked.”

“You did, great wizard of the old wars,” Ocelot purred. “You mentored him well, and now he fights across galaxies. More races to make extinct in his time—as you did in yours.”

“Well, I hardly think I had anything to do with that.” But after a moment’s thought, Tytamon amended, “Not directly, anyway. And the dwarves had a hand in it, too.”

“Meddlers. The both of you. And you come to me, here, and I’m supposed to lick the wounds you inflict across the stars.”

“It’s not like that,” Altin snapped, “and you know it.” He was still gingerly touching the lump under his eye. He harrumphed and said to Tytamon, “She’s testing us. Looking for something as she always does. Do not play her ridiculous games. You’ll get no benefits for it.”

“But you have, teleporter. You have.”

He didn’t know if she meant that he had gotten help from her in the past, or if she meant he had just now, with the cut. He knew well enough she delivered spells that way. It was an old enchanter’s trick. He pushed around in his brain for the magic she must have given him but could not find it.

“Don’t think on it too hard,” she cautioned. The last word came out heavily; she had jumped from Tytamon’s shoulder to the floor as she spoke. “We only know things by their opposites. And it’s not for you, anyway.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” He regretted asking it the moment the words were out.

“When time comes, give it to the girl. She’ll know what to do with it. Have her cut it out.”

“What girl? Orli? Pernie? Someone else?”

“Still playing ignorant? And yet you accuse me of wasting time.”

She padded across the room and curled up at the edge of the firelight, where the hearth’s edge cast a sharp line of shadow that engulfed the corner of the room. Her eyes glinted, shimmering like wet stones. She was more hostile than she’d been last time.

“Did you tell her what I needed?” Altin asked Tytamon, now unsure Tytamon really had understood the silent question he’d shrugged at him a moment ago. “Did you teach her the silence and complex mind block spells?”

Tytamon nodded. “I did. And I’ve got a few others underway.”

“Others?”

“Yes, I’ve contacted some old friends and got them working furiously to create what they can for you.”

“For what?”

“If you’re going to fight in that arena, Altin, any magic might help. It matters little what spells you get, for whatever they are, they will be more than you have now.”

“I haven’t got time to wait for them. I must get back.”

“You have time,” Ocelot said sleepily, between long, wet-sounding licks at her left forepaw. She commenced working on it for quite some time. A very long time. So long, Altin finally couldn’t take a moment more.

“Do you have my spells for me or not? Orli’s life hangs in the balance.”

“It’s always in the balance,” the cat said between licks. “And I’ve given you one already.”

“One what?”

“A spell, fool!” This she snapped at him, uncharacteristic. She lifted her paw away from her whiskered face and extended the claws. One of them was conspicuously absent its tip. “I gave you one for her whose balancing life you failed to mention on your short, selfish list.”

“By the gods! Ocelot, I do not need more lectures. Yes, I am selfish. I am reckless. I am a murderer. It’s all very well known to everyone. I’ll burn in whatever levels of hell the real gods, if there are any, choose to put me in. But today, I am not yet aflame. You, however, will be if you do not give me what you’ve made for me, or tell me to piss off.” He actually started the fireball spell, and it glowed, white-hot with the heat of the anger that sparked it, though he immediately snuffed it again. “Just give me the magic, please.” He was exhausted, and he’d not even begun to fight.

She, however, lay as she was, licking her paw again, making huffy cat-breath sounds around the wet noises of her tongue.

Altin, exasperated, looked back to Tytamon.

“You sent me here,” the elder mage repeated. They both stared at the cat for a time. Altin worked on calming himself. He needed to keep his head.

With his eyes closed, the howling of the wind grew outside. It hissed through the trees and gusted in waves against the shack, whistling when it did through tiny cracks in the knotty pine boughs from which the hovel had been made. He’d been oblivious to it since coming in. But he heard it now and tried to let the sounds of Great Forest, of Prosperion, center him. The scent of pine and wet soil soothed. Even Prosperion’s gravity had a comforting, familiar feel. He couldn’t have named such a thing before having met Orli, but now, with the Earth word in his lexicon and the feel of worlds beyond his own pulling on his body’s memory—several worlds—even gravity could impart a sense of belonging, like the scent of a lover, or a mother’s song, or the taste of a favorite holiday meal. Even gravity could feel like home.

Tytamon was chanting now, and there formed upon his lips a familiar teleporting spell. The rush of air that came with a new arrival sounded, causing Altin to look up. Tytamon motioned with his chin toward the door, suggesting Altin go outside.

He did.

Outside he found Peppercorn standing there, a tiny little woman of middle years, dressed in workman’s clothes. She was filthy and looked as if she’d come from the bottom of a dirt pit. He said as much to her.

“I have, actually,” she confessed. “Her Eminence has me on gold production, in the very bowels of the Tinpoa mines. Which”—she paused and laughed—“I understand you paid a visit to very recently?”

“I did,” he said.

“Well, when the alarms went off, I honestly thought they were for me, given what I was doing right then. Scared the shite out of me.”

“Feeling guilty?”

“I was.” She glanced around then, as if she might have been followed. She shuddered then and shook her head. “I swear, between the accursed Earth cameras everywhere and the royal seers and diviners looking in on everything, I feel like I’ve got lice crawling on me all the time. Everyone does.”

“I understand,” he said, though only out of the strictest sense of courtesy. “I hate to rush you, but have you got something for me?”

“Of course. I don’t mean to delay. I’m sorry. I can’t imagine what you must be up to. I’ve always believed in you.” She looked up at him, her eyes open and honest. “I truly don’t know what it is, but I hope it is something. We can’t go on like this.”

His expression, meant to be sympathetic, appeared impatient anyway. She apologized again and reached into her pocket, pulling out a small square of folded cloth. “There’s two of them from me, the wires,” she said as he gently folded the parcel open. There were two lengths of cable wire, unwound strands, neither longer than Altin’s little finger, lying beside a rusty horseshoe nail. “I had to cut those two out of an electrical box,” she said, pointing to the thin slivers of wire. “They’re not very sharp, but they’ll do. Sharper than that,” she added, pointing at the square-headed nail.

“What are they?”

“The longer one is a modified version of Maldron’s Magic Dig. It’s a great spell. You can dig into any naturally occurring soil, sediment, or rock, but it’s best on diamond since that’s how I’ve modified it. Even most metals, though for iron and steel and anything your friends on Earth have concocted, you’ll not get very far very fast. It’s the one I used for shaping the diamond shells on Citadel and the rest of the armada—or I did up until my ‘attitude’ got me put on that rock out there at Naotatica.”

“And the second?”

“Karpack’s Grease Puddle,” she said, sounding rather embarrassed about it. “I’ve been reduced for all my magical rank to a pretty low actual one. They keep me from my books. But Tytamon said you need useful spells, and quick. I realize you may think it odd that I’m giving you a lubricant spell, but it’s been a useful bit of magic for me. You’ll see in the cadences how you can change not only its volume but its viscosity, shape, and size. I use it for quieting hinges, rusted tools, and anything else that is noisy, dried out, or stuck. You can even cook with it, though it tastes a little off. Odd, I know, and I admit, I mainly picked it because it was easy enough to cast with the little time I had left. Tytamon was in a rush, you know. So there’s not much duration woven into it on the memory side. The dig spell is enchanted better. I’d say you have three hours before you forget that one. The grease spell, you’ll be lucky to get an hour and a half from the prick, so don’t stick yourself until you actually need it. Both have range limits too, although I know not what those might be for a caster like you.”

“How long does the magic last?”

“Oh, you can get a week out of a grease slick once you get it cast. Like I said, it’s a great spell. Low energy and no time to get off.”

He looked down at the cloth, nodded, and folded it up, pushing it into a pocket of his robes. “And what is the nail for?”

“That one isn’t mine. Aderbury sent it. He had been inspecting my section only moments before I got the call from Tytamon. Tytamon reached out to him too, so he made an excuse to come back down. I had to have one of my apprentices do it for him … for you, because there wasn’t time. But it is his combat transmutation spell, the advanced stone spell that he wrote himself. It’s the one he’s famous for, ever since the fight at the Palace that awful day the demons came. I don’t know how well the enchantment went. And worse, a horseshoe nail is an odd instrument for this, being that it’s both dull and rusty. Not only do I not know how long it will stay in memory, the enchantment itself may not have taken at all. Again, there was no time to check. But my apprentice is smart and a good enchanter—she asked I not say her name, for fear of, you know, the diviners and things—so I brought it anyway. Just, understand the risk.”

He nodded. There was a lot of that going on these days. “I understand. Aderbury’s Battle Statue spell is a good one. But complex. That will be useful if she managed to pull it off, but it won’t last long in that old nail, even if she did. Nonetheless, that is real war magic.” His emphasis made her avert her eyes, though he didn’t notice until she apologized.

“I’m sorry for the dig and grease spells,” she said. “It’s all I have well enough memorized to work into that sort of thing.” She gestured at the bit of cloth. “It’s all I’ve been casting for nearly a year, along with a few stabilization spells and the anti-magic you already know. I’m being punished, after all.” Bitterness crept in, and a hint of irritation at his apparent ingratitude.

“I’m sorry, and no, I did not mean to seem ungrateful. I appreciate both of those magicks, and who knows what I will need. Even with the help of … our Z-class diviner in there”—he nodded toward the door—“the future so viewed is at best navigating rocky waters with one clang of a bell … and tonight will be foggy and moonless. So thank you, and thank you to Aderbury. And I know you put yourself at considerable risk to accommodate me. I shall find a way to make use of it all.” He had to resist a reflex to add, “if the gods allow,” which irritated him. Despite his ever-present skepticism, it was as if somehow that option had been stolen from him.

She smiled and was obviously grateful. She looked at him with awe as well, and more than a glimmer of subservience, which he didn’t care for. It was beyond dependent. She hadn’t been like that before. Not in the time he’d known her, anyway, during the building of Citadel. Granted, he’d been forced into a teaching role at King Perfort’s University at the time, prepping young magicians for space travel, but he’d been an integral part of the space fortress construction too. He’d watched her lead crews of powerful magicians with strength and confidence that belied her diminutive size, and between her and Aderbury, they’d gotten it done, and magnificently. Yet here she was, looking at him like that. Strong people were weakening, being broken down. Even Tytamon was not the same as he always had been. It was as if Altin’s whole reality had caught some wasting malady.

“Where do you want to go? I’ll send you back,” he said. Every second was vital now.

“I’m supposed to be in the Tinpoa mines. If you know where Level R-14 is, send me there. If not, perhaps it would be better to have Tytamon send me back. He knows where I was.”

“I’ll tell him,” Altin said.

“Oh,” she added as he was about to disappear inside. “Aderbury was adamant I remind you that Battle Statue is a touch spell. So, you’ll have to get very close.”

Altin grimaced but nodded that he understood before ducking through the rickety wooden door.

Ocelot was nowhere to be seen, so Altin gave Tytamon Peppercorn’s return request. Tytamon went outside, doing the great enchanter the courtesy of sending her off face-to-face.


“You’ll be the demon or the deity when this is done,” Ocelot said from somewhere in the darkness. Her voice had a soft, breathy quality, the purring beneath it less accusatory. “Even I can’t say which.”

“I care little for how anyone sees me,” he said. “Orli is in danger, and—as you are so quick to point out—so is Pernie. So are we all. There are Jellies streaking toward every world, and every Hostile is in jeopardy of becoming a ‘mana battery,’ as Roberto has surmised.”

“But your precious Hostiles are killers too,” she purred. “They wiped out the world the Earthlings call Andalia. Your selection of which lives matter is arbitrary.”

“Your protests are arbitrary. And yes, it’s true. Hostiles are dangerous and, as I learn more and more each day, perhaps no different in aggregate than humanity in that. There are good ones and bad ones amongst them as with us all. We all understand the difference between perspective and truth.” He rolled his eyes and huffed, his impatience obvious. “This is an old conversation. And wasteful.”

“Not old. Essential. And you are right. They are no different than we. But your Hostiles have too much power to wield with such unpredictability. At least humans have only obliterated themselves, and not even a world’s worth. Merely a few million here or there from time to time. Your Hostiles empty worlds. They genocide.”

“So did I. Orli and I killed an entire world.”

“It was only one being.”

“But still, strictly speaking, a genocide upon that one. But I don’t care. I don’t have time to argue this with you. I must save my wife. The Hostiles are whatever they are. We are whatever we are. Even the damnable Jellies are whatever they are. But I have to try. Maybe I’m meant to fail. Maybe these ‘gods’ we’ve all been worshipping, picking up the notes of their inane magic songs in the mana, heard across the eons and the galaxies, maybe they are worse than us. Maybe they should be gone. Maybe there are other, even greater gods, guiding all of this. Maybe it’s all just dumb luck and spinning coins. But I am going to save my wife, and anyone after that I can. You can help me or not, but if you continue to slow me down, at least understand that you are no different. The wisdom you wish to smear on me now is but your own insightful arrogance. You read your divinations no better than Cathkor or those world-sized magicians I know. You want to see the future in a real way? I know a wormhole you can duck into, and then come back after an hour or two. Then you’ll see the future like I have: too late.”

“Perhaps there is another wormhole,” she said. “You could go back, come back before and save us. Remake everything as it might once have been.”

He had to stop and think about that for a time. That could change everything. Was it possible? What if he could come back before?

But when?

When does one come back and alter everything?

It was too much to think about. “Just give me the magic,” he said. “Give me what Tytamon taught you. Give me the mind block to lock Cathkor out. And Silence. Perhaps with that I can get the advantage on him, maybe even on Sestubrie himself. Certainly on those ridiculous kings.”

Something cut him along the back of his thigh as he spoke, four gashes down the lower half and into the soft meat at the back of the knee. She’d slipped up behind him as they talked and scratched him.

“There you have them, then. Take them. The coin is spinning, it is true, so quickly it seems a solid thing, a fluttering sphere to the eyes of the blind and the arrogant, an arcing shadow world destined to crash down. You run along the outer edge of it as it flies. But where will you be when it lands?”

He was too busy looking into his mind for the spells he’d received. He found the mind block easily; it was as he expected it to be. He could feel the hand of Tytamon in it, the precise and measured cadences, the airtight structure of it all. Wherever that spell might have originated in the past, Tytamon had made it an ironclad thing. Altin cast it upon himself immediately.

The Silence spell was similarly efficient, and it could be cast with less than ten words, even without the help of Liquefying Stones. With his ring, it would be instant, which was going to be invaluable.

“A day, and no more,” she said to his unasked question. He hadn’t thought to ask as yet. “For them both.”

“Fine.”

“You won’t win without a sacrifice,” she said. “Even if you save her. All of this happened because of you. All of it. Some things cannot be avoided by a simple teleport, Seven. Fate is faster than even you and that bit of Hostile you’ve got there in that ring. In the end, you will have to take responsibility. Those you love will continue to suffer until you do.”

“That’s fine,” he said again. “I’ll pay whatever price. Enough have died because of me. I know it better than anyone. Better than you. If it comes to it, then so be it. But I won’t lie down without a fight. As long as I live, there is still a chance.”

“Then you do believe in Sobrei’s gift. And yet you’ve been denying it so ardently.”

He let loose a grunt of irritation, then lifted his robes, looking at the back of his leg, seeing the four scratches there. “What other spells? You gave me four, or were you punishing me with the extra two?”

“I gave you my Whisker’s Twitch,” she said, returning midstep to her child form. She moved through the clutter to the corner of the room, where a tall log stood on its end in the darkness, no higher than Altin’s chest. A blanket was folded atop it neatly, which she reached for and scratched at gently with her fingertips for a moment. She came back and handed him a tuft of cat hair, ocelot hair, to be precise. “You’ll need this to cast it.”

“What does it do?”

“You, for all your pride and impatience, are surrounded by enemies who are far better at divining than you. Even with your seven schools and Z-rank among them, your skill is weak. You are outclassed in every way. Even the girl’s instincts, her animal magicks—trained as they are by the elves—are better than what you can do. You might as well be blind and paralyzed.”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

“It’s cat sense. I’ve given you cat sense. The twitch of a whisker. You’ll feel like doing something before you know why. Trust it. Or die.”

“How long will I remember it? How long does it last?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never cast it before.”

“What?”

“I made it up as I scratched you. It has always worked for me.”

“Great. And what is the last one?”

“Contradiction.”

“I’ve never heard of it. Did you make that one up too?”

“I did. It suits you.”

Altin breathed and fought for patience. “You’re wasting time Orli does not have.”

“Change a mind. Contravene intent. It is merely a simple reversal of some idea.”

That got Altin’s attention. His mind began to churn with possibilities. But before he could ask more, Ocelot shut him down.

“It’s another spell of divination, another that will be nearly crippled by your sad measure of the school. I should be surprised if you can make it work more than once, assuming you can make it work at all. Likely you won’t remember it an hour.”

“Then are we done?”

“I’ve hardly the power to keep you here, teleporter.”

“Are you ready to return, Master?” he asked Tytamon.

“I am.”

Altin let go another irritated breath. Then he cast the teleport taking them back to Roberto’s ship.




Chapter 50

Altin’s appearance on the Glistening Lady could hardly be counted more than a bounce. He stayed long enough to look to Tytamon and say, “If I die, it will be up to you to get them home.” And then he was gone again, casting himself to the place upon the white plain where the iron weeds grew.

He drew out the tuft of cat’s hair and cast it immediately. There was no telling what it would do, but even less telling what might happen from here. Anything might come from anywhere. From Sestubrie. From Cathkor. From some local monstrosity. Hells, even Pernie was a wild card. So he cast it and turned warily around.

There were still no signs of the battle nearby.

He began humming his divining song as he raised his magic sight on high. She had to be somewhere. Straightaway he got the sense of direction and sent his sight off in search of Pernie and Sestubrie’s Champion. It wasn’t long before he found them, Pernie and Cathkor still going at it, now knee deep in the yellow swamp.

She was still alive! There was still time!

He immediately cut the seeing spell and teleported himself to the scene, hoping as he did so that Cathkor hadn’t already sensed his thoughts and launched an intercepting fireball. He had not—or at least so it seemed at first. But what was clear was that he was too late to save Pernie from Cathkor’s sleeping spell.

She gazed up lazily as he appeared in a blast of air, her hair blown back but the rest of her in collapse. She had enough left to glance at him through glazing eyes before she pitched forward and splashed face-first into the muck.

Altin spun and saw the look of startlement in Cathkor’s eyes. Altin shaped a fireball reflexively even as Cathkor sent a field of ice lances falling down like hail.

The Contradiction spell Altin had gotten from Ocelot’s scratch spat itself from his mouth almost before he had time to formulate it in his mind, and right after, so nearly it could be called simultaneous, he teleported himself behind Cathkor, prompted to do so by a warning from Whisker’s Twitch. How delightful, he thought, to have the reflexes of an elf!

Cathkor, however, was in unexpected shape, for he found himself pinned amongst a small forest of his own foul, steaming ice lances, howling as two of them pierced his body, one pinning his foot to the bottom of the swamp and the other angling through his shoulder and out his back.

His agony prompted Altin to cast Tytamon’s Silence spell, and a moment after, only the shape of pain was given by Cathkor’s mouth. Now was the time for Aderbury’s Battle Statue spell. That would put an end to all of this.

He fumbled in his pocket for the folded cloth, and fumbled even more getting it open. In his haste, he nearly dropped all three pieces, two bits of wire and the nail, but he managed to clutch the cloth and lost only, of course, the nail.

He plunged the cloth back into his pocket and fell to his knees, groping in the foul water, which stung like biting ants. He squeezed his hands through the muck in search of the nail.

Glancing up as he felt frantically for that rusty bit of Prosperion, he saw that Cathkor’s ice lances had been dispelled. The wizard himself vanished right after, gone without a sound.

How can it be? he thought at first, but then realized right away how useless silence was on an Eight enhanced by so much of the Father’s Gift. Altin might as well have cast happiness on the man. At least laughter might have distracted him.

He groped more frantically through the mud, both hands. The nail couldn’t possibly have gone this far. He’d watched the damned thing splash down right at his feet.

He looked about as he searched with his hands, expecting Cathkor to strike him down at any moment now. Pernie was still lying facedown. She was going to drown.

He found the nail. Thank the gods! He snatched it up and swiped it against his forearm.

Slick with mud, and dull as it was, the nail did not penetrate his skin.

Cathkor reappeared, his body healed. His face contorted with rage and no small amount of fear. A fireball formed, and in the same instant Altin hoped that once again Ocelot’s magic might blow it back at Cathkor. The ball of flame rocketed at him like a missile from one of Earth’s fighter ships.

He cast a teleport, once more sped by Whisker’s Twitch, and he appeared several spans to Cathkor’s side. Altin cast his own fireball, which Cathkor dodged with equal ease.

So much for the Contradiction spell.

Cathkor tried again to hit him with a field of ice lances, but Altin had seen him using this strategy on Pernie. He teleported easily out of the way, this time placing himself beside Pernie, whom he took the time to roll over in hopes that she’d not yet drowned.

Another fireball blasted at him, and he barely blinked away in time, the mass of fire and heat leaving a line of rising steam and the bubbling hiss of boiling water in its wake.

Altin’s teleport placed him right behind Cathkor, and as he appeared, he jammed the nail into his forearm and tried to suck the transmutation magic from it as he might juice from a rind. Cathkor was so surprised by the proximity it cost him a moment, long enough for Altin’s touch—surprise so great, it remained upon the statue version of his face.

Drowsy laughter came right after, and Altin looked beyond the petrified Murkian to find Pernie getting to her feet. Mud flowed from her in rivers and chunks, plopping back into the swamp, splash, splash, splash. She wiped the grime from her eyes as she tried better to see. Her bright blue eyes shone like gems out of the grime, and her teeth were white with her smile.

“Well, that’s shown him, Master Altin,” she said, still groggy and half-asleep.

She stumbled a few steps to her left and reached into the murk, much like Altin had so recently done, and groped around until she found the black rod she’d dropped. She teetered lifting it out of the rancid soup, but caught her balance using it as a third leg like a stool. She took a moment to find her equilibrium, then stood and slicked the mud off her weapon with one long stroke of her hand.

Still wobbly as she sloshed through the muck, she approached Altin with a dreamy grin upon her lips. “Now less’s fishish him,” she slurred, her voice a drunken mumble; then she swung the black rod hard against Cathkor’s petrified head.

“No,” Altin cried, reaching for her wrist. She was still muddled enough that it worked, and he was able to pull her hand away before she hit the Murkian a second time. “Stop it,” he said. “I have other plans.”

“Oh, you always have other plans,” Pernie said. “Thas’s why I has to protect you from yerseff.” She snatched her mud-slick arm free with a jerk and gave Cathkor another crack to the side of his head. The lower portion of his ear broke off, which made her laugh.

“Pernie!” He tried to catch her arm again but missed. “I said stop. The damage you are doing is real.”

“Good.” It was feral. A snarl. Much of the lethargy had suddenly worn off. She whacked Cathkor thrice more, thwack, thwack, thwack! The rod rung metallically as flecks of stone and a few sparks flew off.

Altin tried to snatch her wrist yet again, but she was far too fast now.

“Stop, by the gods, you’re only making things more difficult,” he said.

She didn’t care. The rod struck again and again, ringing in the air, tiny bits of Cathkor’s neck and hair plop-plopping into the slop around their feet.

Altin cast the Battle Statue spell again.

Pernie’s weapon stopped a finger’s width from the bridge of Cathkor’s nose, it—like Pernie herself—now made of stone.

Altin shook his head and let go a long breath. Foolish girl.

He spent a moment studying the effects of the statue spell, studying both of them, almost in awe. They were both perfect likenesses of themselves, lifelike replicas that were neither lifeless nor replicas. Though he realized as he studied them that they would not remain seemingly lifeless for long. If he didn’t get the magic unwound in time, both of them would be actually lifeless soon. This was transmutation magic, not enchantment or illusion. There was no wearing off if this spell was not undone, and the window for doing so was small—the craftsman only has so long to change his mind before the concrete is forever set. Two days, he knew, the details of the spell woven vaguely into the enchantment placed upon the nail, three if he was lucky.

He took a moment to check the damage that Pernie had done. Other than his ear, the rest of Cathkor was not so bad. Perhaps a bit like the pockmarks left after years of acne. Mostly what remained upon his face was that look of utter surprise, the instant’s recognition that once again the aliens from Prosperion had outsmarted him—cunning if nothing else.

It occurred to Altin that such surprise was born of weakness, the sort of vulnerability that must come with being an Eight—especially one with two Z-class schools. What a colossal amount of power to place in a single man. More than Tytamon had. And Cathkor’s power came enhanced with the Father’s Gift. Obscene power. Tytamon—a “normal” Eight, if there were such a thing—had learned the price of being an Eight the hard way, overconfidence having cost the man the greatest love of his life. And now Cathkor was positioned to do the same on the scale of galaxies.

Although his position was not so different from Altin’s, Altin supposed. As it had been only moments before, anyway, before the tables had been turned. And perhaps was still, for all he knew. The arrogance of a Seven could hardly be much less than that of an Eight, and if so, only less by a magnitude of one.

He went round to check on Pernie next. Her expression was gleeful, so familiar to him, having known her as a child. He’d seen her so merry about almost anything whenever he was around back then. But there was more than that in her eyes now. As Roberto had observed, something frightening. Something powerful. Something confident. Maturity, if ferocity can become a form of adulthood.

For now, that ferocity was stuck in stone. He needed to make sure he got this spell undone before something bad happened to him, which in turn would be bad for her—and for the Murkian. If Altin got himself killed, the likelihood of Aderbury or anyone else with knowledge of the spell getting back to Pernie in time was little to none.

He ought to have considered that prior to casting the spell.

But he hadn’t. He hadn’t had time to. And he didn’t have time to debate with himself about it now. He was not going to uncast it, so the die was cast. The infernal coin tossed.

He looked up, into the sky, where he knew some sight magic spell was looking down, showing what was happening back to the people watching from the nets suspended above the lake.

“Now what, you five arrogant kings? What now to your Hostile god, Sestubrie? The game is changed. No sacrifice has been made. They are neither dead nor alive. And the rules are changed. Though you do not know it yet. So what now? Will he strike me down? Will he kill my wife anyway? Maybe all of us, then? Or will he have you do it for him? Do your mouths salivate in expectation of the deed?”

Altin laughed. It bordered on maniacal.

“You will do none of it. Nor will he. Not when he realizes he is now in his own game.” He paused, imagining, seeing without having to cast the spell, simply knowing there would be a gasp rising up from the crowd, or at least a silence, glances between members of the audience. “What’s that, you say? What could this Prosperion possibly mean?”

He laughed again. It was maniacal.

Altin began an illusion spell, a massive one, a thousand spans wide in the air above his head like a great awning made of light and sound. “Look here,” he shouted. “Your all-mighty god Sestubrie is playing now, too. Let’s see how he feels about justice meted out his way. Let’s see if he will beg to have the rules changed. Let’s see if he will plead for reason or mercy as I have done.”

His illusion showed the pulsing golden heart of the bright white Hostile so very far away, mining charges tucked into crevices between the crystal growths. The explosives looked like tumors, the digital numerals counting down, pulsing, dueling heartbeats of timers and stones.

He spoke to the god figure directly now. “Look there at the heart of your love, Sestubrie. Look at that heart of your wife, Mariserie. Look at the gentle pulse of it as it beats the drums of your happiness. Your love lies in her as mine does with my sweet Orli. And oh, how I know the love of mighty Hostiles. I have felt the weight of broken Hostile hearts. Agonies as large as my own. And now it is time for you to know the misery that you wreak.

“You drink from a fountain of human suffering, you grow drunk with it, sucking up more and more, stirring it up with your lies—your delusions—claiming such is the nature of luck, like luck is something ambient, some atmosphere within which all cosmic things reside. You would call yourself a god, keeper of chance. But what fool would ever believe such lunacy, knowing that you cause misery where you might easily intervene? What you call chance I call whim. And so I see you for who you are. And I see what you have done. And now I deal you back what you have dealt.

“You see, Sestubrie, if you kill my Orli, I will grieve. Or I will be dead, and that will be the end of it. Those few humans who know us and love us, they too will grieve. Until they die as well. Humans rarely live a thousand years. Most far less than half of that. Some not even a century. But you, your kind? You live endlessly. As will your misery. I’ve seen it. Felt it in my very soul. The endless ache of your own daughter’s broken heart. Millions upon millions of years, mourning every moment for eternities. So too did Red Fire suffer, burning in jealous rage, another endless eternity, his misery as unbearable as hers. I know the suffering of your kind. And you are the worst of them by far.

“So kill me now if you’d like. Punish me for cheating your wicked game. Take my beloved too. But know that when you do, you will lose your beloved with us. Orli and that poor woman chained beside her will die as one, and forever after you will marinate in the vomit of your own drunken pride. Your every day without her. Years unending, centuries so countless there are no human words to enumerate them. And in every tick of those endless billions of years, you will know you did it to yourself. It is your fault. You called it chance. And now you will have your chance. The chance to be alone in space, yet still circling her as you always have, the dance of your two stars, your binary system spinning forever and ever, only now you gaze across the distance at her dead body. Her corpse. Her lifeless face staring back at you across eternity. That will be your prize.

“So go on then, you great hypocrite. You cosmic liar. Let us play. Let us play the game of chance. Let us all lean back together and watch how the coin lands when the spinning stops. Your wife, mine, and Cathkor’s—the lot of us waiting to see who can suffer the worst sort of agony. Who can suffer the longest? It’s your game, Hostile. Your rules. But we all shall play!”

He was nearly panting by the time he was done. His body trembled with the rage that drove his words. He glared through his illusion toward the sky, wishing in some way he could turn that anger into a useful kind of magic to find that gods-be-damned Hostile and simply finish it.

He tried. He used what divination he had to seek Sestubrie’s heart stone, but he’d have had better luck finding where the desert hid the wind.

The energy of his tirade left him then, all at once, as if in a bottle dashed to the floor, shards and a great big splash.

He didn’t want to stand before the crowd in such a way, so with the fall of his shoulders and chin, he thought the thought that sent him back to the last place he’d seen the five kings, that first spot upon the bleached Murkian plain. Now all he could do was wait to see whether Sestubrie would respond or not.

He did.

The five kings appeared barely a minute after Altin reappeared.

“Sestubrie agrees to a rule change.”

Altin snorted.

“Of course he does.”




Chapter 51

“Remove your devices from Mariserie, and Sestubrie agrees to let you fight in place of the girl.” It was the centermost king that said it, but only after Altin had allowed Sestubrie to teleport them all back to the secreted chamber where the waterfall fell deep in the heart of planet Murk. “We have persuaded Sestubrie that you were right to protest the girl’s presence there.”

Altin’s expression withered. “This is not a negotiation.” He turned round and spoke up to the ceiling, to the presence of the Hostile he knew was listening. “Call it all off, or play it all the way through. Those are the choices. The coin has two sides. Only two. Pick one.”

The ground rumbled beneath him, a tremor that sounded like Taot’s stomach growling.

“Yes, you aren’t so keen on that, are you?” Altin said. “So end it. Put a stop to this idiocy.”

The ground rumbled briefly again before the central king spoke. “He says you may fight alongside her, then. He will allow a contest of Champions. The girl can fight as your second as it was when it first began, before the necessary amending of the rules.”

“Necessary?” Altin laughed. “You tell him that he is an idiot and all three of the gods-be-damned tributes will die. His, mine, and Cathkor’s. And then … well, we’ve already been over that.” The wry humor died immediately after, and his head drooped beneath the weight of frustration.

There followed a long pause as the kings looked to one another with expressions indicative of intense debate. He couldn’t tell which of them was more inclined to advise for canceling the event, which for letting it run its course, and which for the immediate execution of Altin where he stood; but he was sure all of that was being discussed. He felt pressure on his mind, an attempt, gentle at first, human by the sense of it, to break into his thoughts. He held the prying off with ease.

The unspoken argument got more heated, and there followed a second attempt on his mind, this one blunt, brutal, and immense. He was ready for it, however, expecting it, and more importantly, he was familiar with its type from Red Fire. He fortified the mind block spell Tytamon had given him, and immediately was comforted by the solidity of the great mage’s magic. The pulse of Sestubrie’s battering against it grew, the sense of it like the sound of someone beating upon a thick pane of glass. Even with his ring, channeling mana fast enough to maintain it against the onslaught was an effort, but he managed well enough. He couldn’t make out the specific thoughts or feelings that drove the assault, but he could feel in his way the dull thudding of the intent. He laughed again. Sestubrie was angry. And frustrated, too. Knowing Altin knew angered the Hostile all the more, causing him to intensify the attack. And yet, still he netted nothing.

“No,” Altin said, aloud so that all might hear. “You won’t get into my mind that way.”

More silent arguments followed betwixt the kings.

“What do you want?” the center king asked after a time.

“What do you mean, what do I want?”

“What do you want? You want something. So speak it.”

“I want my wife back. I’ve already told you. Let her go. Let us be gone from this place.”

“You came for more.”

“I did. But none of that matters while you are holding her. So, if you’d like to be civil, you’ll first have to let her go. When I’ve sent her somewhere safe, we’ll revisit the original purpose of our coming here, which has become an ironic one, given I came to save you.”

“Sestubrie will increase the stakes.”

Altin had to spend time processing that. It was impossible that any of them, kings or Hostile, could think any more stakes mattered to him. Their inability to comprehend the simplest idea absolutely baffled him.

“I don’t care about the stakes. The stakes, as you call them, currently include my wife. There will be no more stakes, as there are no others for which I care. Eliminate that stake. There will be nothing else without that. I cannot possibly make my meaning more evident.”

“What did you come for?”

“No other stakes.” He crossed his arms over his chest, letting out a frustrated sigh.

“What did you come for?”

“Oh, for the love of Mer—” He caught himself. The expletive felt wrong, now. Now that he’d planted bombs inside of her, or at least inside of a Hostile that might be her, if only in some convoluted way. “We’ve already tried to tell you what our purpose is, and you started all of this instead. We came for an army. And for Liquefying Stone to support it. We need an army to overthrow the usurper who would enslave the people of my world, perhaps even the peoples of two worlds. If we can achieve that, then all our people can cooperate against the Jellies, who are a species that enslave Hostiles, a species of which Sestubrie and his wife are part. The Jellies will come and enslave your gods, you see. Theirs is the greatest power I’ve seen.”

He cast an illusion and showed them what he knew of the Jellies and the mana batteries. He showed them a picture of captured Yellow Fire, harnessed and enslaved, half-drowned in ochre. He showed them the Hostile slave world they’d found on the other side of the portal, bound and pumping mana like a captured heart, and he showed them a great ice shaft plunging into the ochre-filled chasm at the bottom of a dark blue sea. Then he showed them Blue Fire. He showed the ice wedges being built and the excavation drawing nearer to her heart. In addition, though he could not convey it to the human onlookers, he pushed Blue Fire’s emotions out to Sestubrie as well, the heartbreaking terror that locked her down like a prisoner on a rack, absolute torture, but short enough misery to grant the reprieve of death.

“Look at her,” Altin shouted at the ceiling so far above. “Look. That is your daughter. She too will be a slave. That is why we came. We came to save her. And others of your kind. We came to save us all. But you have us at pointless games. You’ve shown us now that you are not a god, and even if you were, you certainly would not be a kind one, or a just one. You are nothing but a ridiculous, small-minded mortal, a shortsighted buffoon with a very long natural life span.”

