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      I felt a rising excitement as the results flashed on my hand scanner. Microscopic metal filings from the hole bored into the asteroid matched those from four previous systems. I’d lost weeks following cold trails through dead end wormholes, but I was back on track. The current star system had two wormholes, the one I charted entering the system and an uncharted one the colony ship took hundreds of years ago.

      I cycled through the ship’s airlock two minutes later, removed my spacesuit, and fed the mineral sample into the ship’s analyzer. “Computer, verify the hand scanner’s results.”

      I brought the ship’s systems on line while the AI worked. The computer finished as the engines warmed up. “Your hand scanner’s analysis is correct, Master Scout Hart. The molecular composition of these filings match the previous samples to seventeen decimal places.”

      I sighed as the AI used my full rank and last name, “Computer, how many times have I asked you to call me Gavin?”

      “Does this request count as another such request, Master Scout Hart?”

      “Sure, let’s say it does.”

      “In that case the count is seventy-five.”

      “And what can you infer from that data, Computer?”

      “I infer you are a stubborn human, Master Scout Hart.”

      “No, dammit… Well, yes, I am stubborn. But what you should infer is that I want you to use my given name rather than my rank and family name.”

      “You know my programming prohibits that, Master⁠—”

      “Don’t!” I interrupted. “Do you know just how much it irritates me when you call me Master Scout Hart?”

      “Yes, I do. Your implant performs an ongoing medical analysis of your physiology and sends updates to me once per minute.”

      “And?”

      “Despite your protestations, being addressed by your new rank remains a source of pride and pleasure for you.” The computer paused for just a second before adding, “Master Scout Hart.”

      I fought down a laugh and lifted off. The AI was right. But what Scout wouldn’t be proud? I discovered a lost Terran colony and quelled the colony’s xenophobic terror of all things Terran. I dedicated three years of my life to the people of Lyreud, helped them overcome their pathological fear of AIs—they fled Terra during the height of the AI rebellion, which justified their fear—and introduced them into the Terran Federation. In the long run, that my ship’s AI never turned its weapons against the populace did as much to bring the Lyreudians around as anything I did.

      And two years later, I had the trail of a second lost colony ship. That brought an additional question to mind.

      “Computer, how many Scouts have discovered more than one lost colony?”

      “Four. Of those, Scout Academy Commander Watson is the only one still living. He discovered three lost colonies, making him well suited for his current post.”

      “So I’ll be in rarified air if I can track this colony ship to its eventual destination.”

      “You will, Master Scout Hart.”

      My ship cleared the asteroid field two hours later and the uncharted wormhole opened before me. The AI estimated a long wormhole transit—fourteen hours—and that amplified the excitement I felt when I entered an unknown star system. And the system was worth the wait.

      “I detect six planets circling a G class dwarf star, Master Scout Hart. The second planet’s orbit is within this system’s optimum zone.”

      “Yes!” I pumped a fist in triumph. “Let’s get closer and give that baby a full spectrum scan.”

      A colonist’s dream planet awaited us, with a breathable atmosphere, ninety percent earth-normal gravity, large oceans, and vast continents that teemed with life. That made the computer’s next announcement all the more puzzling.

      “I detect no signs of human life on the planet.”

      “None? Why would a colony ship bypass such a perfect world?”

      “I have one anomalous reading, Master Scout Hart. Perhaps a detailed analysis of the anomaly will yield a satisfactory answer to your question.”

      “Do it.”

      I considered four or five results during the half-hour the AI spent doing its thing. My guesses were so far from the truth it was ridiculous.

      “I have completed my analysis, Master Scout Hart. My initial findings were so unexpected I recalibrated my scanners and performed a second analysis. The anomaly is an abandoned city built by an advanced alien civilization.”

      I took a moment to process the computer’s words. “Please repeat that.”

      “The anomaly is an alien city, one built by an advanced civilization. It is abandoned and likely fallen into ruin, but its alien origin is beyond question.”

      I slumped back in my pilot’s chair, amazed at this discovery. Humanity has discovered eleven sentient alien races through our exploration, but none had advanced beyond the stone age. We had never discovered another advanced civilization—until now. This alien city was easily the most important discovery in human history.

      I’d like to claim my mind filled with thoughts of such depth and profundity that historians would record and treasure them for all time. But it wasn’t the case.

      “I got Master Scout for finding a lost colony. Does the Scout Corps even have a rank high enough for this discovery?”