The ground shook to the horizons, the undulation wild. Altin fell and bounced around like a pebble on a war drum. He hadn’t thought to bring a hummingbird feather for the only levitation spell he knew.

He tried Pernie’s teleporting trick to get on top of the shaking, but he landed on the continued tirade and immediately went down again, landing hard on his knee. He wasn’t as nimble as she, nor as practiced at such agility. He resigned himself to the shaking, allowed his body to relax and be soft upon the undulations as one might in the saddle of a loping horse. He shouted up through the noise. “Let us go. Give me back my wife, and give us an army to unravel the knots that bind our worlds. Maybe then we can work together to save your child.”

The rumbling stopped, and once again a king spoke. The second one from the left. “Sestubrie will protect her until the recovery is done.”

Altin was some time in regaining his feet. His knee throbbed where he’d landed on it. “What recovery? Which one? Whose?”

“Tildehraz.”

Confusion set Altin off balance now. “What?”

The center king spoke. “He will extend his protection to them both.”

“What does that mean?”

“He is Sestubrie. He can claim what territory he wishes. The gods stake their places in heaven as men do on Murk. He will claim what was Tildehraz’s. Sestubrie’s reach is infinite. They will not come.”

“That’s the part you don’t understand. They are already there. They’re here. They are everywhere, and they are coming. So his reach isn’t as infinite as he’s got you convinced it is.”

“They do not come where they are not wanted.”

“I’ve seen that to be untrue. They go not only where they want, but apparently when they want. They move about in time. Or at very least, they have little concern for the passing of it.”


“Their lives are short. Time means nothing to the individual. They live for pleasure and the continuation of inherited purpose. A collective purpose never held together in any single thought. Simply the purpose of progress.”

“How do you know this?”

“They are an ancient race. The third oldest in the universe.”

“Well, they are coming, and they will destroy you. You’ll be yoked up like a fat ox, or your Sestubrie will, and he’ll power their windmills or whatever else they have for him to do with his mana afterward.”

“They cannot harm a god.”

“I’ve seen it. They can.”

“Not a male god.”

“And again you are wrong. I’ve seen that too. They boxed Yellow Fire up as easily as a haberdasher would a fancy feathered hat.” He recast the illusion showing it.

“He is broken.”

“No, he is fine. Although, he is in recovery.” He pronounced this last word, and the last of his earlier confusion blew away, as did some of the wind that had been filling the sails of his argument. He paused and added, “But then, I suppose that might change the equation some.”

The kings smiled. The ground rumbled, though not more than caused him to wobble a bit.

Altin thought on it for a moment more, rearranging the pieces in his mind. Finally, he spoke again. “Then do it.” He looked upward, above the kings. “Repel the invaders if you can. Protect her. Protect them both with your all-mighty infinite reach … the same reach that didn’t even know any of this was going on. Save your daughter and her mate. And while you are at it, save mine. And yours. End this contest.”

“The challenge cannot be undone.”

“It can. It is a simple thing. The simplest. Say the word, and it is done. All the rest is pride and arrogance.” Exhaustion crept into the very depths of his soul. This was going nowhere. Sestubrie was delusional. He was making up nonsense, more lies, expecting Altin to be as gullible as those five moronic monarchs, each of whom was equally deluded, the very irony of there being five the evidence of how poorly they apprehended the obvious. It was all pointless. Orli was going to die. Mercy would die. Cathkor’s wife would die. So would Cathkor himself. And Pernie. Likely all his friends and the crew of Roberto’s ship. Altin would as well, of course. Then slavery for Blue Fire and Yellow Fire. And all for absolutely no reason whatever.

There came then into Altin’s mind a tapping, again as if he were behind glass, as if he were a bug caught beneath an overturned jar. The sense of it was different than before, a knock as if by a different hand, smaller, gentler. He suspected tricks, but the way of it was compelling. He cast a divination spell to inquire of the nature of the knock. It was Mercy.

He let her in.

“No tricks,” he said to her in his mind. “If you kill me, you will die for certain.”

“No tricks,” she agreed. “But he cannot stop the contest now.”

“He can. I’ve already explained it so many times.”

“You do not understand, despite how much you know of our … species.” He could tell, by the way the thought felt, the way it felt for her to think of herself in such a way, as if it was the first time she’d ever seen herself cast in the same light as Sestubrie’s “humans” and, more jarring, in the same light as any other creature. Insects, animals, birds, microorganisms, things she understood, things she flashed through his mind that he couldn’t even fathom the nature of, and yet all of them were, or had been for her, not the same. Alive but not alive in the way she was alive, like Sestubrie was, like Sestubrie had told her she was—they were. Different. Bigger. Eternal. She grappled with the idea as she received its confirmations from him. “Humans are different,” she said with her thoughts. “Not like mine.” She sent him a wave of images, of feelings, the sense of odd little white things, grains of sand, or very like them. They did nothing. They moved not in the least. No hunger. No thirst. No desire or mating habits. Nothing. Bits of white dust. But they were alive, she conveyed to him. Her whole body, her world, was covered with them like a whole planet made of fine granules of sugar. “Mine do not know me,” she said, and he understood it. They did not know that she existed. Their tiny lives were lived out with no awareness of her at all.

She reflected an image of Blue Fire’s world, drawn from his memories, the great lumbering beasts Altin had seen living on the lands at the poles of her world, huge creatures, and a few others he was at least passingly familiar with. She showed him a patch of lichens on a red-hued rock, another memory, this time on Red Fire. The blotchy, dried-up-looking things were the bulk of life on that world, for all that Altin could tell. “Theirs do not know them either.”

She showed him Sestubrie’s world, a planet covered largely in a vomitty swamp. She showed him humans there. Five kings. People lounging on nets watching illusions in a lake. “My beloved’s do. They know him,” she said. He could feel the difference in her heart, which she laid bare for him.

Altin spent a moment working on why that mattered. When he realized what she was suggesting, he could but shrug. “It’s still pride,” he told her. “I understand he does not want to look weak to them, because they know that he exists. Perhaps he does not want to jeopardize his god status with them. But that is not my concern. I’ve seen it all too many times before. The title means nothing to me, be it captain, king, queen, or god. In the end, there is only power over another, or not. I place no more mystery on it. It exists. Power is true, perhaps the only truth. But where it is not unassailable, I choose to assail it when it would assail those I love. And if that means a fall from divinity for your husband, then so be it. As I have clearly stated, he set this all in motion. It is his infernal spinning delusion. He ought to have thought it through with his god mind and seen what might come of it. By the gods, you’d think he would be at least as good as that Z-class diviner he’s got trying to kill that child out there, so he ought to have known what I was capable of doing, of what I would be willing to resort to. But he did not. He is not all-powerful, nor all-knowing. So tell him you are not gods. Your will does not need to be infinite and unchanging. He can simply stop it all.”

“He cannot call it off. They will kill him.”

“No, they won’t.” The words were a reflex, contrariness on autopilot. But he paused and rethought that. “Well, they might. Some of them might try, anyway.” He paused again. “Yet, why would they? He is still as strong as a god, and this world needs him. He might as well be a god. Perhaps that is all a god is anyway. This world became what it is with him as a part of it. They would not be reckless enough or foolish enough to destroy him for it all. Hells, if I know humanity as well as I think I do, he’ll surely be able to explain the issue away. His followers will go to great contortions to maintain their faith. A stumble like this is a nothing for true believers to dismiss. Anything can be explained away as a quirk of the divine, and they’ll fall all over themselves to believe it. Anything other than reflection and acknowledging that they might have been stupid and easily deceived.”

“They know where his heart is. The five. They can do what you have done. You have shown them the way. They will kill him and rule in his place. I have seen the hearts of men through his eyes.”

He wanted to deny it, but the moment she said it, he could not help but think of the usurper queen and how readily she’d lunged for power, and how ready the deposed monarch here on Murk with him was to lunge and take it back. He thought it, and they both knew that what she said was true. He felt her flush with frustration and perhaps even, for the barest instant, anger, though it quickly went away. He felt like apologizing. He saw now what she saw, that he had simply shown up and, in the course of a few hours, unraveled their entire way of living, their entire way of thinking about themselves.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “If I could make this all go away, I would. But as you know, I can’t. I can finish it, but I can’t make it stop.”

“He cannot stop the contest. It simply won’t be done.”

“Cannot or will not?”

“There is no difference.”

Altin shook his head wearily. “Then everyone dies.”

“Only the Champions.”

“Only the Champions,” rumbled the ground beneath his feet. Sestubrie did not shake him off them this time.

“Is he in my head?” Altin asked her. “Are you sneaking him into my mind?”

“I’m not,” she said. “But he knows what you are saying to me.”

“And what you’ve told me of him.”

“Yes.”

“This is stupid.”

“Then the disc must spin until it lands. There is no other way.” That was Sestubrie himself, his great voice like thunder rolling across the landscape.

“Tidalwrath’s teeth, but you are a fool!”

“It is the way.”

“Then let us get to it. I’m exhausted and can’t continue this debate. Let’s get some lives ended to appease your colossal arrogance. On with it. Say goodbye to your wife.”

“He will protect him,” Mercy said. “Your Tidalwrath, the one you call Yellow Fire. And his daughter. He will protect them both until Tidalwrath is well.”

“How? Why?”

“In exchange for my life. He will extend his radius to them.”

“The Jellies already have him,” Altin said. “It’s too late.”

“They can’t find us in the reach of a male.”

Altin shook his head, frustrated. “They found him a long time ago. Seven years ago. You read my thoughts. You already know this is true. It has nothing to do with finding him. They are already there. They have literally set up camp and are putting the shackles on him as we speak.”

She sensed his confusion and frustration. She sent him images of a vast white plain, flat as a tabletop, and nearly as blinding as the insides of her heart chamber. She sent a pulse, and there went across it ripples as if a stone dropped into a pond. The ripples traveled outward across the white sand, and he followed them as they came upon small round objects, like balls of glass. They were worlds. She named them in his own language as they appeared. Hardly a universe to scale, he thought. But he knew them. It was much the same sort of imagery as Blue Fire had given him when she’d explained how she’d felt the mana ripples of his people casting magic so long ago.

“A female touch,” she sent to him. She showed the ripples going out again, and he knew the gentle ripples to be her own sense of self.

She sent another image, this time of an expanding force; it had an outer edge, as if only one ripple were spreading, a wave, and everything it touched turned hard as stone. This expanding hardening grew and overtook the glass-ball planets, but unlike the feminine rippling, it locked the planets down like objects trapped in ice. “Male,” she told him simply in his mind.

She showed Altin then an image of a Jelly flying on the wind inside the spaceship he and Orli had been trapped upon, the image borrowed from his memories. She took the image of the creature with its billowing sail, its long, bulbous, lamp-like body, and its waggling long tentacles, and placed it in an image of the gentle ripples upon the white sand. The Jelly swam easily through them. She brought back the image of the hardening wave, the male expanse, and when it expanded to where the Jelly swam, the Jelly was pushed away.

Altin got the sense of it immediately. Or at least, he hoped he did. “Are you saying that Sestubrie can simply brush the Jellies off? Push them right out of the universe?”

“Within his reach.” She was certain of it, though Altin could not tell how far that reach might be. He thought she didn’t know.

“Well then, why doesn’t he? The kings say his reach is infinite.”

“It is not. Nor is his domain.”

“So that is the deal, then. He will push the Jellies away, and I spare your life?”

“Yes.”

“And he will let Orli go?”

“No.”

“I don’t understand, then. We are going in circles.”

“You fight. You will fight.” She was pleading now. “He must have a Champion. So you fight. And he will spare Tildehraz and keep him safe until he is well.”

“You trust him? You trust him knowing he is delusional? And even if you do, do you really expect me to trust him? He took my wife. He wants to make a deal to save Hostile lives now, but cares nothing for human ones.”

“We, Sestubrie and I through him, have learned much, been shaped considerably by his bond with his life-forms, his humans. He cares deeply. But we are different.” She did not have the words to explain it, but she illustrated through the sense of it, filling his mind with contempt born by the ease with which humans threw off their love for one another. She had, through her mate, witnessed tens of thousands of years’ worth of broken hearts, cheated-on lovers, betrayed husbands and wives, promises abandoned for a moment’s euphoria.

Betrayal.

Betrayal.

Betrayal.

It repulsed her, and in sharing the sensation with him, she caused his body to throw up.

She apologized.

“Let us say, for a moment, that I agree to fight,” he said, wiping vomit from his lips with his sleeve. “Which I won’t,” he added quickly. “That changes nothing. It’s good for Yellow Fire and Blue Fire. And it’s good for Sestubrie, as it keeps him from looking like he’s not god enough to force people to die for him. And, if I understand you right, I am to spare you from dying as part of that exchange?”

“Yes.”

“So it also saves him any consequences for his cruelty. It’s all wonderful for him. And you. But how does that fix my problem? My wife is still a sacrifice if I lose. That is unacceptable.”

“You will have the army you came for. You had a problem before you came. We see these things. You seek more than the survival of your Yellow Fire.”

“Take Orli’s life off the table. I will fight to win that army only when she is safe. When she is safe, you are safe. If you want, or if he wants to negotiate a duel of some kind between me and his Champion for the purpose of raising an army and for protecting Yellow Fire—and the rest of us—from the Jellies, then we’ll make that deal after. That is a negotiation I will make. In fact, I’m of a mind to agree to it, frankly. Me and Cathkor, one on one. The only stakes are the removal and locking out of the Jellies and an army to free my people on my home world. That I will wager in a bet against something of value to Sestubrie.”

“You have nothing,” Sestubrie roared, and for a time Altin was tossed about again like a toy on the bed where children are jumping.

Mercy caught him up in a levitation spell. He couldn’t help absently thinking, once again, that he ought to make a habit of carrying about hummingbird feathers when he traveled to Hostile worlds. With his equilibrium regained, he gave Sestubrie his counterargument.

“I do have something. I have the fact that your people do not know whether my explosives are real. They do not know where I went when I disappeared. They do not, at least not completely, realize how easily your kind can be dispatched. In short, they still think you are a god. What I have is the truth on that. What I have is me revealing to them all that you are a fraud. The removal of all doubt.”

That quieted Sestubrie down. Altin could feel the fettered fury, though; it crackled in the air like the frozen limbs snapping off snow-laden trees.

After a time, Mercy spoke again. “He cannot return the tributes. The stakes must remain. There is no other way.”

Altin groaned. “Circles. Gods-be-damned circles.” Again, he called for the fight to begin. He drew in a long breath and held it for a time. Simply waiting for the damned thing to start.

One of the kings spoke again, the farthest on the right, breaking the long silence. “Three Champions,” he said. “One for your army. One for the removal of your Jelly problems. One for your wife.”

“What? No.”

“Yes. Sestubrie will put forth three Champions as well. One each for the gods, Sestubrie and Mariserie, and a third for humanity. Three discs will spin. You will pick your third Champion, the Champion for your humanity.”

“I won’t. This only makes it worse.”

“Then Sestubrie will pick one for you from among your friends.”

“He will not.”

“You have ten seconds to choose.”

“I refuse.”

“Eight seconds.”

“I won’t cooperate.”


“Seven.”

He turned a full circle, staring upward. “Your gods-be-damned wife is going to die, Sestubrie. Mercy, don’t you see, you are going to die!”

“Six.”

“Dragon’s teeth, stop! Stop counting!”

“Five.” Betty-Lynn appeared before him, her back to him, facing off in the distance. She turned about, got her bearings, and, upon seeing Altin, asked the question with her eyes.

“Stop!” he shouted.


“Four.”

A primal cry rose from him, a shout born of the deepest frustration and anger. He was utterly helpless to stop this idiocy. Pernie appeared next to Betty-Lynn, and Cathkor appeared standing nearer to the kings, both of them still motionless and frozen in stone. Right after, two more figures appeared beside Cathkor’s statue, one a towering four-armed giant, and the other a boy who could not be much older than eight or nine.

“Three.”

Altin looked back and forth between the girl he knew, Pernie, and the woman, Betty-Lynn. Betty-Lynn was a warrior, true enough. But she stood there with nothing but a laser pistol strapped to her thigh. Sestubrie had brought her without even the advantage of her massive, shoulder-mounted Earth guns. Large muscles twitched beneath her smooth skin, and her shoulders were round and cut, powerful, ready for a fight anyway, but it was one she knew nothing about. She sensed it straight off. She wore the ready expression of a fighter, though. She was always ready, even fist to fist. But she was magickless.

Pernie looked simply gleeful still, frozen as she was.

“Let me choose my own Champion!” Altin yelled. “Let me choose my own!” He was pleading now. “Please. I will do it.”

“Choose now.”

“I choose …” Gods, but who? He needed time to think. “Can it be anyone?”

“No. It must be a Champion. A sworn protector.”

“What about them, then?” Altin stalled, pointing to the giant and the boy. “That one can’t be more than nine or ten years old. Surely, he’s sworn to nothing he can be held accountable for. And that other, it’s a brute, is it not? I’ve seen them out in the swamps.”

“The boy is Mercy’s Champion. Sestubrie chose him for her himself, before he was born.”

“Well, he can’t be old enough to fight for her yet.”

“He will fight. The count will begin where it left off if you do not choose.”

“I choose … Tytamon. I choose my master, Tytamon.” He immediately regretted it. His master deserved better, even though Altin knew that he would fight.

“He is not a Champion.”

“He is. He is the protector of Calico Castle. Sworn protector of the lands around it.”

“He is not,” the central king said after a time.

“He is.”

“You are the protector of Calico Castle. Sestubrie has seen it. An inheritance.”

“He’s not dead. You can see he is alive. You have seen him.”

“And yet you hold title to his lands through inheritance.”

Altin sent the thought to Mercy then. “You betrayed me! You gave him that.” Somehow, she’d seen the legal technicality during the time of Tytamon’s temporary death.

“I didn’t,” she began to say, but he kicked her out of his head, pushed her out in the same way she’d said Sestubrie could the Jellies. He couldn’t block the last part, though, sent as she was stuffed out, where she explained Sestubrie had gotten it from Betty-Lynn. It didn’t matter. He didn’t let her back in. Too dangerous now.

“I don’t know any other Champions,” he said.

“Then you will take that one.” The king pointed to Betty-Lynn.

“She’s even less a ‘sworn Champion’ than Tytamon is.”

“She is the sworn protector of this one.” An illusionary image appeared, Roberto in his purple coat and black, three-cornered hat. “She is bodyguard. The literal embodiment of a sworn protector. She is Champion for humanity.”

Altin grunted. Betty-Lynn turned and somehow found the grit to grin at him, saying, “Well, he’s got you there.”

“This is ridiculous. I will choose my own Champions. Pernie is a child, and this woman is a bodyguard, not a planetary Champion serving a Hostile.”

“She will suffice. The requirements are met. The fight will begin.”

“Wait!” he cried again, still trying desperately to buy time. “It’s not fair. They all know this place. They know the landscape, the species, the hazards, and the safe places. I didn’t even know your water was acidic until a few hours ago. This is not a fair contest. This is a coward’s contest being set up by a false god.”

There was a moment’s pause. “A neutral place, then,” the king said. “The fight will begin.”

“Wait! What is neutral?”

“You call it Andalia.”

“Where on Andalia?”

“Everywhere.”

“What?”

“The fight will begin.”

“No. I still need to choose my Champions.”

“The Champions have been set. The Champions of Sestubrie, Mariserie, Tildehraz, and Feidorie were chosen long before this day. The giant and the bodyguard will represent the human lives of our respective worlds.”

“Wait!” Altin’s mind raced. He pointed at Betty-Lynn. “She’s not a Champion for a human of my world. She’s a Champion for a human of another world. She cannot fight for the people of my world, as she has not sworn to do so.”

Another pause followed. “Your worlds are intertwined,” said the king. “She will suffice.”

“Coward,” Altin spat, glaring at the ground beneath his feet. He sneered down at it, seeing it as the flesh of Sestubrie. “You know I can find a Champion with magic to wield. You pick the first human you find without it and place her here as a sign of your own weakness. Not only has she no magic, you brought her without her best weapons and armor. You are not only not a god, you are pathetic in any living form.”

“Then choose a Champion,” the king repeated. “You have two seconds left.” He recommenced the count. “Two …”

Altin gasped. This was happening. He couldn’t think of anyone.

“One …” spoke the king, and as he did so, inspiration struck.

“The War Queen,” Altin spat. “I choose the War Queen. Queen Karroll will be the Champion of humanity. It must be her, and if you look into my mind, Sestubrie, you will see that it is true. There is no other who better qualifies.” He let down the magic barrier in desperation, opening himself to Sestubrie. “Look!”

He waited for the argument, but there was none. Betty-Lynn vanished, and the War Queen was suddenly standing there. The woman looked small before him, at least small by comparison to the version of her he’d been looking at in his mind when she came to him to name. He’d been thinking of the unstoppable force that she had been when battling the enormous orc called Warlord, a monster with an axe so large the blades themselves were nearly the size of warhorses.

“Prepare yourself. The battle begins.”

“Wait!” he cried again. “I already told you; you can’t expect us to fight unarmed. Look at her. She’s practically in her nightclothes. She needs her armor and her sword. They are armed and armored.” He pointed to the opposing Champions. “The giant with his natural armor; the boy with magic, I am sure, and I can assume a heart stone. Which means she must be as well; and it must be her weapons and her armor, not some garbage you throw together and say is fair.”

Sestubrie knocked roughly about in Altin’s mind, like an angry man trashing a room looking for something. Then his presence was gone.

“Deceiver!” Sestubrie’s roar rattled the world, throwing Altin and the War Queen to the ground. The statue of Pernie tipped over as well, and the three of them bounced around. Mercy did not bother to spare him this time.

“I am not a deceiver,” Altin said once the ground had settled beneath him. “She needs her armor, and you know it to be fair. Your followers will see you for the coward you are if you pit those Champions of yours against an unarmed woman like this.”

“You play tricks on us now, deceiver.”

“No. You asked that I name a Champion. I did. You claim to want a fair contest. So make it fair. We need her armor and her weapons.”

“Get her armor as you will,” the king said, looking angry now. They all did. “The contest term continues as it began: two days. It resumes now. To the death. Winner takes all.”

He felt the imposition of Sestubrie’s teleport; he wanted to refuse but knew it was no use. He was trapped in the thing now, his life set upon this path by a damned Hostile. He realized in that moment that perhaps he was wrong after all. But it didn’t matter now.

In the next instant, Andalia yawned before him, a wide valley, with snowcapped mountains in the distance that he gauged to be east by the position of the sun. To his left were lower mountains, green in the distance, tapering away north and south. To the north some twenty measures perhaps was a forest of some kind. And, no surprise, there was no sight of Pernie or the War Queen anywhere.

There was only Cathkor, standing in the grass a scant hundred spans away.




Chapter 52

Altin’s fireball flew from his open hand before he was aware he’d cast it. He was so used to having the ring—despite his long, twitching separation from it—that the magic came of instinct, conjured by reflex. He didn’t even need the memory of the words for it anymore. The hurtling inferno crossed the hundred paces separating them in barely a second, cast really before Altin’s vision had finished focusing on the man. The only thing preventing Cathkor from being consumed by the flames was the fact that he was still made of stone.

Which gave Altin pause, now that he realized it was true.

He picked his way through knee-high grass to the statue of the Murkian Eight. A brief inspection determined that the fireball had done no damage. The same could not be said for the grass beyond the stone figure, as a sixty-pace stripe of dirt and ash marked where it had passed. Within the stripe, small black heaps of something smoldered and sent up feathery plumes of smoke. Altin assumed they were dung piles left by some variety of native creature.

He tapped on Cathkor’s forehead, a single finger right between the man’s eyes. “For all your Z-class divination, you didn’t see any of this coming. And your great Sestubrie has left you to die without even disenchanting you. I don’t know if you know what is going on, but I suspect you do. So the question is, Do I kill you? Do I simply break you apart with a conjured sledge?”

He flashed his magical sight across the stars to the gardener’s shed within the distant walls of Calico Castle, looking for the stone-weight sledgehammer Gimmel kept in there. He found the groundskeeper at work sharpening a hoe, the familiar face of the man lined a bit more deeply than he remembered it, marked by the passage of those fleeting seven years. But at least he was there. Some things, at least a few things, remained of the world he used to know. Certainly something to fight for.

He spotted the sledgehammer there in the corner, where it had been all his life but for a few days here and there when someone had need of it. With barely a thought to cast the teleport, the hammer was in Altin’s hand.

He pressed it against the hardened face of Cathkor, right where his finger had been. “One swing and you become gravel. Sestubrie’s great Eight, his ultimate Champion, scattered upon the ground like a handful of seed. Not one spell cast in your defense, and your wife murdered right after, all to sate a Hostile whim.” He rubbed the side of the hammerhead on Cathkor’s cheek, metal and stone rasping together as the scraping worried off a smattering of grit. “How does that make you feel? Or is your heart, too, turned to stone? Might it always have been so?”

He set the hammer down, headfirst, letting the handle slide through his hands until the hammerhead thudded to the ground. He drew in a long breath. He knew that both of his co-Champions, his teammates in this insane contest, would have told him to smash the Cathkor statue in. The War Queen would have already done it. Pernie would have done it too, the only difference between the two being how much joy Pernie took in it. Hells, Roberto and the entire crew of the Glistening Lady would have done it. In fact, they were probably shouting into their monitors that he do it now, for surely Tytamon had the illusion from the lake up aboard the ship where they all could see. He could imagine them all standing there watching the wilting of his posture as the hammer slipped to the ground, Roberto uttering Earth words so profane they would make orcs blush as he, thoroughly bewildered, questioned how Altin could be so dumb.

But he couldn’t do it. Not in cold blood. Doctor Singh had called him a murderer. He was the first to do so, but many others had since. But even wicked Thadius hadn’t been helpless when he died. At least his hand had been going for a knife that day. Cathkor might as well be sleeping.

So Altin would wait for the time to expire on this spell. He could wait at least that long. Maybe, somehow, he could stop this still.

Though he doubted it.

He cast a divination, a simple one with a child’s song echoing in memory. The spell’s inquiry reached into the mana like an outstretched paw, claws extended, spread wide, probing, sensing, seeking something to hook into. Where were the rest of his unfortunate team?

He felt the barest sense of the locations, one to the east, in the mountains somewhere, and the other somewhere on the opposite side of the planet, somewhere in a jungle deep and thick. They were so far apart. The infernal Sestubrie clearly didn’t want them fighting side by side.

He wondered why. What was the point of the teams?

But he had said—even if not intending it to be taken seriously—that if Altin wanted to get the War Queen’s armor, he was free to do so.

He looked back to Cathkor and realized that Pernie was in the exact same shape. If he understood the contest correctly, the fact that he had been sent with Cathkor meant that the boy would be charged with killing Pernie, as those were the only two other Champions chosen by Hostile worlds. That meant she would be as Cathkor was, helpless.

He recast the divination spell, focusing on Pernie alone, in her stone form, helpless and now in context with the location of someone he knew in the eastern mountains. It did not resonate at all. So he cast it again, this time seeking the ambiguous other-side-of-the-world feeling he’d gotten. He got a better sense of it and determined with some degree of certainty that it was Pernie in that jungle somewhere on the other end of the world.

Of course she was.

He recast the spell again, a few times back to back, each time adding in what he learned with the previous, crudely triangulating his way around the planet until he found a general area, a part of a large continent, a long, gently curved region shaped like a green-and-brown boomerang lying across half a world. She was near its northwestern end, in a vast patch of green. That was as close as he could get.

He dropped the divination and set his magic sight shooting away from him, drawing in mana from the pink mists to race at speeds immeasurable around the world. The scenery blurred below him as he let the vision soar in what Orli and Roberto would call upper atmosphere. Only in the distance did form mean anything, things seen at hundreds of measures off. Even devouring territory in such a manner, he knew he was spending precious minutes anyway. Pernie might already have been bashed to sand.

He found the jungle canopy he sought, certain gross details lining up with his divining memory. Slowing his magic sight, he searched out a suitable place for a teleport. He spent another few minutes poking around the area of the jungle, searching for signs of predators, though he had no idea what sorts of them might exist here or how they might hide or camouflage. He hoped they at least had no magic—and he did recall Orli suggesting as much of this planet, Andalia being a world of blanks. Perhaps there was something to be grateful for in that, though the lack of magic had gotten its people killed. Surely it was wrong to be grateful for the weakness of others, even if it made things right for you. Wasn’t it?

A moment after, he was standing in his chosen spot atop an enormous fallen tree, which lay near the edge of a ravine. There was some space around it, not much, but it gave him a defensible area between himself and the denser jungle, and the altitude kept him up out of the thick underbrush that suffocated the area as well. Nothing kept him out of the humidity, however, and it struck him like a blow from the sledgehammer he still held, stunning him. For a few seconds he had to fight to breathe, pushing past the sense of drowning.

He got his bearings and paused long enough to look around and listen. Nothing charged out of the underbrush yet. Nothing clawed its way up the tree trunk. Nothing was diving down upon him from the sky. Using the opportunity, he launched another version of the divining spell. He knew a bit more about this world now, and this place. He had the smells and the sense of the jungle’s size. Perhaps that was enough to give more details to his search.

It did not.

He understood her to be, in essence, “over there.” She was somewhere straight ahead of where he looked into the jungle. She was “near,” but that might be a hundred paces or a hundred measures. The spell gave information relative to his knowledge, which meant also relative to his ignorance. And his ignorance of this world was vast.

He pushed his vision through the foliage, racing about, through and under and around trees. He searched frantically, and it wasn’t long before he realized it was pointless to search that way. He had to be cleverer than that.

He racked his brain. How does one find a girl who cannot move or answer back in a huge, alien jungle?

He pushed his vision around magically again. He wove through trees, zigzagging back and forth. He wove in the divination spell, the misty mana making simultaneous casting easier and easier every time it occurred to him to try. Not so long ago, he would have taken time to carefully write spells down, craft them, and test them, but now, with the mana as it was, he could make incremental tests on the fly, a puff of mana so tiny it hardly seemed a grain of sand, invested into a nudge in the direction of what it was he thought to do. If it worked, he could push harder; if not, a pinprick of a pain in his ears or behind his eyes. He was writing magic on the fly.

He pressed deeper into the jungle, where the canopy tightened and the light grew dim. He saw a bright patch ahead, which he headed for. A clearing, or what appeared to be one in this dense green place, opened before his magic sight. Upon arrival, however, he discovered it was more a thicket than a clearing. Brambles choked the treeless space, some variety of weed, tall and thorny, with broad, flat leaves shaped like shovel heads. They grew a bit higher than he was tall, and very close together, closer than rows in a corn field, but nowhere near as orderly. Worse, the long, thorny leaf stems twisted together and made a pincushion knot of the whole space. He pushed his divination-enhanced vision over it and got the sense of Pernie there. She was in that mess somewhere. Which was something. But where?

The thicket measured no more than two hundred spans across, roughly egg shaped with only a few trees sprouting here and there. Those few trees that did attempt to grow within it were scraggly and half-starved, all but vanquished by the brutality of the low-growing competition all around. This place was a battleground already; it had been for years, a war fought belowground where roots grappled, entangling and strangling, sucking what water and minerals were available, laying siege to one another until there would be only one winner. That war looked to be all but won. Pernie’s war in there had hopefully not yet begun.

At the opposite end, the point of the egg shape, movement on the trunk of one of those beleaguered trees caught Altin’s eye. Something small was climbing it. At first, he thought it some kind of ape, for it clung to the narrow trunk like a primate, legs bowed outward, feet pressed naturally against the bark, holding itself in place. It needed only one hand wrapped around the back of the tree to hold itself in place, leaving its other hand free to shield its eyes from the sun’s glare as it surveyed the area.

Altin moved his magical vision closer. It was Sestubrie’s Champion. Or Mercy’s Champion, he supposed, at least technically. But it was definitely that boy.

Altin thought the boy must be another Eight, or at least a Seven as he was. Cathkor had remarked that Altin’s Seven was barely capable of handling the Father’s Gift, so the boy had to have at least that much. Assuming he had the seed at all. He was awfully young to be entrusted with such a thing, and Pernie had been granted Champion status without one, so Altin supposed having it wasn’t a necessity. Whether he did or didn’t have it, an eight- or nine-year-old could not have many spells at his disposal with so few years to train, so Altin did not know what to think. He only knew that he did not dare assume anything. Not at this point. The boy had to be dangerous. But he was still a child. Helpless in a way that was merely different than Cathkor’s helplessness in stone form. Altin would have to be careful, for as he had been unwilling to kill Cathkor, Altin had no intentions of killing this child either. He would do what he had to do to subdue him if it came to that, but he really hoped the lad could be reasoned with. Ten was old enough for that.

He let his magic sight go long enough to teleport himself to the edge of the bramble-clogged clearing, not far from where the boy was. He hoped to get a jump on him and hit him with Tytamon’s Silence spell. But by the time he arrived, and despite only a pair of seconds having passed, the boy was no longer there upon the tree.

Locating the child was not difficult, however. Altin could have located him with his eyes closed, for the crackle alone would have told him where the kid had gone. With his eyes open, the smoke made it that much easier. Flames licked skyward, orange tongues darting up from the head-high brambles, the smoke plume elongating, moving slowly forward as it marked the progress of the young Champion burning his way into the thorny mess. Altin recast his sight spell, lifting his vantage two spans above his head, high enough to see.

The boy had conjured a fireball some two paces wide and pushed it ahead of himself like a phalanx. The heat was intense, bending the brambles before it, wilting and browning them as the boy and his tiny sun approached. When the flames were close enough, five paces or so, the broad leaves blackened and curled. At four paces, the thick stems and thicker central stalks of the foliage glowed red as if trying to reflect the heat back, and at three paces, fibers charred and hissed as the hard-won water within them boiled and turned to steam. Ignition followed, a brief flash of fire reaching upward, and after, each plant was gone, leaving only a half-span stump to burn slowly toward the roots. Oily brown smoke rose skyward, thick whorls churned by the breeze looking like escaping souls.

In the wake of the flames, the adolescent wizard made his way back and forth, burning himself a disorderly course through the thicket as if he’d been hired to build a hedge maze. He was obviously searching for something, and Altin had no doubt what that something was.

Altin was grateful for the boy’s choice of fire, his instinct the same as Altin’s had been. That would buy Pernie time and Altin time to find her. But first he had to do something about the boy.

He readied an ice wall spell, shaping ice lances defensively in his mind, in addition to the new Silence spell he already held ready in his mind as he let the sight spell go. He was going to give the boy one shot to negotiate, and that one limited to a very short stretch of time.

An instant after, he was ten paces behind the boy.

“Stop,” he said, loud enough to be heard over the roaring of the fireball and surrounding flames. “And don’t cast on me. Let us have a moment’s truce.” He held both hands up in the universal gesture of parley.

The boy spun, saw who was behind him, and launched the fireball. Altin knew it would be coming, so he put his ice wall up, a cube eight spans wide per side. The mass and momentum of the fireball smashed through the first three spans on impact, then bored through the center of the block to within a half span of cutting it in two. The weight of the top half was too great for the now-hollow cube, and what remained below cracked and collapsed, leaving the top slab to thump to the ground like a kicked-over tombstone.

As Altin looked over the melting remnants of his ice barricade, the boy was already chanting up another spell. The very nature of that chanting gave Altin all the more pause.

Seeing him do that, speaking the words, shaping the spell with his hands, felt to Altin as if he were watching the boy do magic in a dream. In the heat of battle, with blood pumping and mind moving fast, each of those motions seemed so slow, as if the boy were casting underwater while Altin was still upon the land. It was so old-fashioned to him now, primitive even, what with so many years, so many spells, between today and the first time he’d held a Liquefying Stone. The boy’s movements crawled across the space in front of him, his gestures bordering on the absurd, impossible even, in the way Orli would sometimes replay video on her tablet to show him some particular movement in what she called “slow mo.” It was obvious that the boy had not been given the Father’s Gift. Liquefying Stone was more likely, given the size and power of that fireball, but no heart stone, to be sure.

Watching the boy chant and gesture gave Altin time to reaffirm his unwillingness to strike the child down. It also reinforced the disgust he felt for the Hostile that allowed itself to be worshipped as a god. A protector god, no less. And here was another sacrifice, another life Sestubrie gladly tossed away. Casting like that, this child had no chance to defeat him. Nor would he have had a chance to beat Pernie, had she not been made of stone.

Making all of this too easy.

This was not a fight of Champions.

One swing of a hammer to Cathkor’s head and that fight would be done. Even less time was needed for Altin to cast a lightning bolt and vaporize this boy. A simple thought and this fight was over too. The whole thing done. Over. That would make two out of three, even if he couldn’t get to the War Queen in time—assuming she couldn’t handle the giant on her own.

Could it be that Sestubrie was trying to get out of his predicament, trying to save his wife and save face, simply by letting his sacrifices be vanquished as easily as this? Was he simply using them to extricate himself from a tricky spot, and the whole negotiation was a sham?

There was compelling logic in that. But it also seemed too simple. Too easy. Which meant it probably was. Which in turn suggested that Altin was still the one being used. But how could he know before it was too late?

“Stop,” he called again, but the boy continued with his cast. This forced Altin to hit him with the Silence spell.

The boy’s magic backfired when the silence struck, and the unspent mana, gathered through Liquefying Stone, blew back on him hard, a half-formed fireball appearing and blasting him backward to crash into the low fires still burning where his previous fireball had been. He landed heavily and did not move, his clothes alight from the blowback. Worse, Altin saw as he landed that blood ran from his ears, nose, and mouth, meaning the magic backlash was internal as well. He cursed himself for not considering that. Another consequence of having become so used to casting instantly. There hadn’t been enough time to think everything through!

He ran to the boy, grabbed his ankles, and pulled him out of the burning thistle stumps. He rolled him around to extinguish the fire in his clothes. The burns to the lad’s arms and hands were the worst, though the back of his neck and his ears were gory black and red.

Altin tried to shake him awake, but he did not move. He was breathing, but barely, and each breath came in a wet and whistling rasp. The sight of it, the sound of it, the odor, set Altin off. Rage threatened to overtake him and make him foolish, send him back to find Sestubrie’s evil heart and kill it.

But he realized that was reckless, so he closed his eyes and forced himself to calm. What he needed was Pernie and her healing spell. How stupid that he hadn’t thought of it first.

He laid the boy down gently and leapt to his feet. He trusted the boy’s instincts and pressed on in the direction the lad had been at, employing a fire strategy as well. Although what he started as a fireball became a ring of them, which he sent outward all around him, widening it like opening an eye.

In the span of at most a minute, the whole clearing was laid bare, all but the few trees whose tough trunks withstood the passing flame better than the bramble had, an unexpected Prosperion ally snatching victory for the trees and handing defeat to the marauding thorns, at least for now. And in so doing, Altin found Pernie, still stone and standing forty spans distant, staring into nothingness with that odd smile carved upon her face.

He waited only long enough to douse the fiery ring, short of the tree line—no need to set the whole planet ablaze—before teleporting her to where he stood beside the boy. He uncast the stone spell, releasing her from its effects.

She was not the least thankful or relieved, for the instant she appeared in the flesh, she gave him a wide-eyed look and then threw something at him, so quickly he could neither dodge nor make it out. It whipped past him, just missing, and as it arced over his left shoulder, he felt the burn of ice running through his back.

He looked down to see an ice lance, narrow and yellow, emerging from the left side of his guts. He staggered forward, toward Pernie, but turned back as he fell. The boy, though burned around the edges of his head and face, grinned a char-lipped grin. And laughed. Out loud!

Altin fell backward. The end of the boy’s ice lance struck the ground first, driving it farther through his body, so far that it became too thick to slide through his guts anymore. Its rough surface had caught on his ribs, sticking fast, which stopped Altin’s backward momentum and jarred him sideways, where he tipped over and fell, landing on his side with a grunt. The impact jolted him like electricity, and the breath was flung from his lungs on a gout of blood. He blew more of it into the ash and dirt as his vision dimmed.

The boy’s footfalls sounded, three rapid steps as the lad charged to finish him, a tiny throwing knife in his hand, ready to stuff it personally into Altin’s throat. He was still laughing audibly. Then Sestubrie’s second Champion fell silent once more and landed with a thump right beside Altin, where he lay, like Altin, on his side, staring wide-eyed and still wearing that malicious grin.

Altin was dimly aware of the fact the boy ought not to have been capable of laughter given the silence spell, but only for as long as it took for awareness to wink out.

He came to a moment later, shaken back to consciousness by a pair of small, strong hands. He looked up, fighting to keep from passing out again. Pernie, on her knees beside him now, rolled his head into her lap. “It’s okay, Master Altin,” she said. “I got him for you.”

He tried to tell her to get away before Cathkor came. But he couldn’t speak. His lungs held no air, and the whole of his insides felt aflame.

Pernie’s voice sounded once more, though no longer so childlike as it had been a moment before. It was a woman’s voice. Singing. And the last thing he heard before blacking out again.




Chapter 53

Altin awakened an hour later. He knew how long because Pernie told him so. She looked up from her work wiping blood off the boy’s small throwing knife and saw Altin’s eyes open, which immediately launched her into a string of breathless utterances, only some of which stuck in his clearing mind.

“Oh, we got them good now,” she seemed to conclude, though he had no idea what preceded it, having missed everything between that and the part about it having been an hour. He felt as if his head was filled with ash.

She helped him sit up when he tried, which he welcomed. He was certain that was the opposite of what Doctor Leopold or Doctor Singh would have done, urging caution after taking such a wound. And he was sure they would have been right, especially with there being no way Pernie’s magic would be up to healing as well as either man could, but he didn’t have time for patience or for caution now. Which was why he sat up and braced himself for the wave of nausea, pain, and whatever else came next.

But there was none.

He looked down, then patted himself, front, then back, where the ice lance had gone through. His flesh was as it ought to be. Not the least mark on him. Only the ragged holes remained in his robes where he’d been pierced. He looked the question to her with incredulity in his eyes.

She saw it, of course, for she watched him like a she-wolf would her pups, missing nothing.

“Elf healing,” she supplied. “Seawind taught me something magic last time, finally, instead of just hitting me in the head. He said my magic is crude and primitive. He said the orcs have better healing than what most humans have, and mine will always be terrible. But he always says things like that because he thinks humans are the same as bugs—actually, he probably likes bugs better.”

Altin would have asked how it was possible, as he was convinced she couldn’t have a rank higher than an F or G, but it didn’t matter now; his wound was healed, and they had bigger rocs to roast.

He turned to where the boy lay beside him still. The object Pernie had thrown was a knife, the hilt made of some kind of bone or antler, which he suspected was elven made. It jutted out from the dead child’s neck, the blade invisible for having been buried to the guard. There were not the least signs of burns on him at all. And no blood from ears, eyes, or nose.

“I don’t know why they thought he would be a match for us,” Pernie went on without having lost a beat. “He was much too slow, and I could have beaten him even without you working to distract him the whole time.” She saw where his eyes had gone and went to retrieve her knife.

“I didn’t ‘work to distract him,’” Altin said. “I was foolish enough to think the burned wreck of him was out of the fight, so I left him there long enough to let you out of the transmutation. But I am glad that you healed him as well. That was kind of you. And my intent.”

“Oh, I didn’t heal him. He’s dead as roast duck. I got him right in the jugular, see.” She pulled her knife out, and blood, already thickening, spurted out in a long, dark gout. “Seawind taught me about jugulars and said you can stick a human in it and they’re dead right away. He didn’t know it was called a jugular, though. I learned that part on Earth.”

Altin grimaced and looked the rest of the boy over. His clothing wasn’t burnt either, now that he thought about it. Unlike the evidence of injury to be found on Altin’s robes. Pernie seemed to recognize he’d noticed that.

“All that burnt-face stuff was make-believe, same with the blood on his face,” Pernie said. “He did that with an illusion, hoping to trick you. He wasn’t even really chanting his spells. But you did exactly what you needed to, pretending to believe. It gave you enough time to get me free, so your plan worked perfectly. I know you didn’t want to kill him yourself because he is young and you’re a lot nicer than me. But I don’t care, because he wanted us both dead.” She paused exactly long enough to tuck the small throwing knife into her belt, somewhere behind her back. “But now there’s only two of them left, and I’ve already had that dumb Cathkor under my knife before. Either he’s really lucky or he’s got someone helping him, because there’s no way he should have gotten away that first time, and there’s definitely no way that stupid lizard dragonfly just came out of nowhere and grabbed me by the hair. Which I don’t care about because if I could get him those other times, I can get him again, and next time I’ll stick him right in his dumb jugular too. You’ll see.”

Altin wanted to correct her on the notion of his “plan,” but he could tell doing so would be pointless. He could only wonder how the boy had done what he did. Perhaps he was, as was Cathkor, a high-ranked diviner and had known Altin’s mind all along, perhaps preparing a counter for the Silence spell the moment Altin arrived on this world. Altin might never know, but it didn’t matter now. Pernie had saved his soul from the siren’s song, as the saying went, and now there were more pressing issues at hand. So, rather than set her straight on her assumption, he let her help him to his feet.

“I think Her Majesty may be in trouble,” he said, discovering as he rose that he was indeed pain-free and not even wobbly on his feet despite the dullness in his still-clearing head. “If she and the giant found one another as quickly as I found Cathkor, or even as quickly as this boy was about to find you, then she is fighting that monster without weapon or armor now. If she is not dead already, she is likely throwing rocks at it or hitting it with sticks.”

“Oh, no, she’ll be fine. The War Queen can’t be beaten by just a giant. She’s the greatest warrior on Prosperion. Even the elves said so.”

“You have seen the elf that served her as bodyguard,” Altin said. “I don’t believe she could take that Prosperion so easily, if at all.”

“Oh, well, yes. Maybe him. But Her Majesty is the greatest human warrior there is. That’s what I mean. Seawind even told me so, so it must be true. I think she could beat that nasty old Shadesbreath, though. And I saw the video of her fighting at the Palace wall, too, against the big orc they called Warlord. She fought him for a whole day. Nobody else could have done that.”

Altin nodded that it was likely true, but mostly because he needed to figure out what next to do.

“We have to find her,” Pernie furnished unnecessarily.

“Yes, we do. But I don’t know where she is. Only that she is somewhere on the opposite side of this world. My divinations oddly slide off the thought of her and the giant in combat when I try to get close.”

“I’ll find her,” Pernie said.

Altin dismissed that as he got up and brushed himself off. After a few moments of self-examination, he could not help remarking, “You did an incredible job of healing me.”

Pernie appeared distracted and did not gush or make a big deal of his approval, which he had expected that she might.

“Helloooo, I need you to answer me,” she said after a few moments had passed. She sounded irritated, although Altin thought she did that a lot.

“Need me to answer what?” he asked.


Her eyes were shut tight, conspicuously so, done with the same variety of effort small children deploy when threatening to hold their breath until they die. “Answer me, damn it. I need it, so you have to do what I say. It’s the rules.”

“What rules?” He had no idea what she was going on about. He frowned down at her, growing exasperated with her insatiable oddities. Seven years hadn’t changed her that much, apparently. Her eyes were open now, but he realized she wasn’t looking at him, but rather through him. She had not been talking to him at all.

“Okay, if you’re just going to ignore me, then why did you send me here?” she asked to whomever it was she was speaking with—or trying to. She was touching her ear, a bit of something green clipped there. “I need you to find Her Majesty,” Pernie went on after a moment. “If you don’t answer me right now, when I come back, I’ll cut your eyes out, and Kelpfrond’s eyes, too. In fact, I’ll cut all your eyes out around that stupid fire and feed them to Knot in a great pile. So many of them he’ll throw them up and have to eat them a second time!” Her focus shifted, and she looked at Altin for a moment, her expression conveying a “That will show them” sense of what she’d just said.

Another long pause followed, this time with Pernie marching around in a wide circle looking up at the sky. When she still hadn’t gotten whatever she was expecting from whomever she expected to have it, she started in again.

“I am Sava’an’Lansom, damn it! I am telling you this is what I need. I need it. So you’ll do it, or I’ll swear off as protector of the High Seat and then the whole world will fall apart because of your stupid prophecy. All of them will. Then you’ll see. And it will be all your fault.”

She looked to Altin again, and the anger that had been gushing from her blue eyes vanished as if turned off at the spigot, the fury transformed to adoration above a happy smile. “You’ll see,” she said in a low voice, in the way one might while covering a microphone in order to whisper something privately to a friend. “They’ll do what I tell them. But they can’t really answer back, I think. Be ready, in case they find her and reach for us both with a teleport.” She tapped her left temple twice so that he would understand.

“I’ve got up a block,” he said, though not really understanding what was going on.

“You can drop it for me.” Her smile was jubilant, worshipful even. She closed her eyes and for a moment looked as if she were waiting for a kiss, but then she was gone.

He spun around, looking, listening. He thought he might not be able to hear her even if she were close. She’d been trained by elves to be silent in places such as this.

But he knew her teleporting skills were limited. He’d seen that enough. He thought it a long shot that she could have even teleported as far as the edge of the burnt-out clearing, so when he cast his sight spell, he sent it only as far off as she could have gotten.

He chased around here and there trying to find her, but she was nowhere to be seen. He did not have time for this game. Nor did the War Queen.

Then came the knock-knocking on the edges of his mind. It was Pernie, he could tell, as there was an energy to it that he did not have to fully see. Only she would knock so exuberantly, like a little girl waiting to get into a candy store when it hasn’t opened yet but she can see the confectioner moving about inside.

He opened his mind to her, and her voice blew in like a storm wind blasting open the shutters.

“I found her! I found her!” Pernie proclaimed. “She is in trouble, though. The giant … I can’t do anything with the giant. I’ve already tried. There’s something weird about it, but I’m not sure what.”

“Where? Where are you? How did you get to her?”

She laughed, a playful, teasing sort of thing. She carefully blocked the meat of her message from his mind, though, enjoying the mystery she left him. “Here,” she said, and sent him images from around her. She sent him a spew of visual landmarks, some as seen from fifty yards or so above the ground, looking back down. When she was done, she asked, “Is that enough? I can scout more, but I think I should at least try to distract the giant before he smashes her face in. She’s got nothing to fight with; you were right.” She followed that with an image of the War Queen being flung across the sky, her body cartwheeling across a backdrop of low, gray clouds. “I don’t know how she’s managed not to die yet,” Pernie added. “If it weren’t for the snow padding her landings, she’d be dead already. When he’s done playing with his meal, he’ll tear her apart. You should hurry.”

Altin let the contact with Pernie go, putting his block back up. He replayed the images she’d sent him in his mind, taking careful note of any feature of the landscape that came into view, in addition to the nature of the weather there.

After nearly fifteen minutes frantically seeing his way around the globe, searching out the right continent, then moving back and forth across its vast snow-covered areas, of which there were three, all the while murmuring the “My Cat’s Paw” song under his breath, he finally found the right place: a huge snow-covered plateau, massive beyond the scale of anything similar on Prosperion. It rose monolithic from an otherwise wide, flat landscape, a singular thing as if pounded up from the underside of the land by the fist of a titan.

The plain atop the plateau marked several measures in altitude, and it seemed that Sestubrie had engineered this as an advantage for the giant, leaving the unarmed human no real place to run or much in terms of resources from which to fashion a weapon or some form of defense. Once again Altin wondered if the proud Hostile needed the War Queen to die to present the illusion of a fair fight—at least one of the challengers had to die. The boy certainly hadn’t been well matched … although as he recollected the battle between them, his hand wandered absently to his stomach. Or perhaps he had. It had taken two of them to beat the boy, after all. There was no denying, despite Pernie’s version of events, that the child had outwitted Altin almost immediately. Given that the boy was Mercy’s Champion, and given that she had been in his head, had seen his heart and who he was to at least some degree, it occurred to Altin, again belatedly, that maybe they’d been banking on Altin’s inability—unwillingness, technically—to kill stony Cathkor or the boy.

He cursed himself for being so endlessly thick. Obviously, he was the one being played.

Which meant the War Queen was in a dire fix for sure.

He raced his vision around until he found Pernie and the giant. The colossus was still tossing the War Queen around, though Altin could not know if it did so to amuse itself or if it was too dull to realize the cushioning snow was the reason its victim wouldn’t die.

Altin let go the sight spell and cast himself directly to the plateau. His next spell was a colossal ice lance, a hundred spans long, fifty thick, and weighing well over forty tons. He hurled it straight into the giant’s face, which stared out of the monster’s broad, scaly stone chest. That hideous visage, roaring its malignance at the War Queen, made killing it guiltless, much simpler than murdering an innocent child or an incapacitated man. This would be like stomping on a cockroach. Albeit a very, very big one.

The ice lance shattered. Shards the size of houses flew every which way, then thumped down upon the plain, splashing snow in waves.

“I told you,” Pernie said, running up from behind him and panting like a little snow-dusted dog that’s spent the last hour chasing a winter hare. “I think they resist magic or something.”

“Of course they do,” Altin said with a sigh. He’d seen the same sort of effect when fighting the demons outside the city gate. “Magic resistance turns out to be rather common in the universe. Like the gods giving out fangs and wings and camouflage. Such things are abundant in nature, yet to humans they gave only brains—which we so seldom bother to use!”

“Well, in terms of using something right, this one is definitely resistant,” Pernie said as the last pieces of the ruptured ice lance came to rest. “I’m actually wondering if he’s magic proof.”

“I wouldn’t think that possible. Sestubrie used a teleport to get it here, and I don’t see a box.”

But to test that further, he cast another ice lance, this one twice as large. It burst as the first had done, and its remnants fell about the creature again as house-sized hail. It was possible, however, that it was a selective form of resistance—like humans had against unwanted teleports and a few other things. Maybe it was only cold magic and that sort of thing. It did appear to be largely made of stone.

Pernie looked like she wanted to argue, but she didn’t. She smiled up at him instead, beaming at him as if this whole encounter was an elaborate party game. Which he ignored.

He launched a barrage of fireballs at the towering monster in place of another ice lance, ten of them in rapid succession, each larger and hotter than the last. The final meteor was so large and so white-hot, it melted the snow in a two-hundred-pace area around the point of impact, setting off a flash flood, a good deal of which washed their way, heavy with slush and large chunks of ice. Both he and Pernie had to teleport to high ground to avoid being swept away.

The War Queen was not so lucky, and the frigid waters caught her up and carried her over the edge of the plateau.

Altin blinked across the distance with a teleport, looked over the edge, and spotted her tumbling in the ensuing waterfall, her feet, then an arm, thrust out of the mist stirred up by the wind. He teleported her back, sparing her drowning or being smashed at the bottom of a very long fall. That had to be three or four measures if it was a single span. There would have been no body left to reclaim.

Altin turned back and saw that Pernie was distracting the giant now, a tiny human teleporting around its enormous face, first on its eyelid, next on its lower lip. Then she was on its shoulders, running along them as if sprinting the lengths of the royal lists. Each time she appeared, the whitish flash of the ion baton glowed bright, the butt of her slender black weapon crackling with each impact. The giant roared, irritated by it all, but only as one might be at the bite of a mosquito or a flea. But still it swatted at its face and slapped at its four shoulders, growling and stomping, but each slap far too slow to catch the nipping little gnat.

He turned back to the War Queen. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Agreed. Take me to my armor. You have your ring now. Suit me up, and I will dispatch this creature handily.”

“It’s still magic proof. Your weapon and armor are both magically enhanced. You’ll have no better luck than I do.”

“Wrong. The magic enhances me. Most of it, anyway. If I am as strong as an ox, my blows will rain down as such. Some edge enhancements and a few other effects may be lost, but not enough to spare that thing.” She pointed with a thrust of her chin at the giant still swatting at Pernie, who continued to dart about its head. “My swing will be as powerful as it always was, and my instincts as good as ever too. Perhaps more so now that I am wiser than I was.”

Altin wanted to dispute that, a lot of it, but the core logic was promising enough. He looked back to Pernie, still flashing about, vanishing and reappearing here and there around the giant’s body, her little ion baton flickering like baby lightning. The giant roared and smashed at itself, its hands curled into fists as it became more and more enraged. She got it to punch itself in the face, which delighted her and sent her laughter dancing across the distance and the wind.

“Speaking of powerful blows,” Altin mused as he watched Pernie irritate the thing. “I don’t suppose it will break itself with its own punches, will it? That seems too easy.”

“Likely it will not. Now get us all out of here before one of those punches breaks the child.”

“We’re leaving!” Altin shouted, cupping his hands on either side of his mouth to amplify the sound toward Pernie and above the wind. “Teleport!” He cast a seeing spell to the place he’d been outside the walls of Jefe’s desert compound barely three weeks ago. Little had changed, the landscape in yellows and browns, peaceful to look upon at least. The sun glared high above, and the walls of the compound were distorted by the haze of so much heat rising from the earth. Nonetheless, he could make out men walking upon them, and several mechs marching around the outside on patrol. He could imagine the thump of their heavy tread and the machine whine of the hydraulics that moved their mighty limbs. High above, drones hovered, black spots on an otherwise clear blue sky. High above the drones, almost out of sight, a pair of vultures circled lazily, rising steadily on a plume of heated air.

Pernie appeared beside Altin a moment after his vision returned to the snowy plateau. “Where to, Master Altin?” she asked cheerfully. She looked as if she expected him to announce a trip to the ocean for sunning and sipping intoxicants.

“Mexico,” he replied. “To the Queen’s armor. Then back to end this fight.”

Pernie didn’t even get out the whole “Oh, goody” before they were gone.




Chapter 54

The three of them appeared right where Altin’s magic sight had been, three-quarters of a measure from the secret compound of the Reconquista. They were close enough to see the compound walls and double boilers, their dome tops like sand hills, blurred by the heat rising from the earth. Altin dropped immediately into a crouch, concealed behind a creosote bush and one particularly large saguaro cactus, which rose from the dry soil to his right and threw a stripe of shade down, into which he inched enough that it might shield his eyes from the raging sun.

Pernie and the War Queen knelt beside him in the instant that followed, and Pernie whispered something in the language of the elves that made her disappear—or at least mostly so. He could still make out a subtle shifting of light where she was, the dirt and vegetation behind her, even the horizon beyond, not quite perfectly masked by her illusion spell. It was invisibility almost, suffering from an aspect not unlike the heat rising from the ground.

He noticed it in the absent way of one accustomed to taking in such details. He’d had no intention of saying anything. He had no judgment at all. It was but a glance. But she saw it and right after dropped the spell, reappearing beside him with redness blooming upon her neck and cheeks.

“About four hundred paces from here, assuming things are as they were last time, begins a shield meant to prevent seers from looking in,” he said, looking back to the compound. “That said, there is no telling what might have been added since. I’ll run my sight to the armor and see if it’s still there. I will most likely set off the alarms, as I did last time, but I think we can handle them if we are smart.”

“Can you get me a weapon at least, Sir Altin?” asked the War Queen, sounding resigned to fisticuffs if the answer was no. It was simply a question of convenience.

“Oh, of course.” He cast his vision across space, back into the armory at Calico Castle, much as he had done to retrieve the sledge from the toolshed. He wasted no time and simply selected the first longsword he saw and brought it right back with an ensuing teleport. Her Majesty did not complain or ask for more as she took it from him, and rather went right to work dusting the blade with handfuls of desert soil so that the unsheathed steel might not glint and give them away. It wasn’t perfect, but the blade was oiled well enough to make it stick.

Altin was already scooting across the desert in his magic seeing spell. He took his bearings from the two enormous tanks and dove down beneath the ground. Shortly after, his vision emerged from the darkness into a dimly lit storage room filled with boxes and plastic crates. He plunged his vision downward again, through the next six floors, then through the long darkness of all that concrete, and finally into the bunker far beneath. And there, as he’d hoped, were the mechs, row upon row of them, and still, at the far end, the robotic arms of the welders at work making even more.

He flew his vision over the dull golden machines to the case where the War Queen’s sword and armor were. Gratefully, they were still there. This time he was patient and eased his vision up to the glass behind which the armor and great sword were. With no repercussions, he then attempted to slip through it.

He could not. There was no pain, nor were there any clarions ringing out. He simply could not pass beyond the thickness of the glass. The anti-magic barrier remained.

Which was fine. Altin was prepared this time.

He returned to Pernie and the Queen. “It is all as it was. Safely locked behind an anti-magic field. I’m not sure about the technological defenses, though. There are cameras all around, and I’m sure other types of security, if our experience with electrified floors and the NTA is any evidence. Can you circumvent that variety of security?” He looked to Pernie.

“Maybe,” she said. “But I know who definitely can.”

“Who?”

“Jeremy. He can hack anything. I doubt these guys have anything that can hold a candle to NTA tech, and Jeremy worked on a lot of it.”

“Well, let us not drag anyone else into our troubles here. The three of us are already slated for death. That’s quite enough. I’ll not bring another child into it.”

“I’m not a child,” she snapped. “If you call me that again, I’m going home.”

“I’m afraid you are a long way from home at this point,” Altin retorted. “So do not argue with me now.”

“No, this is my home, remember? You got me sent here when you helped Tytamon catch me that day. I am home.” She stood up and glared down at him, defying him to contradict what he knew was true.

“Pernie …” He stopped, already exasperated, and looked to the War Queen.

The War Queen smiled, amused despite having been recently thrown around by a giant and nearly plunging to her death.

“By the gods, can we not have this today?” Altin demanded.

“Don’t call me child again,” Pernie demanded.

“Fine. Now do you think you can do it or not?”

“Promise you won’t.”

“By the gods!”

“Promise!”

“Fine. I promise.”

She was instantly transformed back into her happy self, and she crouched beside him again as if nothing had just happened that was completely out of place and insane. “Well, I don’t mind trying to break in. But I do think Jeremy would be a way better choice.”

“We are not going to get anyone else killed. Our three necks are enough to risk here. Not to mention Mercy’s life, Cathkor’s wife, and Orli.”

Pernie’s face twisted in revulsion at the sound of Orli’s name. “Jeremy wouldn’t mind dying,” she said. “I’m pretty sure he loves me, so he’d be happy to die if I asked him to.” She shot him a smug look, as if she’d scored the winning point.

Altin needed a moment to consider what she meant but, after a half second, concluded the opposite. “No,” he said. “That would be all the more reason to leave him out. So let us have you take a run at it, shall we? And if you can’t disable it, we’ll simply blow the whole place up and then sift through the wreckage for Her Majesty’s armor once the dust clears. I have the perfect spell for that sort of digging, as it happens. Peppercorn gave it to me.” He paused again, then said, “Oh, speaking of that—”

He reached to his cheek and felt the lump of Ocelot’s scratch, where she’d left a bit of her claw under the skin. As it had been the moment after she’d scratched him, he still couldn’t work the sliver out, though he fiddled with it a moment as if he were trying to burst a pimple or a boil.

“What are you doing?” Pernie asked, watching him. The War Queen watched as well, the same question in her eyes, but her expression less curiosity and more bewilderment given the circumstance.

“Ocelot wanted me to give this to you.” He fussed with it some more, but it would not squeeze out as a splinter might have done.

“Who is Ocelot?”

“A young girl and an ancient animal. She’s a Z-class diviner. You’re supposed to scratch yourself with this, and you will know some variety of spell. But I can’t get it out.”

Pernie leaned close and examined the cut beneath his eye. A black-bladed knife appeared as if summoned into her hand. “I can get it,” she offered.

Altin’s head jerked back reflexively as she reached with the knife, but he recalled Ocelot having said as much: that Pernie would cut it out. He supposed that was comforting, as at least one of her predictions had turned out right. He closed his eyes, nodding that Pernie should proceed. “Quickly, we’ve got to get moving.”

Pernie had it out in a matter of seconds, drawing but a single drop of blood, which she wiped away with the stroke of a finger. She hummed under her breath for another second, and the wound was healed. Then, tipping her head to one side, she absently studied the bit of claw as she sucked the droplet of Altin’s blood from her fingertip. There was nothing special about the little sliver, apparently, so she shrugged and, with a motion like striking a match, scratched the back of her hand.

She waited.

After several long-seeming moments, her wistful expression changed. Her brow furrowed, and her expectant eyes turned upward, impatient, clearly anticipating … something. It never came.

“Hmph,” she said. “What is it supposed to be?”

“Ocelot didn’t say,” Altin said. “Some obfuscating nonsense about ‘only knowing things by their opposites,’ but nothing useful followed.”

Pernie shrugged again. “Okay.”

“Sir Altin,” the War Queen urged. “Shall we?”

“Yes, we shall.” He turned back toward the compound, verifying that no one was coming their way. So far, so good. “As I was saying, Peppercorn gave me the dig spell. She even apologized for it, but it may be precisely what we required. Blowing the compound up and sifting the wreckage will be slow, however, so let us try your hand at getting us past their security first. Tell me: What am I looking for? Is it some kind of control room you need? Something that will be conspicuous, something fortified or guarded with a particular show of force?”

“Not necessarily,” Pernie said. “Find a camera cluster and go through the walls or roof to where the wiring and conduit are. Trace the cables back to where it all connects. You’ll find what we need near where that stuff ends. It might be near a control room but doesn’t have to be. And there may or may not be guards. Go look and then come back and tell me what you found.”

Altin nodded. She was quite useful when not crippled by stubbornness or the fawning vacancy that possessed her at times.

He did as she asked and sent his vision back into the bunker. There were cameras all around, and turret guns in shadowy places where he hadn’t noticed any before.

He went to the nearest of the cameras, and as Pernie had instructed, he followed the wiring through the ceiling, along the insides of a narrow crawlway, and to where it split, some going right and some continuing straight up a long pipe that he didn’t think could be any wider than the thickness of his leg. Lots of other wires converged at the intersection where he was, and all of them went up, while only a few others went left. He decided to go left as well.

He followed the crawlspace and the wires to a panel. The crawlspace opened into a small room filled with even more panels to which there were lots and lots of other wires attached. The whole of it made little sense to him. He noted, however, that other openings above and at the far end of the chamber also spat forth their own bouquets of colorful cables and wiring, all coming together in this one central place. That seemed promising.

On the wall left of the one through which he’d come was a door.

Pushing his vision through it, he found a control room, much like what he’d assumed he’d be looking for. A row of computer screens and controls ran across one end, below a row of windows, which, not surprisingly, looked down upon the mech manufacturing operation below. Two men sat at stations there, peering into their monitors as they worked the controls. He saw no sign of guards.

This was obviously the place he needed Pernie to be, so he let the seeing spell go and returned to her and Her Majesty.


“I’ve found it,” he said. “A control room, and as you suggested it would, the wiring from a camera led right to it. Other wiring came to the room from other places as well. There are two men working there, and they can look down on the bunker floor where the mech army is being made, right above where Her Majesty’s armor is.”

“That’s not the one, then,” Pernie said.

“What do you mean? The wires go right to it.”

“Is that the only place the wires went?”

“No. There were others, many more coming together and heading up, possibly to one of the buildings on the surface for all I know.”

“That’s not the right room you found.”

“But the wires do go there. Isn’t that enough? Can we not simply unravel or destroy the wires and it all stops working?”

“No.”

“Oh, for the love of Mercy, why not?”


“The cables and wiring are all redundant. A lot of their defenses don’t need to be hardwired. They only hardwire the coms stuff in case something happens to the remote and wireless access.”

Altin’s impatience rose, and he found himself wanting to scold her again. But she was likely right. Surely more right than he could be. He wished it was Orli here helping him rather than this smug child.

“Go back and follow the wires up. See where they go. You need the main computer bank.”

“We need only turn off the guns right there where the mechs are. We’ll be but a moment. There is no need to take everything else down if we do not have to. A surgical approach is best. We are here only for the armor and the sword. Let us not overthink this.”

“Master Altin, you wanted me to help, so now I am. Follow the wires. It really is what we need. Once we get to the main control center where the transmitters and modems are—think of it as the creature’s brain—we’ll take that out, and then there won’t be any remote access at all. You can cast a lightning bolt into the wiring and fry everything hardwired into the system from there too. Nothing will work, and even the battery power or generators will be useless because you’re going to melt everything that matters.”

“Is all that necessary?”

“Probably. I’d have to ask Jeremy if anything less would do. There might be more redundant systems somewhere else, lots of other ones, for all I know, but you don’t want his help, so that’s what I think we should do, because I don’t know what all defenses they have. I know for sure there will be a place like the one I’m telling you about.” She gave him a look, something between smug and defiant, daring him to say something more.

“Fine.” He recast the sight spell and followed the wires up the dark length of conduit. It took him out of the mech bunker and up into the lower underground floors. There, he found places where wires branched out into the offices and laboratories and other workstations all around. Still, the main trunk of the cables and wiring continued to ascend, rising through each floor and into a large building near the center of the compound, where they ascended to the third and uppermost floor and finally leveled off, turned right, and, after being joined by other thick conduits, eventually led him to a massive room filled with machinery. They were large, intimidating contraptions with lights all over them and cables everywhere, more cables and wires than he could fathom. How anyone could orchestrate a purpose for all of this, much less keep track of it well enough to connect the right wires to the right bit of machinery, was a marvel to him. It reminded him vaguely of the machinery on the Jelly ship. While the alien machines were far larger, here the commitment to connecting strands was far greater. The people of Earth were certainly detailed when it came to the curious magic they called technology. And to think, Pernie said most of this was for redundancy. This man Jefe was not a fool.

Altin scooted his vision toward the chamber’s only door, intent on looking for guards beyond. He noticed the yellow box nested amongst a slew of colorful cables a moment too late. The clarion went off.

He pushed his vision through the door anyway, long enough to see how many, if any, people were outside. There were two, sitting side by side and monitoring controls at computer stations not so unlike the control room he’d seen below. Both were women in long white coats, and neither appeared to be armed.

He let the spell go.

“Well?” Pernie asked as he came out. But rather than answer, he cast the sight spell again, this time to the far end of the compound, seeking an alarm box—a “meat switch,” as Jeremy had called it—one that he recalled from last time. He found it and set it off as soon as he was within proximity. He repeated the process five more times, setting off alarms all over the facility.

By the time Altin returned his thoughts and vision to his body and to his companions, dogs were barking and men shouting, their words unclear and alien but distinct across the distance and the heat.

“I believe I have it,” he said, looking to Pernie. “Now it is your turn. Let us retrieve Her Majesty’s things.”