      “May I suggest we explore the ruins before you schedule your promotion party, Master Scout Hart?”

      The computer’s tone sounded unnecessarily dry, but that could have been my imagination. Officially, AI programming restricts them to calming tones. Still, my attention snapped back to the situation at hand.

      “That was next on my agenda. Is there a suitable landing spot close to the city?”

      “Yes. It is on your screen now.”

      A topographical map of the city and its surrounding area appeared. A dot blinked in the middle of a large, flat area just outside the city. “Thank you. While I’m landing the ship, please take samples of the atmosphere and perform a detailed analysis of each sample.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      Once the ship was on the ground, I shut down the engines and prepared for my first excursion into the alien city. I checked the charge on my hand scanner before hooking it to my utility belt. Then I did the same thing with my Onesie. The Onesie appears on the equipment list as a Single Shot Solar Rechargeable Survival Blaster. The single-shot part of the official name is why every Scout calls it a Onesie. Once you’ve fired that one shot the gun is useless until it recharges. Slowly. Over the next hour.

      I was adjusting the straps of my backpack when the computer said, “Wear an oxygen harness, Master Scout Hart. My atmospheric scans reveal a molecule I cannot identify. My testing shows the molecule is incompatible with human physiology.”

      “You mean it’s poisonous?”

      “Yes. Brief exposure to it should have no detrimental effect on your health but I see no reason to take chances.”

      “I agree wholeheartedly, computer.”

      “A very amusing play on words, Master Scout Hart.”

      “Hm?”

      “Did you not just make a pun on your family name?”

      “Oh, I see. Whole Hart. Yes, that would have been a good one.”

      “Much better than some you have used in the past, Master Scout Hart.”

      “Such as?”

      “I cannot say. I erase your worst ones from my memory banks.”

      “So how do you know ‘wholeheartedly’ isn’t worse than some of those?”

      “My defensive programming did not automatically erase it, Master Scout Hart.”

      “Ha ha. You are so funny.” I activated my oxygen harness and entered the airlock, “Keep scanning and alert me of changes.”

      “As always, Master Scout Hart. I shall follow protocol and communicate through your implant until you return to the ship.”

      Seconds later, the outer hatch slid aside, and I stepped out. The alien city rose before me, many of its strange angles and odd curves softened by vegetation climbing the sides of the buildings. On closer inspection, I thought the computer prematurely called the city a ruin. There was no evidence of collapsed buildings or even any decay. It would take an army of landscape bots to clear away the growth, though. Even the…streets? Paths? Whatever you call them. Vines and bushes and trees choked them.

      “I'll circle the city and look for an easier way in.”

      “Acknowledged,” the computer’s voice sounded in my head. “May I suggest you go clockwise? Scans show a small building on the city’s perimeter. Unlike the rest of the city, native flora do not cover it.”

      I did as the computer requested. “Does the scan show why that one building is plant-free?”

      “It does not. Perhaps a close range analysis with your hand scanner will find something my systems could not.”

      I’d set the ship down a little more than a kilometer from the building. In normal circumstances, I could hike that far in just a few minutes. Pushing my way through the underbrush, walking around trees, and taking long detours around thick masses of bushes slowed me down. Almost an hour passed before I reached the small clearing around the little building.

      The structure was black, round with a domed roof, about ten meters in diameter, and had no visible door. It looked like some giant alien child had buried a ball in the ground. I dragged a sleeve across the sweat running down my face and dug out my hand scanner.

      “Computer, I’m starting my scan.”

      “I am receiving the data now. Please continue scanning until I request otherwise.”

      A minute passed without a word from the computer. Then two. After five, I wondered what was taking so long. Another three minutes passed before the computer spoke.

      “I apologize for making you wait, Master Scout Hart, but the readings are atypical. Bearing in mind I do not carry a full spectrum of botanical analysis software, I believe something constrains the plants around this building from growing wild.”

      “How?”

      “I do not know. There is no power signature coming from the building or the grounds surrounding it.”

      “Is it safe for me to approach the building?”

      “I detect no threats but would not consider that an endorsement of your proposed course of action.”

      “So noted, computer. Before I enter the clearing, please prepare a message drone. Upload everything you have concerning our discovery, include an urgent request for every xeno specialist available, and send it to the nearest Scout base.”

      “I am performing the drone upload now and will launch it as soon as that completes.”