Chapter 55

The three of them appeared inside the room with the many machines that Altin had found. Pernie wasted no time in slipping through the door, quicker than Altin could tell her not to. She dispatched both women; deft blows at the base of their necks sent them sliding to the floor. She would have killed them, but she knew that Altin with his gentle heart would complain about it, and she wanted to spare him that if she could. That meant she’d probably end up having to kill them later when they showed up with assault rifles or something worse, but it was worth the risk.

Three heads-up displays before her lit up as she went to work, her fingers quick and silent on the console as she worked through the menus. She found the engineering files quickly and pulled up blueprints without any passwords required. Switching to three-dimensional display, she opened the schematics.

She began sliding the images left and right and up and down, zooming in and out as she flipped through sections of the compound, getting her bearings and figuring out how far down they’d ultimately have to go. She found the large central building, a huge circular thing, and then the two three-story buildings next to it.

She wasn’t sure which of the three-story buildings they were in, so she began sifting through its room designations looking for both a clue to her current location and information on communication equipment and power generation. She didn’t know what the Spanish word for generator might be, so she rolled the dice and searched simply for a shortened term: gen. Which worked! Generador. But in doing so, she also came upon a room labeled Grayborn Gen 6. That struck her as odd. Jeremy had found the same sort of thing back at the NTA. Here, however, there were other names on the list as well: Taifdor Gen 1, Samteel Gen 9, Gazenfraut Gen 9, Hornblower Gen 10, and Spectacularo Gen 14.

Glancing back at Altin, she saw that he stared impatiently into the map, oblivious to its specifics and clearly not interested in anything other than speed. Good, she thought.

“How long do I have?” she asked, even though she knew she still had a minute or more, given that she could hear no sounds coming their way and felt no vibrations through her feet, seat, or hands.

The blank expression that occupied Altin’s face indicated he’d gone into a seeing spell, so she went back to the map. She tapped the chamber labeled Grayborn Gen 6. It lit up in green, as did a huge section in the circular building next door. That was interesting. She tapped on the flashing green section of the round building. The map moved to that segment, rotated to a top-down view with several rows of dots crossing the 2D floor plan. Lots of data was displayed along the side of the section view: lists of numbers, small graphs, and a power consumption monitor.

Having no good idea what she was looking at, or for, she tapped the last one, more out of frustration than anything strategic. Doing so brought up a compound power chart, and apparently the Grayborn Gen 6 section accounted for 71 percent of the compound’s total energy demands. That didn’t mean much to her either, but it did suggest whatever was going on in there was important.

She swiped away the charts and the 2D section map and returned to the larger compound view. She swiped the large round building to center map and opened its blueprints. She tapped her way through the cooling and fire-protection layers and got into the open spaces. Twelve hundred small tanks appeared in orderly rows, depicted as geometrically identical cylinders, with most colored in light blue, but some shifting tints of purple and a few toward red. Pernie couldn’t translate what the text window said, but she thought they looked like the incubation chambers used in the hospital back at Fort Reno.

Each cylinder was labeled, and tapping any of them opened device-specific data that she could identify, including power draw, temperature variance, and a whole drop-down list of vital signs that she recognized as human. There was a link to DNA maps as well, all of which were categorized by “desviación de la línea de base,” which she thought sounded a lot like “deviations of the line of base.” She’d encountered enough Spanish during her years in Reno to know that was probably as obvious to translate as it seemed, and it would, therefore, explain why some of the cylinders were color shifted toward red. She wondered what it all meant. She suspected, given whose compound this was, it wouldn’t be something good.

A door slammed in the near distance, perhaps two hundred feet away, muted enough to suggest two or three intervening doors between. She had to hurry.

She swiped back to the three-story building she occupied and searched quickly for the term modem, fearing as she did that this time her luck with Spanish was surely going to run out. It did not. Modém came up right away. She flashed through the map floors until she found the backup network hub: ground floor, southwest corner. The wiring schematic led her up to the rooftop, where she found solar panels and the building’s backup generator next to three fifty-five-gallon drums of kerosene. She found it so quickly that she dared zoom back out to the larger compound map, where she toggled to a few other suspect buildings as well. She whipped through each in turn, locating several additional power sources in a metal shed near the northwest corner of the compound. The shed’s roof was a large solar panel, and inside were five filthy diesel generators and a small fusion box. Just outside of that were two large tanks, likely for propane or a similar gas. Dumb. But careful. This was a remote area of the world, after all.

It would make her job easier.

“Okay, to do this properly,” she said, turning to Altin and making sure he was finished with his seeing spell, “hit this bank of computers with lightning, then go back in there”—she moved into the electrical closet in which they’d originally appeared—“and do the same thing into that bundle of cables there. Hose it down real good, and that will short out almost everything. They’ll have circuit breakers and surge protectors for a lot of this, so you’ll have to go down to the lower room with the panels you told me about and hit that, too. Plus, if we want to be really smart, they have a whole separate set of generators stored in a shed at the northwest corner, which I don’t think will help them once these two rooms are shot, but I can’t be 100 percent sure. They might have something I haven’t found and still be able to power up defenses and who knows what all else down there. We can take it out, but if we do, we don’t want to hit it too hard, because if you break open that fusion gennie, we’ll all die.”

“So what do we do with that?”

“Just teleport it somewhere in space. It will snuff out and eventually melt down and probably explode.”

“All right. Anything else?”

“Yes. When you are done, go outside the shed, and you’ll see two large tanks. Those will explode nicely and maybe draw some attention that way. Make sure you are far away and behind cover before you do that, as the explosions will be big. After, we all hit the control room below and from there make a run for Her Majesty’s armor.”

The movement of Altin’s mouth suggested he was chewing on her plan. His jaw was square and masculine, but not overly so. It was the right kind of jaw for a man. His mouth was nice too. She imagined touching it, which made her mouth twitch. She was glad she could be useful and give him things to think about.

“It appears you are determined to do more destruction than I had in mind.”

“I’m trying to make sure we don’t get caught, and that they can’t activate the guns, the mechs, or some other thing we don’t know about.”

“Very well. I suppose arguing will only cost us time. Wait here. I shall return shortly.”

Pernie took that to mean that he liked her plan, which caused her to beam. “I’ve got to go cut off their receiver and wireless relay,” she said, smile still in place. “It’s closer. By the time you do all that, I’ll have my part done. Meet you back here.”

Altin turned to the War Queen standing there, looking substantially unmenacing in the rather plain clothes that Kettle had supplied for her to wear. She held the longsword comfortably enough, however, and she obviously saw what he’d thought by the look in his eyes. “Oh, don’t you worry about me, Sir Altin. My strength is not all in my armor. And I am and always have been more than my enchantments.”

“Very well. Quickly, then.”

Pernie vanished before Altin could add any further instructions, sliding open the outbound door and letting it close behind her. She slipped quickly to the end of a short corridor, where another heavy sliding door blocked the path. A panel to its right had a two-inch monitor and controls that allowed her access to cameras on the other side. She pulled them up and watched as the door at the far end of that corridor opened and four men charged through, each with automatic rifles in hand.

Drawing both her knives, the dead boy’s little throwing knife now tucked into her belt and the elven dagger from her boot, she cast her invisibility spell, making sure to muffle sound and smell as well. She stepped back two paces and waited for the newcomers to arrive.

The moment the door opened, she cast the teleport that put her immediately behind the four, close enough to the back pair that she had only to reach around them and slit their throats. Two cuts, quick and precise, in perfect simultaneity, and down they went.

One of them let out a wet gurgle as he fell, and the clatter of two rifles sounded upon the floor. The two men in front spun back to see. Which made killing them easy. Pernie pushed her knives into their voice boxes, using their own momentum to make it easier, as if they’d decided to walk onto her blades themselves—condemned men throwing themselves throat first at the headsman’s axe. They collapsed onto their comrades, where the four of them pumped blood onto one another until it all ran out. Pernie didn’t bother to watch, however, for she had other concerns.

Primary among them was that Master Altin not come down this way and see. She truly did not want to disappoint him if she could, and she knew he liked for people to stay alive, even bad ones most of the time. Which she thought was a mistake, but it was also what made him so nice and kind. She could always kill anyone who needed killing later if he was too nice to do it for himself.

Seeing the guns lying there as they were, she thought it might be nice to give one to the War Queen. The War Queen was a very powerful warrior, but right now she was little more than an old woman with a long knife wearing Gimmel’s nicest riding clothes. So, she picked up one of the weapons, grabbing an extra magazine off the man’s vest and the grenade that hung from his belt, then ran back into the control room. Altin was there, letting go of a seeing spell as she came in.

“I heard someone coming,” Altin said, “but I see you have dealt with it.” The way he raised his eyebrows made it seem as if he might be slightly horrified. She told herself that the look could just as easily be surprise. Either way, in time, he would be impressed. It was Orli Pewter who was making him think that way. Orli Pewter was trying to make him weak.

“I did,” Pernie said, trying not to sound apologetic, but a little embarrassed all the same. “I didn’t want them to get Her Majesty.” To prove it, she offered the Queen the rifle she’d picked up, hoping in doing so that she might avoid the disapproval in his eyes. “Here,” she said as the War Queen took the weapon. “It shoots same as a crossbow, except it doesn’t stop. The barrel will rise up as you shoot, so hold it down. Three-round bursts work best for accuracy. Also, the barrel gets hot, so only hold it here and here.” She touched the front grip and an insulated section near the end of the barrel. “Oh,” she added, “and it’s best not to keep your finger on the trigger while you walk. If you trip, even a little bit, you will already have shot a lot of stuff by the time you have your balance back.”

“I’m quite aware of how to comport myself with weapons, thank you,” the War Queen replied.

Pernie’s expression drew taut, but only for a moment. She glanced to Altin, then back to the Queen as she tossed the monarch the curved black magazine. “All right,” she said. “When you’re out of ammo, that button kicks out the empty magazine.” She pointed for clarity. “Jam the new one in its place, yank the lever back until it clicks, then let it go. Got it?” The War Queen nodded. Pernie looked once more to Altin and gave him her sweetest smile. He was so handsome, and she was so glad she’d never given up on him. Then she ran back out of the room.




Chapter 56

Pernie knew she needed to hurry. Master Altin could teleport straight to where he needed to go, and it would be but a moment for him to do all that she had suggested he do. She skimmed down the hallways with a series of quick teleports, returning to where the four men had met their grisly end. There were two more men coming at a run.

“Hey!” shouted one of them—thus reminding Pernie that illusion magic didn’t fool security cameras. It didn’t help him that he disbelieved, however, for by the time he’d closed his mouth, she was behind him, her black knife plunging between his fourth and fifth cervical vertebrae. He didn’t have time to cry out again, nor did his counterpart, for he was dead before he realized he was in the fight alone.

She ran down two more corridors, a left and a right, then past two people in white coats who looked absolutely terrified to see her running toward them. They threw themselves against the wall to give her room, cowering with prayers upon their lips and staring wide-eyed at her bloody dagger.

She found the stairwell she’d seen in the compound schematics, jumped the rail, and landed three stories down at the base of the lowest flight. A few doors between her and her objective were quickly bypassed, and at length she found the relay closet, where she made quick work of trashing the routers and signal boosters. Then she cut the main cables running in from outside.

She paused and listened through the door as a group of men beyond it drove by. She opened it slowly, looking out onto the dirt lane, and realized as she did that she was peeking into the mana as well, seeking evidence of any magicians drawing mana for a cast. She was glad for the reflex, despite where she was now. Short as it was, her time with the elves had honed her skills properly again. And to think, she’d actually allowed herself to believe she had been growing stronger during her time training with the NTA. True, she had learned some new fighting techniques, different, anyway, but it wasn’t until she was back on String that she really came to appreciate how truly vulnerable these Earth people were. She understood why they continued to work so diligently to keep magicians away. The wrong sort of sorcerers could come in and just take it. Wouldn’t even take them very long. The thought made her smile. Master Altin could walk in and claim the place if he wanted to. The whole planet. He could call himself king, and there wouldn’t be a single thing they could do about it, especially if he had loyal people like her to watch his back. No one would ever be more loyal than she was.

He never would, though. Orli Pewter wouldn’t let him, for one. She’d pretend that she was loyal to him, like she always did, but she’d whine and snivel and try to boss him around—she was always bossing him around, and if not that, then trying to manipulate him. That’s not loyalty. Not love. Pernie was old enough to understand what a nagging, ungrateful bitch Orli Pewter was. Always complaining. It was so obvious now that Pernie was a grown woman too. She would never treat him like that. If he were Pernie’s, she would always let him do anything he wanted to. And to the nine hells with anyone who tried to stop him. Pernie would gut them and feed them back to themselves, make them choke on their own intestines.

She heard the first of the explosions as Altin blew up one of the propane tanks. He certainly had been quick. She could only imagine how fun it would be to have that much destructive power. But she needed to hurry. She had to go verify that what she had seen in the holographic files really was what she thought it was. She hoped it couldn’t be.

She recast her invisibility spell, again making sure to incorporate sound and smell, then stepped out into the sunlight and ran down the dirt lane toward the large central building, hoping the magic would work. The people outside surely hadn’t seen her through cameras yet. Two men with dogs ran out from behind a corner, and she had to dive over the dogs, twisting as she flew past so as not to kick either of the men. She was sure that despite the men missing her because of her illusion, the dogs would not, detecting her for how flawed her magic was. But they didn’t catch her either, both too consumed with their own noisy barking and the racket that their handlers made.

Barely a half minute passed before she was at a side door leading into the large round building. Its white paint was so lustrous the sunlight glinting off it made her squint. The door was locked, so she pried off the cover of the keypad and tugged at a few wires. Nothing happened. She wished she had a tablet and a set of connector keys. The second tank exploded, rattling the building and shaking the earth beneath her feet. She tried once more to bypass the keypad, but still nothing. Altin was going to be back in the upper control room soon enough. If Jeremy had been here, he would have laughed at her.

Three more men were running toward her now, one of them with a dog. She figured standing there fiddling with the lock was a sure way to get sniffed out. Even invisible—warbly as her spell was—the men were going to notice the keypad hanging loose, or missing completely if she tried to weave it into her invisibility spell, which she didn’t think she was fast enough to do anyway.

She scanned the edges around the door. It wasn’t exactly a tight fit. The gap along the hinges was thin as thread, but the gap on the lock side was pretty wide. Still, not wide enough to see through.

The dog was barking now and lunging toward her, yanking at its leash. The men were looking around, even upward, trying to figure out what the dog was onto.

She could kill them all and the dog if she had to, but Master Altin was going to be back waiting for her soon.

She dropped to the ground and looked through the gap beneath the door. A few inches of concrete were visible on the other side, but little more.

Good enough. A stack of bodies right here at this entrance would lead the whole compound straight to her, so she cast the teleport, figuring that if she ended up in the middle of something, well, then that’s how it had to be.

There was nothing on the other side but a narrow hallway, a short one with a broom closet on the left wall and a bulletin board on the right. The bulletin board played a series of shift schedules over and over in a slow, monochromatic sequence, broken briefly by an eight-second video of a dark-haired, dark-eyed man giving orders in Spanish, which Pernie couldn’t understand for having left her NTA language translator with her sewer-soaked clothes.

The passage was clear beyond the short entryway, so she made her way straight through the building as fast as she could, chanting quick refreshers on her illusion to make sure it didn’t get too grainy as she ran.

It didn’t matter, though, for she encountered no one.

She found the entrance to the main chamber below which she’d seen the odd list of names, including Grayborn Gen 6. The keypad was more advanced than the one outside had been, and it also had a bio-lock, which she had no way to circumvent without Jeremy.

She ran back and found stairs, taking them three steps at a time to the second floor. There was a corridor running around the building that shared a wall with the incubation chamber she’d seen. She found it, ran halfway down its length, then kicked the wall paneling. As she’d hoped, it was the standard stuff, thin composite mounted to metal frames. This was the place to use the grenade.


She pulled the pin and set it against the wall, then teleported to the far end of the hall. It blew up, and when the smoke cleared, she had a huge opening. Looking through it, she was correct in her assessment of where she was. She stepped through the hole onto the steel grating of a catwalk and looked down onto the spreading floor, the whole of it lined with neat rows of glowing amnio-tanks, each one occupied by a pale and lifeless—to the eye, anyway—body.

She hopped the rail and landed silently on the floor, her direction guided by her memory of the charts she’d seen. She ran down several rows of people in the tanks, took a left, and ran down that row until she got to the section where the labels matched her name. A huge swath of them, tank after tank, took up most of the northwestern portion of the enormous room, all labeled with small metal placards upon which was written the designation Grayborn Gen 6. Each placard had a smaller number etched under its primary designation, a sequence identifier—A1, A2, and so on. And in every one of the tanks was … her.

She got as far as A200 before her temper took control.

Her heart pounded in her chest. Anger rose. She tried to kick in the glass on the nearest one, kicked it several times in a row. It wouldn’t break. It wouldn’t even crack. She patted herself down out of reflex, looking for a gun, but she wore none. She cursed herself for leaving guns lying in the corridors by the men she’d killed.

She drew her rod and opened up the plasma baton, knowing even as she beat it repeatedly against the glass that it wouldn’t break that way. She screamed at it to break, and then spoke the words for a teleport even as she let her weapon fall to the floor, let her illusions drop, let everything but her anger go.

She appeared inside the tank, staring at herself there in the fluid all around. It was a younger her, maybe seven or eight years old. But it was her. Thin and frail. No wonder nobody had taken her seriously. She was a tiny little thing. Vulnerable all the more for being lifeless and naked. But she knew this … this abomination wasn’t lifeless. And she knew it wasn’t her. At least not exactly.

She drew her knife and cut the thing open from pelvis to chin, the intestines ejected and lolling out. The fluid inside the tank turned red, blood spewing like the ink of an octopus into the confines of the cylindrical amniotic sea. She jerked her hand out of the tangle of warm guts that caught at her wrist, stifling the gasp that almost sucked in some of the viscous stuff. She looked through the growing cloud of red—it churned and whorled like a gas, like mana, even—and got her bearings. She teleported to the next tank in the row.

She did the same. Cut the abomination open as if she were unzipping a body bag. Again the intestines spilled out. And the blood. The impostor’s guts. The impostor’s blood. That thing that would be her if it got out of here.

What if they all wanted Altin?

That made her lose her mind.

She tasted blood. It was in her mouth. It was Altin’s blood. She’d tasted it before. Today. She tasted it and knew what she had to do. She had to know things by their opposites.

He would want her to heal them. But she would not. The opposite of healing was decay. She saw the spell clearly in her mind as if she’d known it forever. Ocelot’s gift. The simplest perversion of her little daffodil song. She would resing it as Seawind had said. But differently.

She sang the song into the bloodstained fluid, the guts wrapped all around her wrists. She felt them, the slick of them, and thought the thoughts of the DNA maps she’d seen. She thought them and withered them, sang their demolition in her heart and mind.

The flesh of her gutted doppelgänger turned black and shriveled and broke apart. The black turned pale again, bleached and filmy, emitting clouds of grease like smoke until it all fell apart and the incubator was filled with liquid like bloody milk.

This one would never come after him.

And so she went on to the next. And the next. And the next. Gutting them and turning them to putrid oil slicks. Slimy, desiccated mutant flesh. Nothing like her could ever be made of them again.

She was dimly aware that she should be horrified at what she was doing. It wasn’t just murder. It wasn’t just butchery. It was unmaking. De-creation. But that made it easier. And besides, these things weren’t real. These were cheats of technology. They were stolen. Stolen from her by the NTA first, and stolen again by the Reconquista. Who knew what their plans were? But no matter what, there would be more of her. And she could not risk that they might all be bent on having Altin for themselves. She couldn’t risk that they might have somehow copied that part of her too.

Pernie could kill Orli Pewter eventually. That would be easy to do. An accident, better planned this time. Or not. Just wait her out until she died. Pernie still wasn’t sure which she would do. But to have to fight herself? Hundreds of her from here. Thousands from the NTA, maybe even more. She didn’t know if they would have her memories. She hoped they would not. But what if they did? Something technological or something divined. What if some of them were more unscrupulous than she?

Whatever twinge of conscience she had dissipated immediately.

The whole world was spinning, dizziness threatening.

She cut up the next doppelgänger and then blinked to the next. Then to the one after it. And so on down the line. Ten, then twenty, then thirty, then more. It went on so long she lost count.

The bloody backlit soup within the tanks glowed red, but so too did the lights on the outside of each machine, their control panels and alarms all lighting up and blinking urgently in red. Bloodstained light illuminated the dark space all around, the red haze following her as she blinked from one to the next, back and forth, up and down the rows. It was as if the air itself had died.

She killed so many, so blindly, that she accidentally ended up in a tank that didn’t hold a version of her. It was some other child, some other girl. It was too late, though. That one got cut open and de-created too.

She felt a little bit bad about that.

She blinked back to the next row over, to the nearest tank that did hold a likeness of herself, and worked her way down that row too. So many of them. So warm inside.

She became aware of a familiar voice, someone crying out her name. It was dim at first, but there could be no mistaking it. It was Altin. Master Altin. She turned within the tank, her cheeks slightly bulging with the need for air. She’d been at it for a while. She’d frankly forgotten that she needed to breathe—forgotten she had gills that she might have tried. She was a creature that could live on rage.

The blood from her most recent evisceration was now swirling up around her face. She could taste it, copper or iron perhaps, slimy in the mucus-like amniotic fluid.

“Pernie, stop!” Altin said. He mouthed it more than said it, at least as she could hear. His voice was dull, as was the thud of his palms striking the tank glass. The flesh of his hands turned very white where they pressed flat against it, rather like the last stage of desiccated flesh. “Pernie!” he repeated. “Stop. We have to go.”

He turned away and a bright orange flash followed, dimming right after with distance. A fireball, she knew, even though she could not see where it went. The bloody cloud of the ravaged clone finally spread over her, rendering her blind.

She ducked down to where the fluid was only beginning to turn pink and milky. She looked out and saw that the space outside was clear. The War Queen stood next to Altin. Pernie teleported out.

Her body was slick with the amniotic fluid, slicker than if she’d been dipped in oil, and the man who jumped her slid off when she ducked. Altin set him ablaze, sparing Pernie having to cut him open like she had all those counterfeit versions of herself. She might not have been quick enough anyway. Her eyes were cloudy with the viscous stuff. And her mind was not right. Still cloudy too, as if filled by the same slime that coated her, running off and pooling around her feet. She could still taste blood, blood that was both hers and not hers simultaneously.

She could still taste something worse.

“Come on,” Altin said. “It is time. Are you all right to go?” He was bent low, waving his hand at wisps of green gas that was coming down from above.

She turned to him and had to blink a few times. She rubbed her eyes, but slime ran down from her hair and back into her eyes, glazing her forehead and blurring everything. But that wasn’t really all that blurred.

She was dimly aware of herself nodding, of the War Queen handing her the still-glowing ion spear, and then they were gone from that terrible place.




Chapter 57

Altin, Pernie, and the War Queen appeared in the control room that overlooked the mech army, though most of the units were shrouded in darkness. What illumination there was came from the battery backup lighting beyond the control room and from flashlights whose white spots swam wildly around the walls and ceilings as men were desperately in search of whatever had sounded the alarms and cut the power off.

Almost immediately after, two flashlight beams swung through the darkness and brought a pair of light circles to bear on the newly arrived Prosperions. A man shouted something at them, hostile but also obviously surprised at seeing them, and then a shot went off. The bullet pierced the glass between them and ricocheted off the wall near Altin’s head. A second shot followed right after, which shattered the window and hit a server bank with a metallic tink. Both weapons flashed brilliantly in the near darkness, once, twice, right in a row, but the winking brilliance of their muzzle flash was immediately replaced by the blue glow of two ice lances. The hissing ice streaked across the intervening space, spearing the gunmen as if by two tines of a single fork. The men fell, one left, one right, like two halves of a split log.

Pernie grunted as she slicked away the slime from her legs with long downward passes of her hands. “I sure wish I could conjure like that,” she said. She looked at the snot pool that had formed around her feet and shook her head, flinging even more of it onto the walls with the flick of her hands as she straightened to look back at Altin. “I got all dumb magic.”

“Your magic is fine,” Altin said absently, noting as he did that the War Queen was already at the door. She opened it and checked to see if anyone was outside in the hall, letting in a bit more of the dim backup light in doing so.

She shut the door, then peered down into the darkness through the window toward the floor of the mech factory. “I can’t see much down there,” she said. “Two stories, maybe three. Might be risky to teleport.”

“Let’s go,” Altin said, then paused, turning to Pernie. “That is, if you are ready to move.” He leaned down and looked into her face, conjuring a fireball the size of a candle flame to use as light. It cast her cheeks in a warm golden glow, and the pulses when it crackled made her hair glitter with hints of platinum.

“I’m fine.” Her smile proved it, glimmering in the light as brightly as her eyes. She seemed quite pleased.

The door thumped against a console behind Altin. He turned back to see that the War Queen was already halfway down the corridor.

He let her get to the stairwell ahead of him, taking an extra moment to make sure Pernie was moving and truly free from the grip of whatever had possessed her only a few moments before. She lagged only long enough to scrape away more of the slime that clung to her, this time using the flat of her knife as if shaving her whole body down. Her motions were deft, and her practiced familiarity with the weapon made the work quick.

Shouting echoed up at them from beyond the hallway, the same word from two men, followed by a thump and some shuffling. That sent Altin running to the stairwell and down to the landing on the next floor. The War Queen was there, unharmed and perfectly at ease. Though the same could not be said for the fellow who lay dead at her feet, half his head caved in. Her Majesty was wiping the blood and bits of flesh from the butt of her recently acquired rifle on the man’s shirt when Altin arrived. She winked at him, then motioned forward and down, proceeding ahead, again taking point and moving out of sight around the bend and down the stairs. Altin went back up to check on Pernie, but she was already coming down. They quickly caught up to the War Queen, crouching beside her and looking out onto the floor of mechs.

“They are a lot bigger when you are right here next to them,” Altin observed, tipping his head back to look up to the canopy of the nearest war machine. “That one’s bigger than a circus mammoth dancing on its hind legs.”

“These are Samsung H41 knockoffs,” Pernie said. “That’s why. You’re used to the old Karamazov 9s they used back when the demons attacked Crown City.”

Altin didn’t care about mech models. He simply needed to get the War Queen’s armor and get her back to the fight.

“This will suffice as my army,” the War Queen said, “whatever they are called. Sir Altin will send them all to Calico Castle at once.” It was a command.

“They’ll pick them up on satellites,” Pernie interjected, despite the absolute finality of the War Queen’s statement. “You’ll give the castle’s position away.”

“Will they not require a restart as do the spaceships? I am not a fool simply because I am not of this world.”

“Separate power source, battery, same as the black box,” Pernie returned.

The War Queen leaned down, eyes narrowing, her face only an inch away. “It makes no difference. Do not contradict me, child. I’ve had nearly enough of you.”

“I won’t contradict you, Your Majesty. I never would. But sending them to Luria will get everyone killed.”

“Master Tytamon is quite capable of defending his castle, in the unlikely event that these things are detected, which they will not be. There are no satellites above Luria or Prosperion. That was part of the treaty.”

“The ones at Tinpoa will pick them up. As will any ships in orbit above Prosperion.”

“I hardly think it makes sense to have an army of mechs made that are equipped in such a fashion as to make them readily detectable by the enemy.”

“They’re technically not,” Pernie said. “But, Your Majesty, you are the enemy. The NTA wouldn’t notice these if we took them out stomping about unless they had reason to be looking for them, and even then, they’d have to know where to look. But these will be coded for the marchioness and her allies to see as they please.”

“Well, then shut them off. Quickly now. Or remove the devices that communicate.” She straightened and gave Pernie an imperious look right down her nose. “Off with you, then! We’ve still got a giant to kill.”

Pernie looked up and down the length of the room, or what length of it she could see in the darkness. She looked then to Altin. The corners of her mouth turned up a little bit, and she seemed very happy to be there that way. The expression upon her face suggested that she was going to wait until Altin intervened to countermand the Queen’s ridiculous order. Even the way she let out her next breath was an expectation that patience would be required.

“Can you operate one?” Altin asked instead.

“One of those?” Pernie asked, pointing to the mechs. She thought about it, then shrugged. “Probably. If I can find one that hasn’t got an ignition lock.”

“And if you do, how long would it take you to start the thing after a teleport?”

“Not long. They’re combat machines, designed for readiness. Even the reactor won’t take more than ten minutes to refire. They build them for restarts now, ever since meeting us—you.”

“Then see if you can find one. Be quick about it.” He strode past them both, making his way toward the far wall where the Queen’s sword and armor were while Pernie vanished into the shadows cast by the forest of motionless war machines. The War Queen spewed and sputtered, equally motionless for a time, as she worked past her own impotence.

Altin did not look back when he heard her footfalls growing close a few minutes after. He almost felt sorry for her. It must be a difficult thing to lose such power—much like, perhaps, how he felt having lost his ring for a time—but to feel empathy for a fallen monarch, well, that was a bit more than he could muster. Only the fittest ought to be at the top, given that while they are there, so much damage can be done so easily, and so collaterally. Still, as demonstrably imperfect as she was, she was surely better than the resident Prosperion alternative.

Soon the two of them were beneath the trophy case in which the War Queen’s armor and broadsword were kept. Altin tipped his head back and considered the altitude. It was at least ten spans. He let his mind leak into the mana and sought the thread that bound the anti-magic spell. He was prepared to work in some divination as well if he had to, but the knot was evident. Whoever was casting spells for the Reconquista was not too worried about magicians taking the magic down.

The knot was tricky, though, and Altin had to spend some time following the pulsing pink twists of it around as the thread turned in on itself and back around over and over again. It was woven rather like the slick snarls of intestines that he’d seen pouring from the clones Pernie had gutted only moments before. The image in his memory wound itself around the image in the mana, and he realized by the fact it was happening how tired he must be.

He shook himself and refocused on the knot, tracing it round and round. He found a curious sort of trap near the loose end. He backed himself out of it in an exercise of overcaution given his fatigue. That was a lucky break, for had he not done so, that might have triggered who knew what masked effect.

“It’s trapped,” he said. He looked to the machines behind him, then back at his companion. “I can attempt to disarm it, but who knows what else awaits, magical or otherwise. I suggest you find cover behind something while I cast this.”

The War Queen gazed longingly up at her armor, which gleamed almost as the solitary object in the darkness all around, as if it were the singular purpose in her life, the lone source of light in an otherwise dark universe. She looked as if she were gazing upon the last hope of something greater than herself, as if it were the last hope of hope itself. Looking that way, the way her mouth slowly opened as she dropped the grim dignity and purpose that usually protected her, she was, for a moment, simply human. Frail and dependent, even. His thumb absently touched the ring on his finger, and he felt it too, which twisted up one side of his mouth and drew a subtle grunt.

He shook it off. There was no time to console her. No time to promise her that things would work out, that there was still time. He set himself upon the knot that would allow him to release the anti-magic spell—or that would destroy them all.

The trap was simple, but the defensive magic it was attached to was not. Taking down the anti-magic spell would trigger a paralysis spell throughout the entire area. While he could easily see the whisper-thin tendrils that attached the paralysis spell to the anti-magic tether, he had no healing magic, and therefore he could not dispel the enchantment itself. He wondered if they’d chosen that particular variety of defense in anticipation of exactly this moment: Altin’s arrival one day. It was widely known his missing school was Growth.

He spent a moment contemplating that. He decided he didn’t need to dispel the paralysis at all. Instead, he split the anti-magic tether lengthwise and wound one half of the split back and across the room, where he then anchored it to a new, small patch of anti-magic that he cast in a corner, protecting nothing at all. With his new anti-magic still in place to stave off triggering the enchantment, the paralysis couldn’t fire, so he cut the split in two, leaving the enchantment to itself.

Free of the danger now, he pushed his mind into the knot, his ring allowing him to envision the tangle in its entirety. He took it in, traveled its winding paths to the starting point, then turned round and unwound it in the way one completes a maze puzzle most easily by doing it backward from the end. And just like that, the barrier was gone.

He let the magic go and looked about for something to teleport into the trophy case, in the event there were some traps left. Unlike when they were outside, however, there were no bits of gravel or other debris lying around. He patted himself down and found the little cloth with the bits of cable and the nail. He took one of the spent bits of cable and teleported that up to see.

Nothing happened.

“Well, there you have it,” he said. “I believe we can now retrieve your armor. Are you prepared to try?”

“Send me up alone, Sir Altin. Not both of us. If there are any traps left, it should be me to receive them alone. It is my armor, after all. And we need you to get back. Besides, I shall be a moment indisposed as I don it all.”

“Won’t you need a hand with it?” he asked.

“It is enchanted for me,” she replied. “It helps itself to a large degree.” She winked, and he could see in the glimmer there that she was on the brink of perhaps returning to herself, the real her, the one who had been a pillar of strength and confidence his entire life. He hadn’t realized until that moment that he’d missed it, but there it was, a sudden, if impatient, sense of relief.

“Up you go, then,” he said. “Be quick. Orli is in great need.”

“Of course I—”

Altin cast the teleport spell so quickly he cut off the last of her words.

He looked back into the formation of mechs. Near the midpoint of the room, one of them was lighting up, the lamps within its canopy glinting off Pernie’s hair. That was promising. If she could make it work, perhaps they would have a much easier time with the giant. And, if they survived it, then she might be able to make the rest of the machines safe to send to Luria or Prosperion. He allowed himself a thimbleful of optimism.

Shards of broken glass showered down on him, huge pieces, thick like chunks of slate. They crashed upon his head and back, causing him to stoop and cover himself, conjuring a fireball reflexively as he did so. Something thudded to the ground behind him, heavy and solid. One arm still up, forearm shielding his eyes, he spun and prepared to launch the fireball.

“Hah, hah! Sir Altin, but that is bright.” It was the War Queen, nearly blinding to gaze upon, so bright was her golden armor. And she appeared to be a foot taller than she had been before. She looked him straight in the eye, the grin nearly splitting her head in two. “Put that thing out, boy, before you hurt yourself. Had you cast that at me, you’d have had two of them right back down your throat.” She threw her head back and laughed again, triumphant, glorious in her reclaimed power.

Another crashing thud sounded behind him, this one larger, more earthshaking than the Queen’s landing had been. Altin’s fireball flared back to life from where he’d nearly let it out. He spun back, crouched and ready to vaporize whatever had come for them now.

Pernie gazed down at him from the cockpit of the enormous gold-painted mech, the canopy a full four spans above his head. “Hello, Master Altin,” she said, smiling and clearly as delighted with herself as she could possibly be. “I’ve got it working, see? I haven’t worked out how to shut off the beacon yet, but it’s not an entanglement system, so they won’t get the signal from it where we’re going next—at least not for years and years.”

She flexed the thing’s two robotic arms and cycled through the controls of its different weaponry. She spent an extra half minute working with its right arm, which featured in place of a fist three separate Gatling guns mounted together in a triangular cluster that obviously pleased her to no end. She did something that caused that trio to rotate back, and in its place, folding out from inside the forearm like a penknife blade, came a long spike. It was a lance, essentially, a steel weapon two paces long and nearly as thick as an ox head, tapering to a wicked point. That particular apparatus would punch holes in a man large enough to pass pumpkins through.