      “Good.” I looked at the domed building. It was only ten meters away, but suddenly that seemed like such a long way. “I’m starting for the building now.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I’ll be the Hart of caution, computer.”

      “I believe I shall delete that one, Master Scout Hart.”

      Laughing despite the tension I felt, I walked toward the dome. And nothing happened. An anticlimactic five seconds later, I stopped before the building and considered what to do next.

      Without a sound, a section of the dome’s outer wall slid up. It didn’t stop moving until the opening was tall enough for me to step through without ducking.

      “Computer, a door just appeared in the building.”

      “The scans detect no expenditure of power.”

      “Maybe the aliens have power sources our scans can’t detect.”

      “That is a reasonable hypothesis, Master Scout Hart.”

      “Thanks.” I pulled a light from my utility belt. “This looks like an invitation computer, one I think it would be rude to reject.”

      “You are entering the building?”

      “I am.”

      Activating the light, I strode through the doorway.

      To my surprise, the sphere was hollow inside. Above me, the…ceiling…curved smoothly to a peak five meters above my head. My light revealed the same below me. Rather than a floor, I stood on a walkway stretching across the sphere.

      Sweeping my hand scanner in a wide arc, I asked, “Are you getting these readings, computer?”

      “I am, though they reveal little of this structure. The building material is unknown to me and I still detect no source of power.”

      I slowly strode across the walkway, keeping one eye on my feet and the other on the scanner readings. When I reached the exact center of the sphere everything changed.

      Dots of light appeared on the inner surface of the sphere. Some flashed off, but other dots in other locations replaced them. A few dots stretched into lines and flowed across the wall. Where lines met, they formed asymmetrical shapes that slid and tumbled over the surface.

      With a start, I realized I was watching the display and not doing my job. “Computer, are you picking up a power source now?”

      “No, though the video feed strongly suggests I should. Please⁠—”

      Annoyed that the AI didn’t finish its request, I asked, “Please what, computer?”

      I received no response. “Computer?”

      Looking over my shoulder at the sphere’s entrance, I saw only the inside of a curving black wall. Lights flowed and flashed where, seconds before, had been the opening I’d walked through. Alarmed, I turned around. At least, I tried turning around. My feet stuck in place on the walkway.

      “What the hell?”

      I fought to pull my right foot up. It never budged. Nor did my left foot—not even when I put away my gear and pulled with my hands, too.

      Around me, the lights spun faster and faster and untold numbers of oddly angled shapes moved across the wall. They engulfed smaller shapes and lines and dots, growing ever larger while the inside of the sphere grew ever brighter. I didn't know what would happen when light covered the entire inner surface and had no interest in finding out. I issued a mental command to my implant.

      Boost!

      Adrenaline—my body’s own and reserves stored by the implant—flooded my blood stream. Strength coursed through me. I felt as if time slowed as my senses became hyper-alert and my reaction speed increased far beyond those of a normal man. Applying all my extra strength to the task, I pulled on my right foot and felt it gradually separate from the walkway. Even Boosted, it wasn’t a fast process. My heel lifted slowly off the floor, driving me to fight all the harder to pull the rest of my foot free.

      Around me, the lights moved faster and faster and the room grew brighter and brighter. I ignored it as best I could and kept pulling on my right foot. The toe of my boot was the only part of my foot touching the walkway when the last bit of darkened wall blazed to life. A fraction of a second later the entire room gave a single impossibly bright pulse of light. I cried out in pain as the flash blinded me. Then consciousness fled, and I fell into darkness.
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      I heard voices coming from beyond the deep black of unconsciousness. Whispers I couldn’t quite understand surrounded me. When I strained to hear them I heard one intelligible voice.

      Relax, let the whispers do their job, and you will understand.

      I had a feeling the voice wasn’t telling me I’d understand the whispers but couldn’t make sense of that idea. I heard nothing beyond the whispers, so what else could the voice mean? Then the whispers faded away, and I rose from the depths of unconsciousness.

      I awoke in utter darkness. Feeling around me, I found my gear bag and dug through it until I found my light. I activated it and saw I lay on the walkway within the spherical building. The sphere’s inner surface was black, without even a single lighted dot zipping across it. To my dismay, the door was still closed.

      As if activated by that thought, the same section of the sphere rose noiselessly. I blinked as sunlight temporarily blinded me. Then, remembering I didn't know how to open the door, I leapt to my feet and sprinted outside. As soon as I was through the door it slid shut behind me.