Pernie opened and closed the vise claw on the mech’s other arm as the hydraulics hissed and whined. The clamps snapped shut with a deep metallic whir that promised crushing death to anything caught within it. She then raised the claw up in a salute that clanked heavily against the canopy. She looked startled and stood on tiptoe inside the cockpit to inspect it for cracks. Apparently there were none, so she tried the gesture again, this time snapping the salute rigidly and precisely, stopping a scant finger’s breadth from the glass. “I like your armor,” she said to the War Queen. “It’s very pretty. How do you like mine?”

“I think it quite fine,” Her Majesty said, raising the visor of her helmet to reveal a smile. It was the face of the woman Altin remembered from before the worlds all nearly fell apart. It was the face of absolute confidence. Altin feared some sort of conflict, some petty bit of jealousy, but the two women appeared in that moment to share a profound mutual admiration. Two deadly things recognizing how very alike they were.

The moment lasted only a second, two at most, but then the War Queen turned to Altin and said, “Let us get to the giant and be done with this game we’ve been caught up in; then we shall have your wife back and be off to Luria. I will take counsel from the general and the Earth boy, Jeremy, and after, well, we’ll see about you and this child bringing me my mech army, without bringing all our enemies down upon us.” She pointed with her massive broadsword at Pernie in her war machine, and after, at the army of war machines standing motionless nearby. “Onward, Sir Altin. Let us be underway.”

Altin glanced to Pernie to be sure she was ready for the teleport, having noticed the canopy glass was open a bit, but he left off asking upon noting the feral look that now lurked behind her eyes. It wasn’t battle lust. She was mad again. Go figure. She couldn’t go a full minute without being consumed by some kind of mood. He had no idea what it was this time, but he assumed it was something the Queen had said. He shook his head, ever so slightly, and cast the teleport. She would come or not, but it was time to go.




Chapter 58

The lone figure of the giant, imposing even in the distance, stormed across the snowy plateau. It stomped its stone-pillar legs, splashing snow over the edge with each thunderous footstep. Its four long, stony arms reached into the distance, eight-fingered fists clenched and smashing the air, as it roared at the Andalian landscape several measures down.

Altin thought if he’d ever seen a picture of frustration, it was that giant raging on the other side of this plateau. He could not know if the giant understood its mission, its role in this game of god-worlds, or if it operated on base instinct alone. He suspected the latter. It was probably scared or, if not that, feeling threatened and out of place, understanding only that the safest thing to do was smash, crush, and kill.


In the end, it didn’t matter which, as Altin would never know. The only thing he knew for certain was that the monster had not yet realized that its enemies had returned. It continued to stomp and spew, oblivious to their presence. It would stop intermittently and stoop, plunging its fists into the snow, where it would scoop out fistfuls of the plateau itself, not merely snow but whole handfuls of rock, which it would then sling out toward the horizon with bellowed rage.

Altin turned away from watching and looked up at Pernie in the mech. Reflections of snow and the clouds on the canopy obscured all but shadowy movements inside. He could only tell that all the lights were out. She’d said ten minutes to restart, so there was no reason to ask questions now.

“Let’s push it off,” the War Queen said, turning his attention to his left. “Look there, it has no idea we have arrived. How simple to sneak up on it and simply stuff it over the edge.”

“I wonder if I might hit it hard enough with an ice lance, a great beam of it, the largest I can conjure, and simply knock it off.”

“Your magic had little enough effect before. It’s worth trying, but wait until I am in range of it, that I might give it a good old-fashioned push right after, should your missile fail. Brute strength may be our best ally now.”

“All right. Let’s be quick. I’ll teleport us closer.”

“No, it might hear us this time. It may have confused the wind of our arrival with the howl of the weather here, so let’s not waste the advantage of that good luck in expecting more of the same.” She set off immediately, running easily through the snow, though it was, in places, as deep as waist high.

Altin followed after, running in the trough she cut, but despite her having cleared the way—much less her being encumbered by plate armor and the weight of a great sword—he could not keep up. By the time she’d gotten to within charging distance of the giant, he was a good sixty paces behind. She’d be at the monster in seconds now.

He pulled up and cast the ice lance instead. It hissed into existence above him, its light dim in the bright light of the snowy whiteness all around. The sun, despite the cloud cover, gave great energy to the heights. The frozen surface of the ice lance hissed and crackled as small fissures opened and snaked like crooked lightning along its length.

He glanced up at it before sending it on its way. It was large as a whale. He decided it was too small. With another thought he tripled its mass. It was a thing larger than a ship, larger than the Glistening Lady, larger than the greatest warships sailing upon Prosperion seas.

The War Queen was only a few strides away from the giant. Altin let the ice lance sail. It flew off like the stony battering rams the Hostiles threw, massive things that mashed spaceships and sent Earth men to their deaths. It flew like an arrow shot, the wind howling, shrieking in a thousand voices as it blew through the cracks and fissures along its length, a chorus of death.

The giant heard it, heard the death song as the ice ram neared, and it spun to face the oncoming missile. An expression like surprise came upon its face, centered in the monster’s chest as it was, or if not surprise, at least nothing approaching fear. Simply recognition of what fate was about to befall. Then, the ice lance hit, striking with the force of a thousand-buffalo stampede.

Altin gauged that the giant could not be more than a span’s distance from the edge of the plateau. He could not know the creature’s weight, but he knew it could be nothing like that which struck it now. And as he watched, expecting the monster to be blown at least a hundred paces out into the air beyond the edge, the ice lance erupted like a glacial grenade, an explosion so massive the concussion rattled the plateau to its roots, shaking Altin and the War Queen both to the ground as if by Sestubrie’s mighty rage. A hail of ice shards fell after, shrapnel the size of the giant itself, crashing loudly all around. One of them clanked off Pernie’s mech behind him, so large and loud he feared it might have caved the war machine in.

He dismissed the ice lance with a thought, and the fallout vanished in a thousand hissing pops. And yet the giant remained. It groped at the air in front of it, though, as if still anticipating something more, all four hands opening and closing with the rumble of an avalanche.

“Impossible,” Altin hissed, echoing the dismissed elements of his spell.

The War Queen was up, however, her wits gathered faster than either the giant’s or the wizard’s were. She ran the last few steps toward the monster and threw her shoulder against it, leaping as she did so that she’d strike it high against the side of its left knee.

A fool she was for it, thought Altin. All that ice lance and it hadn’t staggered back so much as a step. Just what was it she thought she could do? Any significant velocity her tiny body had would still be magic wrought.

And yet, surprisingly, it did step back. Only one step, a small one, more a backward shuffle than a step, really, and certainly not enough to send it off the edge, but she had moved it, which alone seemed a miracle. His ice lance might as well have been a snowball. Her Majesty bounced off the giant’s knee right after and fell back into the snow, rather like a stone that’s been thrown against a castle wall.

The giant, though moved, was uninjured and, worse, had a tangible target now. It mashed at her with one great fist. She rolled, and it missed her completely, but the impact blasted her into the air, carrying her away on a wave of snow and stone. She flew thirty spans and tumbled into the snow again, once more rolling and coming right back to her feet. The mighty great sword spun in her gold-gauntleted fist, a one-bladed windmill, and she charged a second time.

Altin, realizing he could do nothing to move or penetrate the creature, decided upon a different tack. He might not be able to physically harm the thing, but he could at least hide her from its sight.

He cast an ice spell again, an ice lance shaped long and thick. He conjured it and set it sideways at the giant’s face, blocking the giant’s view and using it to shield the War Queen from the creature’s searching eyes, perhaps giving her the advantage of some small measure of surprise.

The giant stepped toward it, intent on bashing it to bits. Altin moved it back and then lunged forward with it again, hoping the movement, like the rearing back and striking motion of a snake, might startle the thing and put it off balance.

It did not.

The Queen drove her shoulder into the colossus a second time. Again, it was moved by the impact, the leg she struck sliding back as its foot slipped a little with the slickness of the snow. But that was all. It certainly wasn’t going to fall off.

But it gave Altin an idea.

He had the grease spell that Peppercorn had given him. If snow was a slick advantage for this plan, grease might be better yet. If he could cast a slick of it under the giant’s feet, and the War Queen could hit it just right, she might be able to slide it over the edge.

He made to shout that to her, to let her know, when he realized she was coming right at him, airborne, limbs akimbo, flailing like an insect caught in the wind.

She whizzed right over his head, nearly hitting him, and he realized the giant had flung her at him on purpose, obviously in repayment for the ice lance. Perhaps the creature wasn’t as dumb as he’d thought it was.

She struck the ground several paces beyond him and slid nearly eighty paces more. The only thing that kept her from sliding clear to the edge and over was the luck of slamming into the firmly planted feet of Pernie’s mech.

Pernie rose up from her place inside and peered over the mech’s console, down out of the canopy at the golden Queen lying beneath her mech. “Oh, hello, Your Majesty,” she said cheerily. “I’ll be right along to help.” She leaned away from the canopy glass right after and set herself back to work. Altin was glad to see that at least some lights were on within.

“Teleport me back,” the Queen yelled to Altin. “Quickly before it moves away from the edge.”

Altin had her back at the giant’s feet before she was finished with the command. She swung at it this time with her sword, a great sweeping strike that Altin hoped might remove its foot.

It did not.

However, it did, once again, affect the giant’s footing. The force of the blow swung the giant’s leg out behind it, lifting its foot almost off the ground. All but the toe, which was enough for it to stay upright, though it wobbled and waved its arms as it fought for balance.

Altin teleported himself closer to the fight. Not within striking range but within earshot, despite the wind.

“I’ve got a grease spell,” he called to her. “Let’s see if we can’t slide him over the edge.”

He cast the spell and with it laid a brown stain upon the snow, an oil slick appearing there like an unwelcome mat beneath the giant’s feet. Altin thought it wasn’t large enough, so he channeled more mana in. The slick grew darker, and it spread out all around, including growing all the way to the edge of the plateau.

“Hit him again,” Altin said. “I’ll cancel the grease beneath your feet as you go.”

The Queen waded into the battle with zeal, her sword striking and striking, the blows rapid and powerful, sparks flying—though no lightning, ice, or fire enchantments went off. But each strike hammered at the giant’s foot, brute force preventing it from getting that leg firmly back under itself.

Still, it wasn’t going backward yet, at least not precisely. It reminded him more of the day he’d found Kettle stomping an invasion of crickets that had come in from the meadow one spring day and besieged the pantry and kitchen floor.

“Get the other one,” Altin shouted. “There’s no grease under the other foot.”

The Queen turned to where the giant’s other leg was some several paces away from her. She leapt the distance in a single bound and struck the giant sideways against its ankle.

It teetered and crashed down upon the opposite knee, the knee under which the Queen had been only moments before. It landed heavily, and a section of the plateau behind it broke away, leaving its foot and a length of shin cantilevered over the edge in open air.

“That almost got it!” Altin cried. “Quick, before it gets up!”

“Quick what?” she shouted, swinging her sword as she spoke.

The giant was trying to get its other foot, the one she’d just struck, back under it to stand again. Altin covered the area with more grease.

The War Queen slipped in the slick and crashed to her back.

“Dragon’s teeth!” Altin swore, then called to her, “Sorry.” He canceled the spell beneath her. All of it. He wasn’t quite sure what part of it would be useful now.

The giant was upright again. It raised its foot to stomp on the feisty monarch as Altin cast the grease spell again, right back where it was. He teleported the War Queen out of the way in the next instant, even as the foot stomped down.

Rocks showered down upon Altin and the Queen, now beside him, as the blast wave of that stomp blew over them, a tsunami of snow and stone. Altin instinctively put up a barrier of ice, which the rock wave largely whittled away.

“Good timing, that teleport,” the War Queen said in the moment’s reprieve. “But your tossing me about with teleports is hardly any better than letting that thing throw me around.” She looked as if she were going to charge back into the fray, but paused and turned back. “And if you can’t control that damnable oil spell, then don’t use it near me. I’m a big girl, Sir Altin; I can handle myself. If you must use it, put it on the thing rather than the ground.”

“But the creature is magic proof.”

“Not completely,” she said. “I think it’s mostly just tough as the gods.”

“How is that different?”

“I’ll get it to come at me,” she said. “Put the grease on the bottoms of its feet, or two lines of it on the ground like sled tracks if you’re afraid of trying for its feet. Run them right over the edge. We’ll see if we can’t get it to fall over yet.”

She ran to meet the giant again, which was charging toward them as they spoke. Instead of diving into its legs this time, she dove through them and slid out behind it. It spun, roared, and tried to hammer her into the ground like a tent spike.

Once more its two-handed strike sundered the ground, and again she was carried away by the wave, this time flying straight toward the edge. She damn near slid over and was gone, but she used the point of her sword to brake the slide right before shooting out into open air. Even with that, half her body had gone over, and she had to clamber back to get her feet on solid ground. She got up right after, though, and raised her sword in challenge to the monstrosity.

The giant ran at her.

This was a better plan.

Altin laid down parallel stripes of grease, two casts of the spell, wide swaths on either side of the War Queen. She stepped forward, a few paces from the edge, turning sideways and raising her sword over her shoulder, both hands gripping it, ready for a mighty swing. She’d knock one foot from under it, and its momentum was going to take it over the edge no matter what.

It ran at her, oblivious to the grease despite the fluid being completely visible. It likely had no concept of such things. It might actually also have no concept of momentum. It continued to accelerate, and Altin wondered if it would attempt to slow itself at all.

It did not.

It lumbered forward without fear or interest in consequence. The War Queen’s mindset was the same. Two powerful forces in the universe, neither possessing even an ounce of surrender. Both willing to die if that’s all they had to do to kill the other one.

The giant stooped and grabbed for her even as she ran forward to sweep its foot out with her sword. She got the swing started, but its arms were longer than hers by far. She found herself in its grasp before her blow could land. The giant simply snatched her up and cupped her in its massive fists like a child might catch a butterfly. It straightened, then leaned back, setting its feet against its momentum, leaning away from the precipice as it prepared to slide to a stop.

But the grease was beneath it now. Or perhaps it was simply the ice and snow. But its footing was lost in that instant, and down it went with a crash, its whole body slamming to the ground. Rock crumbled around it where its hips and shoulders struck, cracks formed, zigzagging outward from the impact, and quick as a snap, a whole section of the cliff gave way, shearing off a huge section that stopped barely three short steps from where Altin stood, mouth agape.

“Your Majesty!” he cried, stepping right up to the fresh edge. But it was too late. The giant and Queen were over, and he had no idea where she was in all that falling rock.

Altin shot a seeing spell into the jumble of massive stones. Three or four measures was a long way to fall. There was a sliver of time.

But he couldn’t see her. Not even in the mana with all that enchanted armor on. She wasn’t there in the mana at all. It was impossible. Or so he thought at first. But then he knew. She was blocked from him. Blocked, by the infernal magic resistance of that colossal thing. Resistance she’d just denied. So much for the greatest tactician Prosperion had ever known. Blinded by optimism barely a hundred heartbeats after she got her armor back.

He did catch a glimpse of the giant’s leg, a calf and foot. He tried to teleport the giant back up, though he knew before trying that it would be futile. Which it was, and the backlash of the active spell rejection blew him backward several paces, where he landed in a puff of steam. Blood ran from his nose as he stood up and tried to hold together his aching head.

He didn’t have time for his own pain. He teleported himself back to the edge.

The giant was small now, hurtling as it was toward the ground so far, far below.

He flashed a seeing spell down near the giant as it fell, following the leg into the rocks to its still-clutched fists. He got a much better sense of bearing on it, but the damnable magic resistance prevented him from looking inside those capturing mitts wherein the War Queen presumably remained.

He teleported himself down onto the giant’s back, scrambling to its shoulder, where he could feel the movements through its rocky skin. It grunted with the effort of trying to crush her, the rumbling like an earthquake beneath Altin’s cold, bare feet. Those giant hands worked visibly, too. Its knuckles became ridges of stone with the ferocity of its grip. It roared loud enough to be heard over the thunder of all the rocks colliding with one another as they fell, and the sound of it proved that the War Queen was putting up a fight.

He imagined her propping that enchanted great sword of hers up like a support beam, a magic column of power preventing the giant from closing its grip even as she made another beam of herself, taxing the magic of the thousands of mages who were said to have layered magic into her armor over the course of her long reign.

But how long could enchantments even as great as those hold? And were they to hold, what matter would it make when they struck the ground, barely a half measure away now? The distance was passing fast. If she died here, now, then all of this, all this distance in time, space, and effort, the years lost in prison, all of the heavy price she’d paid, they’d all paid, would be for what? Only for it to end? This was supposed to be their one great hope, their secret play. It was all literally going to come crashing down around him.

There had to be a way to save her.

He sent his vision racing below, down to where she was about to strike. There must be a way to cushion the landing if he could not halt the fall.

He looked about everywhere for something soft. Huge swaths of soft grass that he might scoop up and heap in piles high enough to mitigate the impact. Even trees. But there were none. Not enough, anyway, not the right variety. The landscape was mountainous, but the trees were sparse and bare with winter. All he’d do was make a woodpile for the impact.

He did have the dig spell, though. Perhaps a giant hole filled with water would work well enough.

He searched for a lake. There wasn’t one, at least not one that wasn’t frozen over or hidden under snow. He thought there was a flat place to the east that might be one, but the ground was coming up fast. He wasn’t thinking clearly due to his own imminent impact.

He cast the dig spell, tentatively, as he’d first done the grease. It wasn’t big enough. Not enough by far. He cast it again. It wasn’t so different than a teleport spell, he found. But rather than moving or unmoving, it was making and unmaking. Conjuring but with the same sense of space as a teleport. How obvious and simple. He might have written this spell himself one day, had it not already existed. In a way, perhaps, he almost had, back on that day when he’d first teleported his tower up to Luria, carving out a chunk of the ground beneath Calico Castle. The same idea, only done differently.

The ground was nearly there. He couldn’t have more than twenty seconds left. Likely less.

He cast again. Cursed himself. The giant was enormous. It would have to be a huge lake. He thought of Orli then, the thought of her alone, waiting for him to return, watching this, watching his failure before she was killed. The anger, which he’d tamped down mere moments before, reclaimed him, and he found the rage to dig what was required, a massive excavation, on the scale of the crater he’d found that first day upon Luria. He thought of that and then cast its replica, cutting a version of it right out of Andalia.

He finished it, the rock and soil gone. The giant would strike in the next instant. He glanced up, to the east, to the flat place he hoped was a lake. He sent his vision to it, plunged into the snow, down into what had to be water, what needed to be water for all their sakes.

It was dirt and rock under a broad but shallow frozen pond. Not even ankle deep.

There was just enough time to teleport himself. And then the giant’s fall was done.




Chapter 59

Altin did not anticipate—though he ought to have, given what he’d already seen of the giant’s punches upon the plateau—that a concussive wave of rock, wind, and simple energy would arise from the giant’s impact.

He blinked away in time to avoid striking the ground with the titan—he was quick enough for that, but his blink was hurried and poorly thought out, and so he set himself away from impact yet still at the bottom of the crater, a scant thirty spans from where the giant was about to hit. Which it did. And so, as the stone blasted out, the hapless mage was carried off amongst the rest of the debris and flung across the floor of the crater he’d made, crashing along with all the fragments against the crater wall. Boulders large and small landed all around him, not that he knew it, for he was struck unconscious immediately. He lay there for some long time.

Eventually he came to. Bits of sand and gravel fell in upon him as he blinked himself awake. He lay uncomfortably amidst the jumbled stone, spending some long moments battling the dust with only his eyelids for defense.

His ears rang as well. A high-pitched whine sounded from somewhere above. Its volume varied, loud and piercing at times, barely evident at others. It was accompanied by odd thumps and throbbing, sometimes an abrupt hiss. When it throbbed, the pressure on his skull increased, and all of it gave him additional reasons to squint beyond the falling dust and grit. At first, he thought the racket due to the blow to his head, in his mind as it slowly cleared, but the undulations struck him as odd, and the throbbing he could feel in more places than his head.

The sound grew louder and more grit fell in on him, until shortly after he realized it was the whine of servos and the hiss of hydraulics making all that noise.

That went on for a time. Then came scraping and crunch-crunching, more sand and gravel—to the point he worried that he might soon be smothered in this personal avalanche—and right after, he saw the bright gray of a cloudy Andalian sky. Against the stormy backdrop he recognized Pernie at work, uncovering him with the mech.

She saw him, finally, his face exposed by the last bit of rock she’d pulled away, and she leaned over in the giant war machine, peering over its console through the canopy. Her relief was evident. “Are you hurt, Master Altin?” she asked through the machine’s loudspeaker. “Do you need healing spells?” More sand and gravel fell down into his eyes and mouth.

Altin blew it out and blinked it away, then made a quick assessment of himself. He decided that other than the ominous pain in his left leg and a pounding headache, he was mostly fine.

“I may have an issue with my leg,” he said. “And a head wound. But otherwise I believe I am all right. How about Her Majesty? Is she alive?”

“I haven’t looked,” Pernie confessed. “But I’m not picking up any life signs.” She pointed down at the console of her machine. “Also, I have to admit that I haven’t figured out all of the controls yet. Some of the voice commands are missing, or else I don’t know the right words. It shouldn’t be this hard, so I think I might be up against a language barrier. I’m also not sure if that’s intentional as a security measure or only because I’m not finding the auto-translator switch, which I know this thing has.”

He didn’t have time to chat about misremembered spells, or whatever the technological equivalent was. He took a chance and teleported himself out from under the rocks to a bit of a shelf visible above him on the crater wall, some five spans above the mech. It was a mistake, and his leg wouldn’t hold him. He teetered, pitched forward, and fell.

Pernie’s arrival beside him prevented him from tumbling over the edge and down, a gust of air as she appeared out of her own teleport blasting him even as her small, strong hands gripped his forearm, yanking him back to safety. Pain in his leg dimmed his vision, swimming to gray from the outer edges in, and by the time it cleared, she was singing a healing song, an elven one in language completely foreign to him. It was beautiful and heartbreaking, and tears ran freely down his face as she sang it. It was done before he could contemplate that, the whole spell less than sixty elven words. Sixty words was an entire remedy. From a girl with almost no power at all.

She smiled up at him, still tiny for her seven additional years, at least when so near to his full two spans and a few finger widths more. “That’s very beautiful,” he started to say, but the praise died midsentence when he saw how much blood was squirting out of her.

Jets of blood pulsed from the ends of numerous tiny tubes, emerging from her temples, neck, and ribs, as if they’d been jammed into her like hollow pins into a pincushion.

“By the gods, child,” he said. “What’s happened? What magic is this?” In all his travels, studies, and battles, he’d never heard of such a spell. What cruel spell would bleed someone out in such a way?

He turned her and saw several more of the pin tubes spraying thread-thin jets of blood, several of them down the length of her spine and two more on either side of her lower back. They pulsed with the beat of her heart, each beat squirting red, the jet then turning to mist with distance, like perfume pumped from a fancy bottle.

Even more disturbing was a singularly thick tube in her neck, like a lone knitting needle made of stainless steel. It appeared to have been jabbed straight into her spine, and it was the only one of the invasive tubes not pumping in synchrony with her heart. This one simply dripped. Small beads of a translucent fluid, almost clear but tinged with pink as if slightly polluted with blood, percolated out as if from the end of some alchemist’s desktop distillery. The small round droplets fell like beads of glass into the grit at Altin’s feet. For some reason, those horrified him the most.

Pernie beamed up at him, though, clearly delighted by his proximity, and happiness brimmed in her eyes. “Nothing has happened. You are all better now. I already told you, my healing is a lot better now. Remember? I have healing like the elves. Well, at least sort of. Sometimes I do, anyway.”

He muttered, “Yes, of course,” to appease her, but turned her fully around. There was blood squirting from the backs of her arms, right above the elbows, in quantities that were the most worrisome. “You’re bleeding from all over. And clear fluid leaks from a device in your spine that I am certain portends nothing good.”

She frowned, as if he’d just said the most absurd thing, something completely out of context with the experience she was having with the world. Her delicate blonde eyebrows almost touched above her nose as she considered it. But they bounced right back up again, the moment she realized what he was going on about. Once again, she seemed delighted. “Oh yes,” she said. “I think I teleported out of the biometric links.”

“You think?”

She giggled, for an instant every bit the little girl he remembered from not so long ago. “Well, I did.” She shrugged. “I can close the wounds, though.” She twisted her head and her arm around so she could see the needle in her left elbow, as she reached with her right hand to touch the larger needle in her neck. She winced at that one, and Altin noticed two of her fingers twitched as if uncontrolled. She hummed, a contemplative noise. “I suppose we ought to be careful about pulling that one out.”

“What is it?”

“That’s the neural link. This must be why so many mech Marines are granite heads.”

“I don’t know about all that, but I think we ought to get those wounds sealed up. Are you sure it’s all right to pull that one back there out? Just, you know, pull it right out? Is that really the right way?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged as if they were talking about which was the right way to place spoons and forks around a dinner plate. “Usually, the mech’s programming handles that.”

“Can you get yourself back into the machine, back in proper placement for … all of that?” He waved his hand around at her to indicate, well, everything.

“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s probably got a program for that.”

“Perhaps you could look quickly, before you lose too much blood.”

“Oh, I’ve got lots of blood,” she said, smiling. “Seawind said so himself. He said he’s never seen anyone bleed as much as me.”

“Well, get to it. Do you need me to teleport you back inside?”

She was already gone.

He wanted to worry for her, but she was so damned chipper, even with blood shooting out of tubes jammed all through her, she made it easy to relax. He thought he’d spare a moment to look for the War Queen.

Scanning the bottom of the crater, he immediately located the rim of the impact zone. He cast a sight spell and sent it over the edge.

The crater the giant had made at the bottom of the one Altin had dug was smaller, not near so deep, but it was deep enough that it wouldn’t be a simple climb to get down inside.

The giant lay at the bottom of it, facedown, and worse, with all four of its arms under it. It appeared to have maintained its hold on the War Queen throughout the fall, and if so, it had landed with its whole weight upon her. Altin shook his head. There was no chance she’d survived that.

To confirm, he sent his vision down to the giant, hoping to push through it and see if he might find her somehow in the darkness underneath, but the infernal magic-dampening effect prevented him from doing so even with the giant being dead. So, he decided to try it from the underside. He pushed his vision down into the dirt and spent some time poking around in the darkness where he thought the giant’s hands must be. But he couldn’t find his bearings, or at least, he couldn’t tell if he had found them or not, as he was either in the dark or in the dirt. Or both. Either way, he wasn’t going to find her like that.

And he couldn’t move the giant, as once again, even dead, a teleport wouldn’t affect the thing. In short, Her Majesty was lost.

He canceled the sight spell and blinked in the relative brightness of the overcast skies. He looked up into the windshield of the mech and saw Pernie shrugging and moving about.

“Can you get that thing in your neck pulled out?” he called up to her.

“I can,” she replied. “But I’ve got to hook back in first. It’s got a scan of me on file, so it’s actually an easy thing. It’s doing it now. Once it’s reattached, then I can disengage.”

The ground around them exploded as something hissing and yellow smashed into the mech. Altin barely saw it before he was, once again, blown backward in a wave of rock and debris.

He landed hard on his back, and once again he found himself buried beneath a heap of rocks, though this time not near so many nor so big. He wasn’t buried for long, however, for something struck the rock pile and blew it apart, throwing him out from under and spinning him through the air toward the crater wall. He didn’t wait to strike it or to find out what had struck the pile, and instead teleported himself to the top of the plateau.

He shook himself and had to blink dirt out of his eyes. As soon as he could see, he rushed to the edge and looked down, intent on bringing Pernie up before it was too late.

He cast a sight spell to where he’d been buried under the rocks, and this time he could see what had hit Pernie and nearly finished him. Two giant yellow ice lances were to blame; one lay broken in several large pieces where Pernie’s mech had been, and the other stuck out of the remnants of the rock pile. Both of them were huge and hissing things, like spears of urine, crackling and steaming in the cold air. Those could only have come from one man.

But where was he? And where was Pernie?

Altin found her right away, for the motions of her golden war machine were conspicuous in the bottom of the second crater, the one the giant had made. She had been blown into it, and she now lay upon the giant’s back, her machine on its own back like a turtle that’s been flipped over on its shell.

Cathkor made a small figure on the opposite side of the crater, up on its edge and barely visible in the light flurries of snow blowing around him. He shaped another ice lance and hurtled it down into the hole. Altin gasped, which was all he had time to do.

The giant ice spear was twenty paces long and double the thickness of Pernie’s helpless mech. It crashed into the Earth machine and burst into a thousand shards. Altin cried out as he watched, and his horror knocked him out of his seeing spell. He recast it immediately, but Pernie was buried beneath the mound of broken yellow ice.

Altin teleported himself directly back, right behind the stubborn and brutal killer, and in the instant he appeared, he sent a shaft of sharp blue ice right into Cathkor’s back, an assassin’s strike right through the spine.

Except Cathkor was gone, blinking away at the first breath of Altin’s teleport, the whisper of his arrival giving him away. Altin blinked away too, in that instant, and barely in time to avoid the yellow spear that once more drove into the ground, right where he had been.

The blinking about caused him to lose sight of Cathkor, which was especially dangerous, so he teleported again to the top of the plateau.

He found the man at the edge of the crater, on the opposite side this time. Altin sent an ice lance even as he saw Cathkor look up. Cathkor was beside him before the ice lance was halfway to the ground. Altin blinked away again.

He reappeared near where he’d been when he, Pernie, and the War Queen had first arrived. He cast a Combat Hop on himself, for fear that he might not be able to dodge the next attack. Ocelot’s whisker spell clearly was no longer in effect. He shaped it to trigger for ice lances, fireballs, and thrown lightning should Cathkor know that spell. He suddenly wished he’d asked Tytamon for that spell. Touch lightning would be risky right now.

As the thought struck him, he found himself moved, the Combat Hop triggered by Cathkor’s ice lance again. Damn that man for his Z-class divining spells. How does one fight a man who knows what you are most likely going to do?

But at least Tytamon’s block spell kept him from yanking thoughts right out of Altin’s head. That gave him an extra few seconds, anyway.

He blinked himself away, sending a spray of ice lances back at Cathkor as he went. He followed those with a rain of enormous fireballs that he brought down from above like a meteor storm. He didn’t figure the torrent of snowmelt would catch the man off guard, but it would make it difficult for Cathkor to stand around and think.

There came suddenly down upon him a whole forest of ice lances, slender and needle sharp. They descended all at once, a few hundred spears thrown together like a field of frozen wheat, barely space for a body to stand between. His Combat Hop saved him, but only by half a span. He cast another teleport and put himself near where the giant had broken the cliff. He did so as the field of ice lances grew to nearly cover the plateau, once again sparing himself only by the barest bit of space.

That was not far enough. And Cathkor had already cast more.

Altin’s Combat Hop went off again. And again. Each time it placed him amidst or even atop a cluster of ice lances, where his feet would slip. Cathkor’s next ice lances came so rapidly Altin had no time to fall. Each time, Combat Hop went off yet again. It went off so many times in succession Altin couldn’t keep up with it, and for a long stretch of moments he felt as if he were in the hands of the giant, the great beast playing at dice and Altin’s fate about to be rolled. The Combat Hop spell blurred him through the pounding ice lances, one teleport after the next, at least a hundred barely settled teleports. He came out of it and retched, his bearings completely lost. It was the cold of the snow on his hands when he finally did fall that got him up and seeing straight again.

He looked about for Cathkor, redoubling the block on his thoughts so that he might not somehow give himself away. If he’d lost his own bearings on himself, then Cathkor might have lost him too.

He took the time to breathe. He knew Cathkor would be looking for him. He peered into the forest of urine-yellow ice lances, the plateau now like a great snowy pegboard. It would be too dangerous to go in there now, into that piss-hued place of death.

Laughter sounded behind him, and he spun. Cathkor was there. A kaleidoscope of colors danced all around him as Combat Hop went through another sequence of evasive events. Altin finally appeared on the opposite side of the plateau, panting and with disorientation returned. He tried to fight off the nausea, but it was crippling.

“Go for the soft spot,” Cathkor said from somewhere to Altin’s left. “Of course. We don’t grab the porcupine by the back, now do we? Not when the belly is so soft and vulnerable. My mistake. But now I see.”

Altin launched a fireball at him, but the Murkian blinked away.

“Here, let me help you,” Cathkor said, creeping closer to Altin.

Altin backed away, staggering, his stomach in his mouth.

“Really, let me help you. I’ve a healing spell. You arranged for a bit of that for me. Let me repay my debt.”

Altin stumbled back, once more retching into the snow. He leaned heavily upon one of the yellow ice spears to catch his balance as vertigo spun his head. The ice lance was so cold it burned his hand. Cathkor let go a little flicker of a fireball, which flew right past Altin’s ear. He jerked his head to dodge it, but it wasn’t meant for him anyway. The Combat Hop would have gone off.

Instead, the hot little flame struck the yellow ice lance immediately above Altin’s hand. Melting it. Boiling it. The hot fluid ran freely over his hand and forearm, which he jerked away. He lost his balance, the vertigo sending him to his knees. He plunged his hand into the snow. Yet still it burned. He pulled it out and saw steam rising from his flesh. It was red and the skin had split open, nearly liquefied. What wasn’t pain from boiling was the mild acid of the Murkian water that Orli had told him about, adding insult to the injury of his burns.

Thinking of her brought some measure of focus back, rage brewing in the acid and the throbbing pain.


Then he reeled, tipping over with a wave of nausea, and lost it all.

“She’ll die now,” Cathkor said. “And this will all be over.”

Altin’s gut muscles spasmed and cramped, beyond nausea into near paralysis. His jaw clenched and he curled up despite how hard he fought against the crippling wave.

“Isn’t it awful to have your own body turned against you?” Cathkor asked. “And I’m not proud of it. You made an attempt to be honorable. In your own way. I can see that you tried.”

Altin managed to widen his eyes, one more than the other, but he had barely focus enough to hate. Something was wrong with him now. Something different.

A disease spell. Nausea. A perversion of the healer’s gift, inspired by his own vertigo.

“I would have liked a cleaner victory,” Cathkor said. “Ice or fire is more dignified. A man like you ought not to die in a puddle of his own bile. But you forced my hand.”

Altin couldn’t form a sentence, much less a thought. Something came snarling out, but he couldn’t remember what he’d said by the time it passed his lips. He couldn’t even hold on to the image of Orli in his head.

“What’s that?” Cathkor said. “Piss off?” He actually laughed. “Was that your last line in this great play of ours?” He shook his head, as if truly disappointed. “I hope not. Imagine that being the final lyric in your ballad: ‘Piss off,’ quoth the Champion of Feidorie. And so he did.’” Cathkor reached down, placing his hand upon Altin’s shoulder. “Then piss off you shall. Vomit is too odious anyway.” Something warm radiated from Cathkor’s hand, his mouth shaped a few unspoken words, and Altin’s bladder began to run. The warm fluid poured out of him. In the cold it burned like fire over his thighs. His robes grew heavy with it.

Cathkor looked up into the sky and shouted to his god. “You see me now, mighty Sestubrie, bringing truth to what is right. May no one question your glory again.” His tone shifted, became professorial as he spoke then to the people of his world. He turned about as he talked, slow circles as if taking in everyone seated around him in some invisible stadium. “The rest of you, see now what happens to those who would question the gods. Look down at this one, the Champion of people who do not believe. Look as they grovel and wallow in the puddle of their own making, pissing away the life they were given and abused. Look and see what comes of unbelief. Look here, upon this world that was once filled with unbelievers just like him, a world purged of humanity for their crimes. See now and know the wrath of gods. Know forever that you are the luckiest humans in all of time. Serve your god, and do your duty to your fellow man.”

Altin could only barely hear the words. His body was tortured by the cramping in his stomach, and his bladder burned. He ought to be done by now; the sheer volume that poured out of him went well beyond anything approaching his normal capacity, and yet still fluids ran. He was drying out. His lips were chapped beyond the doing of simple dry cold, and his eyelids felt as if they scraped over concrete. His tongue felt as if it were made of ash, a great mound of it stuck to the dry paste that had become of his mouth and throat.

Cathkor gazed down upon him, and the volume of liquid increased severalfold. Cathkor leaned over him and smiled. “It’s an awful way to go,” he admitted, “but I’ll open up the valve for you out of respect. Goodbye, my friend. You were a good man. If godless.”

The streak of laser light was blinding in the twilight darkness, and even as he neared the point of death, his body wrung dry, Altin winced and closed his eyes. Cathkor shrieked, and a moment later came the puff of impact when his body fell into the snow. A moment after, heavy footfalls vibrated through the ground, accompanied by the snap and crackle of breaking ice. He tried to focus on it but couldn’t. He was exhausted. He couldn’t stop relieving himself. It was no relief. His life was melting away.

The footfalls were close now. He was dimly aware of the whines and hisses of Pernie’s mech. More lights flashed, laser shots, he was sure, but he couldn’t see anymore. His vision was gone, barely a haze as dehydration evaporated consciousness.

And then Pernie was there beside him again, once more singing her elven healing song. It was as if she sang it from a distance, from a hundred thousand measures off, the sweet notes of it somehow blowing to him across a sea of time.

He was aware first that he’d stopped peeing. Then he must have slept, though perhaps not very long, for when he woke again it was only just getting dark. An hour, perhaps less. Pernie knelt beside him, her face pale. Her lips blue. She smiled at him, though, most happily.

“You’re back,” she said, and her eyes filled with joy. “I knew you would be. I just knew it. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known. You might not be strong like lifting stones and chopping trees, but your spirit is strong like Kettle always said. She said you and me have strong spirits, and Gimmel said it too. Except he said it about me more than you, but I know he would have said it about you if he’d known you as well as I do.”

Altin shook his head, clearing his thoughts, trying to get his bearings, not in space but in body. And for that matter on Cathkor.

Pernie kept talking all the while, gushing with gleeful energy, and Altin only half hearing her as she blathered on excitedly. Cathkor lay a few spans away. The snow had all melted around him, perhaps in part by the warm leakage that had poured from Altin all that time, but also by laser fire, if the black spots upon the stone were any evidence. His arms and legs were gone, blasted away, leaving stumps no more than a hand’s width from the joints at shoulders and hips. His mouth was blackened as well, his tongue burnt out and his lips crispened like overdone bacon. Yet still he gurgled, giving evidence that some bit of life remained, though perhaps not for long.


Altin struggled to his feet, and Pernie, still yammering in glowing tones, helped him, though she wobbled too.

Upright, Altin could see what Pernie had done to Cathkor, carved up like something prepped for a feast. His flesh was burned everywhere, blackened and flaking for some distance above the places where his limbs had been blasted off. He was barely a stump of a man, and she’d burned both his eyes out as well as his tongue. The flesh of his cheeks and forehead was cracked and blistered too, a roasting duck left too long above the fire.

“By the gods,” Altin said, turning to Pernie in dismay. “What have you done?”

She looked up at him through adoring eyes, her smile wan, blue lipped, and fading some. “I didn’t kill him,” she said. “Just like I know you would have wanted. You’re always very nice to people you ought to kill, so I did like you would have done.”

“You what?” His disbelief was evident, more so than when he’d first asked, but she was oblivious to it anyway.

“I kept him alive, just like you would want me to. I was merciful. I wanted to cut him all up until he was dead, but then I thought, What would Altin do? And I know you didn’t want him dead, or you would never have left him as a statue. So there he is, just like you would have done if you hadn’t got cramped up from the cold.”

“It wasn’t the cold,” he said. “He beat me. He caught me off guard. Used my own magic against me, then caught me with a sickness spell. And then … some other things.”

“Oh no he didn’t,” Pernie said. “That’s not it at all. He got lucky because you’d just defeated the giant and the boy Champion. You took them both out by yourself, only with a tiny bit of help from me.”

He thought about correcting her, but he was exhausted. Her healing spells had him on his feet, but hardly brimming with energy. She beamed up at him with her little blue lips, then fell to her knees.

That’s when he noticed all the blood.

Most of the snow around them was melted away, most of it by his own pooling urine. But around the edges there was blood enough to see. Sprayed there by the thin jets of it that spewed from all the tubes poking out of her again.

“You were supposed to disconnect!” he yelled, laying her flat on the ground. “You said you would reconnect and then let the machine extract itself.”

“I did,” she said, still smiling. “But then I got back in. I’m sorry I took so long.” Her smile began to wilt then, and her eyes fluttered closed.

“No!” he shouted. “Gods damn it, Pernie, no.” He shook her. “No, by the gods, not you too. Wake up.” He shook her violently, staring down into her face. He filled with the memories of all the times she’d come to save him, the first time, so far from home, alone, helpless, draped over the stones of his broken tower, dying with a broken spine. She’d been there. Again when they’d come back from Red Fire. And again only hours ago. Not even a day. “Wake up, you psychotic little thing!” he shouted. “Wake up. You will not die on me!”

Her eyes opened again. “Oh, I won’t,” she promised him. She was very groggy, but still alive.

“Gods be praised.”

“Oh, you don’t believe in them,” she muttered, eyes half-closed again.

“What do I do?” he said. He looked about. His own thoughts were hardly any clearer than hers.

“Put me back in the mech,” she said. “It will fix me.” She seemed a bit more alert now, if in the fashion of a wet sack.

He looked up into the mech. “How? You’re too weak to stand.”

“We can both squeeze in.” That seemed to please her especially. “It will be nice.” Her head lolled, and the last words came out dreamily.

“I’ll take you to Doctor Leopold.” He dropped his mental block and sent a thought out to the doctor, but the man’s mind was blocked. A sight spell right after found him, bent over the body of a man with a spear through his heart. He searched through the corridors for his partner, Doctor Salmbalsam. She was in a room two doors down, doing likewise with a woman with an arrow through her head.

What was happening?

He looked back to Pernie, canceling the spell. Prosperion doctors might not know what to do with all these Earth-made tubes anyway.

He could take her to Earth.

“Master Altin,” she whispered. “Just put me in the mech.”

“But …”

She smiled again. “It will work.”

So he did as he was told.




Chapter 60

Altin lifted Pernie to her feet. She tried to help, but she had very little strength. He held her against his body, both of them wobbly still. It was remarkable how light she was, how small for such a fierce little thing.

He sent his magic sight inside the mech’s pilothouse for a moment, long enough to orient himself to the space. Not much, but enough. He cast them within it a moment later, the two of them, Pernie’s back to the odd gel that clung to the backboard. He had enough room to lean away some, his backside pressed against the console, almost seated upon it, and he could lean back into the curve of the canopy glass. He did so and could look into Pernie’s face.

She drooped forward with him as he leaned back, lying upon his chest. He pushed her away, back into the thin layer of gel. “Hey, wake up,” he said softly to her at first, then a second time more urgently. “Pernie, wake up. I don’t know what to do.”

Pushing her into the gel firmly, at least as firmly as he could in his own weakened condition, he looked around, leaning this way and that, looking over her shoulders and around her ribs for whatever devices were supposed to be plugged into those tubes from which her body fluids drained.

He found two of them, right away, little couplings sticking out on either side of the gel. He thought to tug on one of them, intending to pull it out far enough that he might connect it to the tube in her left elbow. Doing so, however, required letting go of Pernie’s arm. The coupling did slide out some, barely the length of his longest finger, but not enough that he could snake it down to where her blood was spraying out. He could smell it now, here in the tight confines of the mech. The warm copper smell, carried on a rising humidity, two bodies, wet from snowmelt and urine in addition to the fog of blood.

He shifted her as best he could, trying to lift her slightly and shift her elbow closer to the length of tubing coming from the mech. He leaned against her, pressing her body to the gel with his own. He fumbled with her arm then, trying to get the bit of tubing in her arm to touch that which came from the war machine. He couldn’t see, though. They were too mashed together in the dim space, and he could not twist and see without letting her slump limply off to one side.

“Damn it, girl,” he cursed. “Wake up. I need some small measure of help from you.”

Casting magic sight, he looked behind her arm. The tube ends were close. He lifted her elbow more, and his own arm struck against the side of the canopy where the glass sealed up against the frame of the machine. He shifted his grip and got it closer.

The two ends almost met. He strained, curling his wrist in, it too mashed against the side of the machine. He gripped her arm as tight as he could, surely bruising her upper arm, but he only needed another quarter fingerbreadth. He could not move his arm or hand any more without shifting, however, thus losing all progress, or worse, possibly sliding his backside along the controls and activating something counterproductive if not outright terrible.

He lifted with his toes, mashing himself against her, twisting his pelvis and chest, trying to slide her that last little bit toward the tube.

It was right there. The width of a hair and the ends would touch. He twisted his body more, driving his ribs and stomach against hers, sliding her just barely, his body trembling with the strain. So close now. If he couldn’t get it, he’d have to start again.

The two bits touched, the length coming out of the machine brushing against the coupling in Pernie’s flesh, at first barely contacting one another, and then it was too far. A hairbreadth over. He pulled back, more a letting go of breath to take some pressure off. The two parts came together again.

He watched in his magic sight, still trembling against her, waiting, wondering, What now?

Nothing happened. The two ends simply touched. He waited some more. She’d said the machine would fix her. How? What else was he supposed to do? Was there some button to push? Something he was supposed to say? There wasn’t even enough room to turn around. They were like two pickled things jammed tightly in this metal jar.

Then came a slight whirring noise and two beeps. The length of tube in the machine widened like a tiny talon and grabbed the piece stuck in Pernie’s arm. It pulled the coupling together, and with a barely audible click, it was joined. Fluid immediately began running through it. Altin could tell because the color changed.

“Thank the gods!” he exclaimed, brought back from the precipice of giving up.

He moved his magic sight to the other side of her body then, grabbing her other arm and moving it up toward the tube on that side. He wasn’t sure how strong the tubing was, though, and he didn’t want to break it off if he let her collapse or fall away.

With contorted wrists and a shoulder having to twist in a most unnatural way, he managed to slide her other arm in place as well. It was the work of two long minutes, through which much more blood was lost. He sure hoped she was right about this infernal machine.

The coupling snapped into place on that side as well, allowing him another moment’s relief. But those were not the worst of it. There was still the eerie one, the long, thick needle dripping the pink fluid from her spine, the thing like a hollow knife in the back of her neck.

He let his vision go to that one, marking its location, then looked to the place in the gel where something might stick out to meet up with that. But there was nothing like it, no obvious joint or coupler. Only the gel, though it had begun to glow a bit now, lit up from behind.

Perhaps he only needed to push her head back into it. At the moment, her head was lolled forward, her face upon his shoulder. He raised his shoulder and tried to get her head back into the gel. She was too limp, lying upon him as she was.

He tried twice more, gently, and a third time a bit more violently, tossing her head back and then pinning it against the gel with his shoulder pressed against her chin.

He wanted to simply grab her face and push her head where it ought to be, but if he let go of her arms and the dead weight of them falling broke the tubes, well, he’d be back to where he’d begun.

All he had left to work with was his face.

He let his magic sight spell go and leaned down and grabbed a mouthful of her hair. Biting down, he tugged her head upright with it. With his shoulder, he kept her from tipping back again. He let go her hair, pushing it out with his tongue. It tasted like sweat and perhaps a hint of honey, something chemical too, something made on Earth. He spat out the strands, and, careful not to pull his head so far away as to let her tip the other way, he worked his forehead around the side of her face, then placed it upon hers, pressing himself, the curve of his back, into the canopy to accommodate the difference in their height. With his forehead on hers, he managed to get her mashed back into the gel.

He was panting from the effort, so many tiny movements, trying to be precise with muscles never meant to be so. He looked down into her face, so close now to his own, and softly shook his head. What a thing she had become. An enigma. The sweet, odd, chatty little girl with the bubbling laugh and the strange little cruel streak was now a woman, still sweet sometimes, still chatty like a child, but also now a killer. Not merely a killer, either. An assassin. A hired murderer for the elves, and perhaps a slightly psychotic one at that. Another perfect pawn in a violent universe hell-bent on taking Orli away from him.

It seemed ironic that he was saving her like this, and as intimately as this, no less. Had she been awake for it, he imagined she’d have been as pleased as a bee in a blossom.

He realized he was nearly dreaming that. He caught himself and blinked himself fully awake. His knees had begun to buckle. If he nodded off, he’d be unable to maintain Pernie’s placement in the healing gel. But he was so tired. He started to nod off again.

He shook himself, his whole body, and, in doing so, shook hers. He leaned against her again, mashing her into the gel firmly, then quickly recast the seeing spell.

The needle in her neck was not quite pressed into the gel. He was convinced that it needed to be. He still couldn’t let go her arms, and his legs were trembling with the effort of keeping himself up and her pinned in place.

He rolled his face down a bit more, pressing his cheek to hers. He tried to lever her head backward, but her face started to turn away. He tilted his head sidewise, replaced his check against her mouth. He turned back to his left, letting the grip of his unshaven jaw roll her face back his way. His mouth was on hers by the time her head was straight, and it was essentially a kiss—more a clinking of teeth—that pushed her back and into place. He tilted his chin up, pulling their mouths apart, and with a thrust of his head forward, he heard the click of something locking into place.

That click was followed by a few more clicks, a dull whirr, and several beeps. Lights blinked on above him somewhere. He let go the magic sight spell and looked around as best he could, moving only his eyes. Mostly all he saw was Pernie’s face. But things were working around him now most certainly.

“Conectada,” came the announcement from the mech’s computer, a woman’s voice, yet devoid of emotion, hollow as if she spoke from inside a length of pipe.

Pernie’s weight still sagged against him, so he dared not let her go. He wanted to collapse, but he pressed against her, waiting breathlessly for the machine to do its work. Every second was an effort now. The machine sounds gave him hope, for her but also portending some relief for himself. He leaned into her, panting, whole body quivering, his thighs nearly in seizure, they twitched so much. He wouldn’t last much more.

Something nicked him, like a bite, on his left shin. Something else scraped across his thigh. The robes on his arms tugged as well where something had grabbed the fabric there.

He didn’t dare move, didn’t even risk tilting his head to see. If that needle in her neck snapped off the wrong way, she might be paralyzed. Anything else he did might break something loose. But he also might be in the way. Blocking some vital process by his extreme proximity.

Something hard struck him in the forehead and then pried its way between him and her. It started to bite into his skin with considerable force, so he pulled his head back. Doing so allowed a thin metal band to finish wrapping itself around her forehead.

“Oh, thank the gods,” he exclaimed, realizing what it was. He looked down and saw that his robe was caught in a similar device that now held Pernie’s arms. He was caught on both sides, he soon realized, the cloth gathered up and pinned in place with her. But the machine was taking over at long last!

He let himself relax and lean away. The machine had her now. That was good. Looking into her face, he could see that some color was already returning to her lips. Perhaps there was still hope for her after all.

And as if to answer that, her eyes fluttered open. For a moment she stared out of them blankly, but soon focus returned. She looked right into his eyes, her gaze unwavering.

“You saved me,” she said. The words themselves, the sound of them, were not made in awe or astonishment, nor even gratitude. It was simply an observation, a pleasant-seeming fact. And yet, in her eyes, there was much more, something radiant, even rapturous. Altin couldn’t tell. Her body shifted and her pelvis pushed against his. He wasn’t sure if that was an accident.

“You were right about your machine,” he replied to her words as he leaned back into the canopy, away from the worship in her eyes … among other things. “It managed to hook itself up once I got you inside. Your machine saved you. I only plugged you in.”

The radiance of her smile shifted some, not to disappointment for his evasiveness, but to something less euphoric. Something grounded in a real world. “But still,” she said, then let the idea trail off on its own.

“So how long do you need before we can get out of here? How long before we can teleport?”

Pernie studied him and did not answer. Her eyes moved slowly across his features, lingering, taking in each bit of him as if he were some wonder she’d never seen. She exhaled a long and wistful breath, its warmth blowing over him in the close confines.

“How long?” he asked again. “We’ve got to get back.”

“I know,” she said. “You’ve got to save your Orli again.”

He let go a breath of his own, exasperated and suddenly impatient. “Pernie, let’s not get into this now. How long do you need?”

“She doesn’t love you, you know.”

Exasperated, he replied, “Yes. She does.”

“Not like I do.”

“You?” He didn’t laugh—it would have been cruel—nor did he quite spit it out. For expedience, he forced himself to set further comment aside. He was too tired anyway. “Pernie, by the gods, just answer the question: How long?”

“She’ll never love you like I do.”

“Pernie, please. How long?”

“She can’t. It isn’t in her.”

“If you mean ‘love’ as some variety of creepy and murderous, then yes, you are right. Now, please, how long?”

“Her love is selfish. She only loves you because she wants you to put babies in her. She loves you because she wants babies, and that is all. Babies and dragon rides.”

“And you claim to love me for something different? You were fawning over the idea of dragons long before she even knew such things exist. And that look in your eyes does not preclude babies either. I may be naive, Pernie, but I am not a fool.”

“I love you. I would die for you.”

“So would she. She is in danger of doing it right now, as we speak.”

“No, she wouldn’t. Never.”

“She would, and she nearly has several times before. You were there for one of them, when we returned from Red Fire. And that was but once. She nearly died to get me out of the brig on the Aspect as well, and before that, she stepped in front of Captain Asad’s weapon, daring him to shoot her before he could shoot me. That was the day we met. She’s been willing to die for me since the first day, Pernie.”

“That’s different, that last one, and for all of those others, she is still alive. She didn’t die for you. She never will. Just watch. And oh, when you give her babies, then you will see. Put a baby in her selfish, Earth-born belly and see if she’d even pretend that she would still die for you.” The last of it came out upon a sneer.

“Well … that’s absurd.” He didn’t know what to say to that, and for a time all he could do was stare into this face, this half child, half woman mashed against him here. “Now, please, will you tell me how long we need?”

“Give her a baby,” Pernie insisted. “Put a baby in her and see. Let her have one crawling around her manipulating feet, giggling and cooing. Then you’ll know. You’ll know you’d rot before she ever made that sacrifice.”

“Love is not about dying for people, you psychopath. Yes, of course you protect one another, but it’s not some big idiotic race to see who can die fastest. And I wouldn’t want her to die for me anyway. And if we had a child, especially not then.”

“As if you want a child at all.”

“I do.”

“No. You don’t. She wants one, and you want one for her. That is not the same.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is. You want the stars, Master Altin. I’m not a child anymore. And I wasn’t stupid when I was one. I saw you. I watched you. Every single day of my life, I watched you. Standing up there in your tower, standing in the ivy. Watching Luria watching you. I saw Master Tytamon yell at you. I saw the fires and broken ribs. I saw you lying there on the floor, Master Altin. I was there all along. Loving you. I know who you are and what it is in your heart. That is what I want. I want nothing but what you want. I want you to be who you are meant to be. I want to protect your dreams. I want to be your champion every day. That is my dream. That is what I want. Not like her. She only cares about herself. I’m not stupid, Master Altin. I know what I have seen.”

“Well, then you are blind. Or worse, you refuse to see properly. Yes, of course I want what she wants. You just said that very thing about yourself, invoking it as a good thing. Orli has followed me all across the whole wide universe for all these years now. If all she wanted was a dragon ride and a family, why then has she put up with me through all of that? Why come with me across the stars, back and forth again and again, the very stars she wanted nothing more than to be done with? For years! Why? Why would she do that? How can you think that is selfish? How can you think that evidence for her being selfish? That is nonsense. Yes, she wants a family, and yet despite that being what she wants most of all, she’s put all that aside to be with me as I live my dreams. And look what it’s gotten her, pinned to a stake as my sacrifice.

“You claim she wouldn’t die for me? What in the name of all things vile do you think she is doing right now, Pernie? Right now, while you and I argue about what counts as true love? She’s out there waiting to be executed, or not, at the whims of an infernal alien that I brought her to. An alien that would never have known she was alive had I not infected her with my own cosmic selfishness.

“You want to think of love being defined by who would die for whom? You want to think of it as who was selfish for not making the ultimate sacrifice? Well, ask yourself how worthy I am of anybody’s love. How about that, hmmm? How worthy, Pernie? You whose love is driven by the awe of Taot in the sky. The awe of my magic when you were but a small child, where everything is wonder. You are young, Pernie. I don’t blame you for your feelings. But you are a child. Growing older, yes, but still young. And the woman you are becoming is being twisted by whatever strange violence resides in you. You have goodness in your heart, perhaps a loving heart, but you’ve always had a dark place too. Whether you were killing lizards or baby deer, you’ve always been inclined to the death of things. You’ve been fixated with it, since the very first. And now you are a trained killer, a weapon honed by the elves, by Shadesbreath and his lot, no less. What creature on all of Prosperion is more a thing of death than him? He and his ilk have infected you, and now you know death better than any of us. So perhaps it makes sense that you think love is about dying. But that is not love, Pernie. Death has nothing to do with love. At least not the human kind. Dying is not evidence.”

Pernie blinked up at him through eyes welling with tears, her expression as if he’d just stabbed her with a knife. It was not the pain of it but the surprise, as if she hadn’t known he’d carried one, and now he’d gone and snuck it out and stabbed her right through the heart. She blinked a few more times but couldn’t stop the tears. He thought she might say something, for her mouth was open, but she did not. There were no sobs or sighs. She only looked at him, staring at him through the stream of tears that ran freely down her cheeks.

“Pernie,” he said at length, watching her unspoken agony, softening him some. “I’m sorry. That was not … that came out harsher than I meant. I simply meant … it’s only that—I’m sorry. I’m tired and we need to get back.”

She reached up with her right hand, the tubes in the mech given slack by the apparatus now that they were properly attached. His first thought was that she’d strike him, a slap, but she wasn’t moving that fast. Her slender hand, pale in the light of the mech’s console, did reach toward his face, though. An awkward caress, perhaps. But no. She reached past him to a pair of buttons near the edge of the canopy, flipping both on with a click-click.

“Ten minutes,” she said.




Chapter 61

Cloudy twilight approached as Altin reappeared in the crater where the giant had fallen. It lay half-buried, facedown in the ground, the War Queen still buried underneath. Despite his previous failures, Altin spent a moment trying to find her with a seeing spell. As before, all was darkness beneath the unmoving titan.

He attempted once more to teleport the colossus out of the way, but it was futile, as expected. It was still resistant to his magic despite being dead for so long. Assuming it was dead, of course. He realized this as his cast failed. He had no way to know beyond the fact it was silent and did not stir. He suspected it would be the same for the War Queen.

He did have the dig spell Peppercorn had given him, so at least he could, with effort, dig down and retrieve her body. Theoretically. He went to work tunneling underneath, seeking the giant’s hands. He followed the line of the giant’s upper left arm down into the rock. Peppercorn’s spell was excellent, and he excavated a serviceable access in a matter of minutes.

With a thumb-sized fireball for light, he made his way into the chamber he’d cut, ducking and wiping away bits of dirt that fell upon him from the giant’s stony skin, which formed the ceiling of his newly made space.

He moved to where the giant’s hands were clenched, motionless, as if stopped in the act of dealing a double-fisted hammer blow. From this close, Altin could appreciate how massive the monster was, each knuckle as broad as an ox head, each finger the girth of an oak tree. And somewhere enfolded within those sixteen mighty trunks was the War Queen—or what remained of her.

He called to her first.

“Your Majesty?”

Probably foolish, but there was no harm in trying. Those hands were big enough, the space within them large enough, that survival was at least plausible. She did wear her armor.

Nothing.

He tried twice more. “Your Majesty? My Queen, can you hear me?” Still no answer.

He attempted another seeing spell, but the giant’s magical defenses were unassailable.

He moved the little fireball around, seeking some gap through which he might peek, or perhaps even push magical vision. There was some hope up near the thumbs.

With the dig spell, he cleared more space to work, near where the right thumb crossed over the left. He even carved a stairway into the wall so he could climb up.

Soon enough he had a place through which to see, a little gap at the base of the thumb, underneath, right where human thumbs get fleshier and soft. He guided the fireball to it, but as it neared the gap, the light began to dim, the infernal magical protections at work, nearly snuffing the fire out. He drew back a little, then cast a seeing spell, which he moved to peer into the gap as if looking through a keyhole.


Light glinted golden within the clenched hands, the War Queen’s armor reflecting it back. She lay motionless. He couldn’t tell what part of her he was looking at, for she was tucked tightly within, rolled up like an embryo in the womb. And when he tried to move the seeing spell the least bit farther into the space, the vision dimmed as had the tiny fireball.

He let the seeing spell go and called to her again. “Your Majesty!”

No reply.

He was going to have to open the giant’s giant mitts. Physically.

Moving back down directly beneath the giant’s doubled fists, he studied the way the fingers were wrapped together, the right hand covering the fingers of the left. He reached up and grabbed the littlest finger of the outer hand and gave that a pull. He might as well have been trying to pull down one of the Palace watchtowers.

He needed a fulcrum.

He sent his magical sight back to the still-smoldering brambles where he’d found Pernie and fought the boy Champion. He looked about in the woods beyond the clearing until he found a suitable branch, which he teleported back.

Wedging it between the giant’s right pinky and a knuckle of its left hand, he gave a mighty heave, hauling back on it with all his strength and weight. He might have had better luck pulling the whole Palace down.

He took another tack and dug out more dirt and stone around the giant’s right forearm. He thought perhaps if the giant’s weight shifted some on one side, its hands would come apart.

They did. A little. And shortly after he’d cleared almost to the elbow, the giant’s hands bloomed like a flower, opening up to reveal the War Queen lying in a limp heap of twisted limbs and gleaming gold. Her sword tumbled out after her as she rolled to a stop in the curl of the giant’s half-unfurled fingers. The mighty weapon slid down the slope of its stony fingers too, sparks flying, then hit her breastplate like a ramp and came hurtling at Altin as if someone had thrown a spear. He dodged it, barely, and turned to stare wide-eyed at its gilded pommel, which waggled up and down in half-span arcs. The tip had buried itself the length of Altin’s forearm in the chamber wall, and the whole thing emitted a metallic warble that sounded like a lumberjack flexing a saw blade three spans long.

“Tidalwrath’s teeth!” Altin let go, realizing how close he’d come to being skewered. “Now that would have been bad luck.”

Even where Her Majesty was, she was still too high for him to get to easily, so he dug out some dirt from the chamber wall and set it down beneath the giant’s hands, shaping a mound up which he could climb.

“Your Majesty!” he called, giving her a nudge. “Your Majesty, are you still alive?”

Her silence did not prevent him from trying again, giving her a sound shake. Still she did not respond, so he got hold of the back of her armor, gripping down inside the neck, and made a third attempt, this time shaking her so violently the buckles clinked, leather creaked, and the plates clattered against one another loudly enough that he feared he might set off some element of the armor’s magical defense.

The effort moved her some, but nothing more. No magic. No signs of life from the War Queen.

In her new position, however, Altin could reach her throat through a space at the gorget. Shoving his hand through the armor, with nervous fingers, he felt for a heartbeat in the soft flesh of the royal neck.

He found one.

She was still alive! And not only alive, but her pulse was strong. Like a virile rabbit kicking him through a sack.

He had to get her down, out of the giant’s dead, magic-bucking grip.

He tried again to drag her over the giant’s fingertips, but curled as they were, it was as if she were lying in a trough. She was simply too heavy to haul up over the edge.

He climbed up with her and jumped up and down a few times on the giant’s fingertips, hoping to straighten them enough that she might simply slide out onto the ground. The stone was not only unforgiving for his purpose, it was unforgiving on his bare feet. However, he did make some progress. He quickly realized the easiest thing would be to drop the littlest finger down, and then he could jump down and pull her off the side of the hand.

A few minutes of that seemed to help, at least enough that he thought he might give the branch he’d gotten another try. Bracing it against the giant’s face, part of which was looking down at him in its role as ceiling to this little space, he levered it from under the finger and gave a series of mighty tugs. That did it. The finger moved enough that one of Her Majesty’s legs actually flopped over the edge.

He caught hold of that foot and pulled. He managed to drag her perhaps a half-hand’s width, and then she got stuck, some plate or buckle of her armor snagged.

He climbed back up and shoved at her, trying to push her off. Not much progress that way. He rolled her back onto her stomach, back up the curve of the giant’s fingers, peering over her to see where she was stuck. That got a moan out of her.

“Your Majesty!” he cried. “Thank the gods. Wake up!” He shook her then, aggressively, repeating, “Wake up, wake up, wake up.”

She spun suddenly and snatched him by the wrist, eyes wide and staring through her visor in something between surprise and rage.

He tried to pull away, but no luck. That grip was a golden werebear trap.

“Your Majesty!” he shouted at her. “It’s me. It’s Altin. We’ve got to get out of here.”

She shook her head, her whole body, so violently the very space they were in rumbled, the hand itself trembling as if by a minor earthquake.

Bits of dirt fell from the giant’s face above, staring blankly down at them.

The War Queen relaxed, lying back. He watched her take and let go a long breath. Her eyes fluttered open, and for the first time she seemed to recognize him. She blinked again.

More dirt rained down.

The hand vibrated some beneath his feet again too, though Her Majesty had not moved at all.

She was looking up at him, past him, and her eyes widening again.

Altin followed her gaze up in time to see the giant’s eyes blink twice, with a loud grating of stone against stone, accompanied by the patter of gravel tinking off the War Queen’s armor. They opened, and the giant looked back at him. A low rumble sounded from seemingly everywhere, from the giant, from the rock, and from the chamber walls.

“Son of a harpy!” he swore. “Get up, get up. Get off before it closes its hands!” He stood and grabbed her by the wrist. He leaned away from her, frantically pulling with all his might, even trying to throw all his weight into yanking her over the edge of the giant’s massive palm.

She was too heavy. The giant’s hands closed instead.

He and Her Majesty were mashed together, closer even than he and Pernie had been inside the mech. The hilt of her dagger was jammed into his ribs so hard it made him see spots, and her helmet had surely broken his nose.

He was certain they were going to be crushed to death, but then the grip relaxed. The giant let go a low moan as its hand opened back up a bit. The two of them tumbled down into the lowest portion of the palm. Extricating himself, he got to his knees and looked out through a gap in the bottom of the space, where one of the giant’s little fingers had uncurled. He was fairly sure he could wriggle out, but Her Majesty could not with all that armor on.

He paused to listen for signs of life from the giant. Maybe that had been its last gasp before it finally died. But when he peered up at the giant’s face, its eyelids moved as if it were having some terrible dream.

He crawled back beside the Queen. “Get your armor off,” he said, “and quickly. It’s waking up.” He fell to his knees beside her and began fumbling for the straps that would get her pauldrons off. “Hurry. We’ll be crushed.”

She shook her head for a moment, a reflex, perhaps, then looked into his face. It took her a moment, but then she nodded. She reached for the left-side buckle as he continued to fumble with the right.

There came a great moan then, a moan that rumbled all around them as if Sestubrie himself were casting the violence upon the ground. All was chaos for a time, the two of them bashed and smashed against the stone within the giant’s loosely balled fists.

The beast was standing up.

Altin regained his bearings once his confines settled. He could see the ground far below through the giant’s fingers. It let loose another moan and teetered, as if about to fall back down, but managed to steady itself.

Altin tried twice to get enough mana through gaps that had opened between the fingers as the giant had clamored to its feet. He only needed to snatch enough that he could teleport them outside. But there wasn’t enough. Only puffs, like a mean old man blowing pipe smoke into a cage to torment some poor creature inside.

Cloudy twilight made its way inside the giant’s fists, not much but some. Altin glanced up and saw the giant’s great yellow eye peering down into the hollow, pus yellow like the swamps back on Murk. The eye widened for a moment as if surprised, then narrowed again. The gap closed as the creature roared. The hands began to squeeze in earnest now.

The space suddenly became very small, and Altin was mashed against the War Queen again, like two corpses in a coffin. She snaked her arms around him, and one of her legs, enfolding him and shaping her body around him protectively. The giant squeezed, clamping down on her with both hands together. She grunted against the pressure. He could feel her do it, her body vibrating with the effort, her muscles trembling as she fought with all her strength. He was surprised she had any beyond her mortal frame, but she must have, for the giant should have been able to simply pop them as easily as Altin might a pair of grapes.

But perhaps popping was simply a matter of time, for despite the War Queen’s effort, the pressure continued to increase. Slowly. The giant roared and roared, trembling with its own exertion. The pressure intensified, and the War Queen’s body gradually compressed, the curve of her body constricting him as she folded ever inward. Her armored breastplate began to bite into his back, the winepress working toward inevitable victory. He imagined his vertebrae beginning to burst, puffs of bone dust like stomped blocks of chalk.


“Be … ready,” she grunted through clenched teeth. Doing so made the pressure worse.

Ready for what? An end to this torture? It wouldn’t matter for long. He could no longer breathe. His chest and back and ribs were confined so completely he could no longer expand for air.

The War Queen snarled, half grunt, half roar, a fierce thing filled with rage. A sliding sound followed, like several swords being drawn at once, and long spikes emerged from the royal armor like steel porcupine quills. In the instant after, for the span of three heartbeats and not one more, the pressure was gone. Light filled the tiny confines in that moment, and the War Queen’s hand gripped him by the inner thigh with such power the meat of his leg was crushed. In the time it took him to cry out, she flung him out of the gap that had opened in the giant’s hand. So quickly did that opening come and go, the crush of the giant hand clamping shut nicked off one of Altin’s little toes as he flew out.

And he was falling.




Chapter 62

Wind whistled in Altin’s ears as he plummeted. The War Queen had freed him from the giant’s grip, but he still had to free his wits. The wind of his descent blurred his vision, making seeing into the growing darkness difficult. He squinted and got his bearings as the giant swung a massive hand at him, attempting to snatch him midfall. He just got the teleport off in time.

The giant’s hand whooshed through the empty space. It checked its empty fist as one might after having attempted to snatch a fly out of the air, then growled. It spun around, searching for the elusive little mage, its feet stomping and creating waves of rock and debris.

Altin, now on the ground near its feet, had to dance out of the way to avoid being crushed. The pain in his brutally bruised thigh—not to mention the missing toe—caused him to stumble and fall. The giant saw the movement and swatted at him again, trying to mash him flat against the ground. Altin teleported to the other side of the crater. Again the giant roared.

From his new vantage, he spotted the War Queen, now gripped in the giant’s upper left hand like a toy, a little golden doll bristling with spikes.

She pounded on its hand with her own small fists, the spikes that had emerged from her gauntlets long and slender poignards, hammering down against the fingers wrapped round her. But it did not work. She might as well have been a honeybee doing battle with a barn.

He had to do something. It would crush her eventually. Her armor was somehow keeping her safe. He thought the mana enchanted into her armor must be running low. He knew little of how that armor had been made, but if its mana source had been done in the manner of a fast-cast amulet, he knew that it would only last so long. Without replenishment, her strength would not hold out, at which point that armor might as well be made of tin.