      “Computer, how long have I been out of communication?”

      Silence met my question.

      “Computer?”

      Still no response. Had I been out of touch for so long the computer put the ship into hibernation to conserve energy? The question had barely formed in my mind before I discounted it. I’d have died from thirst before the computer decided such an extreme measure was necessary. Unless the building had kept me in stasis. That disturbing thought made me stop concentrating on my ship and inspect my surroundings.

      Things had changed since I entered the building. They had changed a lot.

      Overgrowth didn't choke the alien city as badly as it had been earlier. A few creepers snaked their way up the sides of buildings, but the city was mostly free of vegetation. The streets, previously clogged with bushes and trees, were mostly clear. More, what little grew in the streets showed signs of cutting. Ragged stumps dotted the streets and someone had slashed the bushes back from the street center.

      The thick woods I’d fought through to reach the spherical building were all but gone. Trees dotted the land I’d traversed, but they were young, nothing like the sturdy old-growth ones I’d seen earlier. As with the streets, the ground beneath the trees showed signs of clearing and the stumps of what had once been older, larger trees poked through the underbrush.

      And I heard voices. A lot of voices. Between the number of voices and the distance, I couldn’t make out any words. I’d have to get much closer before my implant could make recordings, analyze the language, and interpret it. Looking toward the voices, I saw many columns of hazy smoke rising.

      The reliance on fire strongly indicated a primitive civilization, one incapable of building the city or the spherical building. That really piqued my curiosity. Had I discovered a fallen alien civilization? If so, why hadn’t the ship’s scanners found evidence of them before we landed?

      I took a few steps toward the smoke and the voices before coming to my senses. My ship had to be my primary concern. Everything else could wait. As if it had been waiting for me to make that decision, the oxygen harness I wore sent a warning to my implant. It could protect me from the potentially poisonous molecule the computer discovered for a maximum of two hours. Recognizing the warning as the omen it was, I turned away from the voices and set off for my ship.

      Because of the sparse undergrowth, the return trip was much easier than the earlier one. I jogged most of the way and covered the distance in a matter of minutes.

      There was no ship. And the clearing…

      Staying well back among the trees, I stared in disbelief at the scene before me. Unwilling to accept what my eyes told me, I activated my hand scanner. It confirmed what my eyes beheld.

      The clearing where I’d landed was now a wheat field. Terran wheat. Tended by men. Human men. Supervised by other human men who wore swords and carried whips.

      As I watched, one supervisor stalked toward a worker struggling to lift a basket full of harvested wheat. The whip flicked toward the hapless man.

      Crack!

      The man gave a cry of pain and arched his back. Somehow, he kept the basket from tipping over.

      “Get up, dog!” the whip-wielder shouted.

      The language wasn’t galactic basic or any other language I knew. Nor was it one programmed into my implant. Yet I understood every word.

      How?

      The whip cracked again, bringing me out of my reverie. I knew better than to charge into the field to stop the whipping. As much as I wanted to do that, I was ignorant of the situation and dared not risk my mission by giving free rein to my protective impulses. That realization didn’t stop me from putting away my scanner and drawing my Onesie. Better to be prepared.

      Then I felt a point of icy steel press against my throat.

      A voice whispered in my ear, “Remain silent or this soil will drink deeply from your blood. Nod slowly if you understand.”

      I did as instructed, nodding once with extreme care.

      “Good. Now, hold the god weapon with two fingers and then hand it to me.”

      He had to mean my Onesie, but ‘god weapon’ must have some deeper significance. What was it? I wrenched my attention back to the problem at hand—or throat, to be exact. This wasn’t the time for speculation. It also wasn’t the time to hand over my only weapon.

      Holding the gun with my thumb and index finger, I moved my hand toward the voice. Knowing the other man’s attention was on the Onesie, I waited until I felt his hand grasp it then sent a command to my implant.

      Boost!

      Time slowed as adrenaline flooded my body, boosting my strength and reflexes. My free hand, moving faster than my opponent could have ever imagined, pushed the knife from my throat. Grabbing his wrist, I spun to face the man, twisting his wrist with the motion. His face contorted in pain and the knife fell from his hand. Reversing my grip on the Onesie, I hit him on the side of the head with all my strength. He fell limp at my feet.