But what could he do now without her help? His magic was hardly better against this giant than it had been against the demons that had besieged the Palace in what still felt like yesterday. He was hardly more than a honeybee himself.

What he needed was that damn mech.

Where was infernal Pernie anyway? Surely ten minutes had passed. It seemed an eternity that he’d spent grubbing around in the dirt beneath the giant’s fists.

He suddenly feared she might have died in the time since he’d been gone. She had been grievously injured. What if all those fluids she’d lost were too much? What if her machine couldn’t really fix her up as she’d assumed? What if she couldn’t fix the machine? Or both?

He risked a seeing spell up to the plateau. Pernie was still inside the mech, moving around, touching buttons and causing lights to flash. Perhaps it hadn’t been ten minutes yet.

How could it not be? It felt like a year had passed.

The War Queen cried out, bringing Altin’s attention to bear.

He had to distract the giant. He had to keep it busy long enough for Pernie to arrive. Or at least long enough to come up with a better idea.

He tried again to teleport Her Majesty out of the giant’s hand, even knowing it wouldn’t work. No luck, and no surprise. But that did help the creature find him again. It threw a punch at him that blasted a hole three spans deep into the side of the crater. Altin’s teleport set him once more on the opposite side, only a half second before the strike.

He cast a fireball at the creature’s head. He knew it would do no good as well, but it would keep the damned thing paying attention to him. He hoped.

It did.

They played that game for what felt like a hundred thousand years, Altin casting ice lance and fireball, even trying the grease spell, hoping the monstrosity would fall. It staggered a few times, lurching sideways as its feet slipped, but it never went down. It was so huge. It would stumble but then reach to the side of the crater and catch its balance with one of its three free arms, the grease squeezed out from beneath its feet by the repellent of its magical defense. The hand in which it held the War Queen flailed briefly during one such episode and struck the crater wall, after which she flopped limply in its grip like a wet towel.

He tried the dig spell again, his fury inspiring him to greater mana pulls, the anger rising to the place where one finds energy to push past the naturally occurring sense of one’s limits, to push past pain. He took the unfamiliar spell and flung it under the giant, excavating a hole deep enough to drop it out of sight. The hole was barely wide enough to accommodate the giant’s girth, and it appeared so suddenly beneath the giant that the creature dropped right into it as if through a trapdoor, bottling the thing up tight. Its elbows caught on the edge of the opening on the way down, lifting its arms up above its head as if it were pulling off a shirt. By the time its feet reached the bottom of the hole, only its upper hands and wrists stuck up above the edge.

Altin teleported to the edge and made to grab for the limp War Queen.

“Your Majesty!” Altin cried, but even as he did, the giant flexed its mighty arms and began to spread them out against the sides of the hole. Altin shook her violently. “Your Majesty, wake up!”

She groaned.

The giant, by brute strength, began to force its forearms outward, crushing the rock that held its arms, cutting canals deep as its arms were long into the ground. The War Queen cried out as its grip tightened on her with the effort.

Altin had to widen the hole. And deepen it. He needed to deepen it a lot. Perhaps all the way down to where stone turns to lava. He’d seen enough of that in recent years. Perhaps that was his only move. Drop the monster into the center of Andalia. It wasn’t so much different than teleporting it into a sun. And if he did it fast enough, timed properly, the giant would hit the hot stuff, cry out in pain as the War Queen now did, and in that moment release its grip. Altin only needed a moment to teleport her out. Surely her armor would protect from the heat. If not, he’d just have to get her to Doctor Leopold—present patients be damned!

The War Queen fell silent again, and Altin had to act. With a great draw of mana, he opened up the hole, carving out another mass as large as his first crater was. The giant plunged downward. Before it hit bottom, Altin recast the spell, this time cutting out even more.

He teleported to a craggy ledge inside, beneath the falling giant, and repeated it yet again, adding more depth. He pressed himself to the wall as the giant’s flailing plummet blew past.

The giant hit bottom, and the impact sent a blast of wind and grit back up the excavation like smoke up a chimney. It also broke loose a section of the side, including the ledge Altin stood upon. He had no choice in his reflex but to put himself back at the top of the hole.

He had to wait for the dust to settle enough that he could see down in. Large chunks of stone still crashed and bounced off one another, the noise of each impact loud, echoing up at him, blending with the sullen hiss of so much dirt pouring down like a waterfall.

Altin grimaced and scanned the area for signs of Pernie. By the gods, she was taking far longer than ten minutes; it simply had to have been longer than that by now.

He dropped a small fireball down into the hole, lost it in the dust cloud for a time, but shortly after saw the faint glint of golden armor and most of the giant’s upper half far, far down below.

He cast the dig spell again. He was out of range—not that he would know it for another several minutes, however, because the back blast of spell failure struck him like a hammer blow and knocked him out. This was why one studied a spell before casting it.

The ground shaking was what woke him. For a moment he was confused, but memory returned and with it, fear. He looked up in time to see the giant’s hand reaching the edge of the hole he’d made. The infernal thing had climbed back out!

He clambered to his feet and shook off the wooziness. When his head was clear, he once more sought signs of Pernie in her mech, but the damned girl was still nowhere to be found.

She must be dead. Or the mech was. Or else she was off pouting like some psychotic lovesick child. By the gods, wouldn’t that mark the fine example of Sestubrie’s infernal luck?

He cast the grease spell on the edge when the giant lifted its hand to get a better grip. Down went the giant again, a great roar blasting up through the shaft Altin’s magic had dug. At least the grease spell had some effect. The ground trembled and roars spewed forth from the excavation as the giant fell, and then came the concussive blast of its impact again, a thunderous note as if by a trumpet blown from the ninth level of hell.

Altin cast a seeing spell down into the darkness, looking for Her Majesty. It was too dark to see. Certainly no orange lava light. Soon there would not be any light at all, what little remained rapidly being snuffed by the horizon and lingering storm clouds.

He sent another fireball down. He wove a seeing spell around it, and in no time, he’d found the giant and the War Queen. Her Majesty lay folded over the giant’s hand, the upper half of her body bent backward like golden fabric it had been pulling from its fist. Neither she nor the giant was moving.

Leaving the little fireball to burn, he teleported himself to the War Queen, kneeling beside her on the stone floor of the giant’s huge finger. Pain in his thigh where she’d gripped it made him wince and see spots. “Your Majesty?” He spoke the words gently, noting as he did that the armor spikes were gone. He thought that might not be a good sign. The Queen looked up at him, though, and actually managed a smile.

“I suspect I’ve fought my last battle,” she said, her voice faint and her face growing pale and somewhat blue. “I’ve coughed up more than I can spit this time.”

“We’ll get you out yet,” Altin promised. “Then we’ll bury this monster right where he is and get back to Orli and the rest.”

“I can’t feel my legs,” she said. “And my armor is filling with blood.”

Altin tried to grab her in a teleport, but he couldn’t get the magic wrapped around her. He nearly swooned for the failure of it.

When his head cleared, he realized she held him by the wrist, having prevented him from falling off the giant’s hand and down into the crevice between the giant and the side of the deep hole he’d made. He glanced down at the gauntlet she wore, the layers of gold scales down the length of her fingers, hand, and wrist. It was a thing of might, yet her grip was as weak as a librarian’s.

He spun and began searching for the giant’s fingers, once more intending to open them enough to get her out.

He’d have to expand the edges of the hole.

He cast a few quick dig spells, making space around the giant’s fist. The fingers did not unfold. And worse, a shudder ran through the hand as well, the vibrations of the creature’s moan.

“Tidalwrath’s teeth! It yet lives. How can it be? The infernal thing is invincible.”

“Keep digging,” the War Queen rasped, intuiting the same plan he had. She remained tactical even at the edge of death. “Drop it into the magma. You have the power. Use it.”

“But I can’t get you out!”

Not to mention, how far down was that? He’d seen some pretty deep places in recent years, and in many planets, but he wasn’t too sure how far he’d have to go to find the molten places of this world. And now, he would have to go down with the spell, casting it in increments if his recent, unintended nap were any evidence—Peppercorn had warned him the spell had range limits, and it had been rapidly enchanted as well. He didn’t have time to learn, nor did Her Majesty have time to wait.

“No,” he said at length. “That can’t work.” He stood and turned a full circle round. He’d need something to pry with again. “I’ll go back and get your sword!” he said, preparing to cast.

“Altin!” It was, for a moment, the voice of command. “Stop.”

“Your Majesty,” he said, kneeling near her again. “We haven’t time.”

“You have the power,” she said, her voice much softer now. “Use it.”

“I will,” he said. “Once I get you out. I’m not dropping you into a sea of magma. I won’t do it. What good is power if all you do with it is kill the ones you love?”

She smiled, and for a moment the pain was erased from her pale face. “You’re a sweet boy,” she said, reaching up for him. “Now listen to me, before it is too late.”

“No!” he barked, cutting her off. “I won’t do it.”

Her head fell back, and she had to draw a breath with considerable effort. He stared in horror, thinking she might be at her end. But her eyes fluttered open once again. “Sir Altin,” she said, voice barely a rasp. “Listen to me, my dear, sweet Galactic Mage. You have the power to change this, all of it.” Her eyes moved, her gaze circling round as if to encompass not simply the two of them but the whole universe all around. “You must take it.”

“Take what? The night? The stars? I don’t have that much power. Now listen, you are in pain. Lie back. Let me get your sword.”

“The throne, Sir Altin. Go back and take my throne.”


“Your what? But why?”

“Because you can. And who better?”

“Any but I.” He stared down at her, shaking his head. She was delirious. “Your Majesty, your wounds are grave.”

“My time has come. Now stop and listen.”

He looked her over, at her armor, the great golden armor. “Surely you’ve got magic in that. Master Tytamon had his vial, some contract with the elves to preserve his soul. You’ll be right back.”

“Silence!” She managed the old, imperial command, and the force of it stayed the words upon his tongue, though the effort weakened her all the more. “That magic is saved for far better souls than mine. So now it must be you. Go back and wrest the crown from her.”

“I won’t. We’re getting you out of here.”

“Damn it, boy, hear me and do as I say!” Again the blast of absolute authority, so loud it brought down a rain of dirt and pebbles.

Altin ducked and shielded them both from the minor avalanche. She was watching him, eyes narrowed, expectant, when at length he’d blinked the dirt from his eyes. He watched her there, watching him, daring him to disobey.

“I can’t,” he said. “I am not a king. I don’t want to be king. And I haven’t the least drop of noble blood.”

She smiled, an almost laugh twisting her face for an instant before turning to pain. She motioned him closer to her with a twitch of her hand, drawing his ear down near her lips. “Neither did I once.”

He recoiled in horror. “You what?” He couldn’t believe it, and so astonished was he that the fireball he only absently retained flared in the light of his surprise.

“That surprises you.” It was a statement, not a question. “But it should not. You’ve seen enough of power in your days. Nobility is a birthright only when those who have it, and have the power to keep it, say that it is so. There is no difference in a royal line. Divine right is the right given to us by the gods we created for ourselves.”

“But all the histories?”

“They are nonsense. Rewritten at my command. As surely as the histories before them were rewritten by someone else. A grain of truth around which we form our pearls.”

“But others …? There were so many others alive. Were there not protests?” He shuddered to think what must have quelled any resistance a young and less restrained War Queen might have faced. He regarded her anew, horror growing.

“Others believe what is most convenient. That is the nature of power. You make truth, and those who would question it are converted or put away. Truth becomes relative and, from it, self-serving.”

“All the more reason I don’t want it,” he said. “I am not that person. I simply cannot be that way. I do not want to be the king. Have no desire to habituate myself to … brutality.”

“Which is why it must be you. Go back, Sir Altin. Go and claim the throne. This is the third choice you seek. The thing that is neither black nor white.”

“I have no noble blood. None. There is no grain for such a dark pearl, gray or otherwise.”

“Give me your hand,” she said. He looked at her, warily, and so she said it again, spitting out the command along with a mouthful of blood.

He reached out his hand, and she took it. She held it tightly and smiled once more up at him as a golden spike shot through the back of his hand, thick as a carpenter’s nail. He yelped and tried to pull it away, but she’d found the iron in her grip again.

With a thought or some unseen gesture, she retracted the spike, its length sliding back through Altin’s hand and disappearing to nothingness in the palm of her gauntlet. But still she held his hand tightly in her own. She dragged his hand to her face and kissed his palm with her bloody lips. She held her lips to the wound, wrapped her bloody fingers around, and pressed her middle finger into the hole in the back of his hand as well.

“Your Majesty!” he protested. “This thing … this is the sort of pact made between children. It is not to be taken seriously. I … I cannot—”

She stared up at him, and her eyes lit with such ferocity he had to stop. She glared at him, burning down the last of her life force, until she saw him relent. Some of the pain in her features went away after. She closed her eyes, and Altin thought she might be going to fade this time permanently away, but the strength in her grip did not abate. She held his hand pressed where it was for a long time.

So long, in fact, that Altin was startled by a hail of rocks and debris that fell down upon them. Pernie’s voice, amplified by the loudspeaker on her mech, echoed down from the darkness. “Master Altin?” she called down. She still sounded so much like a child to him.

The War Queen’s eyes opened. She let his hand go, which drew his eyes back to her.

“Be a good king,” she said.

“I’m not going to take the throne,” he said.

Blue lights were growing brighter above. Pernie was coming down.

“Promise me,” she said. “It is my last command. You’ve got your grain of sand.”

“This isn’t sand,” he said, shaking his bloody hand at her. “This is not lineage. And you’re no longer Queen. You haven’t the authority to order this.” She winced as if he’d struck her, and he immediately wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

Pernie landed heavily on the giant behind him, missing them by two paces at most. The giant grunted in response.

“It must be you,” the War Queen rasped, “… a good man. It must be …” She shuddered, a brief convulsion, and then she breathed out her final word, “you.”

“What must be you?” Pernie asked simply, as if they were discussing who might be next up for a turn at tavern darts.

Altin stared down into the Queen’s face, disbelieving what he saw. He gripped her cheeks, a hand on either side of her head. “Your Majesty!” he called. “Hold on. We’ll get you out of here.” He spun back to Pernie. “We’ve got to get her out. She’s almost gone.”

Pernie frowned, then reached up on the left side of the mech and pressed a few controls. She looked back and shook her head. “Nope,” she said. “She’s already dead. Heart’s not beating. I can see it. Still as stone.” As an afterthought, “Look, you can even see the warm parts moving in infrared as she clears her bowels.”

Altin stared up at her in horror, then back to the Queen lying limply there. Surely there was still time. He felt for a pulse at her neck, but there was none. Although his hands were shaking.

Everything was shaking.

Mostly because the giant was waking up.




Chapter 63

“Get out of the hole; get out of the hole!” Altin shouted. The giant’s waking became less rumble and more thrashing. A heat wave blasted over him as Pernie fired the mech’s thrusters. More reflex than reaction, he teleported himself back to the top of the hole, where he slipped upon landing at the edge of the grease spell he’d cast to dislodge the giant earlier.

A second teleport put him on the other side of the excavation, where he looked around for Pernie. She was nowhere to be found above, so he peered back down into the hole. The fireball he cast for light while he was down there had been snuffed when he teleported out, but he could make out the shape of the mech far below by its outline, limned as it was by the subtle glow of its antigravity field generators and the blue burn of the thrusters in its feet.

The ground shook and the anger of the giant sounded as it clawed its way upward, unseen beneath Pernie in her mech. Barely twenty heartbeats passed before the giant’s yellow eyes glowed green in the light of Pernie’s jets, its chin thrust out of its chest, its head clearly not designed for observing the skies. Its hands reached up out of the darkness, fingers gouging into the sides of the hole, rocks knocked loose this way thunking off its angry face. Its mouth was twisted with its fury, howling its rage, amplified by the confines.

It was gaining on Pernie.

“By the gods, Pernie! Can’t you fly that thing faster?” He mostly said it to himself, exasperation and frustration driving it from his mouth like steam from a teakettle spout. But she heard it anyway.

“Not really,” she replied through the loudspeaker, with not the least bit of worry in her voice. “These things aren’t really meant to fly, exactly. I mean, they can, sort of, but it’s more like how chickens do than real birds.”

The giant was nearly onto her then, a huge hand reaching up, fingers unfurling, the palm expanding, seeming as if the ground itself rushed up to catch her, pale in the light of her thrusters. Something small and black fell from the mech then, no bigger than an apple. It fell down, bounced once with a faint metal tink on the giant’s hand, then rolled off the palm, and Altin lost it in the shadows.

For a moment, anyway.

The explosion filled the hole with orange-and-yellow fire, a volcanic blast, and the wave of it shot up and out of the hole so violently that Altin barely had time to turn away. His hair singed as the hot wind blew over him. A section of the rim fell into the hole, near enough he had to stagger back before the whole thing caved in—which he might have welcomed had the War Queen not still lain within.

As soon as the blast had passed, he risked creeping back to the edge, moving counterclockwise some to where he hoped the rim was more stable.

Cautiously, he peered over the edge. The giant was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Pernie. However, something rumbled above, and a glance skyward found the telltale glow of antigravity at work as Pernie descended easily to the ground, like a marionette lowered by puppeteers hiding amongst the clouds.

“I told you I would be all right,” she said. “These machines are tough as rocks.”


“While I’m certainly happy you are left intact, you’ve just blown up our Queen.”

“She was already dead,” Pernie said, giving him a look that silently spoke the “duh.”

“You don’t know that. Doctor Leopold could have saved her.”

“No, he couldn’t.” She said it with absolute certainty. “Nobody on Earth could either. Dead is dead, Master Altin. There’s no magic or medicine for that.”

He glared at her, head shaking ever so slightly from side to side. She was so glib. So comfortable. “Yes, of course. You are the death expert, aren’t you? The elves must adore you.”

“Oh, they do. They didn’t at first, but they do now. There is this one elf, his name is Sandew, and he hated me all along. But after a while he figured out he shouldn’t mess with me. I think he actually likes me now, which is silly because elves aren’t supposed to like any girls until one of them is ready to make a baby, and that barely happens not even in five hundred years. I know he likes me because the other elves were teasing him about it, so I know it is true.”

He could only stare at her. Words simply wouldn’t come. She was like the pendulum of some insane clock, swinging from mood to mood, from vile to sweet, from murderous adult to nearly infantile innocence. She was much like that grenade she dropped, a negligible little thing that, though it might glimmer briefly in the light of one moment or another, in the end got lost in shadow, destined ultimately to destroy everything, good and bad alike.

Pernie, of course, missed all of that, evident though it was in his eyes. “I think we should bury it,” she said. “Do you have a spell you can cast to make it easy? Can you bring back all that dirt? It must go somewhere when you dig it all out, doesn’t it?”

Altin, still shaking his head, turned back and looked down into the hole. He ought to retrieve the Queen’s body. He sent a small fireball down into the rubble. There was little to see. Parts of the giant protruded from the broken rock. Nothing moved.

He cast a sight spell, weaving in a bit of divination to guide him through the darkness and broken stone, and tentatively nudged it down into a section of the giant he thought might be a shoulder. He winced in anticipation of pushback in the mana, but found none. He pushed farther into the creature and, despite the darkness, found that he could sense Her Majesty’s body anyway, the divination doing its gentle work.

Perhaps the monstrosity was dead after all.

With more vigor, he hunted around in the darkness, humming the tune to the familiar children’s song that led his mind’s eye through the mana to where the War Queen lay. He could sense her body was broken and bent in grisly ways. He sighed into the song, adding a seeing spell, then, after, wrapped her up in the mana and teleported her out, placing her at the feet of Pernie’s mech. He teleported himself out right after.

“Pick her up,” he said. Nothing more.

With the sounds of servos in compliance as background, he closed his eyes—more in exasperation than for any need—and channeled the dig spell backward, bringing back all the missing rock. It was a simple thing, and the mana that had undone it simply put it back together again. Unlike moving things with teleportation, which was in essence undoing a person’s location and redoing it somewhere else, the dig spell worked by unmaking and remaking physicality rather than locality. It was another type of magic and another way of thinking. It was a thing of genius. When it was done, there wasn’t even a soft spot. The hole was filled, a bit uneven with a mound near the center where there hadn’t been one before. Altin thought the end result was much the same as a merged teleport. But beyond the mound, the crater was otherwise filled and the ground returned to as it had been before an alien battle had come upon this world. Again.

And that was it. He’d finished off the last of Sestubrie’s Champions. Hells, he’d even finished off the War Queen. Finished her that he might go get his Orli back.

He didn’t care that Pernie would have to restart the mech. She could start it or leave it, either way. He didn’t even ask. He simply teleported them away, back to the place they’d first appeared on the white sandy plain where the iron weeds grew and the mountains were a dull brown line on the horizon.

“It is done,” Altin declared, shouting up into the sky. He was sure Sestubrie could see him there. Perhaps not the viewers in the nets. But perhaps them too. “It is finished. Now give me back my wife.”

He didn’t have to wait long, and when the sense of it came, he allowed himself to be teleported. He arrived right where he had been when the arguments began, standing across from the five kings, Orli tied not so far beyond them. Surprisingly, so too did his companions from the Glistening Lady stand at his side. All but Tytamon, anyway—at least he’d had the strength to resist. Pernie, still in the mech, was there as well, grunting as she tried to shove the canopy open manually. The heap of the broken War Queen lay at the mech’s feet.

Back as well was Zanzavon Ichness with his entourage, who, unlike Altin’s companions, all seemed delighted to have returned. The five kings and their circus god had need of an adoring local audience, it seemed.

Altin had little time to assess it, however, for he was struck unconscious in that same moment as he appeared, a dull thud and the world went dim.

When he awoke, the scene was as it had been. Or nearly so. Roberto, Chelsea, and Betty-Lynn were being held at bay by guards who menaced them with halberds, but little else had changed. Orli remained stretched between the two posts, hanging there beside Cathkor’s wife only a handful of steps away. Cathkor’s wife hung limply yet convulsively, her strength apparently gone and her body moved only by her sobs. She knew.

He stood and blinked his vision clear. There were guards before him, their presence shaping itself through the evaporating haze of unconsciousness. He attempted to teleport to Orli, but he could not. He tried again—still nothing. The mana was gone. He glanced to his hand. His ring was gone. He glanced down at his feet. The deep blue Liquefying Stone was everywhere. And yet still there was no mana to be had.

He growled. “It is done, damn it. Stand aside. I have won.”

“No!” rumbled the ground, the surface cracking in places with the violence of Sestubrie’s word.

“No,” echoed the five kings. “It is not done.”

“It is! I’ve played your game and won. Stand aside and give me back my wife.”

“It is not done,” the five kings repeated. “You have not won.”

“They are all defeated. It is finished.” He tried to push past the guards, shouldering between them, intent on getting to Orli. His injured leg buckled, just as one of the guards struck him hard on the side of the head again, not hard enough to knock him out this time, but enough to send him sprawling to the ground. A boot pressed against the side of his face as he struggled to get to one knee, then he heard the crunch of bone, and the pressure released.

He looked up in time to see Pernie drawing a dagger out of the man’s skull. She’d plunged her black-bladed knife through his temple to its hilt. She was moving for the other man when the ground shook again, so violently they all rattled around like dice in a gambler’s hand.

“No!” proclaimed Sestubrie again. “It is not finished.”

The brutalized body of Cathkor appeared, brought forth by mighty Sestubrie. Altin stared at the corpse and shook his head, unable to understand. Until he saw the bubbles. The slightest thing, it might as easily have been gas escaping from the decomposing corpse as it was breath, but he saw it and knew.

The voice of the Hostile rattled through the ground again. “You have lost.”

“You have lost,” echoed the kings.

The centermost king spoke alone, after, declaring for all to hear, “Now you will make the sacrifice.”

“No!” Altin screamed. “I won. Your Champions are all defeated, every one. Look at him. Just look!” Altin pointed down at the charred wreckage of Cathkor’s body, his limbs missing, eyes gone, tongue a swollen stump at the back of his throat in the crisp disaster of his mouth. Only three teeth remained. “He is dead in all but name,” Altin said. “He is dead. He simply hasn’t stopped breathing yet.”

Pernie jumped to the wreckage of Cathkor and, as she’d done to the guard, jammed her dagger into Cathkor’s temple. It crunched as it went through, and she gave it a twist to be sure. She plucked it right back out again and turned to look at Altin, giving him a satisfied little nod.

Altin watched in horror. Not just watching her brutality, but watching the whole scene play out, watching as the revelation that he was going to be cheated became obvious. As power was going to win, despite the pretense of its rules. He watched her kneeling there beside Cathkor, a charred husk, behind whom were five men bent on serving the sentence of sacrifice upon Orli, chained as she was, doomed this whole while to death. It was all a farce. It was all happening.

Two guards moved from the opposite side of the thrones, one of them drawing a long, curving knife, both headed for Orli.

Altin tried again to teleport. “Orli!” he shouted when his spell failed yet again. He got up, stumbled, and fell again, nearly losing consciousness. The remaining guard menaced him with his halberd, but kept an eye on Pernie more so than the reeling mage. Altin blinked through the haze at his wife.

She looked to him and shook her head. She could not believe what was happening either. Tears ran down her cheeks, new ones mixing with those that had come before, while she watched Altin fighting for his life. For her life. They locked gazes. Her eyes held the same disbelief, the same unwillingness to believe it had all come to this. Somehow there had always been hope, an assumption that things would work out. They always had worked out. Somehow. Altin always managed. Or Orli did. To pull them out of this. But now. Luck had run out.

“Please!” Altin begged, already on his knees. “Please. Take me. Let it be me.”

The guards took places on either side of Orli. In unison they reached up and cut her bonds.

“By the gods, please,” Altin wept. He reached a hand to the centermost king. “I was wrong. I am sorry. I’ll get the grenades back. I won’t let Mercy die. Please. I’ll worship you. Him. Them. I’ll worship all of you. Please. Oh, dear gods, please.”

The guards yanked Orli to the ground. She fought them, thrashing in their grip, kicking and biting. She swore and tore at them with all her might. A third guard stepped up and, with a club-like blow to the back of her skull, silenced her. Her head slumped forward, and she no longer moved.

“Noooo!” Altin’s whole body shook with the violence of his plea.

To the crowd, the center king spoke, his voice aloof yet quivering, lustful even. “The sacrifice of love must be made. Those who would bet against the gods must suffer the consequence. Look now upon the price of challenge. Love is the coin of life.”

The guard who had clubbed Orli in the back of the head grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked her head back, exposing the soft flesh of her throat. A throat Altin had kissed and nibbled so many times. Not enough times. They never should have left Prosperion. What a fool he was. What a horrible fool.

The guard glanced to the center king, whose hand rose in the air to signal the command. “We ask in the name of justice, O great and merciful Sestubrie, do you accept the sacrifice of love?”

The ground began to rumble, low at first, like the purring of a house cat whose soft belly is being rubbed, the sound of contentment. It rose in energy, the vibrations ever greater as its energy built up, the energy of expectation and ecstasy, echoed by the murmurs of the crowd.

“The sacrifice will—”

“Wait!” Pernie cried, twisting out of the grip of the guards who held her. “Wait!”

The tension, the palpable electricity all around, nearly crackled in the silence that followed.

“Take me,” she said, turning about, looking all around her as if trying to find where Sestubrie really was.

“The sacrifice has already been accepted,” spat the center king. “Get her!” he snapped to the guards.

Two of them lunged for Pernie, and she cut them down so quickly it was impossible to follow the movements of her small hands. One fell with her knife in his eye, and the other fell clutching his guts, though for the life of him, Altin could not say with what instrument Pernie had done it.

“True love, you said,” Pernie rejoined. “That is the price. Tell me, what love is more true than mine?” She turned again, looking upward this time. “Look into my heart and see.”

The guard holding the knife at Orli’s throat cocked an eyebrow, looking to the kings.

The centermost king appeared to be confused, too. He started to order the cut be done but stopped before actually uttering the command. The ground shook beneath them again. Not a cat purring this time. This was laughter. Great laughter, the laughter of something joyously unexpected. The waves of it rolled violently across the landscape, visible like hills crawling along beneath the stony coverings of a world.

For a moment, barely more than a few heartbeats, the kings fell silent as the laughing stopped, each in a trance of listening within. At length, the centermost king spoke for the lot of them. “It is agreed.”

Altin, dumbstruck, watched as Pernie walked herself to the altar where Orli was. She placed her small hand on the wrist of the nearest guard and bade him wordlessly to let Orli go. The guard with the knife pulled it back and stood still, looking as dumbfounded as Altin was. The guard holding Orli did the same.

Pernie crouched behind Orli and grabbed her under each arm. She dragged the motionless Earth woman off the sacrificial slab, laying her gently down upon the crystalline ground. She remounted the platform and knelt in Orli’s place. Smiling across the intervening space at Altin, she gave him a look as if to say, “You see.”

She glanced over her shoulder at the guard behind her and nodded, then turned back to Altin again, that adoring smile once more upon her lips. The guard moved in behind her and grabbed her ponytail, yanking her head back.

He glanced to the king, whose arm once again was raised on high. The hand came down, and the guard made the cut.

Altin gasped. The blade cut cleanly into the helpless flesh. Pernie could have jumped up and killed him with his own weapon had she wanted to. Altin was sure of it. She wasn’t even bound. But she lifted not a finger. She made no move. No sound. Not the least bit of anything.

The knife cut a long, curved line across her neck, a wicked parody of that wilting smile, and for a moment, it was barely thread thin, hardly visible. But then the blood welled, and it poured like a curtain drawn down her neck, crimson and thick, the shimmering wetness slicking the front of her flight suit, making it even darker than it had been. There was no look of surprise in her eyes, nor startlement from the pain. She simply watched Altin watching her. And she was happy. Happy that now he finally knew.




Chapter 64

Altin found his voice too late as Pernie fell forward. Her blood pooled and ran over the ground, down into the prickly Liquefying Stone all around. The guard menacing Altin pulled back his weapon and stepped away, allowing Altin to rise and stagger toward her now that the sacrifice had been satisfied.

He threw himself to his knees beside her, the reverse of so many times before when she had knelt beside him as he bled. But he had no healing for her. He turned back to the crowd. To anyone that might help.

There was no one that would.

Altin shook her, shouted her name. “Pernie, damn it, wait. Hang on.” But he knew she was dead. The blood was no longer spurting. It barely ran with her head elevated like it was, though it did still trickle in a steady stream.

He shoved her toward Chelsea, toward Betty-Lynn. “Do something. Something from Earth. You must have some kit upon the ship.”

He tried to teleport them all to the Glistening Lady, but he could not.

Zanzavon stepped back, hands up, distancing himself from the carnage he’d been so eager to see.

“Argh!” Altin’s helplessness erupted from him. He stood and spun toward the five kings, the incoherent and animal sound he made unabated, growing, the sound of abject futility.

“Sestubrie will honor his part as well,” the centermost king said when Altin’s breath was spent and his agony silent. His voice was calm, his expression oblivious to Pernie’s death, to Altin’s suffering. To anyone’s suffering. “Retrieve the devices from Mariserie, and Sestubrie will extend his protection to Feidorie and the weakling Tildehraz, until such time as he can do so for himself.”

Altin couldn’t speak. Every muscle in his body was tightening, as if loading for a second scream, this time one that would break the universe.

Orli came and stood beside him. Her hands trembled as they gripped his upper arm. “Be strong,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper. “Don’t lash out and lose at least that for Blue Fire. Hold it together a little longer. We have to protect the living now. Those who are left.”

Altin spun on her, and for the barest moment, it seemed as if maybe Pernie had been right. There was Orli again, right there for her dear Blue Fire again, as she always was. For Yellow Fire. He wondered, only for the barest flash of thought, if she might actually be glad that Pernie was dead. The girl who had tried to murder her.

But then he caught himself. It didn’t matter anyway. Of course Orli was glad. Or at least, some small part of her should be. Who wouldn’t be glad for the death of the person who had literally been stalking them, planning their murder for years and years? Hells, he was probably glad of it too, in his own way.

But why? Why did it have to be this way? The magnitude of wrongness was stupefying. The unfairness unfathomable.

And it was his fault. Again. As always.

Except that it was not. He realized it the moment the ground began to rumble. The great Hostile was about to speak to the people of his world.

When he did, Sestubrie set minions and captives alike to staggering as he rumbled on about the decisions Altin had made. He bombasted about Altin’s having trusted to chance, and how he, Sestubrie, the keeper and the protector of chance—“honest chance,” no less, for he called it so at least thrice—had once more kept the world from chaos and anarchy. It was such a human thing. A speech. A propagandist lie. From the land-mouth of a Hostile.

Altin’s frustration and anger congealed, compacted, the unstable core at the center of a star approaching nova, the singular point of compression where rage ignites. Too much gravity, too much indescribable helplessness, too much of everything all working so unjustly everywhere. Everything turning out so dismally for everyone all the time. From Pernie’s death all the way back to Tytamon’s dead wife all those years ago on Kolat. The War Queen dead, all the people she’d ever killed dead too. The demon hordes and the Hostiles across decades spanning back to Andalia. How many millions, how many billions killed for greed, for envy, for power? For blunt-force stupidity?

And here was this monstrous Hostile preening and prattling about its greatness, about its role as protector of the universe, how it was going to preserve the lives of its own daughter and son-in-law as if doing so now were its own idea, its own divine act of benevolence. What a perversion. What insanity. Had this ridiculous pretend god been doing so from the beginning, none of this would have happened at all. Andalia would be populated. Blue Fire would have never wiped it out. Orli would have lived a happy life on Earth, having no need to leave it. No need to endure all the miseries meeting Altin had since imposed. Even poor Pernie would be alive.

But no. Sestubrie was bored. A bored Hostile and a game of chance dealing death across uncounted galaxies.

Maybe he was a god.

Wasn’t that the way of gods?

It made Altin want to throw up.

He did throw up.

The crowd watched as he emptied what little was in his guts. Bile dribbling out in a yellow strand, sticky and elastic, the last stretch of it breaking away and returning to his bottom lip.

He stared into the pool on the ground, a yellow river like the swamps above, flowing around tiny islands of Liquefying Stone, a whole planet covered in bile, the cloak of a Hostile.

He spat the wretched stuff out of his mouth and wiped his lips on his sleeve.

They weren’t gods, these Hostiles.

“You aren’t gods!” he shouted. A few glanced at him, but none listened. Sestubrie’s oratory went on.

Altin didn’t care. They weren’t gods. They were Hostiles. They were stupid Hostiles who betrayed one another the same way humans did. And somehow humans had found their stories in the mana and emulated them, Hostile jealousy, Hostile lust. Their need to be worshipped for how great they were.

Why didn’t anyone care to stop it? Not anyone in the whole universe. Why not just one person? One god. One anyone with the power to actually do something.

He tried to steel himself, tried to let go of the turmoil boiling in him. But he couldn’t. He could only think of the injustice of everything. Nobody to keep anyone safe. Even he couldn’t keep Orli safe, and when he tried, other people died. Now little Pernie was gone. And Kettle back home would be devastated. She might simply lie down and die. One heartbreak too many.

Nobody could save her, not the Galactic Mage; not his mentor and Prosperion’s only Eight; not even the great War Queen.

And why?

For the rules. The gods-be-damned Hostile rules. The hostile rules of gods. The rules of succession. The rules of the fleet. The rules of magic.

All the rules be damned.

He thought of the War Queen’s last words to him. Her suggestion that he ought to rule, ought to be king.

He thought of this whole damned quest to put her back on the throne. And for what, so she could continue to blunder as badly as anyone else?

He gave her credit for trying. At least she hadn’t been horrible intentionally. She certainly hadn’t been so for the sake of some senseless sense of chance. Perhaps she’d only been horrible by accident. Accident was the least awful of the three.

Maybe he should do it. Maybe he should go take the damn crown. What was stopping him? Nothing, frankly. He didn’t need an army to defeat the wizards defending Crown. He didn’t need mechs or armor. He didn’t need a gods-be-damned thing. He could take it all and then use it to make things right. His wrath had to be better than theirs, didn’t it?

By the time his thoughts came close to something nearing coherence, he realized everyone was watching him.

“Altin?” Orli said for what was the eleventh time.

He looked back at her, expressionless. “Yes?”

“So will you bring them back? Let Deeqa disarm them, so we can all go home?”

He blinked a few times and realized what she was talking about. He absently checked the mana to see if he could cast. He could not. The mana was all locked up in one great shaft, piercing the planet like an eternal spear, its ends lost in what might be a pair of opposite infinities.

“I can’t until the mighty Sestubrie grants me license to do so.” The words dripped like acid from Taot’s teeth.

Whoever would have thought the rumble of an earthquake might sound smug.

Orli motioned with her head to the ground by his knee. His ring lay next to him, half-buried in his own vomit, lying where it had landed when it fell from Pernie’s limp, bloody fingers.

Even in death she’d saved him.

He reached into the hot pool of bile and drew it out. In the next instant, he stood within the heart of Mercy. Like seawater rushing in to fill a hole dug in the sand, Mercy’s mind filled his own. She was with him.

“I am sorry,” she said to him, filling him with peace. She recoiled right after, though, withdrawing all but the barest mental touch. It was as if she’d felt his heart and discovered how hot it burned. At a distance emotionally, but gentle all the same, she concluded, “The child fought bravely, the treasured shield-maiden of a god.” A consolation, she intended.

“But she wasn’t, in the end, was she?” Altin spat. “Your beloved husband wrote the rules as he thought of them, shaping ‘chance’ to go his way, and so things didn’t work out so well for Pernie, did they, that whole ‘treasured’ notion?” He reached down and unwound the strands of anti-magic with his mind, freeing first one explosive, then moving to the next. In short order they were all disenchanted, then heaped unceremoniously back in their crate. He sent them out into the empty space where the Glistening Lady had first appeared above the world of Murk. In an hour they would explode.

Altin remained with Mercy long enough to tell her that she was a lie. That all the people who credited her with being the most powerful force, the most important force in the universe, the people who credited her for all her gentleness … they were deluded. She was nothing but a ball gown on a gorgon. She was worse than a lie. She was the worst of them all. At least the stories of Anvilwrath admitted he was murderous and quick to rage; those of Tidalwrath told much the same. Even Sobrei, this … Sestubrie, everyone knew he was a gambler and notorious villain, a god worshipped primarily by pirates and thieves—the kind of people who would hope that justice relied upon the neutrality of luck.

But not her. Not Mercy, no; for she was deceit. She was the one they thought of as pure and kind, the representative of the light. Her deception was the most vicious of all. They all lied and called themselves gods, but that was fine. Men lied and called themselves kings. All of that was rubbish anyway, stories that others were foolish enough to believe. But these Hostiles drank from the potions of their own desires, a cosmic Siren’s Song potion, extract of forget-me-not. They believed their own lies. And that was the most dangerous thing.

So Altin decided that he too would be king.

He would take a throne. At least he, the least deserving man in all the world, would not claim to be better than any of the rest. He knew for certain he was not. Which qualified him more than most. Just the right sort of irony for a universe such as this.

With barely a thought, he stood once more beside his friends.

“Let’s go,” he said. He prepared to teleport them back to Roberto’s ship, but he stopped and looked around. Pernie’s body was gone. “Where is she?” he demanded. “The deal did not include you keeping her remains. Give her back!” He shouted the last.


“They said she’s with Mercy now,” Orli told him, trying to calm him down.

“Of course they did. They think we are all idiots.” To the ceiling high above, “Give her back, by the gods, or I will bring back my explosives and set them here in your own dark heart.”

Then his friends were gone. Everyone was gone but Altin and Sestubrie.

“Where are they?” he demanded. “What have you done now?”

Sestubrie rumbled something that sounded like Roberto’s name. Altin flicked his mind out to the Glistening Lady, where his friends stood blinking their surprise. Even the dead War Queen was there. Dead Pernie was not.

He glowered into the abyss where the Hostile lived somewhere far below. But he dared not make further bets with other people’s lives. Not here, anyway. Not now. And not with Orli’s above all else.

Immediately after, he stood beside them on the Glistening Lady’s bridge.

“Dude, get us the fuck out of here,” Roberto said the moment Altin arrived. “We’re done with this place.”

“Damn straight,” said Chelsea. No one present made any sounds that would disagree.

The ship appeared outside Calico Castle in the next instant, power out, all systems down, though a glance out the window revealed a cloud of red dust where the black-tiled platform had just settled upon the rocky red surface of Luria as well.

Roberto saw it and shook his head. “Damn, dude, you could have at least let us get in the box first, if you were going to bring it anyway.” He began to point out how little time that would have taken, but realized that Altin was already gone: Altin and the deceased War Queen.





Chapter 65

The Palace gates swelled in his vision as Altin approached, great golden testaments to power and wealth, shining and polished. All damage from previous conflicts had been repaired or removed, as if meant to erase any evidence that those who had sat upon the golden throne across centuries had claimed it through anything other than brutality.

Guards stood before the gates as always, but the crimson cloaks and gold-tinged armor of the dead Queen’s Palace Guard were gone, replaced instead with shining silver and black. Appropriate, Altin thought as he looked down upon the body of the War Queen, still resplendent in her golden armor for as deceased as she was. The usurper marked a significant downgrade and would surely bring less prosperity to all if left where she was, in the same way she had brought less to the lands under her control all along, where crime went unpunished and villainy thrived, a slavers’ den and haven for pirates, murderers, and thieves.

But not for long.

“Open the gates,” Altin demanded. Heavy footfalls thudded toward him from left and right as two mechs approached, running back from the far edges of their patrols. Altin did not look to either, instead staring down the guards.

Both men recognized him and, as if by ritual, stepped back against the gate. “I … I cannot,” stammered the larger of the two. “We … you aren’t allowed inside without an escort, Sir Altin. By order of the crown.”

Altin directed his eyes, and theirs right after, to the body of the dead Queen. “She is my escort. Open the gates.”

The two men exchanged glances. Altin could see their confusion, a decision in the making. He would not hesitate. Another second and one of them would sound the alarm, a telepathic message, perhaps, that would activate the gate’s most impermeable magical defense.

Altin blasted the doors wide with a fireball so large and hot it melted the stone for six paces all around the frame. Glowing slag dripped to the ground, tears of lava weeping from the upper wall. It hissed where it dripped and sizzled upon the guards, who lay screaming in their armor, which now glowed red in places, soft spots that sagged like craters where the silvery steel melted and ran like mercury into the padded layers within.

As he strode past them, he spared the moment required to reach into the fountain a few hundred paces down the broad avenue, a massive monument, water spewing twenty spans above its crested nozzle to become clouds of mist that rained back down into the trough, which was itself as large as a mountain pond. He snatched up half its water and teleported it back to the anguished fools who’d thought to delay him, dumping the whole volume of water upon them at once. The water landed with a concussive slap, extinguishing the heat and flames but also washing both of them away, carrying them several dozen paces from the wreckage of the gates, where they lay silent and steaming as Altin walked deeper into the Palace grounds.

Past the fountain he went. The clarions of a thousand magic warnings echoed, bells and shrill sounds, some akin to the screeching of great birds of prey. Dimly off in the distance, down the avenue that led into the Palace proper, rumbled the drumming of what had to be at least a hundred booted feet.

The two mechs from outside could be heard tromping closer now as well, as could the footfalls of several other mechs approaching from posts within the walls. A few of the latter could be heard coming from around the guardhouse to his left and at least one more from his right, behind the ivy-hidden wall of the guardhouse armory.

A teleport sent the lifeless War Queen to the top of the stairs several hundred spans distant. The guards at either side of the Palace doors jumped, startled by the appearance of the long-absent golden monarch, and perhaps more so by her condition in the moment that followed.

Altin waited until the mechs and soldiers came into view. He’d been right about the numbers. Three mechs left, one right, two behind coming in from outside, and somewhere near a hundred of the Queen’s Guard, charging at full bore, most from the direction of the lower bailey but a few coming down off the curtain wall.

Altin conjured stacks of ice lances on all sides, fat as mammoths and twice as long, which appeared around him like the walls of a frontiersman’s home, logs of ice stacked before the onslaught of bullets and laser fire. Steam hissed and chips of ice flew as the barrage of Earth weaponry hammered Altin’s wall. Fireballs began to fly as Palace wizards drew within casting range and loosed their magic.

His ice fortress wouldn’t hold, but he didn’t need it to.

Soon the soldiers were nearly upon him, pressing against the ice barrier, battle-axes enchanted with lightning and fire, maces and swords with cold and sleep cast in, all pounding against his feeble barrier. The back lines pressed upon the front, the men all wanting their piece of the invader. What a prize an invading Altin Meade would be. A promotion, to be sure, a forever retirement.

Then, like he had on Andalia, Altin opened up a mighty hole all around him. Much simpler to do now, much deeper with his newfound understandings of the spell. It opened up and down they went, clattering and clanking amid thuds and profanity, the lot of them, straight to the bottom, down the steep slope he’d made, angled enough to spare them death, but not enough to prevent bodies full of broken bones. The healers would be months making them whole again. Those that were not crushed by the mechs, anyway, or burned by frantic attempts of mech pilots to fly their machines back out.

He teleported himself to the doors of the Palace proper as the hole opened, placing himself at the top of the stairs. One of the guards had taken a knee and was in the process of checking the War Queen for life signs. He looked up as the blast of air announced Altin’s emergence from the teleport, and seeing the deadly resolve in Altin’s eyes, his first thought was to say, “It is too late.”

That gave Altin pause, cooled the inferno inside him by one or two degrees. “What is?”

“She’s gone,” he said. The way he said it cooled Altin another few degrees. Altin saw the man for the first time, saw the human being kneeling there: the gray at his temples and in his eyebrows, the lines around his eyes and mouth. He’d served here a long time. It was obvious. As was the great sorrow that had come upon his countenance. He looked up at Altin helplessly, hopelessly, as a man who has seen death a thousand times. Yet still, he spoke softly up to Altin, almost childlike, asking, “Can you … can you do something, My Lord?”

That surprised Altin, and for a time he was lost for what to say. He glanced to the other man, who seemed to have decided that since his companion wasn’t lying in a slag heap, perhaps he too might survive. “I … I can call for a healer,” he offered, weakly, glaringly terrified. Whatever had happened at the gate had come to them by the sounds and cries of the chaos.

“He’s right,” Altin said, wrath returned and blazing in his eyes. “She is gone. It is too late for her.”

“W-what’s going on out there? Who is coming in?” the younger guard asked. His lip trembled visibly.

“I am,” Altin said, confirming what both had suspected all along. The younger stepped back, though the elder stayed on his knee. “Do nothing,” Altin replied to the question in the older man’s eyes. “Stay where you are, and you live. I am not here for you.”

Barely the flicker of a thought into the mana revealed the enchantments on the Palace doors. Strong wards. He could see how they were cast, though, could make out the bindings. The complex weave of the mana put into it by the casters, and several there had to have been, was but a basket woven by crude hands in the light of the view his ring made. But it was so simple now. And the trapped lock was a joke. Better off had they plugged it up with wax.

But he didn’t bother with the lock or the wards. The enchantments were all bound within the doors. So he simply teleported them out of his way. A blink, a thought, and they were behind him, far enough behind him to clear the bottom of the stairs, still locked tight. They crashed heavily into the front of a line of the cavalry charging toward him from the direction of the stables. The doors cartwheeled through their ranks, but both men and horses were seasoned enough not to be put off by such things, so onward they came. The young guard nearest him drew courage from this, but Altin stayed the man’s hands with narrowed eyes and a tilt of his head that suggested that would be an imprudent move. The lad was young but not stupid, and he raised his hands up where Altin could see them both again.

Seeing the cavalry undaunted by the doors, Altin sent a fireball after them, aimed at the doors, which in turn set off the enchantments within. Men and horses flew like spray from the fountain he’d emptied only moments before.

Altin spun and entered the Palace proper, striding purposely down the hallway and snatching the War Queen’s body along in spurts of teleport, leapfrogging her out before him, striding to her and thirty paces beyond, then repeating it all the way down the long royal hall. Men rushed him. He barely saw them. He trapped the first few of them in ice. It was easy to do, stacking more ice lances around them, a box, then sealing it all together with a quick blast of flame.

He rounded another corner, cutting it at an angle and brushing past the licking tongues of a great potted plant, its razor-sharp leaves activated by the door alarms. One cut a gash along his bicep, unexpected as it was, and right after it found itself in orbit around Luria. With the enchanted foliage removed, he saw clearly the trio of men coming his way. The centermost threw his spear. Altin’s teleport snatched the spear midflight and placed it back into the space occupied by the fellow’s head. An eye popped out from the pressure of the merge, and the man toppled backward and lay still.

The other two paused upon seeing it. The nearer one uttered aloud, suddenly realizing who he faced, “The Galactic Mage.”

He turned back to his companion, who halfheartedly raised a crossbow. The razor-leafed plant in the pot disappeared from Luria’s orbit and reappeared two spans above the crossbowman’s head. The crunch of bone was audible even within the shattering of the ceramic pot. The third man dropped his sword and raised his hands.

“I have no quarrel with you, Sir Altin,” he said.

Altin brushed past him. A blink brought him to the far end of the long hall. A handful of guards rounded a corner from the opposite end of a broad corridor, the very hall through which visitors entered the throne room.


He filled the entire space with a fireball so hot all the great tapestries nearest him shriveled and drooped, some bursting into bright flames, a thousand years of history gone in a flash, leaving only blackened stone. The lies had turned to ash.

He sent the fireball shooting down the hallway, though at a pace that would give the men time to retreat if they were not fools. He teleported himself to the great doors that opened into the throne room, where the stench of burnt hair suggested at least one of those men had been slow.

He reckoned the Royal Assassin would be about, so he checked the doors for traps, sneered at their simplicity, and blew them apart with a fireball as large as the last. It traveled across the cavernous great hall, scorching the wide red carpet into a lane of ash. Altin watched it carefully to see if it drove the deadly elf out of hiding, as he knew it would. He’d seen the effect of fire on Shadesbreath at the battle for the gate when the demons attacked.

Borrowing that strategy, the strategy of the orc shaman who had cast rings of flames back then—the strategy of a young boy now dead on planet Andalia—he now sent waves of fire of his own, expanding bands of fireballs moving out across the room like ripples on a lake.

Sure enough, a flash marked where the elf was knocked out of concealment, already on his way to kill Altin with a knife in the back.

Altin saw him flushed from hiding, and in the next instant Altin was gone. The elf was too, of course, but not before Altin was well away. Altin appeared right before the wide-eyed usurper queen, whose throne upon the dais was raised up just out of his concentric flames. She gasped when she saw him, and gasped a second time when he gripped her by her bodice and yanked her out of that golden seat. He sought with a flick of his mind whatever defensive magicks she might have had enchanted into the subtle leather armor worn beneath her clothes and almost laughed. He dispelled the enchantments with a thought. Vanity had made her lazy, he supposed. He flung her down the three steps of the dais, her aged body graceless as she flopped and rolled.

Just over her as she rolled, Altin sent out another wave of fire, another ring of fireballs that once more expanded across the room. Gilded suits of armor were sent flying like pieces from an upended game of chess. The elf was not revealed, and Altin teleported himself across the room again, to the far corner left of the doors. He emerged in that place at the same instant the elf’s knife strove for the place where his heart had been, right above and before the throne.

Altin placed the body of the War Queen at Shadesbreath’s feet with a single teleport.

“There is the one you served,” he called from his place across the room. “The one you ought to have served until only a fraction of an hour ago. Your elven vows can be depended upon little more than a frayed bowstring.”

“I serve the crown, as I have always done,” the elf intoned. “My role has never changed.”

“The crown belonged to her.”

“And now it belongs to her.” He nodded downward in the direction of the impostor queen—the most recent in the line of them—who was then clambering to her feet. “I did not make the treaty, nor the prophecy from which it came. I am the servant of both, as you are.”

“Then you will serve me.”

He cast another fireball at the elf, meager by his standards now, hardly larger than an ale keg. The elf of course vanished long before it arrived.

Altin teleported himself back to where the usurper stood, wobbling and even paler than she usually was. The lace of her ruff smoked and in places still glowed, threads turning to ember like singed spiderweb.

A platoon of black-cloaked Palace guards ran in through the doors, but Altin paid them no heed. He snatched the crown from her head and showed it around. “I claim this,” he said. “I make myself king.”

He teleported himself to the throne as the elf’s knife thrust through the space where his back and lungs had been. He sat there long enough to cast another ring of fireballs, a dome really, sending them up above him as well.

The elf had, indeed, thought to come down upon him, and landed heavily upon the vacant throne. Altin stood behind the usurper again and gripped her by the arms.

“Do you serve her now?” Altin asked. “Or do you accept my claim?”

“You can’t do that,” shouted one of the guards behind him. “You got no royal blood.”

“I’m covered in it,” he proclaimed, turning to face them, yanking the wretched impostor around with him. “Look at me.” He was indeed smeared with much of the War Queen’s blood. “She had the only legitimate claim to it, and the lot of you know it well.” He teleported the War Queen’s corpse in between the men and himself. “This was your Queen. And see how you have served her, leaving her to rot in the Fire Fountain for years, your oaths no better than the elf’s.”

Some paused, some grumbled, none advanced.

Altin teleported himself back to the throne as the elf’s knife once more whipped through the space where his spine had just been.

It buried itself in the pale figure of the woman who still held claim to the throne.

She gasped and clutched at her narrow bosom where the knife’s tip had emerged through her sternum, her black gloves darkening with the wet flow of blood. She looked over her shoulder at Altin, now seated upon her throne, the Royal Assassin standing before him, back to him and with a hand still extended from the motion of the throw.

Altin laughed, though there was no joy in it. “And how now does your vow sit, O protector of the crown?”

Shadesbreath turned on him, eyes narrow and dangerous.

“Yes, be angry, elf, if you have it in you. Be as angry as you like. I’ve known the wrath of gods firsthand. I know the gods themselves, you see, and I assure you, this is all in keeping with your precious prophecy.”

The Royal Assassin drew a long knife from his boot but made no advance.

“I took the crown,” Altin explained. “You saw me do it. And now it is mine. So you serve me. Your first service, I’ll admit, you’ve already done, as I had no desire to kill an old woman in cold blood. So, I thank you for that.” Altin expected complaint, anticipated an attack, but waited all the same.

Shadesbreath straightened, the knife lowering until its tip pointed toward the charred floor. He thought a moment longer and then nodded that it was true.

“That’s treason,” the guardsman said. “Succession don’t work that way.”

“But it does,” Altin decreed. “It just did, don’t you see? I have it from the gods themselves. We’ve just been chatting, they and I, face-to-face, and this throne is granted by divine right. And I, by the direct action of the gods, have taken it for myself. And if you don’t think so, go and ask a priest. Even they cannot contest it now.”

Three figures entered as he spoke, the centermost in a chair set upon a low, wheeled platform, an ancient man whose head thrust forward over his lap, his neck flesh loose and pendulous like a turkey’s wattle. “I am a priest. And what cost if I don’t agree?”

“Then you will suffer the fate of all those who oppose a mighty king. So go pray to your gods and see if what I say is false. Look to them all. Divine what you know using what I tell you now. Go and see if I have not met in mortal combat with Anvilwrath and won. See if I’ve not tossed coins with Sobrei and been hugged close to Mercy’s gentle breast. Tidalwrath no longer holds contempt for this elf and his people, and he will be returning to protect us now. But not yet. For now, it’s quite the opposite, really, as it is I that have protected him.”

All were staring at him, the guards, the priests, even the elf. Most looked as if they thought him mad.

Altin’s contempt for the complicit lot of them was clear upon his face as well. “Yes, go and see, priest. It was me. I did it. Though not without great help from my wife, I confess—your new Queen—and not without Feydore as well, poor Blue Fire, who, as she always has, watched over us in her way, and yet is the least respected of the lot.” He paused a moment as he thought of her, all those countless millennia, broken heart weeping an eternity. But now she had hope again. They all did, perhaps.

Then he thought of poor Pernie. Hopeful thoughts died quietly.

“And Pernie,” he added after a time. “Not without her too.”

He realized he was absent from the room and brought his thoughts and words back to bear. He glowered at the priests. “Go on, then. Go now to your temple, that great and arrogant edifice, restored before all else from those things that crushed it the last time you got it wrong. Go and pray to your gods and see what they have to say. And then, if you should come back with the right answer, then I will grant you leave to live, as merciful kings are sometimes wont to do.”

The old man looked as if he would protest, but then appeared Klovis, running in from down the burning hall. She looked up, saw Altin sitting there, then looked back to the ancient cleric in the chair.

The man had begun to chant, and she stopped him with a hand upon his arm.

“Don’t be a fool, Qualkah.” All around them gasped, the guards and the two clerics who’d come with him, horrified in unison. She’d called him by his real name. She turned back to them and nodded emphatically. “It is true. It’s been true all along. Tidalwrath will return. It is true, he will. The Sava’an’Lansom has fulfilled the prophecy. She saved him, and saved the High Seat. She saved us all. And Anvilwrath is defeated, leaving the world to Tidalwrath when he is ready to return. Mercy saw to it with her own sacrifice, offering up her own life in exchange. It’s all true. It’s always been all true!”

Altin laughed. “You see,” he said. “Not even an hour old, and you’re already mussing it up. Perhaps it’s all too far away for accuracy. But no matter. That’s close enough to true. And in the time that it will take for Tidalwrath to be in a condition to watch over this world of ours, we will be protected by the god of luck, which is perhaps no protection at all. Ask any drowned sailor, and he’d tell you if he could. The whole thing would be delightful were it not such a tawdry affair. But for now, right here on Prosperion, and in light of our dependence on fickle fate, it will be me. I claim the throne by divine right, and let any who would take it from me step forth and try their hand, for that is how the gods would have us do such things. This I have seen.”

Shadesbreath’s brows fell low over his feral eyes. He was clearly in communion with someone else. Then the tension in his body went away, or at least, he no longer seemed a cocked crossbow about to shoot. He vanished after, and Altin did not look for him. He knew where the elf was. Not gone. No. He was standing where he belonged, invisible in the shadows of the throne and an instant’s breath from his next kill. But the instant was not this one, and the kill would not be Altin. That instant, that someone, would be the next someone that threatened the rightful King. The new King, King Altin Meade.




Chapter 66

Exactly seventeen attempts were made to take the throne from the new King. None of these were successful. Only three were particularly bloody, and by the suppression of the third, it became apparent to all that the combined might of the new King and his elven bodyguard was unassailable. King Altin was the beloved of the gods, by whom he’d been granted power to cast magic like no other human in Prosperion history. And the elf, Shadesbreath, well, he was as he had always been, death in boots. And so began the reign of Mighty King Altin, the Galactic Mage and Protector of the Galaxy.

Every time he heard his titles it made him laugh, a wry and ironic one, and he could not help but shake his head. But, ludicrous as such linguistic accoutrements were, with all that lavish language also began a new era of peace and prosperity.

Treaties were made with the humans of planet Murk, and new agreements were made with those in power at the NTA. And while several nations on planet Earth were not signatories to the treaty, on the day of his inauguration, newly elected Mexican president and Reconquista leader Javier Arturo “Jefe” Muñoz-Zapata declared that he would one day have his revenge on the “unblooded usurper king of Prosperion.” But Altin was fine with that. In part because he simply did not care, and also in part because that particular bit of news came on the same day as much more important and joyous news: the revelation that Altin’s beloved Orli was, at last, with child.

Altin was beside himself, and, in possession of the power of his ring and the power of a king, by evening, he was able to arrange it so that all their closest friends and allies were summoned from across the stars for a private feast to celebrate the announcement of the impending prince or princess.

“So, do you guys have a name picked out yet?” Roberto asked from his place at the long golden table, two seats to Altin’s right, between Orli and Deeqa Daar. “Because if not, Roberto is a great name to introduce into the new Prosperion royal line. I mean, if you say it out loud, ‘Prince Roberto,’ you can’t deny there is a real elegance to it.”

Altin laughed and agreed. “I should think you are right, Captain. And perhaps we will entertain that once we know if we’re having a boy or a girl.”

“What? You don’t know? You can’t just, you know, figure that out already?” He wriggled his fingers in the air above his plate, pointing them at Altin and moving them back and forth as if they were cameras zooming in and out. “I thought you got that whole future sight thing on lockdown now.”

“He does,” Orli interrupted, “but we want to be surprised.”

“You going to have Doctor Singh or somebody do a quick sequence on the little clump of cells at least? You know, maybe make sure it’s got all the right genes?”

“Absolutely not!” Orli shot him a dark look. “You know better than that.”

“Hey, just saying. This is Prosperion. Earth’s genetic enhancement rules don’t apply here.”

“Well, they do now.” She turned to Altin and grinned, then back to Roberto. “I just made that a new law.”

“Dude,” Roberto said, “but what if Altin Junior doesn’t have a big … you know … magic gland? Then what?”

“Then he’ll have to make his way in the world without one, the same way you’ve had to make do without a brain.”

Everyone laughed.

Well, almost everyone.

“Hey, my exploits are shining examples of my genius. Like, legendary brilliance in battle and stuff. They’ll be talking about me for centuries.”

“Mm-hmm.”

More giggles ensued.

Roberto, more than most, could appreciate a well-executed cheap shot, and his grin was genuine. “All I’m saying is, cool and amazing as I turned out, brains or otherwise, it might be nice to make sure the son of the Galactic Mage can blow shit up like his old man. He might need that down the road, what with the royal line and all.”

“I blew up a planet, as you may recall,” Orli replied. “So, the son of his old lady will be perfectly fine with or without a mythothalamus.”

“Besides,” interjected General Pewter from his place across from Orli, “if we were to insert mythothalamus code into the DNA sequences of people here on Prosperion, we’d be no better than Jefe or those rogues at the NTA. It’s not right to tamper with these things. Some things must be left to nature.”

“What’s the matter, General,” prodded Roberto, “afraid they’ll comb out all the DNA that came from you?”

“Yes,” laughed the weathered old Marine. “I’m certain that would be the first to go. I’m trying to preserve my own legacy at this point. The royal line be damned!”

Everyone laughed at that. Well, again, almost everyone. The priestess Klovis did not. “The general is right. We must not tamper with the plans of gods, especially not in making ourselves and our progeny. Only the gods know when the next bit of greatness must be placed within one of us. To change their decisions about the hearts and minds of humanity is an abomination.”

“I get the whole priestess thing, but normally you’re more fun than that,” Roberto said. “Not trying to be rude or anything, just, you know, pointing it out. Maybe your timing is off.”

“I understand. And I am not disinclined to humor. But some things are simply wrong to do.”

“Well, I was mostly kidding anyway,” Roberto said. “I’m with you, sister.”

Squints, seated at the far end of the table next to Jeremy, could not help but jump in. “If the ability to ensure that the future king or queen is more powerful than the current one is possible, why in Sobrei’s name would we leave that up to luck?” He, being who he was, did not miss the expressions of disgust on his audience at the mention of that name, and yet also being who he was, he ignored them. “It seems plain bad strategy not to make the strongest kings and queens possible if Earth has the means for such a thing. Especially given we’re in this boat today because we barely weathered the storm that the gods threw in our way.” He glanced to Klovis and winced, expecting her to come after him, perhaps physically.

Klovis was not driven to offense, at least not visibly, for her expression remained neutral. Her silence was noticeable, however, and, of course, in any moment of silence, one could expect Roberto to jump in.

“Speaking of referring to gods, and in the context of a naming conversation, so what are we supposed to call these Hostiles now? Is, like, Blue Fire now Red Fire, since Yellow Fire loves her from under a red sun?”

The silence renewed itself, as if changing strides but not direction at all. Everyone looked different degrees of lost. Only Orli next to him looked intrigued. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I mean if the way they name themselves is to stay consistent, you know, naming themselves after the one who loves them, based on the sun around which their lover revolves, then, technically, Blue Fire is no longer loved by a Hostile revolving around a blue star. He moved. He’s where Red Fire used to be. Making him the new Red Fire … if he were a bachelor. Which he is not. So, he’s still Yellow Fire, because she hasn’t moved, but he has, so she has to be Red Fire, not Blue Fire. Right?” He looked to each person around the table in turn, his hands raised palm up, expectant, and his eyes echoing the question he’d asked at the end.

Orli’s eyes were rolled upward as she thought it through, and even Altin, by the motion of his jaw, was working on the idea.

“Wouldn’t it be crazy if the old Red Fire loved someone? That would mean there were two Red Fires that would be, technically, the same Hostile. Wouldn’t it?”

“No,” Altin mused. “I don’t think so. Many people have the same name—Roberto, for example—yet it does not make them the same person. So surely there would be a difference there. And besides, the old Red Fire is dead, so that other Hostile, the hypothetical lover, would now return to their original name, I should think.” He turned to Orli. “Would they not?”

Everyone was looking at her. She blanched and glanced back and forth for a moment. “How should I know? I don’t make up the rules. I just kind of figured them out one day. With an emphasis on ‘kind of.’”

“Well,” Roberto postulated, “I think that hypothetical Hostile chick would just go back to being her own name, her maiden name. Like Blue Fire used to be Yellow Fire before Yellow Fire—who used to be Blue Fire—took it from her. Before they traded names, basically. So if the old Red Fire had a girlfriend, she’s back to her original self.”

“Your Blue Fire used to be Red Fire,” Klovis announced. Her voice was measured and serious. “You call her Blue Fire. I call her Feydore. She was promised to Anvilwrath once but fell in love with Tidalwrath, his brother. Your Blue Fire was once Red Fire but not by choice. He loved her and wanted a child, but she did not return his love and would not grant him a child. She loved another, Tidalwrath. He loved her and she him, and she tried to give him a child, which Anvilwrath struck down. Tidalwrath, the one you call Yellow Fire, is her true love; he spoke from the blue sun, so she took his name and became Blue Fire.”

“Right,” said Roberto. “But now his heart is on the world where Red Fire was. So you’re saying we moved Tidalwrath to Anvilwrath’s body? Is that how I’m reading this?”

Klovis had to take a breath. Altin could not tell if it was because she was struggling for patience with slow students or because it galled her to speak of the gods in such tangible, even mortal terms. Perhaps some of both. “Yes,” Klovis said. “You will understand it that way.”

“I take it that doesn’t jibe with your holy books.” The inclination of Roberto’s voice put the question in it if she was interested, but did not press her on the issue if she was finished.

“Tidalwrath was prophesied to be greater than his brother one day, but not before Anvilwrath returned to protect the people as he promised that he would do.”

“So if you don’t think that’s his heart stone we moved, what do you think all those heart stones are, for all of them?”

“Stones,” she said. “Receptacles not unlike your communication devices, crystals that vibrate with the life force of the gods.”

“But they are living things. They mate and stuff.”

“They do. How does that change what I have said?”

“So you’re saying the communicators of the gods, like, their microphones and speakers and stuff, can live and make babies? Like, baby microphones?”

“That is a crude analogy, simplistic beyond measure, but not without a thread’s width of utility for beginning to fathom what the gods can do.”

“Enough!” Altin said. “It is all well and good to know that the realm of religion is not upended by the discovery of newer facts, and I trust that the Church will continue in its role of doing good, serving the physical and spiritual needs of the people. But rather than get dragged off into the depths of ontological debate, let’s talk about my beautiful wife and my baby, our baby. That’s the name I’m entertained in thinking upon.”

“A toast to my first grandchild!” General Pewter shouted, raising his glass and conspicuously glad to be onto something else.

“Hear, hear” echoed around the table along with the clinking and clanking of crystal and golden goblets.

“To baby Roberto!” Roberto said as the noise of the toast died down. “Long may he reign!”

Laughter followed, and a round of suggestions for boy and girl names. All was merry for a time, until a messenger scurried in from beyond, staying to the shadows until he reached Altin, where he gestured that Altin lean down his ear.

“There’s a man here says he needs to speak to you,” said the messenger. “He says he’s come with urgent news.”

“Well, I have no interest in urgent news tonight,” Altin said. “Tell him to come back tomorrow and I will speak to him.”

“He insists, Your Majesty.”

Altin still didn’t like that title, didn’t like what it did to his name. It made him feel like a man who must surely be full of himself, and, in quiet moments, he was already beginning to wonder if it might be better if he found a way to do away with it. “Have him speak to the Lord Chamberlain,” Altin said. “He was in his offices only moments before I came down. If it’s that urgent, I leave it to him to handle whatever it is.”

“He insists—” the messenger began.

“I’m the gods-be-damned King!” Altin proclaimed, loud enough that all the conversations around him stopped. In the silence, his whispering was futile, though he did it anyway. “He may insist until he rots. Have him speak to the Lord Chamberlain.”

“I’m afraid, My King, he already has, and the Lord Chamberlain insists you ought to see the man as well.”

“What is it?” Orli asked. “What’s going on?”

“Someone insists on seeing me at the announcement of our first child being conceived. Someone feels that whatever they have to say is more important than this moment right now.”

“I hope it’s not another goddamned elf,” Roberto said. “The last time we were at one of these parties, Seawind showed up and opened up a whole barrel of pickled shit.”

“If’n a’ weren’t fer tha’ elf bastard, ma poor Pernie wa’ still be alive.” That came from Kettle, who’d been silent up to now, feeling a bit out of place and normally on the other end of a fancy meal. Twice Tytamon had had to remind her she was supposed to be having a day off, stopping her from running off to get something that had run out, even here at the Palace. She picked up a bread knife and scowled. “If’n it’s tha’ elf, I’ll clean ’im out meself.”

Altin looked sympathy to her and, in his own way, agreed. Pernie had drawn a rotten lot.

“Sire?” asked the messenger.

“Fine. Send him in.”

The messenger stood and beckoned to someone who must have been staring in through the dark crack in the distant double doors. “What did he say his name was?” Altin asked.

“Ilbei Spadebreaker, Your Majesty.”

“What?” Nearly everyone uttered some version of it.

And then the man appeared. A short, stout fellow with an ale keg for a belly and a bramble of gray beard sprouting from his jaw.

The whole room stared in open-mouthed silence. Even Tytamon was surprised, who himself had once returned from death.

A metallic clang rang out where Kettle’s knife had fallen into her plate, followed by a sob. Roberto’s profanity spoke for what the rest of them left unsaid.

Altin was up in an instant and moving toward the door. “Master Spadebreaker,” he said. “I thought you were dead.”

“I was,” the old miner confessed, “but that ain’t the worst of it.”

And so the subject of the dinner party changed.

The End
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