      “You hear that? In the trees?” called a man in the wheat field.

      “Yah,” a second man replied. “Go look.”

      The first man grumbled but, from the sound of it, jogged my way. I knew too little of the local situation to risk discovery. Keeping Boost activated, I holstered my Onesie, grabbed the knife, and hoisted the unconscious man over my shoulder. Dodging so trees stayed between me and the approaching field guard, I hurried away as silently as possible. I kept Boost going for a full minute before releasing it.

      With the sudden return to my normal strength, the man’s full weight staggered me. The guy was bigger than me and after everything I’d been through since landing, I didn’t have the stamina to carry him much farther. Without ceremony, I dumped him on the ground and backed well away from him. Drawing my Onesie, I waited for the man to wake up.

      I kept an ear out for the field guards, but their voices remained distant. They were too far away to make out the words, but the tone of their shouts suggested the guard didn’t put much effort into his search.

      While waiting for the man to regain consciousness, I ran an analysis of the atmosphere with my hand scanner. It came back negative for the worrisome molecule. Given everything else I’d seen since awakening, the result didn’t surprise me. It added to my growing puzzlement, though. I turned off my oxygen harness, saving its remaining charge against future needs.

      Long after the hand scanner spat out its result my erstwhile attacker groaned softly. Before opening his eyes, he gingerly probed the knot I’d given him. He finally cracked his eyes open, checked his fingers for blood, and then turned a glare on me.

      “Why am I not a prisoner of the tarasche?” he asked in a sonorous voice.

      His last word was the first one I didn’t automatically understand. Maybe it was a proper name or slang? Jerking my thumb back toward the field, I asked, “You mean those guys with the whips?”

      The man scowled up at me, “You don’t look stupid yet you act as if you were. Everyone knows who are tarasche. Even they know it and some willfully embrace it.”

      “If you’re going to give speeches when a simple yes would do, this conversation will take hours.”

      To my surprise, the man gave a brief, booming laugh. “I have often heard the same from my father. Do you mind if I sit up?”

      “Go ahead.”

      I waited until the man was leaning against a tree before asking, “You had the drop on me earlier. Why didn’t you just kill me and take my, uh, god weapon?”

      “I have no quarrel with you but I have great need of your weapon. Only tarasche would kill a man in such a cowardly manner. And I am most certainly not tarasche.”

      “Just to make sure I’m not getting the wrong idea, could you define that word for me?”

      “Tarasche?” At my nod the man continued, “That which men feed to their pigs and goats.”

      I realized he meant trash. Could this tarasche be a corruption of the galactic basic word? It didn’t matter in the short run, so I pushed the thought aside and continued questioning the man.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “I am Sergeant Royzanilorin Ascarth of the Sallassian Royal Guard. Would you share your name as well?”

      He’d used his military rank, so I did the same. “Master Scout Gavin Hart.”

      “I do not recognize your rank. Master Scout. Which country bestowed it upon you?”

      “The Terran Federation.”

      He didn’t recognize that, either, which was hardly a surprise. “Is that country far from here?”

      He wouldn’t believe how far so I settled for, “Yes. Very far. If it helps, my rank is the equivalent of a naval captain.”

      “Then please forgive me for not saluting, Captain Hart. I have a rather large bump on my head and fear I might topple over should I attempt standing at attention.”

      “I’ll be here all day. You may ignore the usual protocols, Sergeant Roison… Um, Sergeant Roizera⁠—”

      “Even my mother stumbles with my full name. She hasn’t yet forgiven my father for selecting such a name. You, Captain Hart, may call me Roy.”

      “Thank you. That could be a lifesaver if I need your help during an emergency.”

      “I cannot imagine a warrior such as yourself could ever require help from the likes of me. You are the fastest and strongest man I have ever met.”

      “I’m not always that fast nor that strong, Roy, and I pay a serious price if I overtax it.”

      He thought about that briefly, “Is it the result of other godly items?”

      Did he mean my high-tech equipment? Yet another thing to figure out later. I stuck to an answer he could understand. “Yes.”

      Roy brightened at my response. “How many men do you have? If they all fight like you⁠—”

      “I’m the only one, Roy.”

      “That is a pity, Captain Hart. Yet two can be stealthy where twenty could not. This could work…”

      “Roy, for once I would prefer one of your long-winded responses. What are you trying to do?”

      “Rescue Her Royal Highness Princess Audrey, Heir to the Sallassian Throne. And my fellow guardsmen, if possible.”

      “And these tarasche have them?”

      “Indeed, Captain Hart. My brothers from the Guard are bound for the arena. The Warlord will send them out to fight and die for the pleasure of his men—the tarasche.”

      Warlord? God above, this whole situation was getting more complicated by the second. I feared I knew the answer to my next question but had to be certain. “And what of your princess?”

      Roy’s eyes darkened, “The Warlord has taken her for his own. If I cannot rescue her from his clutches before he goes to her tonight…”

      Watching the anguish in Roy’s eyes as he contemplated his princess’s fate, I made a sudden decision. “Fear not, Roy. We will rescue your princess or die in the attempt.”

      “You honor me, my Captain. I shall do my best to earn that honor during our rescue.” In his enthusiasm to get started, Roy jumped to his feet. He only stayed on his feet by wrapping both arms around the tree he’d been leaning against. “Let me amend my statement. I shall do my best to earn that honor once my head stops spinning.”

      “Let me look at that wound, Sergeant.”

      Roy stood still while I probed the knot on his head. A few sharply drawn breaths were all that betrayed the pain my examination caused. I found an open wound so pulled out my hand scanner and selected medical mode. It told me all I needed to know—Roy didn’t have a concussion.

      The man would recover naturally from his dizziness in a few hours, but we couldn’t spare that much time. The princess needed Roy fit and active right now. Digging into my backpack, I pulled out one of my three medical nanobot injectors.

      At Roy’s dubious expression, I said, “This will heal your wound. It’s filled with millions of tiny god machines.”

      Roy brightened, “Will it make me stronger and faster like you, my Captain?”

      I shook my head, “They will simply heal you. Though if you have any lingering injuries, the god machines will probably heal them as well.”

      Less than a minute after giving him the injection, Roy’s face was awash with wonder and relief. “This is amazing, my Captain! My head no longer throbs, but that is not all. My knee has long pained me—the result of a skirmish against bandits foolish enough to attack the Princess’s Guard—but that pain vanished. It is as if I never received the wound. Truly, the gods must have gone to your far away country when they abandoned their city and, once there, blessed you personally!”

      Suddenly the whole god thing fell into place. To primitive men, the alien city would appear as if gods built it. The gods must have left anything technological, which explained why Roy thought my Onesie was a god weapon.

      Rather than waste time explaining the truth about the city, I replied, “God moves in mysterious ways, Roy.”

      Roy cocked his head, considering my words. “You speak of a single god, my Captain. Have your people selected one god for their praise and worship?”

      “My people believe in a single God rather than a collection of gods.”

      “But why would one god need an entire city?”

      I shrugged, “Like I said, Roy, mysterious ways.”

      “You must tell me more of this god of yours, my Captain. If he grants such gifts to his worshippers, he is a god worth following.”

      “Let’s save the theological discussions for a time when your princess and guardsmen are safe. Are you feeling well enough to move?”

      “I am. Your god’s tiny machines have performed miracles. Not only are my wounds—old and new, alike—healed, my fatigue has vanished, leaving me feeling as if I have slept for many hours.”

      “In that case, we need to go on a scouting mission. We can’t make a plan to rescue your princess unless we know what we’re up against. You can fill me in on the local situation while showing me the lay of the land.”

      Over the next several hours, Roy did exactly that. It proved even more complicated than I’d feared. Roy’s people—intrepid explorers, according to my companion—discovered the City of the Gods a decade ago. They sent scholars to study the city and its artifacts while keeping the City’s existence secret for as long as possible. As is always the case with significant discoveries, word got out. Before anyone in power realized the full implications, the Warlord and his tarasche army wiped out the small defensive force guarding the scholars and took control of the city.

      The Princess was on a simple inspection and goodwill tour of outlying colonies and settlements. Roy and the guardsmen didn’t know of the danger until their ship—the wind-powered, water-borne type—came under attack. In the after-battle confusion, Roy escaped while the tarasche took the survivors—including Princess Audrey—to the Warlord.

      By the time Roy finished his story, we finished scouting the Warlord’s camp. I had an excellent idea of his defenses and camp layout. We worked out a plan for springing the Princess and, if we were lucky, the rest of the guardsmen. Before putting it into action, I spent a few minutes teaching him how to use the Onesie.

      Once it was fully dark, we made our move.
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